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Preface

This volume presents three essays, which are expanded versions of unpublished
papers I gave, in various forms and on different occasions, over the last fifteen
years.¹ Since these papers are thematically related, and since they represent
what is, in many respects, a summation of decades worth of thinking and writing
about the shape and dynamics of the history of third millennium Babylonia and
the ways in which that history is reflected in ancient written sources and art, it
occurred to me that it might be useful to publish them together. That is how this
book came about.

Among the leitmotifs that weave their way through these three essays, the
following two are especially prominent. The first of them is the proposition
that, as I have repeatedly strived to demonstrate in my work, the course of the
third millennium history of Babylonia was to a large extent shaped by the differ-
ences that originally distinguished the society and culture of southern Babylonia
from those existing in Babylonia’s northern half. Such differences can be dis-
cerned in the political, social, and economic organization of both regions and,
even more clearly, in the areas of language and religion. In my view, the process
underlying the early history of Babylonia is best described as a creative conver-
sion, through which two, originally quite distinctive societies and cultures, grad-
ually assimilated to one another, in the end becoming a completely new entity.
As far as we can tell, this process of conversion was generally peaceful and fric-
tion free. It certainly was not enforced in any way or fashion. In the same way
that there came into being, by the end of the third millennium, a single Su-
mero-Akkadian language and a single Sumero-Akkadian religion, the political
and social institutions of Babylonia too were of a hybrid nature. That process
of mutual assimilation had begun extremely early, probably already in Late

 The original version of Essay 1 was presented, under the title “Writing, Kingship and Political
Discourse in Early Babylonia,” at the conference “Writing Civilization: Literacy and Social Trans-
formation in Early Mesopotamia,” The Raymond and Beverly Sackler Art and Archaeology Lec-
ture Series, University of Connecticut, School of Fine Arts, Storrs, April 16, 2004. The forerunner
of Essay 2 was my keynote address (same title) at the summer program “Ideology, Power and
Religious Change in Antiquity, 3000 BC – AD 600,” Graduiertenschule für Geisteswissenschaften
Göttingen, Georg-August Göttingen Universität, July 20‒24, 2015. Essay 3 goes back to “Mythical
Realities of the Early Babylonian History: Thoughts about the Modern Study of Ancient Mesopo-
tamian History,” read at the 4th International Melammu Congress, “Schools of Oriental Studies
and the Development of Modern Historiography,” Ravenna, October 13‒17, 2001.
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Uruk times.² In all likelihood, its course was far from being simple and straight-
forward. However, due to the near-complete absence of written data from the
early phases of the Early Dynastic period, one may only guess about the specifics
of this development.

The other central theme of the essays presented here is my contention that
the kingship of early southern Babylonia had a very peculiar form, and that it
differed significantly from that existing at the time in northern Babylonia. The
characteristics of the southern kingship and its evolution over the course of
the third millennium (and going back into the Late Uruk period, see especially
Appendix 1), especially as it concerns its interaction with the kingship and cul-
tural institutions of northern Babylonia, are studied in detail, especially in Es-
says 1 and 2. In Essay 2 I also argue that the concept of divine king, which
was introduced by Naram-Suen, was an instrument of that ruler’s unificatory
policies, whose purpose was to transcend the limitations imposed by the tenets
of the southern ideology of kingship. It is further suggested that the divination of
Šulgi and his successors was motivated by similar political aims.

My understanding of the nature of the southern kingship leads me develop a
number of secondary points. One of them is the proposition that the peculiarity
of the southern ideology of kingship finds a direct reflection in the historical
writings and art. I base this idea mainly on the fact that the other literary civi-
lizations of the ancient world with which such a comparison may be made
(Egypt, Mesoamerica, and China) do indeed demonstrate the existence of such
a nexus. I then proceed to define (primarily in Essay 1) the nature of the histor-
ical sources surviving from the third-millennium South and contrast them with
those that may be attributed to the northern historical tradition. In conclusion,
I argue that, as a consequence of the special character of the southern ideology
of rulership – in particular, the absence in it of a developed dynastic tradition –
the society of early southern Babylonia showed a remarkable lack of interest in
things historical. Hence the pronounced absence there of historical narratives,
dynastic histories, and chronographic sources (such as king-lists and a devel-
oped system of dating methods). As I argue, this situation contrasts sharply
with what one encounters later under the Sargonic kings and their successors,
the kings of Ur, when different attitudes toward history and, consequently, differ-
ent forms of history writing and different royal imagery had come into being.

 The earliest certain evidence of Sumero-Semitic contact in Babylonia is provided by the occur-
rences of the Semitic loanword maš-gan₂ (Akk. maškanu), “settlement,” in the sources of Late
Uruk date (Steinkeller 1995b: 695; Monaco 2016: 10 and notes 62 and 68).
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The causes of this – obviously very puzzling – disinterest in history are then
explored in greater depth. Here I hypothesize that another factor that may have
contributed to this phenomenon was the influence of a powerful social group
(identified by me as the “Managerial Class”) that was a characteristic element
of the social and political landscape of southern Babylonia since Late Uruk
times. As a distinctive and solidly entrenched social group, the Managerial
Class of Babylonia had its own political agenda, which probably often remained
at odds with the politics of the king. In particular, it appears that this group op-
posed the concept of strong dynastic rule. Because of this, going as far back as
the Late Uruk period, the lexical, scholarly, and literary sources (whose authors
were none other than the members of the Managerial Class) assume a character-
istically ahistorical stance, completely ignoring the “history of facts.” The atti-
tudes and political agendas of the Managerial Class may also have contributed
to the virtual absence of genuine historical and chronographic sources. Such
sources were introduced only under the Sargonic kings, a tradition that was sub-
sequently continued by the kings of Ur. Beginning in the Isin period, the mem-
bers of the Managerial Class began to create their own version of history, which
sought to legitimize and to fortify their traditional status vis-à-vis the ruling cir-
cles. Toward that goal they invented texts that presented them as the original
source of political power in Babylonia, as well as the masters of statecraft, there-
by making themselves indispensable (or at least hoping to be perceived as such)
to the kings. Propagandistic sources of this type continued to be composed down
to the Seleucid period.

Finally, in Essay 3 I address the question of how the modern historian is to
approach the early Babylonian “historical” sources, both the ones that are be-
lieved to be properly “historical,” and those that are conflations of historical
facts and their literary embellishments (the so-called “historical-literary”
texts). Here I submit, in essence, that there is no substantial difference between
these two types of materials – as well as the ones usually referred to as “literary”
texts sensu stricto. In my view, all of these texts are about “mythical history,” and
not the “history of facts.” In conclusion, I suggest that this native historical con-
struct may productively be explored and used as an alternative to the standard
historical analysis.

It needs to be emphasized that what the reader is going to find in these es-
says is a very personal view of the third millennium history, offered by one stu-
dent of this subject. Due to the extremely fragmentary nature of the surviving
data (both as concerns written sources and archaeological evidence), any under-
standing of the facts and the broader significance of that phase of Babylonia’s
history must to a large extent be hypothetical, and, because of this, open to ques-
tion and allowing alternative interpretations. By no means do I claim that this
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history of mine is the definitive one. Nevertheless, I believe that this personal
“vision” deserves consideration, since it offers a connected and internally consis-
tent picture of the evolution of the Babylonian kingship, historical writing, and
art from Late Uruk into Old Babylonian times. Moreover, this picture results from
the thorough consideration of a very extensive (if not complete) body of extant
data, be they textual, archaeological, or art historical. While my “vision”
might not provide all the answers, it should, I hope, inspire new ideas and sug-
gest directions for future research.

The scholarly literature dealing with the third millennium is huge, and so it
was impossible, especially in the essay format I have adopted for this book, to
refer to everything significant that has been written on this subject. Thus my
choice of references and citations is necessarily selective; omissions do not
imply disregard (or disrespect). In general, I have followed the policy Henri
Frankfort used in his Kingship and the Gods: “We have quoted when we felt
that acknowledgment was due or that a useful purpose would be served by ex-
plicitly refuting an opinion … In other cases disagreement could be implied by
silence and this book spared the burden of controversy” (1948: ix). Some contro-
versy could not be avoided nonetheless. If I offended anyone, he or she may rest
assured that none of it was personally meant. Such is the nature of the scholar’s
business – if one is to conduct it conscientiously, and if some real progress (par-
ticularly in this difficult and controversial area of research) is to be made.

Last but not least I wish to offer my warm thanks to Gonzalo Rubio for ac-
cepting these essays for publication in the SANER series, and to Christopher
Woods and Ryan Winters, both of whom read the original manuscript and of-
fered numerous comments and suggestions for improvement. My further thanks
go to two anonymous reviewers for their respective critical assessments, to Flo-
rian Ruppenstein for his expert and patient editorial assistance, as well to Trey
Nation and Andrew Pottorf, who carefully checked the whole manuscript for
style and technical errors. Needless to say, the final responsibility for this
book’s content and form rests with me alone.
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Writing, Kingship and Political Discourse in Early
Babylonia: Reflections on the Nature and
Function of Third Millennium Historical Sources

In real history there are no new chapters and no new beginnings.
Ernst Gombrich

1 Preface

This essay aims to study the inter-relationship between the ideology of kingship
and the historical and chronographic sources that a given culture produces.
More specifically, I will attempt to investigate how the ideas about kingship in-
fluence and shape attitudes toward history, both past and present, and how
those attitudes then impact the character and the types of historical materials.
My premise is that there is a direct connection between the two.

The case study I will be using to test this hypothesis is ancient Mesopotamia
during the third millennium BC, more exactly the last four centuries of it, rough-
ly the period between 2400 and 2000 BC. On occasion, though, I will be ventur-
ing back into Mesopotamia’s last prehistoric phase, which is named the Uruk pe-
riod after the extremely important city of Uruk in southern Iraq. Uruk was
undeniably the source of Mesopotamian urbanism, and the place where Sumer-
ian culture as we know it, and all the later Sumerian institutions, were born. It
was also in Uruk that cuneiform writing in all likelihood was invented.

The specific geographical area I will be concerned with is Babylonia, roughly
the region extending from Baghdad in central modern Iraq all the way down to
the Persian Gulf.Within Babylonia, one further distinguishes between “southern
Babylonia,” which was the home of the Sumerians, and which therefore is com-
monly referred to as “Sumer”; and “northern Babylonia,” which was largely in-
habited by the Semitic Akkadians. The latter area is called “Akkade” or “Akkad,”
after a city in that region that gave rise, around 2300 BC, to a powerful dynasty –
and subsequently, to an empire – of the very same name. The border between the
southern and northern portions of Babylonia ran roughly north of the city of Nip-
pur, the religious and cultural capital of the Sumerians. In this essay, the terms
“southern Babylonia” and “Sumer” will be used interchangeably.

DOI 10.1515/9781501504778-002



2 Early Historical Sources of Southern Babylonia

The early inhabitants of southern Babylonia left to us a relatively limited corpus
of cuneiform inscriptions,written on clay and on stone,which are of a dedicatory
character, and which involve royal figures. For reasons of convenience – if noth-
ing else, cuneiform scholars have traditionally classified these materials as
“royal” or “historical.” The designation “royal” is technically correct, and there-
fore acceptable, though it may not be a particularly apt description, since it says
little about the nature and purpose of these materials. The label “historical” is
much more problematic. This is because, with a few notable exceptions, the ma-
terials in question are exclusively dedications of public buildings (usually tem-
ples) or objects to deities, which, apart from identifying the donor and specifying
his patronymic and titles, do not usually dwell on his peronal accomplishments
other than building activities. If any historical information is included, it is usu-
ally brief and always incidental to the main purpose of the inscription, which is
dedication.³ In my opinion, therefore, the name “historical” should properly by
reserved for the texts that were written with a specific purpose of recording his-
torical information, of making this information public in some form, and of pre-
serving it for posterity.

All of these inscriptions — and I stress again that I am referring only to the
earliest sources of this type stemming from southern Babylonia – show essential-
ly the same basic pattern: “to deity so-and-so, the ruler named so-and-so erected
temple X or presented object Y.” With the passage of time, the custom of adding
or inserting into this pattern some historical information developed.⁴ Quite often
this historical part takes the form of a temporal clause, as in the following exam-
ple: “when (king Šu-Suen) built the Amorite wall (called) ‘The one that keeps
Tidnum at a distance,’ and so he turned the Amorite’s foot back to his land,
he then erected for god Šara his beloved temple” (RIME 3/2 327‒328 Šu-Suen
17).⁵ This section grew progressively more extensive, becoming eventually the
longest (and sometimes the most important) element of the inscription. Even

 As cogently argued by Govert Van Driel (1973a; 1973b), the vast majority of the Mesopotamian
“royal” or “historical” inscriptions are best characterized as “dedicatory,” irrespective of wheth-
er they deal with the consecration of buildings or objects. This renders unnecessary the common
practice of sub-categorizing these sources further into “building” and “votive” inscriptions.
 The earliest notable example of this pattern is found in one of the inscriptions of Ur-Nanše of
Lagaš (RIME 1 89‒93 Ur-Nanše 6b). This source begins with a description of Ur-Nanše’s building
activities, offering then a substantial narrative of his conflict with Umma and Ur.
 Examples of this formulation appear already in the ED inscriptions from Lagaš. See RIME 1
180‒182 En-anatum I 9 ii 13 ‒ iv 9.
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in such cases, however, the inscription nearly always has a dedicatory character,
often beginning with the invocation of a deity. This pattern can still be discerned
in the first millennium royal inscriptions from Babylonia and Assyria – though in
most other respects the latter documents differ quite dramatically from the early
Sumerian inscriptions I am concerned with presently.

What is markedly absent among all the early Sumerian records of this kind
are true historical inscriptions, the ones whose primary function was to glorify a
particular royal figure and his lineage or to commemorate specific historical
events (other than temple-building). Or, to put it differently, sources that are pri-
marily concerned with dynastic history. As we will see later, such texts, which
may best be characterized as “elite display” inscriptions,⁶ appeared for the
first time under the Sargonic kings, becoming one of the hallmarks of that peri-
od.

Here I need to offer the following caveat. Among the corpus of early Sumer-
ian royal inscriptions one finds a few texts that do contain a good deal of histor-
ical information.⁷ This is particularly true of one of the inscriptions of En-metena
of Lagaš (ca. 2350 BC), which is concerned with a border conflict between Lagaš
and its neighbor Umma (RIME 1 194‒199 En-metena 1).⁸ Another notable exam-
ple of such a source is the famous “Stele of the Vultures” (ca. 2400 BC), which
too comes from Lagaš and deals with the same border dispute (RIME 1 126‒140
E-anatum 1). The Stele additionally is provided with rich iconography, which, at
least from that perspective, makes it a truly monumental artifact. However, while
these inscriptions name historical facts,⁹ the primary function of both of them is

 Noting the fact that the Sargonic and Ur III inscriptions of this kind are generally phrased as
dedications, Van Driel 1973a: 102 argued against the use of the term “triumphal” in reference to
them, consequently including such sources under the category of “dedicatory” sources. In spite
of this characteristic, however, the markedly different patterns and phraseology of these texts, as
well as the fact that many of them were intended for public display, are sufficient grounds to
classify them as “elite display” inscriptions (or “triumphal” inscriptions, if one prefers to use
Van Driel’s term).
 Averbeck 2002: 100 writes that “many of the Presargonic royal inscriptions contain or consist
almost entirely of historical narratives.” This conclusion is not supported by the actual data. As I
show in the following, sources to which such characteristics may be ascribed are exceedingly
few.
 For a reconstruction and detailed discussion of this conflict, see Cooper 1981a.
 Such information is considerably less extensive in the inscription recorded on the Stele,
which, as one may judge from what survives of it, is mainly concerned with the sworn promises
of the defeated ruler of Umma not to encroach on Lagaš’ fields in the future.

2 Early Historical Sources of Southern Babylonia 9



that of legal documents, since they serve to confirm Lagaš’ title to the contested
territories. Because of this, also in these two cases historical information is of
secondary importance to the main purpose of these sources, which is the dem-
onstration of ownership rights to a particular strip of land. Therefore, even
though these two texts (especially the En-metena piece) are replete with histor-
ical information, I would be reluctant to lend such clusters of historical facts the
designation of “historical narrative,” reserving this term for sources whose ex-
press purpose was to record historical events.¹⁰

In my view, the case of the En-metena inscription and the “Stele of the Vul-
tures” is broadly analogous to that of the Middle Babylonian and early Neo-Bab-
ylonian kudurrū or symbolic boundary stones, which date to the second half of
the second millennium BC and later times. Made of stone and often provided
with elaborate iconography, these objects likewise establish title to landed prop-
erty. Like the former inscriptions, some of the kudurrū too involve royal figures
and contain extensive historical narratives.¹¹ As a matter of fact, these particular
records are more informative in this respect than any of the proper “historical”
sources that have come down to us from the period in question. In spite of
this, however, it would be a mistake to classify them as historical sources
sensu stricto.

However, there exist two early Sumerian royal inscriptions for which the
label “historical” might be appropriate. The first of them is the inscription of
Lugal-zagesi, a late Early Dynastic ruler of Uruk and a rival of Sargon of Akkade,
which survives on several stone bowls presented by this ruler to the god Enlil at
Nippur (RIME 1 433‒437 Lugal-zagesi 1). Although this inscription adheres to a
dedicatory pattern,¹² its main section (i 36 ‒ iii 2) may be classified as a “histor-
ical” text in its own right, in that it deals exclusively with Lugal-zagesi’s personal
accomplishments. This is even though it does not name any specific historical
events – beyond a poetic description of the extent of Lugal-zagesi’s political in-
fluence. For this conclusion, the highly elevated style of this section of the in-
scription is significant as well: “when Enlil, master of all countries, gave to
Lugal-zagesi the kingship of the Land, directed all the eyes of the Land toward
him, put all the countries under his foot, and, from the east to the west, subject-
ed them to him, etc.” This kind of rhetoric, which focuses on the figure of the
king, represents a complete novum among the early Sumerian materials. When

 When treated in isolation from other early Sumerian royal inscriptions, the En-metena text
could indeed be seen as a genuine historical narrative. See, e.g., Averbeck 2002: 102: “It is hard
for me to understand why the Enmetena inscription should not be called ‘history writing.’”
 See Paulus 2014: 296‒304 KḪ I 1, 402‒415 MŠ 4, 503‒510 NKU I 2, 693‒703 MAI II 1.
 “For Enlil etc.” in i 1‒35, followed then by a dedication in iii 3‒40.
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viewed from this perspective, the Lugal-zagesi text clearly anticipates the voice of
the Sargonic royal inscriptions.

The other inscription I have in mind is that of Utu-hegal of Uruk, the unifier
of southern Babylonia following the so-called Gutian interregnum (at ca. 2100
BC) (RIME 2 283‒293 Utu-hegal 4). Here the label “historical” is even more appro-
priate, since this text consists practically entirely of historical narrative. More-
over, there is no clear evidence that it recorded any sort of dedication.¹³ These
facts make the Utu-hegal inscription completely unique, not only among the
third millennium materials, but equally among later Mesopotamian sources of
broadly historical content. However, the evaluation of this inscription is compli-
cated by the fact that it survives only in later, Old Babylonian copies. This opens
up a possibility that, despite its seemingly genuine late third millennium charac-
teristics, as pertains to its orthography and grammar, the Utu-hegal inscription
may actually be a literary text, which was composed subsequent to Utu-hegal’s
own time.

The data presented thus far establish quite conclusively that the corpus of
early Sumerian royal inscriptions contains precious little that may be described
as properly “historical” by any stretch of imagination. In this connection, it is
equally significant that virtually none of these materials were meant for public
consumption. This we can tell based on what the physical destinations of
these records are known to have been: either the foundations of temples or, in
the case of votive objects, sacred areas that remained inaccessible to the public
at large. It becomes evident, therefore, that the intended audience of these re-
cords was not human but divine.¹⁴ As such, these dedicatory inscriptions – to-
gether with the pictorial imagery that they may have accompanied – were strictly
part of a discourse between the rulers and the divine realm.¹⁵

 The only possible hint of this is the isolated mention of Enlil in line 1, which could indicate
the presence of a dedication at the end of the original text (if such indeed had existed).
 That audience included future rulers, who might chance upon these inscriptions in the
course of their rebuilding activities.
 For similar conclusions, see Tadmor 1997. In reference to the Neo-Assyrian royal inscriptions,
Tadmor wrote specifically as follows: “Indeed, it could justifiably be argued that the gods were
viewed as the primary audience of all the dedicatory-commemorative texts, especially those
which begin with an invocation to the major gods of Assyria … the gods were the immediate
and the most obvious audience, even before the princely reader of the future who is addressed
in the epilogues” (ibid. 331); “The unseen audience of the ARI was the ever-present gods and the
future priestly reader. Their content also presumably had a natural and interested audience in
the state elite, non-literate as well as literate” (ibid. 334). Because of this, these materials
were not unlike the Neo-Assyrian letters to gods, in which a ruler would report about his per-
formance to a particular deity (Tadmor 1997: 331‒332). Differently Liverani: “The existence of

2 Early Historical Sources of Southern Babylonia 11



As we shall see later, this situation changed very significantly during the Sar-
gonic period (2350‒2100 BC), when, for the first time, we encounter records that
are primarily concerned with the glorification of kings and their exploits. This is
fully reflected both in written messages and the images associated with them. It
is also from Sargonic times that we have clear evidence of public display of such
records (for example, at the city of Nippur,which functioned as the religious cap-
ital of Sumer). As a matter of fact, the Sargonic period witnessed profound trans-
formations and changes in almost every area of culture and ideology. These
transformations affected not only the character of historical sources, but also,
and even more profoundly, the attitudes toward history – both past and present.

Undoubtedly connected with the absence of elite display records – and even
more symptomatic of this whole phenomenon – is the lack in early southern
Babylonia of chronographic sources – such as year-names and the lists of rulers,
to name only the two most typical types of such records.

Although the Sumerians were consummate accountants and administrators
– a tradition that went back to Uruk times – even in that area they made little
effort to keep track of chronology. The only method of dating used in administra-
tive records was to identify the sequential year of a particular reign, but usually
even without specifying the ruler’s name (as practiced in ED IIIb Lagaš and
Umma). Such information apparently was deemed redundant, as it could be
gleaned from the relative location of a given document within the archival se-
quence.¹⁶

It is probably significant that, outside of Egypt, the earliest list of rulers
known from the ancient Near East comes not from Babylonia but from Ebla in
northern Syria, ca. 2350 BC (Archi 2001; Bonechi 2001).

Also from Ebla we have the earliest examples of year-names,¹⁷ that is, the
practice of naming each year after a specific event. This dating method is a uni-

[popular] propaganda is demonstrated by the existence of celebrative inscriptions and monu-
ments, exhibited in the major sanctuaries of the country” (2002: 153). But, as I just pointed
out, the overwhelming majority of such materials were not “exhibited” in temples in any man-
ner. Therefore, Liverani’s statement is applicable only to the true display monuments such as
those of the Sargonic rulers, which indeed were exhibited in the sacred and other locales. See
the discussion below.
 It appears that the tablets belonging to a particular reign would be placed in a single con-
tainer or a group of containers. These containers would then be provided with labels identifying
the ruler in question. Possible examples of such labels are the clay bullae DP 11‒22 (ED IIIb
Lagaš). These are uninscribed, though sealed with cylinder seals belonging to the rulers and
other high officials of Lagaš.
 See, e.g., in DIŠ mu Ma-ri₂ki GIN₂.ŠE₃ aš₂-ti ʾÀ-ti-NIki, “the year when Mari fought with AtiNI”
(ARET 7 115 v 1‒6); DIŠ mu TIL Ma-ri₂ki, “the year when Mari was defeated/finished” (ARET 1 34
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versal phenomenon, which is documented both in ancient and modern times. It
was used in Egypt already during the First Dynasty (see below pp. 16–17). The
Chinese of the archaic Anyang period too identified individual years in this
way (Bagley 2004: 223). In more recent times, the Sioux elders selected one prin-
cipal event each year for the tribe historian to memorize; such dating formulae
were called “winter counts.”

In Babylonia, the earliest examples of year-names appear at the very begin-
ning of the Sargonic period. They belong to the reign of Sargon of Akkade, as
well as to those of En-šakušana and Lugal-zagesi of Uruk (A. Westenholz 1975:
115). Since the latter two rulers were Sargon’s contemporaries (Sallaberger and
Schrakamp 2015: 93), and since both of them campaigned in northern Babylonia,
it appears highly probable that this dating method had been known in northern
Babylonia at that time, and that its usage by the two kings in question represents
a borrowing. This in turn suggests that year-names had been used in northern
Babylonia (particularly at Kiš) even before Sargon, a corroboration of which
may be sought in the presence of this dating method in Ebla. However, this
point cannot be verified at present, since the ED III economic documentation
from northern Babylonia is practically non-existent. Be that as it may, year-
names gained popularity in Babylonia only during the Sargonic period. But
even then their use was very sporadic.¹⁸ It was not until Ur III times that year-
names became a standard and even indispensable element of economic and
legal documents. Year-names continued to be regularly used under the succes-
sive dynasties until the end of the Old Babylonian period.

There are also reasons to think that the earliest attempt to compile a king-list
in Babylonia likewise occurred during the Sargonic period. I address this ques-
tion in greater detail below pp. 37, 40.

But, in spite of these chronographic innovations, namely, the use of year-for-
mulae and the existence of a king-list (the so-called “Sumerian King List,”
henceforth SKL), it is doubtful that, even as late as the beginning of the second
millennium and probably even much later, the Babylonians possessed any per-
manent system to keep a continuous track of their rulers, such as existed, for ex-
ample, in Egypt already in the Early Dynastic period. Examples here are the Pa-

iii 1‒3). These formulae are usually placed at the end of the tablet. However, their use is quite
infrequent. For other examples of Ebla year-names and discussion, see Archi 1996: 11‒13.
 In fact, only some forty year-names of the Sargonic kings are known. See Gelb and Kienast
1990: 50‒58. The number of tablets bearing these formulae is about the same. The year-names of
Sargon and Rimuš are introduced by mu, “year.” However, starting with the reign of Naram-
Suen, the introductory formula is in DIŠ MU, which resembles the formulae used earlier at
Ebla (see the preceding note). This suggests a possible connection between the two.
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lermo Stone and similar listings of Egyptian kings, which I discuss below p. 17.
By this system I mean a centrally kept list of kings and their reigns, usually in-
scribed on stone and accessible to the public to at least some degree, which was
periodically updated by designated officials.¹⁹ That no such system existed in
Babylonia is strongly indicated by the SKL, whose history we can now much bet-
ter understand thanks to a new manuscript, dating to the Ur III period (Steink-
eller 2003). The many discrepancies between this manuscript and its later
version(s) demonstrate that there were no independent chronographic sources
in existence that one could consult to verify chronological problems. Particularly
telling here is the case of the Sargonic kings of Rimuš and Maništušu.While the
later versions of the SKL make Maništušu the successor of Rimuš, in the Ur III ms
these two rulers are listed in the opposite order. If the Ur III text is correct on that
score, one would need to conclude that the erroneous sequence had crept into
the list sometime after the Ur III period, due, apparently, to some accident in scri-
bal transmission, and, in the absence of any way to verify the information, it
eventually acquired canonic status.²⁰

Another characteristic feature of early southern Babylonian culture, which,
in my opinion, is closely connected with the Sumerian attitudes toward history
writing, is the absence (or at least great scarcity) of display or monumental art
that focuses on the figure of the ruler and his achievements. Although there
are sporadic examples of such images in the archaic age (and I will discuss
them later), it is only in Sargonic times that they appear in force.

 Or, alternatively, some institution or office expressly concerned with recording and maintain-
ing this type of information.
 Even if the sequence Rimuš – Maništušu should prove to be the correct one, this case would
still be indicative of the absence of any permanent storage of chronographic data at that point of
Babylonian history. As for Rimuš and Miništušu, the only evidence that might indicate Rimuš’
chronological priority is the fact that both the inscriptions of Sargon and Rimuš mention a gen-
eral of Marhaši named Šidga’u (RIME 2 22‒24 Sargon 8 Caption 16, 55‒57 Rimuš 7:10‒11). Al-
though not being conclusive, this evidence favors the assumption that Rimuš was the direct suc-
cessor of Sargon.
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3 Historical Sources of Egypt, Mesoamerica, and Ancient
China

3.1 Introductory Remarks

The question thus arises: why did the early Babylonians show so little interest in
recording historical facts, and why is their art virtually devoid of what may be
classified as elite display, i.e., images that glorify the feats of specific rulers?
This is a valid question, since in many other early civilizations that knew writing
the situation was just the opposite.

To illustrate this point, I will use the examples of the early Egyptian, Meso-
american, and Chinese cultures. Even a cursory examination of the writing sys-
tems of those three civilizations reveals the presence of common features among
them. Of those features, the most significant one is the practical application of
these writings, since all three of them were used primarily as a tool of official
or elite display. To put it more broadly, one could say that the main function
of these writings was commemoration. Or, if one opts for a narrower definition,
then it is possible to conclude that the essential purpose of these scripts was to
recognize or to glorify a particular individual and his lineage. Thus, most of the
inscriptions that survive from archaic Egypt, Mesoamerica, and early China are
what may be described as historical records, in that they deal with prominent
personages and specific historical events. Equally characteristic of these inscrip-
tions is their pervasive concern with chronology. This concern is sometimes so
central that, in such instances, records need be classified as chronographic or
calendrical.

That the Egyptian, Mesoamerican, and Chinese writings differed fundamen-
tally from the cuneiform one as regards their function is generally recognized by
scholarship. To cite Joyce Marcus:

As in the case of early Mesoamerican hieroglyphic inscriptions (and in striking contrast to
economic texts recorded by the early Sumerians), the functions of early Egyptian writing
were to commemorate the deeds of rulers and legitimize their divine right to rule … The
content of early [Egyptian] texts on stone was ’history,’ the association of a ruler with an
important event (such as taking office, or the taking of captives), the acquisition of titles,
and the linking of a ruler to a divine origin or to earlier rulers (real or fictional). These
texts accompanied and complemented pictorial scenes that portrayed the ruler, a pattern
analogous to the way the Zapotec and Maya used texts to accompany depictions of their
rulers. Some early Egyptian texts feature king lists that attempt to establish an unbroken
genealogy back to fictional rulers. These king lists supply a divine origin for the reigning
ruler, by linking him to the first few kings, some of whom where actually gods. Such divine
prologues and the use of remote ancestors to establish the right to rule were also used by
all Mesoamerican groups. (Marcus 1992: 20‒23)
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One of the characteristic features shared by the Egyptian, Mesoamerican, and
Chinese writings is the fact that, as was repeatedly observed by various writers,
the invention of these scripts coincided with the beginning of dynastic history,
that is, the founding of royal dynasties and the emergence of discrete political
entities, be it territorial states (as in the case of Egypt) or city-states (as in the
case in Mesoamerica and China). Thus, referring to archaic Egypt, Richard B.
Parkinson writes that “the origins of Egyptian writing seem bound up with
this creation of the centralized state” (1999: 73). Similar conclusions were
reached by Nicolai Grube about the early history of the Maya: “The Maya record
of the founding of royal dynasties goes along with the beginning of writing …
Writing and the beginning of dynastic history are closely connected phenomena
in Ancient Egypt and China” (1995: 2).

This brings us, finally, to the controversial question of the ultimate purpose
of the invention of these three writing systems.While most scholars tend to think
that in Egypt, Mesoamerica and China the original cause of the invention of writ-
ing was public display, there have also been some dissenting voices, which claim
that, at least in Egypt and China, the writing was invented for administrative pur-
poses.²¹ It is necessary, therefore, to review, however briefly, the earliest inscri-
bed materials that have come down from Egypt, Mesoamerica, and China.

3.2 Egypt

In Egypt, the earliest surviving inscriptions are of a display character. The most
representative examples of these materials, which are documented since Dynasty
0 or the final phase of the Naqada III period, are the celebrated palette and the
macehead of king Narmer (Wengrow 2006: 41‒44; O’Connor 2011). A similar ma-
cehead, excavated in Hierakonpolis, names a ruler who has conventionally been
identified as King Scorpion II (Wengrow 2006: 213‒214). This ruler likewise is
commonly assigned to Dynasty 0. Significantly, there also exists at least one
rock inscription of an indisputably display nature dating to Dynasty 0. Located
at Wadi el-Qash in the Eastern Desert, this record is an abbreviated version of
Narmer’s name (MacArthur 2010: 116‒117 and fig. 5.3). For another possible ex-
ample of such an early rock inscription, found in the Western Desert, see below.

From the time of Dynasty 0 and the First Dynasty, there additionally survives
a large body of year-names associated with various rulers, among them Narmer

 This position has been articulated most extensively and assertively by Nicholas Postgate, Tao
Wang, and Toby Wilkinson 1995; Postgate 2005. For similar views, see also Haicheng Wang 2014.
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and several kings of the First Dynasty (Kaplony 1963; Wengrow 2006: 128‒129,
204‒205). These appear on small tags made of ivory or wood. Such labels are
usually pierced, which indicates that they were originally attached to various ob-
jects or commodities. The label with Narmer’s name is of particular interest here,
since it concerns the same event as the Narmer palette, suggesting the depend-
ence of such year-names on display inscriptions.

It appears certain that it was on the basis of such year-names that king lists
(or “annals,” as they are called by Egyptologists) were compiled. The earliest
example of a fully-fledged Egyptian king list is the Palermo Stone and its asso-
ciated fragments, which probably dates to the mid Fifth Dynasty (Wilkinson
2000; Hsu 2010). The Palermo Stone begins with a listing of pre-dynastic rulers
(Dynasty 0), continuing then with the dynastic kings into the middle of the Fifth
Dynasty.

Already during the First Dynasty, however, one finds prototypes of these
sources, which may be characterized as emergent or “mini” king-lists. Appearing
on two cylinder seals, of which now only clay impressions survive (Dreyer 1986;
Dreyer et al. 1996; Wengrow 2006: 131‒132 and fig. 6.3), these are sequential list-
ings of royal figures. One of these seals records, in a reverse order, the Horus
names of all the rulers of the First Dynasty. The other seal names the first five
kings of the First Dynasty and queen Merneith. A number of similar listings of
royal names are found also on stone vessels and a statue, which name the rulers
of the First and the Second Dynasties (Cervelló-Autouri 2003: 170 and n. 4). A
similar vessel, now in the Egyptian Museum in Cairo, bears the names of several
kings of the Third Dynasty (Tiradritti 1999: 32 figure below, JE 88345).

Apart from the display inscriptions and the chronographic records I just
enumerated, there exists yet another group of early Egyptian written records
that needs to be discussed here. These are inscribed bone tags or labels from
the “proto-royal” Tomb U-j in the Umm el-Qa’ab cemetery near Abydos (Baines
2004: 154‒165; Stauder 2010: 138‒142; Dreyer 2011: 134‒135). Dating probably to
shortly before Dynasty 0, these tags, which number ca. 160 individual pieces, fall
into two distinctive groups. The tags of the first type are inscribed only with nu-
merals. It is safe to assume that these numerals specified the quantities of goods
with which the tags had originally been associated. The tags of the second type
bear one to four hieroglyphic signs. It has been suggested that these signs iden-
tify the places that supplied the goods or commodities in question.

Of these two kinds of written messages, only the hieroglyphic ones qualify to
be described as a form (however incipient) of writing. But these brief inscriptions
are merely identification or ownership marks, in the manner of the slightly later
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serekhs (royal names), which one finds inscribed or painted on pottery vessels.²²

As such, they differ substantially from the bona fide use of writing in administra-
tion, such as that one encounters in Babylonia during the Late Uruk period.²³

Neither do these identification marks necessarily suggest that the Egyptian writ-
ing was invented for utilitarian purposes, since these graphs could easily have
been adopted from display inscriptions.

As a matter of fact, there survives a display inscription that may be contem-
poraneous with the Tomb U-j tags. The record in question forms part of a rock
tableau from Gebel Tjauti in the Western Desert, which was discovered and pub-
lished by John C. Darnell (2002: 10‒19 Gebel Tjauti Rock Inscription 1). Included
in this tableau is a falcon atop of a scorpion, which may plausibly be interpreted
as a royal name. As suggested by Darnell (2002: 14), this ruler could be the same
person as the presumed owner of Tomb U-j, who has been identified by some
scholars as King Scorpion I.²⁴ The latter hypothesis rests on the fact that Tomb
U-j yielded a number of pottery vessels inscribed in ink with the figure of a scor-
pion, which plausibly represents the name of the tomb’s owner (Wengrow 2006:
201 fig. 9.12; Dreyer 2011: 134).

To summarize these facts, public display appears to have been the most
probable cause of the origin of the Egyptian script. For this view, see Baines
1988: 194‒200; 1989; 2004; Wengrow 2006: 203‒217; Stauder 2010. As indicated
by the tags of Tomb U-j, already at its very inception the Egyptian script had ad-
ministrative applications as well. But such uses appear to have been very limited
and of secondary nature. One may conjecture that, had there existed an exten-
sive administrative documentation in archaic Egypt, it would likely have taken
the form of ostraca, which are as durable as cuneiform tablets. But such early
sources are completely absent in the surviving record.

3.3 Mesoamerica

Moving on to Mesoamerica, the Mayan inscriptions – and the same is true of the
Aztec and other Mesoamerican written records – deal almost exclusively with

 In terms of their function, these marks are roughly analogous to the impressions of uninscri-
bed cylinder seals in early Babylonia.
 Examples of similar labels, which probably date to the Uruk IV period, are also known from
Babylonia. See Woods, Teeter, and Emberling 2010: 71‒72 nos. 41‒43; MSVO 1 238 and 239; MSVO
4 75‒77.
 This ruler, who is believed to have belonged to the beginning of Dynasty 0, is different from
King Scorpion II of the Hierakonpolis macehead.
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historical and ritual events. These sources usually record life histories and ach-
ievements of a single ruler, most commonly focusing on one or more events cen-
tral to the ruler’s life and reign, such as “birth, accession to power, marriage, the
birth of offspring, the presentation of an heir apparent, warfare, the taking of dis-
tinguished captives (and their sacrifice), as well as the celebration of calendrical-
ly ordained rituals and anniversary rites connected with previous events (often
associated with the ceremonial shedding of one’s own blood), and death” (Coe
and Kerr 1998: 56).

Some of these monuments functioned as king lists and dynastic chronicles.
A good example here is Altar Q at Copán, Honduras, which depicts sixteen suc-
cessive rulers. Beginning with the founder of the dynasty, named K’inich Yax
K’uk’ Mo’, whose reign began at 426 AD, this document records some 400
years of uninterrupted history (Martin and Grube 2008: 192‒193; Sharer 2012:
30). An even more extensive source of this type is the Hieroglyphic Stairway at
Copán, which has been described as the “ancient world’s most massive inscrip-
tion” (Stewart 2015). Inscribed with some 2,200 glyphs, it offers a detailed history
of K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’s dynasty (Fash 2002; Sharer and Taxler 2006: 339‒343).

Although some scholars have argued that the Mesoamerican writings were
extensively used in administration, and that they even may have been invented
for that purpose (e.g., Postgate,Wang, and Wilkinson 1995: 471‒472), there is no
evidence of either of these. This is not only because we lack any physical exam-
ples of the use of any of those scripts for purely administrative purposes, but also
because there are no references to such uses in the surviving narrative sources,
both the native ones and the early colonial records written in Spanish. Had such
administrative records existed but were lost, due to their being written on some
perishable material, it is certain that some mention of them would have sur-
vived, particularly in the post-conquest accounts. It is simply inconceivable
that the Spanish chroniclers would have omitted to mention the existence of
such documentation, if only as a curiosity. In fact, colonial records contain ex-
tensive descriptions of the writing systems and their practical applications. For
example, in a relación from 1588 Antonio de Ciudad Real writes as follows:
“in their antiquity they had characters and letters, with which they used to
write their stories and ceremonies and methods of sacrifices to their idols, and
their calendar, in books made of a certain tree and they were very long strips
of a cuarta or tercia in width that were folded and gathered in such a way
that they looked more or less like a book bound in quarto” (Coe and Kerr
1998: 169). Similar descriptions are found in Bishop Diego de Landa’s Relación
de las cosas de Yucatán. In this connection, it should be noted parenthetically
that samples of the perishable khipu writing of the Incas did survive, as did
the copious descriptions of it and its applications in colonial records.
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It is well known that the Maya and other Mesoamerican peoples produced
books or codices, primarily because a few specimens of such books have sur-
vived (Sharer and Taxler 2006: 127‒129). These were made of bark paper coated
with burnished white gesso, and were usually bound in jaguar-skin covers. Such
codices are frequently depicted in Maya art, as are the scribes themselves, who
are easily identifiable because of their characteristic garb. For such representa-
tions, see Coe and Kerr 1998: 89‒110, 169‒171. The Maya scribes are shown in
a variety of situations; we find them writing or handling books, overseeing the
delivery of tribute, and participating in ritual feasts and other official events. Sig-
nificantly, books are the only type of records represented in such scenes.

We also know with certainty that the Mesoamerican codices were used to
keep records of tribute. As a matter of fact, an example of such a record has
come down to us. It is the second section of the Aztec “Mendoza Codex,”
which lists taxes that the vassal kingdoms were required to pay to the king of
Tenochtitlan (Longhena 2000: 171).

Moreover, the recording of tribute is depicted in at least one Maya image. The
scene in question comes from the celebrated Fenton Vase, which, according to
Schele and Miller, “shows one lord who seems to deliver, or account for, a
great pile of bundled textiles topped by a full basket set in front of the enthroned
ruler. A smaller lord seated behind the royal cushion may reach for a codex and
his accounting tools” (1986: 144 and 170‒171 pls. 54 and 54a).

However, the inclusion of such information in Mesoamerican codices and
the depictions of codices in art in no way bespeak the widespread use of
other (one might call them “lesser”) administrative records. On the contrary,
they forcefully argue against the very existence of such documentation.²⁵

 Perhaps inevitably, some scholars have speculated that a large output of Mayan writing may
have been in perishable form, such as palm leaves and wooden objects. See, e.g., Houston 2000:
148‒149; 2004: 300. A support for this contention has been sought in isolated images that appear
to show deities and animals writing on palm leaves or bark. Notwithstanding that such repre-
sentations are few and questionable at that, it would not at all be surprising if such materials
had in fact been used in some situations and for specific purposes. But it is a far cry from sup-
posing that they were employed extensively in administration. This point could only be demon-
strated by the actual finds of such materials or a large body of images depicting them – and such
evidence is lacking at this time. This kind of idle speculation, which echoes similar claims about
the existence of perishable writing materials in early China (see below) and the Harappan civ-
ilization, is not only futile but also methodologically suspect. An unfortunate example of the
extreme use of such “methodology” is a recent book by Haicheng Wang 2014, who, in his
zeal to demonstrate the presence and primacy of administrative records in early China and ev-
erywhere else in the ancient world, exploits such tenuous or inconclusive or simply non-existent
data ad absurdum. By this logic, one could make a claim for any ancient civilization devoid of
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Hence there is little reason to think that the Mesoamerican writing systems arose
from administrative needs. This, in fact, is the opinion held by the majority Mes-
oamerican specialists, who are in agreement that the Mayan and other Mesoa-
merican scripts were invented for the purposes of elite display – however broadly
one wants to define it, whether to glorify rulers and their lineages or to mark the
ownership of valuable artifacts (the so-called “name-tags”) belonging to the
members of political elite.

3.4 China

As for ancient China, the earliest surviving inscriptions date to the late Shang
period (ca. 1200 BC). Excavated at the site of Anyang in northern China, these
materials fall essentially into two groups: a very large corpus of oracle texts in-
scribed on bones and turtle shells and a much smaller body of inscriptions on
bronze vessels (Bagley 2004: 191‒216). The same site also yielded sporadic in-
scriptions on stone and pottery, as well as a few records on bone and shell
that are not concerned with divination.

Similar examples of inscribed bronze vessels were found in a number of
other northern China sites, which date to the early Western Zhou period
(ca. 1050 BC), and are associated with the Yan dynasty. Particularly important
among them are the ones coming from Liulihe, the capital city of the Yan (Sun
2003). The practice of inscribing bronze vessels continued during the later phas-
es of the Zhou period, which yielded the longest and most informative records of
this type.

The Anyang oracle texts are of ritual character and come from what assured-
ly was a royal milieu. As such, they may best be classified as royal texts. Certain
aspects of these materials suggest that they were displayed in some fashion (Bag-
ley 2004: 199‒200). As considered by various scholars, the most likely context to
which these artifacts are to be assigned is ancestor worship.

The inscriptions on bronze vessels are usually classified into identification
or ownership marks and statements (Chang 1980: 21‒23, 169; von Falkenhausen
2011). The identification marks consist of one or more signs that represent clan or
family emblems, a kinship term or title, and one of the ten celestial stems or day-
signs. The statements usually describe the circumstance of the vessel’s prepara-
tion. Additionally, they may include various information of a historical nature,

writing that it actually had a script, though it has not survived due the perishable nature of the
writing medium used.
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such as military campaigns, royal visits, gifts, agricultural and ancestral rites,
feasts, marriages, etc. Some of these data are closely comparable to the Egyptian
year-names I have discussed earlier.

It is generally agreed by Chinese scholars that these types of inscribed
bronze vessels were emblems of royal power and that they were objects of
elite display. Like the oracle texts, these artifacts too probably played a role in
the ancestral cult (as suggested by their common inclusion among burial mate-
rials).

No records of overtly administrative or economic character survive from any
of these early sites. It has been speculated, however, that apart from the materi-
als mentioned earlier, the Anyang scribes also used narrow strips of bamboo or
wood as a writing surface.²⁶ Such bamboo books are known to have existed later,
the earliest documented examples here being those found in the tomb of Mar-
quis Yi, who died in 433 BC. As for the evidence implicating the existence of
such books at Anyang, various scholars cited particular characteristics of the
Anyang script (such as the fact that the writing is arranged in narrow vertical col-
umns, possibly therefore mirroring its use on bamboo strips) and the presence in
this script of a sign that probably depicts a book of this type.While hypothetical,
these data argue plausibly that these kinds of writing materials may indeed have
been known at Anyang. It is an entirely different matter, however, how extensive
the use of such bamboo or wooden books may have been and what specific pur-
poses they might have served. The evidence in hand offers no clues in either re-
spect.

This particular issue was treated extensively by Robert W. Bagley 2004: 220‒
226, and these views need to be addressed in some detail. To begin with, Bagley
takes it for granted that “significant amounts of Anyang writing have been lost”
(ibid. 222). This is not an unreasonable assumption, though a more cautious
scholar would perhaps say “some amount” to gauge the volume of those
“lost” materials. More problematic is what Bagley does next. Trying to get a
sense of what those hypothetical Anyang records may have been, he uses the
early Babylonian economic records as possible clues. By this kind of extrapola-
tion, he comes up with a list of possible candidates.²⁷ In my view, this approach

 For this opinion, see most recently Bagley 2004: 216, who asserts that such materials “must
have been the everyday writing surface at Anyang.” See also Shaughnessy 2010: 216.
 Particularly questionable here is Bagley’s conclusion that “the Anyan writing system could
not have functioned without lexical lists” (2004: 222). As shown by the many literate ancient civ-
ilizations that never used lexical lists (Egyptian, Mayan, Minoan/Mycenaean — as well as the
early Chinese, in my view), this assertion is patently false. See my discussion below p. 51,
where I emphasize the fact that Mesopotamia is the only documented case of an ancient civili-
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is not only unproductive – since such speculations cannot be proved (or dis-
proved) in any way, but also methodologically dubious. This is because, as I
would argue, the Babylonian materials in question constitute a very special
case, consequently not being applicable to the Anyang situation as comparative
evidence. As I discuss it later in this essay, the Uruk script and the records writ-
ten in that script were a comparatively late outgrowth of the highly sophisticated
para-writing administrative system that existed for many generations earlier.
Even more fundamentally, that particular administrative system had arisen
from — and indeed had been predicated on the presence of – a historically
unique socio-economic institution: a characteristically egalitarian community
that centered around the temple-household and its manifold economic resour-
ces, in the form of agricultural lands, orchards, animal herds, fisheries, etc.,
and which had a peculiar form of political leadership. As far as one can deter-
mine at this time, neither this kind of administrative system nor any elements
of the socio-economic and political organization within which this system oper-
ated are in evidence at Anyang. Therefore, until such (or at least comparable)
data are produced, any recourse to the Babylonian data as a way of inferring
about the possible uses of writing at Anyang is completely pointless – and prob-
ably also detrimental to the proper assessment of this phenomenon. As a matter
of fact, Bagley recognizes this point partly himself, since he concludes his article
by suggesting that “we should be looking for functional precursors of writing,
including perhaps systems of numeration like the token systems of the Near
East” (ibid. 236). In my view, this would be a much more productive approach
to this issue.

Similar conclusions about the inapplicabilty of the Babylonian situation as a
comparative model for the uses of other early scripts were reached by Andreás
Stauder 2010: 143. Although Stauder addresses primarily the question of the
Egyptian writing, his observations are fully relevant for the Mesoamerican and
Chinese scripts as well. Therefore, they deserve to be quoted in full:

Due to the lack of direct evidence in the late fourth millennium, a general argument some-
times is made that the emergent Egyptian state must have needed writing for administrative
control. This however need not have been the case. The classical image of the Egyptian bu-
reaucratic state is based on material from considerably later times … Furthermore, the sit-

zation that used such sources extensively. For a more restrained (and, in my opinion, much more
realistic) view of the scribal training at Anyang, see Smith 2011. Note especially this conclusion:
“The minimal hypothesis accounts well for the evidence of scribal training reviewed here and
could comfortably accommodate the available evidence for writing on wood and bamboo as
the product of activities by a handful of literate specialists supporting the ritual activities of
the Shang king and his immediate family” (ibid. 205).
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uation as found in late fourth-millennium southern Mesopotamia cannot be generalized
uncritically to the vastly differing Egyptian society, economy, and early state. Other paral-
lels, such as in Mesoamerica (e.g., Inca quipus) or in fifth- and early fourth-millennium
Greater Mesopotamia (e.g., Arslantepe in southern Turkey …), illustrate how societies de-
veloping toward early state structures may well manage the level of administrative control
they need by non-linguistically oriented record-keeping techniques of various sorts.Writing
becomes a requisite only at a later stage. (2010: 143)²⁸

3.5 Summary

In summary of this review, we will be justified in concluding that the most likely
cause of the invention of writing in Egypt, Mesoamerica, and China were the
needs of elite display. We have also seen that, at least in the beginning, these
scripts, together with the iconography that often accompanied them, were em-
ployed primarily to record what may broadly be described as “dynastic history,”
with the figure of the ruler and his lineage being their main focus. Yet another
characteristic shared by these three corpora is the presence among them of sour-
ces of a distinctively chronographic nature, such as year-names, king lists, and
dynastic histories.

At the same time, it is clear that, since very early on, both the Egyptians and
the Chinese used their respective scripts also for accounting and administrative
purposes. The case of the Mesoamerican writings appears to have been signifi-
cantly different in this respect, since, judging from the data presently available,
their use in administration was marginal at best.

4 Archaic Cuneiform Script and the History of Late Uruk
Times

Now, although much still remains unclear about the origins of cuneiform, one
fact is absolutely certain: the cuneiform writing system was invented with an ex-
press objective of recording administrative information — as contrasted with the
purpose of elite display.

This event took place in southern Babylonia, almost certainly at the city of
Uruk, toward the end of the fourth millennium BC or, in archaeological terms,
the Uruk IV‒III periods. When viewed from the perspective of its later history,
the invention of cuneiform looms as a development of monumental proportions.

 For the highly circumscribed role of writing in the early Babylonian administrative praxis,
see Steinkeller 2004a and below pp. 24–25, 52–55.
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However, the actual contribution of that first, incipient form of script to the econ-
omy as it existed at that time was very modest indeed.²⁹ During that early phase
of Babylonian history economic institutions were already highly developed, their
operations being facilitated by a very sophisticated and efficient administrative
system, which employed various types of para-writing devices and methods. See
in detail below pp. 52–55. Therefore, this earliest script played no perceptible role
in the processes that had brought about the Uruk society and economy. Its real
contribution rather was to provide the Uruk administrators with an extensive da-
tabase for budgeting and economic prognostication (Woods 2015).

Addressing the positions of P. Wheatley and C. Lévi-Strauss, both of whom
considered writing to have been a prime mover in the development of complex
societies, and with Lévi-Strauss additionally viewing writing as a technology of
oppression meant to facilitate exploitation and subjugation, Mogens T. Larsen
instead assigned to writing, especially in the context of archaic Babylonia, a
much more limited and benign role, namely that of an “enabling factor” (Larsen
1988). A similar assessment of the importance of the Uruk script has recently
been offered by Christopher Woods:

Writing played no role in ushering in the momentous socio-economic changes that defined
the Uruk period. Rather writing appears during a period of retrenchment, just as the insti-
tutions that served as the crucible for its invention begin to falter.What writing did provide,
however, was a more robust, flexible, and permanent accounting apparatus that went be-
yond the simple mnemonic devices that preceded it – the new technology provided unpre-
cedented data storage capabilities that could be exploited for the purpose of economic
planning. (Woods 2015: 140)

The Uruk IV‒III periods were a time of momentous economic and social
changes, as reflected in the appearance of monumental architecture, the enor-
mous spatial expansion of the city of Uruk, and the shift to utilitarian, mass pro-
duced pottery. These and other facts strongly indicate that the late Uruk society
experienced a kind of industrial revolution: the breakdown of extended family
structures in the countryside, with rural population moving en masse into
Uruk and becoming urbanized, a development not unlike the growth of London
in the late eighteenth century. Undoubtedly, these changes led to the establish-
ment of a new social and political order. It was also the time when the so-called
“Uruk expansion” had reached its climax – or, more likely, was already in the
process of contracting. However, we know absolutely nothing certain about the

 As convincingly argued by Larsen 1988: 185‒186, in its range of uses the Uruk script was
more akin to the Peruvian khipu than to a developed writing system.
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political history of that period, or, for that matter, about the then form of govern-
ment. This is due to the complete absence of anything that would even remotely
classify as written historical records. The only notable exception here is the so-
called Jemdet-Nasr city-seal, which records, in two registers, the names of at least
eleven Babylonian cities (the original number may have been as high as twenty).
See fig. 1. The ones that can be identified are Ur, Larsa, Zabalam, Urum, Kesh,
BUBUNA, and possibly Kutha or Kiš (R. J. Matthews 1993: 33‒40; Steinkeller
2002b; 2002c).

Since all of the toponyms are of the same size, and since there is no hierar-
chy in the way they are arranged, the likely message of the seal is that the cities
in question were political equals vis-à-vis one another. From this one might plau-
sibly infer that, already at that time, Babylonia supported a system of largely in-
dependent city-states, which, as certain textual data seem to suggest, formed a
loose federation based on religious or ritual principles (Steinkeller 2002b).

In spite of our ignorance of the specifics of the Uruk government, at the very
least we know that it had an individualized political leadership. Of this we are
assured by Late Uruk art, which contains a very large and highly consistent cor-
pus of the representations of a royal figure. As a matter of fact – and this point
needs to be emphasized – this royal figure is the central focus of Late Uruk art in
general, since such images account for the majority of the surviving Uruk icon-
ography. Some of those representations even deserve to be described as monu-
mental. The Uruk ruler is always shown wearing the same attire, which consists
of a net-like kilt and a characteristic brimmed cap. And he appears in a variety of
roles: a high priest, a military leader, and a hunter. See figs. 2‒6, 11‒15. These
data demonstrate quite conclusively that his office combined politico-military
and ritual powers. Although the title of this royal figure is not known with abso-
lute certainty, all the data indicate that it was en, which in Sumerian means
“lord” or “ruler” (Akk. bēlu), and, in the context of Inana’s cult, “high priest.”
For a detail discussion of this issue, see Appendix 1.

What is astonishing about the representations of the Uruk ruler when one
juxtaposes them with the ones from Egypt and Mesoamerica I discussed earlier
is that none of them is inscribed. The Uruk ruler is never named. Nor is his royal
title ever explicitly specified.³⁰ He remains completely anonymous; he exists only
as a generic type. This is absolutely extraordinary, since the artists who produced
these pieces had at their disposal all the necessary means — that is, a developed
writing system – to provide such information: to lend the Uruk ruler identity and

 Though it is depicted, but only as a ritual object, on the Warka Vase. See Appendix 1 p. 85.
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individuality, to identify his lineage, and to commemorate his achievements. The
only explanation of this strange fact is that they purposely chose not to do so.

That the Uruk artists knew cuneiform, and that they occasionally incorporat-
ed it into their images is demonstrated by at least one surving example. The case
in question is a Late Uruk cylinder seal (see fig. 18),³¹ which depicts a standing
bull accompanied by a number of pictographs: UD, SIG, DINGIR, MUŠ₃, and
EZEN. These five signs almost certainly are to be read: “the festival (ezen) of
the Morning (hud₂) and Evening (sig) goddess (dingir) Inana (MUŠ₃).” These
two designations refer to Inana’s astral aspect, when she embodies the planet
Venus. As a matter of fact, economic tablets from the Uruk III period refer spe-
cifically to the festivals celebrating these two forms of Inana (Szarzyńska 1993).³²

The same sources mention two other avatars of this goddess, Inana NUN,
“princely Inana,” and Inana kur (Szarzyńska 1987; 1993: 8‒9). The second of
them (which may be a by-form of the “princely Inana”) probably denotes the Ve-
nus’s invisibility phase, during which, as the ancients believed, the goddess re-
mained in the netherworld (kur) (Steinkeller 2002b: 254 n. 23; 2013b: 468;
Boehmer 2014). Here it is of interest that our seal additionally depicts, directly
over the bull, a crescent moon, plus three stars, each of which may be read as
“deity” (DINGIR). It is possible that the three stars belong to the inscription as
well, describing Inana as a “triple deity.” This designation of Inana actually ap-
pears in other sources. A group of Uruk III tablets record offerings that were col-
lected, apparently in various cities, to be presented to the “triple Inana / deity of
Uruk” (Steinkeller 2002b: 252‒254).

 From the former Erlenmeyer collection, now in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum,
New York. See Nissen, Damerow, and Englund 1993: 17‒18 and fig. 18; Cooper 2008: 73‒74;
Woods, Teeter, and Emberling 2010: 50; Boehmer 2014. More recently, Suter 2014: 557 n. 25
opined that “the authenticity [of this seal] … is not beyond doubt.” However, this artifact un-
doubtedly is original. It is totally inconceivable that any forger could have come up with
these arcane pictographs. Here note that the earliest published discussion of the festivals of
the Morning and Evening Inana is Szarzyńska 1993, while the seals from the Erlenmeyer collec-
tion had been auctioned in 1992 (Sotheby’s 1992: 11 no. 1). The seal itself was first published by
Moortgat-Correns, 1989: 34 fig. 1.
 One of the sources naming these two festivals is ATU 7 W 21671,which I discuss in Appendix 1
p. 96.
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5 Early Southern Babylonian Kingship

5.1 Distinctive Characteristics of Southern Babylonian Kingship

Thus I return to my original question: why did the early Babylonians display this
peculiar attitude toward history, and why did they use writing and art so differ-
ently than the civilizations of Egypt, Mesoamerica, and China?

The answer almost certainly lies in the nature of Sumerian kingship as it ex-
isted before the advent of the Sargonic dynasty. Characteristically, that form of
rulership was based on the principle of divine election, and not on descent. In
other words, it focused on the royal office, and not on the ruler’s lineage. Al-
though, in practice, hereditary principle prevailed, in that the father was usually
followed by his son, in theory the ruler – usually bearing the title of ensik, “stew-
ard” – was elected to his office by the divine owner of the city-state. In this ar-
rangement, the ensik functioned as an earthly representative of the deity, taking
care of the human and other resources of the city-state on the latter’s behalf, a
role somewhat reminiscent of that of the bishop of Rome. In fact, the most char-
acteristic and enduring image of the Babylonian ruler in written sources is that of
the deity’s trusted shepherd or vicar (sipad in Sumerian, rē’û in Akkadian). See
also Essay 2 pp. 117–120.

Since the office came first, and its holder and his personal qualities and ach-
ievements came only second, the ruler, as he appears in written sources, is pre-
dominantly a generic type. Although this generic ruler claims a special relation-
ship with the divine realm, in essence he is just like any other member of the
temple community. It was only due to his exceptional piety and obedience
that he had obtained divine favor.When he is depicted in art, he usually assumes
the standard posture of piety. See figs. 19‒22. He never wears any royal insignia
(though he undoubtedly used them in real life), or any special attire for that mat-
ter, that would visibly distinguish him from other members of the temple com-
munity. It is exceedingly rare that he is depicted as a warrior – as in the
“Stele of the Vultures,” for example – but even there his martial importance is
secondary, the main warrior figure being the deity. Here it is characteristic that
the “Stele of the Vultures” sharply separates the profane from the divine, by fore-
grounding the divine dimensions of the message on its front side, while relegat-
ing the human related imagery to its back side (Winter 1985: 13‒21).

But these characterizations of the iconography of early Babylonian rulers
need to be provided with a caveat. It undoubtedly has not escaped the reader’s
notice that the representations of the Uruk ruler I have discussed earlier differ
significantly from those of Early Dynastic ensiks, since the Uruk ruler, who plau-
sibly bore the title of en, is distinguished by his characteristic garb. Also, unlike
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the later ensiks, he cuts much more important a figure, as he dominates over
other humans. Even more important, he also shares a direct, very intimate rela-
tionship with the goddess Inana. This is illustrated by the representations in
which he and Inana appear together.³³ In addition, their figures are of the
same size and height, which, from a formal perspective at least, makes them
practically equals of one another. This kind of imagery finds no parallels in
ED art.³⁴ Unfortunately, we do not have any direct information about the office
of this ruler. All we can do is speculate, based mainly on what later tradition im-
agined this ruler to have been like. Still, there are reasons to think that the Uruk
ruler was significantly more important and powerful a ruler than the ensiks of
Early Dynastic times. According to later literary sources, the archaic, purely
mythical kings of Uruk, such as Mes-kiag-gašir, Enmerkar, Lugal-banda, and Gil-
gameš, were descended from gods. Possibly, therefore, the archaic ruler of Uruk
was believed to be a demigod by his contemporaries.While not a deity properly
speaking, he perhaps was imbued with more sacrality than other humans. (For
the issue of “sacrality” in early Babylonia, see in detail Essay 2.) It was perhaps
this semi-divine aspect of the en, a characteristic no longer shared by the Early
Dynastic ensiks, that explains his exceptional and distinguishing attire, as well
as his more prominent position in art more generally.

One might even consider that the Uruk ruler was a Dumuzi-like figure.³⁵ Du-
muzi was an exceedingly complex persona, partly human and partly divine,who,
according to literary texts, was a lover and ritual attendant of Inana/Ištar. Char-
acteristically, the first millennium version of the “Gilgameš Epic,” SB Version,
Tablet VI lines 109‒110, includes Dumuzi among the human lovers of Ištar. Du-
muzi is depicted as a mortal in a number of other sources, which, at the same
time, assign to him divine characteristics. Thus the Old Babylonian list of the an-
tediluvian cities and rulers (for which see below pp. 58–65) calls Dumuzi a
“shepherd” (sipad), and makes him a “king” of Patibira, the main center of Du-
muzi’s cult, also identifying him as a deity (by providing his name with the di-
vine determinative DINGIR). There was yet another Dumuzi who shared such

 For a discussion of such scenes, see Appendix 1 pp. 83–90.
 The corpus of ED III art contains numerous representations of ritual specialists and worship-
ers presenting offerings to enthroned deities, with the figures of both being of the same size. See
Braun-Holzinger 2013: pl. 11 fig. 5, pl. 12 fig. 9, pl. 13 figs. 7 and 8(!), pl. 14 figs. 10 (= our fig. 26;
discussed below p. 34) and 11, pl. 15 fig. 13; pls. 18 and 19 figs. 1‒7; etc. But, in all these instances,
divine statues undoubtedly are depicted, thus indicating a significantly lesser level of contact
and intimacy between the human and the divine.
 See Hansen 1998: 49: “this figure may well also be Inanna’s consort and lover, Dumuzi.” This
idea goes back to Jacobsen 1976: 26, who explicitly identified the Priest-King depicted on the
Warka Vase as Dumuzi.
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mixed human-divine characteristics: a fisherman from Kuwara who is listed, in
the SKL lines 109‒110, as one of the kings of the First Dynasty of Uruk, and
whose name too is marked with a DINGIR sign. Possibly, therefore, there existed
a belief that, like Mes-kiag-gašir, Enmerkar, Lugal-banda, and Gilgameš, Dumuzi
too was one of the mythical Priest-Kings of Uruk.³⁶ This hypothetical notion may
also have ascribed to Dumuzi the origin of the royal epithet “shepherd,” which,
as I wrote above, arguably was the most characteristic image of the ruler
throughout ancient Mesopotamian history.³⁷

The possibility that the Uruk ruler was a semi-divine figure may find indirect
support in the fact that the archaic Lu List A, which names the top officials of
Uruk’s economic and political structure (see below pp. 47–50), excludes the en
from its purview. This omission is striking and very puzzling. One way to account
for this abnormality would be to assume that the en was thought to stand out-
side of the normal social system or, in other words, that he formed a category
by itself.³⁸

5.2 The Cult of the Former Rulers and Priestly Officials

The lack of preoccupation with the ruler’s lineage and his individual traits – his
legitimacy deriving solely from his office – explains why there is no evidence in
early southern Babylonia of a dynastic cult, or more broadly, a cult of royal an-
cestors centering on lineages, such as existed at Ebla, for example.³⁹

What we find there instead is a collective cult of former rulers and high
priests and priestesses, which, like the kingship itself, centered on offices, and
not on the particular lineages of the holders of those offices.⁴⁰ Known as the
“sleeping ens,” the “gathering of the ens,” or the “collegium of Gilgameš,”

 For the role of Dumuzi in the Ur III royal ideology, see Essay 2 pp. 144–145.
 Wiggermann 2010: 328 writes that “the identity of the priest-king as the en, the ruler of pro-
toliterate Uruk, has become more than plausible, which, of course, does not exclude the possi-
bility of an iconographic overlap with Dumuzi, the god he embodied as husband of Inanna.” In
this connection, note that the brimmed cap worn by the en of Uruk is later associated with Du-
muzi (Wiggermann 2010: 338‒339). It is possible, therefore, that this cap had its origins in the
headgear worn by shepherds. For the later history of the brimmed cap, which eventually became
an attribute of Gudea and Ur III kings, see below p. 34.
 For a similar suggestion, see Schmandt-Besserat 1993: 210.
 See Archi 2001; Bonechi 2001.
 A vague parallel for this practice is provided by the veneration of former Popes at St. Peter’s
in Rome.
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these deceased officials were believed to form a ruling class among the human
denizens of the netherworld.⁴¹

The cult of the “sleeping ens” is particularly well documented at Lagaš,
where we find detailed records of it from the Early Dynastic period at least
through the Ur III period (2400‒2000 BC). This cult focused on a complex of fu-
nerary chapels, built over respective tombs, which were contained within one en-
closed area. That area very likely was the courtyard of the Eninnu, Lagaš’s most
important sanctuary. Such funerary chapels housed statues of former ensiks and
other high officials, which were attended daily by cultic personnel.⁴² Similar
complexes of funerary chapels are known to have existed in the neighboring
city-state of Umma⁴³ as well as at Ur.⁴⁴

 In ED Lagaš, they were known as en-en KU.KU-ne, “sleeping lords” (DP 77 v 6), KU.KU-ne,
“the sleeping ones” (VAS 14 164 vii 6), or simply en-en-ne₂-ne, “lords” (DP 73 ix 1, 77 iv 1; VAS 14
191 i 2‒3). Cf. “Ebla Vocabulary” lines 800‒801 (MEE 4 289; Archi 2012: 5‒6): DINGIR.EN = ma-
ʾà-um, DINGIR.EN.EN, na-u₉-lum, du-uš-da-i-i-lu-um, “the sleeping one(s),” where the verb is
niālu. For a discussion of the “collegium of Gilgameš,” the “gathering of the ens,” and the enu-
merations of the various deceased priestly officials over whom Gilgameš and his deputy Etana
ruled in the Netherworld, see Steinkeller 1995a; 1999: 110‒111; 2005a: 22‒23.
 These chapels were called ki-a-nag, “the place were the water is libated,” lit. “the place
where (the dead) are given water to drink.” The best known funerary chapel of this type is
the one described in Gudea’s Statue B, for which, actually, this particular statue of Gudea
had been fashioned.While not referring specifically to ki-a-nags, ED sources of Lagaš record gar-
ments and various jewelry that belonged to the “sleeping ens,” or, more correctly, their statues.
See DP 73, 74, 76, 77, 78; VAS 14 163, 164. The existence of such statues implies the presence of
funerary chapels of this kind as well. Food offerings for these “lords,” called maš-da-ri-a, and
consisting of flour, beer, and bread, are referred to in VAS 14 191. In Ur III times, there was a
special personnel attached to this cult. Called gir₃-se₃-ga ki-a-nag en-en-e-ne-ka, “personnel
of the funerary chapels of the ‘lords,’” and numbering eighteen individuals, this group included
four gudu₄ priests (one of whom served the deified Gudea), a chief lamenter (gala-mah), a singer
of the “lords” (nar en), and various other functionaries and supporting staff (RTC 401 i 13–ii 9).
 An Ur III topographical plan from Umma (JCS 16 81 HSM 7500) records the dimensions of
two adjoining buildings. The smaller of these two structures, measuring over 7 sar (= 247 m2),
was the residence of the lu₂-mah, the high priest of Šara. The larger building, measuring 14
sar (= 494 m2) in size, is labeled as en-en, which allows one to identify it as the place where
the funerary chapels of the former “lords” of Umma were situated. It appears certain that
these two buildings formed part of the complex of Šara’s temple in the city of Umma. According
to other Ur III sources from Umma, a large area of agricultural land was set aside exclusively in
support of this cult: 825 iku ŠUKU en-en-e-ne (Orient 21 1 iii 6–7; Steinkeller 2017: 563: Text E ii
4′–5′). Umma sources also make frequent mentions of the provisions for these former “lords,”
called nig₂-dab₅ en-en-e-ne, which consisted of foodstuffs and sheep (BPOA 2 2647, 2661;
MVN 20 69; Nikolski 2 372; etc.).
 This complex, which formed part of or adjoined the gi₆-par₄ of Nanna and Ningal, contained
the tombs of the former en priestesses of Nanna. In an inscription left by En-anedu, a daughter
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5.3 Gudea of Lagaš and His Ideology

A particularly interesting exemplification of these ideas about kingship and its
place vis-à-vis the divine realm is presented by the case of an ensik of Lagaš
named Gudea, who ruled shortly before the Ur III period.⁴⁵ Gudea’s reign repre-
sented, at least in terms of the ideology he espoused, a total rejection of Sargonic
values (of which I will be talking shortly), and a return to the original Sumerian
worldview.⁴⁶ The numerous and lengthy inscriptions of Gudea deal exclusively
with temple-building and ritual matters, making no mention of political events
whatsoever.⁴⁷ If one were to believe these sources, Gudea and his subjects lived
in an immovable ritual continuum, in which humans commingled with gods,
and no history of facts ever took place. Although this seems to have been the
most radical expression of that ideology ever, similar disinterest in history was
typical of the early southern Babylonian culture in general.

It can be shown, in fact, that Gudea had instituted a systematic archaizing
program, whose purpose was to restore the conditions that existed in Lagaš
prior to the Sargonic take over.⁴⁸ Although economic data surviving from Gudea’s
reign are very meager, we can be certain that this program restored the institu-
tion of temple households, which, most significantly, regained the ownership
of arable land. Reflections of these archaizing policies are even clearer in
texts and art. A careful examination of Gudea’s inscriptions reveals that these

of Kudur-mabuk of Larsa and an en priestess herself, this locus is described as the “place of the
‘destined day’ (i.e., death) of the former ens” (ki ud-nam-tar-ra en-en-e-ne libir-ra-me-eš) and
the “resting place of the former ens” (ki-na₂ en-en-e-ne libir-ra-me-eš) (RIME 4 299‒301 Rim-
Sin I 20:34‒35, 40).
 It is even possible that Gudea’s reign overlapped with that of Ur-Namma, the founder of the
Third Dynasty of Ur. See Steinkeller 2013c: 298‒302.
 In a recent article, Claudia Suter (2015) offered a discussion of Gudea’s ideology, suggesting
that Gudea underwent a “partial” deification, and that he tried to assimilate himself to other dei-
ties. In my opinion, these views are fundamentally mistaken. See the following discussion and
Essay 2 pp. 112 n. 299, 150 n. 404.
 There is just one piece of such information, and very unspecific at that. It occurs in Gudea
Statue B vi 64, discussed in Steinkeller 2013c: 298‒299.
 The earliest evidence of such efforts dates to the reign of Puzur-Mama, a governor of Lagaš in
late Sargonic times, who eventually became an independent ruler of that city-state. See Volk
1992. Puzur-Mama left to us at least one inscription (RIME 2: 271‒272 Puzur-Mama 1), in
which he calls himself a “king of Lagaš.” It is certain that this inscription was composed
based on Early Dynastic Lagaš sources, as shown by the fact that it uses the same royal epithets
as those materials (ii 1′–12′). Even more revealingly, it assigns to Puzur-Mama as his personal
deity Šul-“Utul” (iii 4′–5′), who had been the personal god of Ur-Nanše and his descendants,
and who is identified as such in their inscriptions. Cf. Volk 1992: 28‒29.
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draw directly and very extensively on the votive inscriptions written at Lagaš in
Early Dynastic times. This is shown by the use of similar (sometimes identical)
phraseology⁴⁹ and also certain orthographic conventions that are found only
in the ED Lagaš materials and Gudea’s inscriptions.⁵⁰

It is certain, therefore, that Gudea’s scribes had systematically mined such
documentation (some of which, like the inscriptions of Ur-Nanše,were three cen-
turies old by that time) with an objective of bringing the Early Dynastic world
and its attitudes back to life.

These archaizing reforms also affected the cult. It is characteristic that
Gudea revived the custom of including in the foundation deposits of human-
shaped pegs (the so-called Nagelmenschen), which were a regular part of such
deposits in Early Dynastic times. This custom had been discontinued in the Sar-
gonic period.⁵¹

Yet another, much more important innovation of Gudea’s reign was the re-
vival, in art, of the image of the Early Dynastic ruler. Like his Early Dynastic an-

 Here one may list the following examples: (a) the obscure designation of the sun-god Utu as
lugal NI-si₃-ga-ke₄ is found only in RIME 1 126‒140 E-anatum I rev. i 26‒27, 36‒37 and Gudea
Statue B viii 61‒62; (b) The passage describing how the Makkan and Meluhha boats submitted
themselves to Gudea: Ma₂-gan Me-luh-ha kur-bi-ta gu₂ giš mu-na-ab-gal₂ (Cylinder A xv 8), is
patterned after the passage describing how the ships of Tilmun submitted themselves to Ur-
Nanše: ma₂ Dilmun kur-ta gu₂ giš mu-gal₂ (RIME 1 103‒104 Ur-Nanše 17 v 3‒5); (c) the selection
of Gudea by Ningirsu (šag₄ lu₂ 216,000‒ta ba-ta-an-dab₅-ba-a; Statue B iii 10‒11) goes back to
the passage describing En-metena’s selection by Ningirsu ([šag₄ l]u₂ 3,600‒ta [šu]-ni ba-ta-
[dab₅]-ba-a; RIME 1 222‒223 En-metena 18:1′‒3′; cf. also RIME 1 248‒265 Urukagina 1 viii 5‒6);
(d) the passage describing how goddess Gatumdug had planted Gudea’s seed in the womb (a-
mu šag₄-ga šu ba-ni-dug₄; Cylinder A iii 8) obviously is derived from the passage describing
how the same act was performed by Ningirsu for E-anatum (⸢ᵈNin-gir₂-su-ke₄⸣ [a] ⸢E₂⸣-[an]-na-
tum₂-[ma šag₄-g]a [šu b]a-ni-dug₄ … E₂-an-na-tum₂ a šag₄-ga šu dug₄-ga ᵈNin-gir₂-su-ka-da
ᵈNin-gir₂-su mu-da-hul₂ (RIME 1 126‒140 E-anatum 1 iv 9‒12, v 1‒5). Note further that many of
the royal epithets attested in ED materials, such as lu₂ inim-ma si₃-ga DN, gidri (mah) sum-
ma DN, a₂ sum-ma DN, šag₄(‐ge) pad₃-da DN, and dumu tu-da DN, appear in Gudea’s inscrip-
tions (see, especially, Statues B and D). Some of this formulary is also used in the inscriptions
of his predecessor Ur-Bau (see, especially, RIME 3/1 18‒19 Ur-Bau 5).
 A good example here is the use of the graph -dab₆- to express a combination of the commi-
tative infixix -da- and the inanimate agent marker -b-. See sag e-dab₆-sig₃ (RIME 1 145‒149 E-ana-
tum 5 iv 24, vi 9′; 149‒152 E-anatum 6 v 9), he₂-dab₆-kur₂-ne (Statue B ix 5), and ad im-dab₆-gi₄-
gi₄ (Cylinder A v 1).
 See Muscarella 1988: 306: “It is during the Gudea (neo-Sumerian) period, some two centuries
after the last attested archaeological appearance of the Nagelmensch figurine, that foundation
pegs appear again in the archaeological record, dramatically reflecting a return to Sumerian cus-
tom” [emphasis added].
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cestors, Gudea too wears a simple dress and no royal insignia, and assumes a
humble pose of the worshipper, characteristics that make him virtually indistin-
guishable from his subjects at large. See figs. 23‒25. But his garb differs in one
important respect, for now Gudea sports a brimmed cap (Breitrandkappe), which
is closely similar to the one worn earlier by the Uruk Priest-King (see above p. 26
and figs. 2‒6, 11‒15).⁵² Such caps continued to be used by high priests and
priestesses during the following, Early Dynastic times. This is demonstrated by
an ED IIIb plaque, which was excavated in the gipar residence of the en priest-
esses of Nanna at Ur.⁵³ See fig. 26. This object depicts, in the upper register, three
women and a naked male officiant presenting offerings to a seated god, who al-
most certainly is Nanna. The women have long hair and wear long cloaks and
brimmed caps.⁵⁴ In the lower register, a similar offering is presented in front
of a temple.⁵⁵ Here the participants are a pair of worshipers, a long-haired female
dressed in the same cloak and cap as the three women above, and a naked male
officiant. The four women wearing brimmed caps may quite confidently be iden-
tified as Nanna’s priestesses.⁵⁶ This particular representation opens up a possi-
bility that Gudea had used such Early Dynastic images as a model for his cap.
Alternatively, he might have drawn on the Late Uruk art directly, examples of
which undoubtedly were known to him and his contemporaries. It is character-
istic that the same cap was later adopted by the Ur III kings.⁵⁷

More fundamentally, Gudea’s art rejects the ethos of the Sargonic age in its
entirety. In the words of Henri Frankfort, “in the sculptures [of Gudea] … the
technical achievements of the Akkadian period are utilized, but of the aspira-
tions of that time not a trace remains. Piety replaces vigour” (1954: 93).

 For a possibility that this cap derives from the headgear of the archaic en of Uruk, see Wig-
germann 2010: 339.Wiggermann ibid. 338 further notes two Ur III seals depicting Dumuzi, where
Dumuzi wears a similar brimmed cap. This evidence provides additional substance to the con-
tention that the en of Uruk was a Dumuzi-like figure. See above pp. 29–30.
 BM 118561 = U.6831. See Woolley 1926: 376 and pl. 53a; Aruz 2003: 74‒75 no. 33; Braun-Hol-
zinger 2013: 173‒174 Relief 10, pl. 14 fig. 10. For recent discussions of this piece, see also Winter
2000: 144; J. G. Westenholz 2012: 293.
 J. G.Westenholz 2012: 293 describes them as “wide-brim headgear.” Suter 2007: 331 and n. 49
thinks that this cap is a “flat hairband,” but this identification is not supported by the image.
 This scene precedes the ritual depicted in the relief ’s upper register. See Winter 2000: 144.
 It appears that, before the creation by Sargon of the office of the en priestess of Nanna, these
priestesses went by the name of zirru. For a discussion of this issue, see Appendix 1 p. 102.
 See Boese 1973: 15‒21 and Essay 2 p. 150.

34 Essay 1 – Writing, Kingship and Political Discourse in Early Babylonia



5.4 Kingship of Early Northern Babylonia

It is important to emphasize that the peculiar attitudes toward history and his-
tory writing I have just described, which were typical of Early Dynastic times,
and which briefly resurfaced during Gudea’s “revival,” can be found only in
southern Babylonia.We may conjecture that, during the same timeframe, things
were significantly different in northern Babylonia, that is the area extending
north of Nippur as far as Sippar on the Euphrates and including the Diyala Re-
gion. There, no city-states existed, with this whole geographical area rather form-
ing a single territorial state. The form of kingship existing in that state was sub-
stantially different as well, since it was considerably stronger and more
authoritarian than that found in the south. It may also have embraced the he-
reditary principle of rulership. Here I am referring to the kingdom of Kiš,
which, in the beginning phase of the Early Dynastic period (ED I and ED II),
brought under its sway northern Babylonia, the Diyala Region, and probably cer-
tain trans-Tigridian territories. It also established hegemony over parts of south-
ern Babylonia. Although, due to the scarcity of relevant historical data, this Ki-
šite entity remains a largely hypothetical construct, it appears that it constituted
a territorial state of almost “imperial” size and objectives – thus contrasting
sharply with the political organization of southern Babylonia, where city-states
were the norm (Steinkeller 1993: 116‒127; 2013a: 145‒151). In fact, the later tradi-
tion, whose beginnings probably belong to the Sargonic period,⁵⁸ asserted that it
was at Kiš where kingship was introduced for the first time.

A very important datum supporting the existence of this early Kišite kingdom
is an inscribed and decorated archaic plaque, which in all likelihood comes from
Kiš (Steinkeller 2013a). See figs. 27‒28. This piece, which dates to ED II or pos-
sibly even earlier, is a list of prisoners that were brought from various foreign
places to Kiš by an unknown ruler of that city. The inscription recorded on the
front side of the plaque lists some 36,000 prisoners, thus offering an eloquent
testimony of the might of this Kišite state, and of the geographic scale of its mili-
tary conquests and political influence. On the back side of the plaque, a group of
soldiers bearing arms is depicted.Very significantly, this plaque is the oldest sur-
viving historical source of truly monumental character from ancient Mesopota-
mia, both as regards its text and the imagery represented on it. Because of
this particular source, and in consideration of various other data as well (Steink-
eller 2013b: 145‒151), a strong case can be made that it was this archaic Kišite

 I am referring here to the SKL.
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kingdom from which, either directly or indirectly, the Sargonic empire later
sprang.

5.5 Kingship of the Sargonic Period

It is only with the Sargonic advent, however, that one witnesses truly revolution-
ary changes in the attitudes toward history and history writing. These changes
undoubtedly were due to the nature of Sargonic kingship, which was monarchic,
highly authoritarian, and based on descent. In addition, beginning with Naram-
Suen, the fourth ruler of the dynasty, the Sargonic kings claimed divinity.⁵⁹ In
other words, they deified themselves. The latter innovation alone made divine se-
lection unnecessary. Compared with their Early Dynastic predecessors, the Sar-
gonic kings were rulers of an entirely different mould: strong, depending on
their own power and abilities alone, forward looking, intent on carrying their
might and influence to the very borders of the known world. Theirs was a com-
pletely different ethos, which put the divine society in the background, giving
priority to personal decision and initiative.

All of these new ideas find ample reflection in the historical sources Sargon
and his followers have left to us. These texts are primarily and nearly exclusively
about political events, military conquests above all. Their Leitmotif is “I went and
conquered, no ruler has done it before me.” Although the majority of the Sargon-
ic historical sources are still couched in the form of dedicatory inscriptions, it is
characteristic that most of them begin with an invocation of the ruler, even when
the dedication to a specific deity is meant.⁶⁰ This fact distinguishes them sharply
from the earlier, Sumerian sources, which, as I wrote earlier, invariably name the
deity in question at the outset of the text. A good illustration here is the pattern:
Royal Name titles bāni(baDIM₂) E₂ Divine Name, “Royal Name, titles, is the build-
er of the temple of Divine Name,” which appears for the first time in the inscrip-
tions of Maništušu,⁶¹ and is employed subsequently by those of Naram-Suen and
Šar-kali-šarri.

 For this development, and the Sargonic ideology more broadly, see Essay 2.
 The exceptions here are some of the inscriptions of Sargon and Rimuš, which begin with the
invocation of a deity (RIME 2 Sargon 4 and 9, Rimuš 10‒16). The pattern is reversed in the sour-
ces of Maništušu, Naram-Suen and Šar-kali-šarri (RIME 2 Maništušu 4 and 5, Naram-Suen 1003,
Šar-kali-šarri 9).
 RIME 2 80 Maništušu 6. This pattern continued to be used into the Ur III period. Of special
interest here is an inscription of Šulgi, which commemorates the construction of the temple of
Ninazu/Tišpak in Ešnuna. While the Sumerian version of this source follows the traditional,
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As we are informed by the adscriptions appended to some of these sources,
their originals were provided with rich iconography glorifying the king. They
were also, apparently for the first time, systematically displayed in public places,
for example, in the courtyard of the Ekur, the temple of Enlil in Nippur, and in
the Ebabbar, the temple of Šamaš in Sippar.

The Sargonic stress on individual achievement is also reflected in the con-
temporary art, which focuses on the figure of the king and his superhuman
feats, and assumes truly monumental proportions. Contrasting sharply with
the representations of Early Dynastic rulers, these images represent a complete
novum in Mesopotamian art.⁶²

I have already mentioned the chronographic innovations that were made
during this period. One of them was the introduction of year-names as a dating
method. There are also indications that the first version of the SKL was com-
posed under the Sargonic dynasty (see below p. 40). However, that original ver-
sion appears to have differed significantly from the later redactions, in that it
centered on the dynasty of Kiš as a direct predecessor of the Sargonic kingdom.
In other words, it propagated the idea of a single northern monarchy,which com-
menced in Kiš at the dawn of history, and later continued in Akkade with Sargon
and his successors.

5.6 Kingship of the Ur III Period

The Sargonic empire, which, at least in terms of its political and commercial in-
fluence, in its heyday stretched from Anatolia in the west to Afghanistan in the
east, disintegrated around 2200 BC, and its demise was nearly total. After a pas-
sage of roughly one century, during which the south reverted to its traditional,
decentralized political organization, and which saw a temporary restoration of
the earlier, Early Dynastic ideals under Gudea and his dynasty, Babylonia
again had been unified, this time by the rulers of the Third Dynasty of Ur.

In terms of its ideology, the Ur III state represented a return to the Early Dy-
nastic past. In this the kings of Ur followed the trend set first by Gudea. However,
this return was highly superficial, since it amounted to not much more than cos-

southern Babylonian pattern, its Akkadian counterpart adheres to the Sargonic model (RIME 3/2
135‒137 Šulgi 27 and 28). Here note the comments by Van Driel 1973b: 68: “The phrasing of the
Old Assyrian (Akkadian) inscriptions, like that of the inscriptions from Mari and of Šulgi’s Ak-
kadian inscription from Ešnunna, differs completely from that of the generally Sumerian inscrip-
tions from Babylonia.”
 See Essay 2 for an extensive discussion of this issue.
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metic changes. Under the veneer of Sumerian restoration, and the avowed rejec-
tion of Sargonic values, the Ur III state was, in many ways, a direct continuation
of the Sargonic empire.⁶³

The kings of Ur preserved most of the Sargonic innovations. For example,
they too became deified. They also retained the Sargonic royal titulary. And,
most important, they left in place many elements of the Sargonic economic
and administrative structure. Quite characteristically, however, they distanced
themselves from Akkade and her kings, tracing their ideological and political de-
scent to the mythical rulers of Uruk instead.⁶⁴

Thus, in many ways the Ur III state was a compromise of sorts. Most visibly,
this was reflected in the Ur III concept of kingship, which awkwardly combined
the idea of the king’s divinity with the principle of divine election. In practice,
however, the House of Ur was all about descent and kinship relations, in
which, of course, it followed the Sargonic example. In fact, the Ur III kings out-
did their Sargonic predecessors in that area, since their state was, for all practi-
cal purposes, a family affair, in that, like in the modern House of Saud, nearly
everybody of importance in the Ur III society was related by blood to the royal
family.⁶⁵

This conflict of ideas can also be detected in Ur III texts and art.While most
of the Ur III historical inscriptions adhere to the traditional, Early Dynastic mod-
els, there are also examples of texts that clearly were inspired by the monumen-
tal display sources of Sargonic kings. A case in point is the collection of Šu-
Suen’s inscriptions, which survive in copies made from the monumental origi-
nals by Old Babylonian scribes (RIME 3/2 295‒320 Šu-Suen 1, 3‒9). Like the Sar-
gonic display texts, these inscriptions too had originally been accompanied by
rich iconography. They also were publicly displayed, in some instances, in court-
yard of the Ekur, where the Sargonic monuments were housed as well.While vir-
tually none of the Ur III monumental sculpture survived to our times, we know
that there did exist an extensive repertoire of such representations,which appear

 For further discussion of the Ur III royal ideology, historical inscriptions, and art, see Essay
2.
 To my knowledge, the first scholar to identify this development was J. J. Finkelstein: “Instead
[of associating itself with the Sargonic kings], the formal royal rhetoric as well as the cultic pag-
eantry allied the dynastic line with Gilgamesh … Thus they [i.e., the Ur III kings] quite pointedly
demonstrated loyalty to the ideal form of polity exemplified by the hegemony of Uruk in Early
Dynastic times … but with which they in fact had almost nothing in common” (1979: 79). See
further my discussion in Essay 2 pp. 141–144.
 This ambiguous attitude of the Ur III kings toward their Sargonic predecessors is also reflect-
ed in the fact that Naram-Suen, as well as Sargon and Maništušu,were worshipped (though mar-
ginally) as part of the official Ur III cult. See Essay 2 p. 116 n. 314.
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to have closely imitated the Sargonic models. This information comes from Ur III
economic sources, which concern the manufacture of royal statues, for example,
a statue described as the “king of the four quarters.”⁶⁶

In concluding this part of my discussion, I note that, although both the Sar-
gonic and Ur III kings made important inroads in that direction, it was not until
the Old Babylonian period (1900‒1500 BC) that the hereditary principle was
firmly established in Babylonia. In all likelihood, this development is to be ascri-
bed to the fact that most of the dynasties that were founded in Babylonia follow-
ing the end of the Ur III period were rooted in tribal reality. The founders of those
dynasties were predominantly Amorites, though there were also Elamites and
Hurrians among them. It appears quite certain that it was these individuals
who, because of their social and cultural background,were primarily responsible
for making the southern kingship a thing of the past, replacing it with a form of
government that was decisively family-centered and monarchic in character.

Similar conclusions about this historical transformation were reached many
years ago by W. G. Lambert, who contrasted the southern, Sumerian tradition
with the one introduced in Old Babylonian times. As being highly pertinent
here, these conclusions deserve to be quoted in full:

The most striking thing about the Sumerians in this connection [i.e., the prevalence of he-
reditary principle in the ancient Near East] is the lack of evidence that belonging to a par-
ticular family qualified a man for rulership. Son often succeeded father, but this seems to
have reflected more a trait of human nature than to have been the result of a theory of king-
ship. Perhaps the ideal of the Sumerian city ruler as a kind of farm bailiff for the god or
goddess of the city prevented the growth of prestige around the person of the ruler … to
judge from the surviving evidence, the idea that this family descent somehow assured
the legitimacy of the king arose only with the arrival of the Amorites early in the Second
Millennium, after which the idea was appropriated by other dynasties and applied to
their own descent. The lack of evidence for the currency of this idea in the Third Millenni-
um is probably not due to the chances of discovery. (1974: 427, 434)

6 The Poverty of Historical Tradition in Early Babylonia

I hope that I was able to demonstrate that there is a direct relationship between
the type of kingship a given society has, and its attitudes toward history and his-
tory writing. Thus we have seen that the lack of elite display sources and chrono-
graphic records in Early Dynastic times was largely due to the absence of a de-
veloped dynastic tradition during that time. This situation changed significantly

 UET 3 366:2, 5; Nisaba 15/1 165. For a discussion of this title, see Essay 2 p. 136.
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in Sargonic times, when the kingship became hereditary, and when the monar-
chic principle was introduced. As expected, these transformations led, or at
least heavily contributed, to the appearance of true historical sources and mon-
umental art that glorified the ruler and his political achievements.We have also
seen how the Early Dynastic and Sargonic worldviews and ideas clashed with
one another in Ur III times, resulting in an awkward ideological compromise.
That compromise, I submit, is discernible in the Ur III historical sources as well.

With reference to history writing specifically, one may offer a generalization
that, prior to the advent of Sargon and his dynasty, the Babylonians showed a
remarkable lack of interest in things historical. As we have seen earlier, this at-
titude toward history briefly resurfaced under Gudea, whose reign represented a
return to the Early Dynastic ideals.

To expand more on this point, as far as it can be ascertained at this time,
third millennium Babylonia did not produce any extensive historical narratives,
nor did it create any sources of chronographic nature. One also looks in vain for
any evidence of the local lists of rulers, such as the ones postulated by Jacobsen
as part of his efforts to demonstrate the historicity of the SKL.⁶⁷

The only exception to the above is the SKL, and this particular case deserves
to be considered in some detail. As we now know with certainty, there existed a
version of this list already in Ur III times.⁶⁸ The exact date of its composition is
less clear. As hypothesized by this author,⁶⁹ the original list probably was written
down in Sargonic times,with an express objective of demonstrating that, save for
a brief interlude involving Lugal-zagesi and perhaps some other kings of Uruk,
the Sargonic dynasty was a continuation of the kingdom of Kiš. In other
words, this hypothetical list was in its essence a linear history of the northern
Babylonian monarchy. If so, this “history” would have been part of the ideolog-
ical innovations that the Sargonic kings introduced to foster the idea of a unified
Babylonian state, thus radically differing from the traditional, Sumerian types of
historical records.

 “The actual material from which it [i.e., SKL] has been built up … comes …mainly from local
lists of rulers, date lists kept in various cities for practical purposes … Such materials must un-
doubtedly be considered very reliable sources of information” (Jacobsen 1939: 165‒166). No such
“materials” have surfaced so far.
 For an edition and discussion of this source, which probably was written during the reign of
Šulgi, see Steinkeller 2003.
 Steinkeller 2003: 282‒286.
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If such a hypothetical Sargonic list did in fact exist, one would necessarily
have to assume that it was later revised, probably in the early Ur III period,
when the information about the Gutian and other post-Sargonic dynasties was
added. The product of this redaction would be the Ur III ms mentioned earlier.
Yet another revision of the list must be posited for still later times, probably
the Isin period, when additional dynasties were introduced.⁷⁰ It was at that
point that the SKL acquired its final form.

It must have been then that the various anecdotal information about partic-
ular rulers also was added throughout the list.⁷¹ That this information is late is
shown by the fact that none of it is found in the Ur III version of the SKL. The
sources of these anecdotes remain unknown, though the fantastic nature of
some of them⁷² suggests that most of this information is pure invention.

A more serious problem is presented by the additional dynasties included in
the standard version of the SKL. The choice of those particular centers of power
and their rulers may have been guided by some considerations of propagandistic
or conceptual nature, but those, if they existed, remain uncertain. This applies
especially to the dynasties of Awan, Hamazi, Adab, Mari, and Akšak. The only
exceptions here are the Uruk I and Ur I dynasties, whose inclusion in the list un-
doubtedly had been dictated by the politico-ideological pedigree of the Ur III dy-
nasty (which, by extension, constituted the pedigree of the Isin dynasty as
well).⁷³

It is even more difficult to answer the question as to where the names of the
additional rulers listed in the standard SKL came from.⁷⁴ Some of them, such as
that of Mesanepada of the First Dynasty of Ur, were probably found in votive in-
scriptions. Others may have been ad hoc creations. Still other among them pos-
sibly were derived from ancient literary and lexical sources. In this connection,
one thinks in particular of the ED “Names and Professions List” (Archi 1981). As I
suggested elsewhere,⁷⁵ some of the names of the kings of the First Dynasty of Kiš
may actually be borrowings of the entries found in that list. If such borrowings

 These are the Isin dynasty and the Early Dynastic dynasties not recorded in the Ur III version
of the SKL. These additions also included the list of the antediluvian cities and rulers, which I
treat in detail below pp. 58–65.
 For a discussion and a full listing of these anecdotal notes, see Marchesi 2010: 233, 238‒243.
 Such as the story about the barmaid Kug-Bau, who strengthened the foundations of Kiš (SKL
lines 224‒226). Here also belong the fuller Su₈-sud₃-da (line 160), the sailor Ma₂-ma₂-gal (= “The
Great Ship”) (line 164), and the stone-worker Na-an-ni-a (line 254), all of whom had somehow
been able to join the ranks of royalty.
 For a suggestion that the Uruk I dynasty was a construct of Isin times, see Mittermayer 2012.
 For the names of the antediluvian rulers, see below pp. 61–65.
 Steinkeller 2013a: 151 n. 87.
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did indeed occur, this development likely took place in Sargonic times, since two
of those particular names appear in the Ur III version of the SKL.⁷⁶ But the
“Names and Professions List” may have been mined for similar purposes also
in later times. This is suggested by the names such as Ba-zi, Zi-zi, and Ba-lu-
lu, which are found both in the ED list in question and the SKL.

It becomes clear, therefore, that the authors of the standard SKL had a very
limited number of genuine ancient sources at their disposal.⁷⁷ As illustrated by
the case of Rimuš and Maništušu, whose sequential order had been in doubt al-
ready in Ur III times (see above p. 14), there neither existed any permanent col-
lections of historical data by recourse to which such chronological discrepancies
could be resolved.

Another illustration of how little the OB and later scholars knew about the
third millennium history is provided by the composition “Rulers of Lagaš.” Writ-
ten in OB times, in all likelihood at Lagaš, this text preserves an independent,
local tradition about the origins of civilization and kingship.⁷⁸ Importantly,
this is the only such tradition in existence apart from that presented in the
SKL. Closely paralleling the form of the SKL, the main section of the “Rulers
of Lagaš” is a “chronological” list of Lagaš kings, to whom similarly fantastically
long reigns are assigned. Although the majority of the kings enumerated in it ap-
pear to be artificial creations, a handful of them are historical figures, whose
names undoubtedly came from building and votive inscriptions. Certain exam-
ples here are Ur-Nanše (line 153), E-anatum (written An-ne₂-tum₂ and incorrectly
identified as a son of Ur-Nanše; line 157), En-entarzi (line 164), Puzur-Mama of
post-Sargonic times (line 183), Ur-Ningirsu (line 195), Ur-Bau (line 196), and
Gudea (line 198). These “real” kings are listed in a correct chronological order,

 Me-en-nun-na-ke₄, which appears as En-me/men-nun-na in SKL line 71, and Ur-Zababa (SKL
line 247).
 Cf. Cooper 2010: 330, who suggests that the gross omission of historical data in the SKL is
“less intentional forgetting than a simple lack of reliable historical sources.”
 The “Rulers of Lagaš” begins with a lengthy poetic preamble (lines 1‒65, followed by a break
of ca. 35 lines), whose contents may be summarized as follows. Following the Deluge, mankind
was created. The gods An and Enlil subsequently gave a name to mankind and created the
“stewardship” (nam-ensi₂). Interestingly, the text then notes that, at that time, “kingship”
(nam-lugal) had not yet been lowered down from heaven. The following lines describe the
state of things existing then: there was no irrigation-based agriculture, though people were
able, thanks to rains, to do some cultivation. They were also involved in herding. On the
whole, however, it was a time of hunger and suffering. This situation changed when, finally, Nin-
girsu created the tools of agriculture and introduced irrigation. Unfortunately, the concluding
part of this preamble,which probably described the establishment of kingship proper, is not pre-
served. For the motif of “Deluge,” see below pp. 60–61, 74–76.

42 Essay 1 – Writing, Kingship and Political Discourse in Early Babylonia



but both their patronymics and the factual data about them for the most part are
erroneous.⁷⁹ On the whole, the “Rulers of Lagaš” is a pathetic jumble of factual
information haphazardly extracted from earlier materials, which was expanded
and embellished by the addition of various ficticious data, generated by process-
es similar to those that led to the creation of the SKL. And it was probably the
latter composition that inspired the writing of the “Rulers of Lagaš.” For the
modern scholar, the main value of the “Rulers of Lagaš” lies in its demonstrating
that its authors had but a few historical records of poor quality at their disposal,
and that their own familiarity with the past was probably even worse (not much
evidence of a robust oral history in OB Lagaš here!).⁸⁰ Rather than a “patriotic
satire,”⁸¹ the “Rulers of Lagaš” is simply bad history writing, a desperate and un-
informed attempt to produce a local history out of deficient data.

All of this makes it abundantly clear that the Old Babylonian and later schol-
ars had a very small body of written data about early Babylonia available to them
to work with. This point is underscored by the fact that, apart from the Sargonic
and Ur III royal inscriptions that were accessible in copies in OB times⁸² and the
“Rulers of Lagaš” just discussed, virtually all the information on early Babylonia
one finds in the second and first millennium sources derives directly from the
SKL. Here one may list the “Tummal Chronicle,”⁸³ “Ballade of Early Rulers,”⁸⁴
the “Dynastic Chronicle,” the “Weidner Chronicle,” and “Chronicle of Early
Kings,”⁸⁵ all of which are dependent on the SKL. In fact, it is impossible to
think of any instance where a different, attributable to an independent source,
information on early Babylonia can be detected in later sources. This is remark-

 Here note in particular the characterization of Gudea as dumu ama-na dumu ad-da nu-me-a,
“he was not his mother’s son, nor his father’s son” (line 199). As observed already by Sollberger
(1969: 286 n. 80), this description almost certainly goes back to Gudea’s Cylinder A iii 6‒8,
where, addressing mother-goddess Gatumdug, Gudea rhetorically asserts that “I have no mother
– you are mother; I have no father – you are my father; it is you who planted my seed in the
womb! It is you who formed me in the ‘womb’!” While not denying his human parentage,
Gudea acknowledges here that his true mother – like of the entire humanity — is Gatumdug.
See discussion in Essay 2 pp. 112–113. This nuance was missed by the author of the “Rulers of
Lagaš,” who had understood Gudea’s words literally.
 Sollberger 1969: 280 observes that “it is … difficult to imagine a scribe of the Ur-III or Early-
Isin periods displaying such a crass ignorance of recent history, and especially of the reign of
Gudea.” As the other data bearing on the state of historical knowledge in the beginning of
the second millennium demonstrate it, such a possibility actually is quite easy to imagine.
 As this composition was characterized by its original editor. See Sollberger 1969: 280.
 For these copies, see above p. 38.
 For this composition, see most recently Michalowski 2006; Steinkeller 2015c: 157, 162‒165.
 Alster 2005: 288‒322.
 For the last three of these chronicles, see Grayson 1975.
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able, since ancient inscriptions of all kinds undoubtedly were continuously
being unearthed in Babylonia. The scribes and scholars must have known
about them, but, characteristically, they chose not to use such evidence to mod-
ify or to alter the version of history preached in the canonical “stream of tradi-
tion.”

For all these reasons, one may justifiably talk of the poverty of historical tra-
dition in early Babylonia. This fact has not been generally recognized in scholar-
ship. In truth, I cannot think of any cogent and extensive acknowledgment of
this situation. This is not entirely surprising, since students of early Mesopotamia
have generally (and perhaps understandably) been reluctant, for chauvinistic
reasons if nothing else, to concede that “their” Sumerians may have been defi-
cient on that score, and that the corpus of early cuneiform sources, which is
so rich in all other respects, is not quite on a par with other ancient corpora
(even those stemming from later Babylonia and Assyria) as far as historical re-
cords are concerned. Rather than accept this fact and its consequences – disap-
pointing as they may be – many of them have tried instead to make more of the
surviving historical texts than they in truth really are.

A good case in point is Jacobsen’s edition of the SKL (Jacobsen 1939). Few
will remember today that, prior to the publication of this work, scholars were
quite sober in their assessment of the value of the SKL as a historical document,
usually considering it of little use for the historian, especially as regards its treat-
ment of the Early Dynastic period. Typical here is the opinion of B. Landsberger,
who, in 1931, wrote as follows:

Der Wert der Königsliste, der selbst in historisch völlig Perioden wegen ihrer Gepflogenheit,
gleichzeitig regierende Dynastien hintereinander aufzuführen, beschränkt ist, ist für diese
alten Zeiten noch geringer, wie sich aus den hohen Regierungsdaten, dem Fehlen wichtiger
Namen wie Me-silim und Lugal-kisal-si ergibt.Wir haben den Eindruck, dass die in der spä-
teren Zeit durch die Sage berühmt gewordenen Gestalten an beliebiger Stelle als Dynas-
tiengründer untergebracht wurden. Jedenfalls sind hier sehr verschiedenartige Quellen
ohne richtige historische tradition kompiliert worden. Daraus ergibt sich dass wir uns
von der Königsliste vollständig emanzipieren müssen. (Landsberger 1931: 119)

It was in reaction to such views that Jacobsen had embarked on his SKL project,
clearly with an objective of proving the SKL’s historicity.⁸⁶ While Jacobsen’s book
is a masterpiece in many respects and a milestone in the history of Sumerian

 Although Jacobsen’s avowed goal was merely a “further study” of this composition (1939: 4),
his real mission from its inception was to show it to be a genuine historical document. Thus his
conclusion that the SKL is “a historical source of high value” (ibid. 167) comes as no surprise at
all. For a critical assessment of Jacobsen’s edition of the SKL, see now Marchesi 2010.
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studies, his edition of the SKL itself is badly flawed, since, guided by the inten-
tion of presenting a single connected text, it conflates all the mss of the SKL to-
gether, ignoring the fact that some of them represent different, conflicting ver-
sions. Even worse, in some instances royal names that assuredly had not been
part of the SKL, but which figure in historical inscriptions, were forced by Jacob-
sen into the text,⁸⁷ to fit both the historical sequence he favored and his idea of
the SKL as a genuine historical document. While Jacobsen’s book fostered the
study of third millennium history, it also negatively affected its proper under-
standing, for it created an overconfident vision of this period, seemingly solid
in its periodization and genealogical sequences, but actually deceiving in its con-
cealment of various problems. Because of being so straightforward and persua-
sive, this vision of third millennium history immediately found broad appeal, es-
pecially among the archaeologists, who at times were too eager to accept the SKL
as a word of truth. These negative consequences of Jacobsen’s reconstruction can
be felt even today, particularly in the area of chronology.

As examples of similar efforts to assign to Sumerian historical records con-
siderably more substance and meaning than they actually possess may serve
Kramer’s presentation of the “Tummal Chronicle” as a genuine historiographic
source⁸⁸ and Hallo’s passionate defense of the authenticity of the “Ur III Royal
Correspondence”⁸⁹ and similar corpora related to the kings of Isin and Larsa.⁹⁰

How should the modern student of early Babylonia proceed from here? In
my view, we have no choice but to acquiesce to the fact that the early Babyloni-
ans lacked a developed historical tradition. But such a realization does not con-
stitute an entirely negative outcome. As I will try to show in the following discus-
sion, the acceptance of the early historical tradition for what it really is opens up
new heuristic horizons and suggests alternative directions for further inquiry.

 Examples here are A’anepada of Ur and Enbi-Eštar of Kiš, whose names were “emended” by
Jacobsen in his edition of the SKL. Cf. Marchesi 2010: 235.
 Kramer 1963: 46‒49.
 For which see now Michalowski 2011.
 Hallo 2001: 201; Hallo 2006. Note, especially, the following statement: “In fact, it can be ar-
gued that the royal correspondence of all three dynasties represents copies of actual letters orig-
inally deposited in the royal archives and selected by later generations of scribes for their bear-
ing on matters of particular interest to them” (Hallo 2001: 201).
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7 The Importance of Scribal Lore in Babylonia and Its
Relevance for the Question of Early Historical Tradition

7.1 Introductory Remarks

The lack of interest in things historical in early Babylonia is countered by the ex-
istence, during the same timeframe, of an exceedingly strong and stable “scribal
tradition.” By the latter term I mean not only the corpora of lexical, literary, and
scientific texts (as this designation is usually understood) but more broadly the
cuneiform script itself and its various usages in the context of accounting and
record keeping – in short, what I would call the know-how and techniques of ad-
ministration. That the poverty of historical tradition should somehow be related
to the strength of the “scribal tradition” so defined may seem to be a strange and
questionable proposition. But, as I will show in the following, these two phe-
nomena not only are closely connected, but also mutually interdependent.

The history of the “scribal tradition” reaches back to the very beginnings of
cuneiform, as evidenced most visibly in the fact that already in the Uruk III pe-
riod there existed a large body of lexical lists. Quite amazingly, copies of several
of those lists survive from much later periods, indicating that the Uruk materials
continued to be copied and usually further redacted throughout the third millen-
nium. This was done not only in Babylonia itself, but also in northern Mesopo-
tamia, northern Syria, and probably other peripheral areas as well. Of particular
interest among those sources is the so-called Lu List A, a list of titles and occu-
pations, which shows an unusually broad temporal and geographic distribution.
A detailed discussion of it is offered below pp. 47–50.

In this connection, it is striking – and probably also significant – that the
corpus of third millennium lexical and literary sources does not contain a single
record of historical or chronographic nature. As far as we can tell, Sumerian
scholars made no effort to deal with history in any serious way until the Ur III
period, when the Ur III version of the SKL⁹¹ and “The Curse of Akkade” were
composed. It was only in early OB times that the “scribal tradition” began to in-
clude such sources under its purview. Among the texts copied by the OB scribes
one finds a large collection of Sargonic royal inscriptions, a smaller collection of
similar Ur III texts,⁹² an inscription of Utu-hegal,⁹³ another one of Gudea,⁹⁴ and

 As I noted earlier, there may have existed an earlier version of the SKL in Sargonic times. But
the milieu in which that hypothetical version originated and its authors remain unknown.
 This group is very small, being limited to a few of Šulgi’s inscriptions and a larger collection
of Šu-Suen’s inscriptions.
 For this inscription, see above p. 11.
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the lists of Ur III and Isin year-names. As this listing shows,⁹⁵ none of them are
earlier than the Sargonic period. Although copied and studied during OB times,
this group of sources, which is quite small compared to the entire corpus of lex-
ical and literary texts, did not become part of the later curriculum. Nor did that
curriculum ever come to include any new historical inscriptions, such as the Mid-
dle Babylonian, Neo-Assyrian, and Neo-Babylonian ones. The latter no doubt
were composed by scholars, the group of individuals known as ummânū, “liter-
ati, sages.” But these scholars never copied them or treated as a subject of schol-
arly inquiry.⁹⁶

7.2 The Archaic Lu A and Ad-gi₄ Lists

I return now to the question of the list Lu A.⁹⁷ As repeatedly observed by schol-
ars, this list is distinguished by its exceptional temporal and geographic distribu-
tion. Composed in the Uruk III period,⁹⁸ Lu A was copied throughout the third
millennium (ED II, ED IIIa, ED IIIb, Sargonic) and well into the second millenni-
um (OB). Its copies were found at a large number of places in Babylonia itself
(Ur, Šuruppak, Abu Salabikh, Adab, Lagaš, Nippur, Kisura, and possibly Sippar),
as well as in several peripheral locations (Ebla in northwestern Syria, Nagar =
Tell Brak in northern Mesopotamia, and Susa in western Iran) (Michalowski
2003). The great prestige that the Lu A enjoyed during the third millennium is
illustrated by the fact that the Ebla scribes had used it as a matrix to develop
their own version of a Sumerian syllabary.⁹⁹ Undoubtedly, to their minds the
Lu A was the central and the most emblematic text of the Babylonian cuneiform
culture.

The Lu A is a very extensive thematic lexical source, devoted entirely to
human professions and titles. Some of its entries appear to have a more abstract

 Wilcke 2011.
 Here one should also mention the “Ur III Royal Correspondence,” but this group of texts is a
special case, since, even though some of the information contained in them may go back to the
original Ur III prototypes, these alleged “letters” are for the most part pure fabrications.
 Commenting on Babylonian scholars, Glassner 2015: 131 writes that “one is astonished by the
remarkable effort they did in copying official inscriptions, studying royal correspondences, com-
posing chronological lists, [and] chronicles.” These characterizations are applicable only to the
OB and later periods, and, even in reference to those, are grossly exaggerated.
 See most recently Veldhuis 2014: 34‒36, 72‒76, 216‒218, who offers an extensive discussion
of this source and cites earlier literature.
 Some of its mss may even date to Uruk IV, but this is far from certain.
 Archi 1987.
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sense, denoting the areas of professional responsibility.¹⁰⁰ The exact number of
entries in the Uruk III version remains uncertain, since after line 41 the list is not
rigidly standardized and often diverges from the ED version. The latter source,
which is most completely preserved in the mss from Abu Salabikh and Ebla, con-
tains 129 entries.

Although the Lu A underwent a degree of redaction over time, such modifi-
cations and changes being best detectable in the ED and OB versions, the level of
similarity between all its versions is remarkable, if not even astounding. This is
particularly true of the ED version, which, as aptly described by Veldhuis, “is by
far the most frequently attested lexical text of the third millennium,with the wid-
est geographical spread and the most rigid mode of standardization” (2014: 72).
Of all the early lexical lists, the Lu A is the only source showing that high degree
of conservatism and textual stability. This fact is even more remarkable when
one considers the history of the Lu A’s longevity and geographic diffusion.

It is clear that, already in ED times, scribal understanding of many of the
signs and terms found in the archaic (Uruk III) version was highly deficient. Al-
though the ED and later scribes tried their best to explicate such obscurities, it is
a fair assumption that they more often erred than got it right. For this reason,
later redactions, such as these appearing in the ED and OB versions, need to
be treated with the utmost caution.¹⁰¹

 This applies to the entries beginning with nam₂, for which see Appendix 1 pp. 98–99.
 An obvious instance of a later misinterpretation is the entry MES-sanga in the ED version
line 47, which replaces DUB-sanga in line 48 of the archaic version. Clearly, in this instance the
ED scribe had misread DUB as MES. Another such case may be suspected in lines 80‒83 of the
ED version, which correspond to lines 82‒85 of the archaic version:
Uruk III ED
GAL.ZAG (82) GAL.ZAG (80)
NESAG.ZAG (83) NESAG.ZAG (81)
DAG.ZAG (84) PA.DAG.ZAG (82)
DILMUN.ZAG (85) DILMUN.ZAG (83)

The ED version contains three additional entries that include the sign ZAG, which do not appear
in the Uruk III version: AN.PA.SUD.SIKIL.ZAG (84), PA.SUD.SIKIL.ZAG (85), and IDIGNA.ZAG
(86). But these, as probably added in ED times, will not concern us here.
In the corresponding lines of the OB version (SLT 24 rev. ii′ 1′‒4′ = CBS 13493; edited by Green
1984), ZAG is replaced by the syllabic writing en-ku₃: en-ku₃ gal, en-ku₃ nesag-ga₂, en-ku₃ da-
kalam-ma, and en-ku₃ Dilmun-na. It is apparent that the ED scribe interpreted ZAG as an abbre-
viation/prototype of ZAG.KU₆ = enkud, consequently explaining these entries as listing various
types of “tax collectors”: the chief tax collector, the tax collector of (dues from) “first fruits”, the
tax collector (of the dues from the trade with) the borders of the Land, and the tax collector of
(the dues from) Tilmun (trade). Following Green 1984, this understanding of the Uruk III and ED
entries was universally adopted by scholarship (e.g., Taylor 2008: 207‒208; Veldhuis 2014: 75).
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It is commonly thought that the Lu A shows a hierarchical arrangement.¹⁰²
This conclusion is based mainly on the first entry of the list, reading nam₂-
šita₂, which, beginning with Lambert 1981, was explained as designating the su-
preme ruler or at least the head of the Uruk administrative structure.¹⁰³ On this
logic, the following titles and occupations were consequently taken by scholars
to represent nam₂-šita₂’s various subordinates. However, if my suggestion that
nam₂-šita₂ rather is a general term for the (cultic) employee of a temple house-
hold is correct (see Appendix 1 pp. 96‒100), then the listing of titles and occu-
pations in the Lu A probably does not follow any specific order.¹⁰⁴ Such a con-
clusion is corroborated by the fact that no clear hierarchical relationships can
be detected among any of the other entries appearing in this list.

Be that as it may, in its original, archaic form the Lu A is a highly detailed
listing of the members of Uruk’s officialdom. The Lu A may even offer a global
view of all such individuals of importance. The physical reality of these titles

However, there are grounds to think that the OB redactor of the list had been mistaken. The main
reason here is the fact that, throughout the third millennium, the term enkud described specif-
ically and exclusively an official in charge of fisheries and fishermen, and not a tax collector. See
Amar-ᵈIB enkud (WF 69 viii), elsewhere identified as enkud šu-ku₆ (WF 67 xi, 68 ix 8‒9); RIME 1
248‒265 Urukagina 1 iii 11‒13, viii 21‒23; BPOA 1 1206:1‒2; BPOA 2 2412; BPOA 6 1004, 1053; Hir-
ose Collection 407; RSO 83 343 5; UET 3 1310; UTI 4 2577, 3284 (all Ur III; for other Ur III attes-
tations consult BDTNS under “enku”). The enkud’s preoccupation with fish also demonstrated
by the inclusion of the sign KU₆, “fish,” in the logogram [n.b. Green’s suggestion 1984: 94
that KU₆ of ZAG.KU₆ is a phonetic indicator has no foundation.] It was only in OB times that
enkud, for reasons unclear, became a general designation for “tax collector,” standing now
for Akk. mākisu (see CAD M/1 129‒130). One can be reasonably certain, therefore, that this is
how the glosses found in SLT 24 had originated.
If this section of the list deals with taxation at all, a much more likely explanation is that, in the
entries in question, ZAG actually stands for zag-10 (Akk. eširtu), “tithe.” Interestingly, in the Ur
III and OB periods, there actually existed a tithe on the exports from Tilmun, which was paid to
the temples of Nanna and Ningal at Ur. See Oppenheim 1954: 7; UET 3 341 (Ur III). Needless to
say, this explanation would fit ZAG.DILMUN perfectly. For other examples of zag-10 in Ur III sour-
ces, usually paid to temples and priestly officials, see BDTS under “za₃-10.” Accordingly, one may
tentatively conclude that the ZAG section of the Lu A lists officials in charge of tithe collecting:
“chief tithe (official),” “(official) of the tithe of ‘first fruits,’” and so on. [N.b. the entry DAG.ZAG,
which appears in line 84 of the archaic version, is matched by ZAG.GAL.DAG in the Uruk III tab-
let MSVO 3 61 ii 4.]
 E.g.Wilcke 2005: 440.Wagensonner 2010: 293 writes that the “structure and possible hier-
archy” of this list may “presumably mirror the Urukean human stratification at the time of the
list’s emergence.” Bourguignon 2012: 253 suggests that the list is “‘globalemant’ hiérarchique.”
 For nam₂-šita, see in detail Appendix 1 pp. 96–100.
 Towards this conclusion also leans Veldhuis 2014: 35‒36.
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and occupations is confirmed by the fact that many of them appear in the con-
temporaneous administrative records.¹⁰⁵

Another Uruk III lexical text that had a similar history of later transmission,
though not nearly as extensive as that of the Lu A, is the Ad-gi₄ (also known as
“Archaic Word List C” or “Tribute List”).¹⁰⁶ It is preserved in the mss dating to the
Uruk III (Uruk), ED III (Fara, Tell Abu Salabikh, Ebla, and unknown origin); Ur III
(Nippur), and OB periods (Nippur and unknown origin).¹⁰⁷ The Ad-gi₄ is formally
quite different from other Uruk III lists. It was mainly this fact that led Miguel
Civil (2013) to interpret it as a narrative text. In view of the enormous difficulties
this source presents, Civil’s interpretation, though full of excellent ideas, must be
considered hypothetical in extreme. With the present knowledge of the archaic
script, all that can be said with certainty is that the Ad-gi₄ deals with adminis-
trative matters and practices. One should possibly see in it an administrative
manual, in the tradition of the later “Farmer’s Instructions.” Toward that solu-
tion point the mentions, in its opening section, of ad-gi₄, “advice” (line 1); ad-
hal, perhaps “confidential” (line 3); ki sag, “capital/important place” (line 2);
and abrig (Akk. abriqqu), probably identical with the later agrig (Akk. abarakku),
“head of the temple household” (line 4).¹⁰⁸ When taken together, these lines
could mean: “the abrig official (shared) confidential advice in a capital place
(possibly referring to Uruk).” A striking (and unique) feature of the Ad-gi₄ is
that its main and by far the longest section consists of an identical passage
cited twice in succession: a listing of various counted items, which is followed
by four entries, possibly representing titles (lines 5‒32, 33‒60). This feature sug-
gests that the Ad-gi₄ had a pedagogical intent, such as rote learning, for exam-
ple. One might even envisage that it served to examine prospective administra-
tors. But, whatever the exact function of the Ad-gi₄ may have been, it is clear,
I think, that it formed part of the administrative praxis sensu stricto.

7.3 Why Lexical Sources?

The histories of the Lu A and the Ad-gi₄ just outlined cannot but raise the follow-
ing questions of broader nature: why this focus on lexical sources in the early

 For the examples, see Bourguignon 2012;Veldhuis 2014: 34‒35. See further nam₂-uru, found
in the archaic Lu A line 5 and MSVO 3 61 i 4; and the various types of sanga officials, appearing
both in the Lu A and economic tablets, which I discuss below p. 52 n. 113.
 Recently edited and studied by Civil 2013.
 Civil 2013: 51‒54.
 For this identification of abrig, see Civil 2013: 24‒25.
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“scribal tradition,” and, even more important, why this persistent transmission
of them both in time and in space? These questions are valid, since lexical
lists, while obviously helpful, were not indispensable to the process of scribal
training. Examples of other ancient literate civilizations that produced texts of
all possible genres and types and possessed highly sophisticated systems of scri-
bal training, but never felt a need to compile lexical lists – here Egypt, Greece
and China come to mind most immediately – demonstrate this point very clearly.
As a matter of fact, lexical lists are historically an exceedingly rare phenomenon,
with Mesopotamia being the only ancient culture that created and used them ex-
tensively. Since they are so ubiquitous to us Assyriologists, we tend take them for
granted, forgetting how unique and special they really are. One might even go so
far as to say that lexical lists are one of the most characteristic features of an-
cient Mesopotamian civilization.

Rather than an essentially educational tool, I would rather see in them an
expression of independent intellectual inquiry and, even more so, of the solidar-
ity of a particular professional and social group. All of these individuals used writ-
ing as part of their work. But their professional training involved much more
than the acquisition of cuneiform. In fact, that training concentrated primarily
on computing and accounting methods, such as land surveying and the use of
various measuring systems for solids and liquids. This know-how depended
on a good grasp of mathematics, which was an essential (if not the basic) ele-
ment of administrative curriculum already in Uruk III times.¹⁰⁹ It appears that al-
ready then this curriculum also taught applied astronomy, as used in calendrics
and to predict and time seasonal events (especially the agricultural ones, such as
seasonal floodings, seeding operations, and harvests). Of this we can be virtually
certain because of the range of functions associated with the goddess Nisaba, the
patron of writing, accounting, and various forms of computing, who famously
oversaw astronomy as well.¹¹⁰

 There survive two Uruk III sources that may be characterized as true mathematical texts
(CUSAS 21 38 and CUSAS 31 8). As demonstrated by Monaco 2011a; 2014: 4‒5; 2016: 4‒5,
these two tablets are sophisticated exercises involving the calculations of land areas. See also
Fridberg 1998/99 for other Uruk III sources involving highly complex mathematical calculations.
 As shown by the following examples: gi-dub-ba kug bar₇-a šu im-mi-du₈ dub mul an du₁₀-
ga im-mi-gal₂ … e₂-a du₃-ba mul kug-ba gu₃ ma-ra-a-de₂, “(Nisaba) held a stylus of flaming
metal; on her knees there was a tablet of heavenly stars, she was consulting it … she was calling
out for you the holy star (controlling) the building of the temple” (Gudea Cylinder A iv 25 ‒ v 1,
vi 1‒2); nin an mul gun₃-a dub za-gin₃ šu du₈, “(Nisaba) the lady of colorful heavenly stars, the
one who holds a lapis lazuli tablet” (RA 7 107 lines 1‒2; Ur III or earlier); munus mul-mul-la,
“(Nisaba) the women of the stars” (BRM 4 46:4 + OLZ 7 253‒254; Ur III?); an-ne₂ kuš₃ ra-ra ki
eš₂ ra-ra, “(Nisaba) measures out the sky with a cubit (measure), she measures out the earth
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In fact, it is striking that the mathematics and metrology of the Uruk III pe-
riod far outstripped, in terms of sophistication and complexity, the contempora-
neus writing system.¹¹¹ Therefore, it is quite certain that the Uruk IV‒III script is
to be explained as an outgrowth of mathematics.

That the administrative know-how was mainly concerned with computation
and accounting is evident from the history of the term sanga (umbisag).¹¹² This
term designates an important administrator in Uruk III times.¹¹³ As was repeat-
edly noted by scholars, the sign with which this term is written, i.e., ŠID, depicts
a counting device of some kind.¹¹⁴ The connection of ŠID with counting is con-
firmed by its later meaning “to count” (šid, Akk. manû), and its forming part of

with a measuring rope” (“Temple Hymns” line 541). Cf. Klein and Sefati 2014. The antiquity of
astronomy in Babylonia is further demonstrated by the Ebla usage of the word nig₂-mul(‐an),
“thing of the stars,” i.e., “astral omen,” as a generic term for “message.” For the Ebla examples
(though with a different interpretation), see Sallaberger 2003.
 I owe this important insight to Christopher Woods. How advanced and sophisticated that
early mathematical thinking was is demonstrated by the presence, in a number of Uruk III tab-
lets, of what may be identified as the earliest examples of “contingency tables.” See Woods 2015.
 When signifying a title, ŠID has the alternative readings sanga and umbisag. The latter is
equated with ṭupšarru, “scribe,” in lexical sources. The original relationship between sanga and
umbisag is unclear, though it is possible that both of them designated an accountant. Provision-
ally, I assume that, by the ED IIIb period, the reading umbisag had become obsolete, with the
meaning “accountant, scribe” having been taken over by dub-sar. For dub-sar, see below. Con-
currently, sanga came to mean the head of a temple household. Because of these ambiguities, in
the context of Uruk III sources, I use only the reading sanga, translating it as “accountant.”
 In reference to the Uruk III sanga,Woods 2017: 436–437 notes the following: “It is plausible
that writing sprung from the office of the sanga, possibly at Uruk, whose duties, as the chief ad-
ministrator and accountant, were bound up with counting, and whose primary tool of the trade,
the abacus, came also to represent, pictographically, the office itself.”
The archaic Lu A lists several types of the sanga, among them gal-sanga, “chief accountant”
(line 47), sanga-dub, “accountant of tablets” (line 48), sanga-simug, “accountant of smiths”
(line 31), sanga-suhur, “accountant of carps” (line 72), sanga-kurušda, “accountant of animal
fatteners” (line 97), and sanga-ZATU-737xDI (line 41). The “chief accountant” is very frequent
in Uruk III economic sources (CUSAS 1 38 ii 2, 149 ii 2, 220 ii′ 1′, 5′; CUSAS 21 53 ii 2, 68; etc.).
Even more common is the plural form gal-sanga-sanga, which often appears in the text’s con-
cluding section (CUSAS 1 27 end, 78 end, 93 ii, 154 end; et passim in this volume; MSVO 3 6 ii
4, 73 i 5, 75 iv 1, 77 i 1, 79 end; etc.). Other “accountants” listed in the archaic Lu that appear
in economic tablets are sanga-dub (CUSAS 1 22:2′, 30 rev., 149 ii 4; CUSAS 21 81 ii′ 2′; ATU 5
pl. 72 W 9579,cf rev., pl. 77 W 9579,dx), sanga-simug (MSVO 4 16 rev. ii′), sanga-kurušda (ATU
5 pl. 14 6738,b), and sanga-ZATU-737xDI (CUSAS 1 81 ii′). Note also sanga-ab₂-udu, “accountant
of cattle and sheep” (MSVO 4 32 ii′ 2′; ATU 2 pl. 18 W 20274,1 i 5), who, though not attested in the
extant mss of the archaic Lu A, is named in line 99 of the ED version.
 Probably an abacus or counting board, similar to the Inka yapuna. See now in detail Woods
2017.
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nig₂-ŠID-ak, “an account.” These facts demonstrate beyond any doubt that the
early sanga (umbisag) primarily was an accountant – though of course he
used to write tablets as well.¹¹⁵

The same was true of the dub-sar, who, by the ED IIIb period,¹¹⁶ had re-
placed the sanga (umbisag) as the accountant par excellence. Although the ety-
mology of dub-sar demonstrates his connection with writing (“tablet writer’”),
the dub-sar’s role, as it can be gathered from the economic and literary sources
(particularly the so-called “Edubba literature”), was that of a certified account-
ant or manager. An examination of the functions performed by the individuals
so titled, especially as reflected in the more complex kinds of economic records,
makes it abundantly clear that the writing of tablets represented but one facet of
their work. A good example here are the Ur III agricultural estimates from Girsu/
Lagaš, which have the form of balanced accounts.¹¹⁷ It is apparent that the actual
preparation of these records was but a concluding and largely insignificant ele-
ment of a complex process that involved several measuring and accounting pro-
cedures, performed with little if any recourse to writing: the surveying of fields to
be cultivated and the assessment of the soil’s quality; the estimates of the grain
needed as seed and fodder for draft animals and the wages of plowing teams
and associated personnel; and the final calculations of grain on hand against
its projected expenses. All the know-how needed to perform such operations
was part of the Ur III and Early OB administrative schooling,¹¹⁸ and so the

 The colophons of the ED IIIa lexical and literary texts from Fara and Abu Salabikh frequent-
ly mention individuals identified as sangas, who undoubtedly were the authors of the texts in
question. As suggested by Biggs 1974: 33 n. 29, some of the Fara sangas so attested seem to ap-
pear as dub-sars in the economic tablets from that site.
 The earliest attestation of this title is found in a display inscription from Kiš, which dates to
the ED II period (or possibly even ED I). See Steinkeller 2013a and above p. 35. This title is com-
mon in Fara texts, where it seems to interchange with sanga (see the preceding note).
 See, e.g., CT 7 8 BM 12926; TuT 5; ASJ 3 50 BM 18060.
 The “Edubba Literature” is particularly informative here, as it shows that mathematics, ac-
counting, and measuring were essential elements of the scribal/administrative curriculum. See
the following examples: “Do you know multiplication, reciprocals, coefficients, balancing of ac-
counts, administrative accounting, how to make all kinds of pay allotments, divide property, and
delimit shares of fields?” (“Edubba A” line 27); “you have learned perfectly multiplication, in-
verted numbers, accounting and calculation of volume” (“Dialog 1” line 6); “go to divide a
field … go to delimit a field — but you will not be able to hold the tape and the measuring
rod; the pegs of the field you will not be able to drive in and so you will not get (its) ‘meaning’”
(“Dialog 3” lines 21‒23) (all three cited after Sjöberg 1975: 167‒168); “I can handle equally well
Sumerian, scribal work, tablet content, calculation, and accounting, … I am going to write tab-
lets now: a tablet with (the volumes of) barley from one bushel to 600 bushels (and) a tablet
with (the weights of) silver from one shekel to ten minas” (“Edubba D” lines 37‒42 = Civil 1985).
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title of dub-sar essentially meant a professional certification, the fact that its
bearer successfully completed his education and was fit to be a manager (Micha-
lowski 1987: 62). Once becoming certified “managers,” these functionaries would
then specialize in specific administrative tasks, such as field-surveying (sag-du₅),
record-keeping (pisan-dub-ba(‐k)), estimating the land productivity (sar₂-ra-ab-
du), and so forth.¹¹⁹

For these reasons, the administrative know-how should be seen as a package
combining a number of tools, one of which – but not necessarily the most impor-
tant one – was writing. However, because of the physical visibility of texts, the
importance of those other tools of administration tends to be underappreciated
or even ignored.¹²⁰ As I argued elsewhere (2004a), many highly developed and
successful civilizations operated without the benefit of writing. Other early liter-
ary civilizations did not use writing extensively for the purposes of administra-
tion, relying instead on various accounting devices (see above). For this ques-
tion, the case of prehistoric Babylonia is particularly informative. As generally
accepted, cuneiform, an “invention” of the Uruk IV period, came to be widely
used in administration in Uruk III times. It is evident, however, that already cen-
turies earlier there existed a sophisticated system of accounting and recording
methods, which depended on the use of tokens, bullae, abaci or counting
boards, and similar para-writing devices. Reflections of these methods survive
in the Uruk III measures. As reconstructed by Damerow and Englund,¹²¹ econom-
ic tablets of that period employ at least twelve different measuring systems,
which are represented in writing by system-specific numerical graphs. Most of
them involve volume measures, each being reserved for a specific substance,
such as barley, wheat, barley groats, milk, malt, and beer. These graphic conven-
tions must have arisen from a situation in which each of the substances in ques-
tion was kept in and measured with a size- and shape-specific container. It be-

 This is shown by the fact that such specialized officials are often subsumed as “managers”
(dub-sar). See Steinkeller 2013d: 358 n. 52 where one such case is discussed.
 Typical here is the position of Glassner 2014, who, in his discussion of the Uruk III society,
concentrates exclusively on writing,which he imagines to have been a tool of power, used by the
political elites to dominate the society. I believe that this opinion is untenable, simply because it
is impossible to see how the limited use of written sources at that early time could have been a
tool of political oppression – and Glassner does not expand on that point. If anything, it would
have been my “administrative package” – and not just writing – that served such ends. In the
following I suggest that at least some of the Uruk III texts indeed had a meta application, but its
nature was quite different from that argued by Glassner. Glassner’s ideas undoubtedly derive
from Lévi-Strauss’ concept of writing as the technology of repression, which I address earlier
in this essay.
 Damerow and Englund 1987.
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comes obvious, therefore, that the Uruk III measure-graphs duly reproduce the
units of measure used in real life. Given the conservative nature of measures,
one can be certain that the history of these systems was very ancient, going
back at least to Uruk IV, and probably much earlier.

The use of these multiple measuring systems in writing must have been in-
credibly cumbersome, and so highly impractical as well. Thus, already in the ED
IIIa period (if not earlier), these systems were streamlined and simplified, with
the old volume measures having been reduced to just two: one for solids and an-
other one for liquids. This development shows that the introduction of writing
significantly impacted the administrative praxis, mainly by expanding its con-
ceptual range, and by fostering abstract thinking. Most important, it has now be-
come much easier to engage in various forms of prognostication. This made ad-
ministrative operations more efficient, in turn increasing economic productivity.

Still, even in the late third millennium the use of written records in admin-
istration by was no means automatic.Whether or not writing was employed gen-
erally depended on the complexity of the economic system: the more centralized
and complex it was, the more written documentation was produced. In a com-
pletely decentralized situation, however, one could still get by without written
records, by using traditional para-writing methods, such as tokens and counting
devices.

These somewhat disparate observations about accounting, writing, and adminis-
trative practices have hopefully convinced the reader that the authors of the Lu
A, the Ad-gi₄ and other early lexical lists were administrators first and foremost.
This fact is often lost on Assyriologists, who, because of their concern with the
written, too often think of these individuals solely as scribes. Equally inappropri-
ate is to envision them as a sort of savants or érudits, who, in the fashion of the
regulars of Café de Flore, spent their days discussing esoteric problems. This they
did too, of course, but one should keep a sense of proportion.

To paraphrase the famous Baconian axiom, administrative knowledge is
power, and the group that controlled this type of knowledge in early Babylonia
seems to have safeguarded it and their social position very closely.¹²² It appears

 As put succinctly by Max Weber: “Bureaucratic administration means fundamentally dom-
ination through knowledge. This is the feature of it which makes it specifically rational. This con-
sists on the one hand in technical knowledge which by itself, is sufficient to ensure it a position
of extraordinary power. But in addition to this, bureaucratic organizations, or the holders of
power who make use of them, have the tendency to increase their power still further by the
knowledge growing out of experience in the service. For they acquire through the conduct of of-
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that one of the ways in which they derived their legitimacy was by tracing their
know-how all the way back to the prehistoric age. This they accomplished most
palpably by recopying the Lu A, the Ad-gi₄ and other archaic lists generation
after generation, at the same time making certain that the archaic character of
these sources was preserved as closely as possible. By so doing they were able
to demonstrate to their political leaders that, before there were kings and dynas-
ties, bureaucrats had ruled supreme.

In this light, the Lu A emerges as a founding charter of the Managerial Class,
which, by virtue of its enormous antiquity and prestige, legitimized the political
claims of this social group, many of whose members could actually find their
own particular titles and occupations in this charter. As we shall see subsequent-
ly, identical concerns preoccupied the later generations of the Managerial Class
as well, prompting them to invent other types of sources that legitimized their
social standing and furthered their political ambitions.

A similar, though not as far reaching in its conclusions, assessment of the Lu
A was offered by Veldhuis:

The relevance of ED Lu A in the third millennium and beyond is not located in its vocabu-
lary but in its archaic character, connecting scribes with their ancient predecessors. As such
ED Lu A is probably the most powerful symbol of scribal identity that was available in the
third millennium. (2014: 76)¹²³

As a distinctive and solidly entrenched social group, the Managerial Class of
Babylonia must have had its own political agenda, which probably more often
than not was at odds with the politics of the king. As I define it, this group in-
cluded some of the highest officials of city-states, such as sanga and sabra, the
heads of temple households, who yielded enormous power, both economic and
political. In some of the smaller city-states and many of the major cities, for ex-
ample in Isin, Larsa, Keš, Karkar, Zabalam, and Girsu, the sanga in fact was the
main administrative official.¹²⁴ These functionaries undoubtedly were vested in

fice a special knowledge of facts and have available a store of documentary material peculiar to
themselves” (1978: 225).
 Such an understanding of the character of the Lu A was anticipated already by R. D. Biggs
and H. J. Nissen, MSL 12, 4: “Since some of the signs and entries of the list already appear to be
anachronistic in the Fara period, there is good reason to ask whether some unknown cultural
value, other than the mere lexicographic one, contributed to its prestige.”
 In ED times, the sanga of the temple household of Inana in Zabalam and that of the temple
household of Ningirsu in Girsu operated almost independently of the ensiks of Umma and Lagaš
respectively. Among other things, this is shown by the use of dating formulae in which both the
ensik and the sanga are named. For Umma and Zabalam, see Monaco 2011b: 6‒8. For Lagaš and
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the preservation of the traditional system of political organization, in which the
real power rested with the temple households operating as largely independent
and self-sufficient socio-economic institutions. A tension and rivalry between
this group and the king can be detected in Lagaš during the reign of Urukagina,
whose famous “reforms” aimed to reduce the influence of precisely such offi-
cials. We witness their influence again at Lagaš during the reign of Šar-kali-
šarri, when these high officials, named bēlū parṣī, “temple(‐household) admin-
istrators,” sold the landed possessions of the main temple households of that
city-state to the king of Akkade.¹²⁵ It makes sense to assume that the Managerial
Class so understood was naturally inclined to oppose the principle of hereditary
dynastic rule, thus constituting a force that consistently frustrated attempts to
bring strong kings to power.

Is the absence of historical inscriptions and chronographic sources I talked
about earlier attributable to that disconnect between the political objectives of
the Managerial Class and those of the kings? Did the Managerial Class purposely
obstruct the development of historical and chronographic sources? Did they per-
haps even conspire to blot out historical memory, or at least to bend it to their
own particular ends? Given the hostility of this group toward the dynastic rule
and the ideology that went along with this form of government, I think that
such a possibility should be considered very seriously.

At the very least we know that, in one particular instance, the Managerial
Class was able to impose their own vision of history on the official line. The
case I am referring to is the Old Babylonian list of the antediluvian cities and
their rulers.

Girsu, see RTC 16 vi 3 ‒ vii 3, whose date-formula names the ensik En-metena and the sanga En-
entarzi. See further RIME 1, 231‒234 Enmetena 27‒29, which concern En-metena and the sanga of
Ningirsu named Dudu (who probably was En-entarzi’s predecessor). This Dudu is likely identical
with the dub-sar Dudu, who dedicated his statue to Ningirsu (Strommenger 1962: figs. 86 and
87). If so, we would find here an instance of the “manager” becoming eventually a sanga.
Some of these sangas (Il of Zabalam and En-entarzi of Girsu) were so powerful that they suc-
ceeded in becoming ensiks themselves.
 Steinkeller 1999b: 555‒565.
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7.4 The Antediluvian King List

The list of the antediluvian cities and rulers (henceforth AKL) forms the begin-
ning section of the SKL (lines 1‒38).¹²⁶ This list is reproduced almost verbatim
in the first millennium “Dynastic Chronicle.”¹²⁷ The names of the antediluvian
rulers, as they appear in the SKL, are also cited in the Hellenistic version of
the “Story about the Seven Sages.”¹²⁸ Yet another, but considerably altered, ver-
sion of the SKL is incorporated into the second book of “Babyloniaca.”¹²⁹

The AKL lists five cities,which are Eridu, Patibira, Larak, Šuruppak, and Sip-
par. One of its mss (UCBC-9‒1819) names Kuwara instead of Eridu, but this is a
point of no significance, since Kuwara was Eridu’s satellite. A more significant
deviation is presented by the addition of Larsa in W-B 62. As usually explained,
this addition probably reflects the “local patriotism” of the author of that partic-
ular ms (so already Jacobsen 1939: 72).

The AKL begins with the statement: “when kingship was lowered down from
heaven” (nam-lugal an-ta e₃-de₃-a-ba; line 1). Five cities, their respective rulers,
and the lengths of the latter’s reigns are then enumerated. The essentials of
this listing may be summarized as follows:

Eridu Alulim¹³⁰
Alalgar¹³¹

Patibira En-me(n)luana¹³²

En-me(n)galana¹³³

Dumuzi (sipad)

 For a recent, very exhaustive study of this source, see Chen 2013. To the mss cited there
(ibid. 183), add George 2011: 199‒205 nos. 96, 97, and 98. The sigla of the mss of the AKL
used in the present study follow Chen ibid. 183.
 Grayson 1975: 140 lines 1′‒14′.
 SpBTU 2 8, discussed below pp. 71–73.
 Burstein 1978: 18‒19. This account names ten antediluvian “kings,” assigning them to Bab-
ylon, Patibira (Pautibiblon), and Larak (Laragchos). As secondary and therefore unreliable,
these data are exluded from the following discussion.
 Spellings: A-lu-lim and A₂-lu-lim. Appears as A-a-lu in BagM Beih. 2 89:1 and as A-lu-lu in
“The Ballade of Early Rulers” line 9 and various other sources (see below pp. 61 n. 143, 64).
 Spellings: A-lal₃-gar, E-lal₃-gar, and E-lal-gar. Appears as A-la₂-al-gar in BagM Beih. 2 89:2.
 Spellings: En-me-en-lu₂-an-na, [En]-⸢men⸣-lu-an-na, Am-me-lu-an-na, and Am-mi-lu₂-an-
na. Appears as Am-me-lu-an-na SpBTU 2 8:3. For the interchange of men and me-en with me
in early onomasticon, which appears in this name and in En-me(n)galana and En-me(n)dura-
na/En-me)nduranki, see Steinkeller 2015b.
 Spellings: En-me-en-gal-an-na, En-me-gal-an-na, and Am-me-gal-an-na. Appears as Am-
me-gal-an-na in BagM Beih. 2 89:4.
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Larak En-sipadziana¹³⁴
Šuruppak Ubur-Tutu¹³⁵

Ziudsudra (only in some mss)
Sippar En-me(n)durana/En-meduranki¹³⁶

The AKL concludes with the statement: “the Deluge (then) swept over” (a-ma-ru
ba-ur₃; line 39).¹³⁷ Immeditaly following, the introduction of dynastic history
proper is described: “after the Deluge swept over, kingship was lowered down
from heaven” (a-ma-ru ba-ur₃-ra-ta / nam-lugal an-ta e₃-de₃-a-ba; lines 40‒41).

As universally agreed by all the modern students of the SKL, the antediluvi-
an section represents a later addition. This is confirmed by the fact that the AKL
is not part of the oldest surviving ms of the SKL,which was written down in Ur III
times (likely during the reign of Šulgi).¹³⁸ The precise date when this section was
added to the SKL cannot be ascertained with certainty. However, the fact that the
AKL is closely connected with the Deluge tradition, whose earliest attestations
seem to belong to the twentieth century BC (see below), indicates that this hap-
pened either in the Isin-Larsa period or sometime later in OB times.

That the AKL is a secondary development, which was grafted on the SKL by
using the latter’s internal logic and formal pattern, is demonstrated most clearly
by the fact that the introductory line of the AKL, “when/after kingship was low-
ered down from heaven (kingship was in Eridu, and so on),” is a borrowing of
line 41 of the SKL. Apart from proving that the AKL is a derivative of the SKL,
this borrowing is also crucial for understanding of the AKL’s intent, which is
to show that there were two separate appearances of kingship in Babylonia:
the original one, which resulted in the founding of five antediluvian cities and
was terminated by the Deluge; and another one, which took place following
the Deluge and led to the founding of other cities and the advent of what may
be described as dynastic history sensu stricto. In other words, dynastic history

 Spellings: En-sipad-zi-an-na and ⸢Am-me-sipad-zi-an⸣-na. Appears as E[n-m]e-ušum-gal-
an-na in BagM Beih. 2 89:5.
 Spellings: Ubur-Tu-tu and Ubur-Du-du. For this name, see below n. 142.
 Spellings: En-me-en-dur₂-an-na, Am-me-dur-an-na, En-me-dur-an-ki, and Me-dur-an-ki.
Appears as En-me-dur-an-ki in SpBTU 2 8:7, the “Enmeduranki Text” (see below p. 63), and a
number of other late sources. The spellings with -dur-an-na almost certainly are original. This
is shown by the fact that there was a zikkurat of Šamaš at Larsa called E₂-dur-an-na (George
1993: 80 no. 220). [Nb. the same structure is elsewhere, erroneously, identified as E₂-dur-an-
ki, see George 1993: 80 no. 219.] On the other hand, Dur-an-ki was traditionally associated
with Inana/Ištar and Nippur. For this opinion, see already Jacobsen 1939: 75.
 In the following discussion, I refer to this catastrophic event as “Deluge,” to distinguish it
from the regular seasonal floods that are designated by the same Sumerian term a-ma-ru.
 See above pp. 40–41.
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was preceded by a sort of “history before history” or “pre-history,” the two being
separated by the Deluge. This point is made explicit by one of the mss of the
AKL, which concludes with a note that “(after) the Deluge had descended(?),
kingship was lost” (George 2011: 201 no. 97:27).

An account closely similar to the AKL is preserved in the Sumerian “Deluge
Story” lines 88‒98. The latter composition lists the same five cities in identical
order, but makes no mention of their rulers, though it adds the names of their
respective divine masters. Like the AKL, this account too places the founding
of the five cities after the anonymous lowering of kingship from heaven. In con-
trast to the AKL, however, it attributes the founding activity to a divine agent
whose name is not preserved, but who can plausibly be identified as Enlil.
Enlil not only established the five cities, but also gave them their names and as-
signed to them their divine masters. Although not mentioned here, Ziudsudra of
Šuruppak, identified as “king” (lugal) and a gudu₄ priest, makes an appearance
later in the story (lines 145, 209, and 257). The Deluge follows then, demonstrat-
ing that, as in the AKL, the five cities in question belonged to the antediluvian
past.

The motif of a cataclysmic Deluge that destroyed Babylonia at some point in
her early history is central both to the AKL and the Sumerian “Deluge Story.” A
closely similar Deluge narrative appears in the OB story about Atra-hasis.Various
allusions to it are also found in a number of Sumerian literary compositions,
which usually take the form of an introductory phrase “after the Deluge wept
over,” emphasizing the temporal remoteness of a particular event. As is general-
ly recognized by scholarship,¹³⁹ there is nothing in the surviving corpus of Su-
merian and Akkadian sources of all genres that would allow us to detect the ex-
istence of the Deluge motif during the third millennium. Here it is additionally
significant that the Ur III version of SKL, which preserves the beginning of this
composition, makes no mention of the Deluge in this context.With the evidence
presently available, it is fair to conclude that this motif is a product of the Old
Babylonian period.¹⁴⁰ Equally uncertain remains the question of the linguistic
and cultural background of this motif. Since the “Deluge Story” takes place in
Sumer and involves Sumerian rulers and deities, an assumption of its Sumerian
origins is usually favored. But the existence of the OB “Atra-hasis Story”, which,
in terms of its witnesses, is a contemporary of its Sumerian counterpart, leaves
open a possibility that the Deluge motif actually comes from elsewhere (either

 See most recently Chen 2013.
 The earliest example of the phrase “after the Deluge swept over” appears in a hymn dedi-
cated to Išme-Dagan of Isin. See Civil in Lambert 1969: 139. Unless this attestation results from a
later OB redaction, this would permit us to date its appearance to ca. 1950 BC.
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from the Akkadian cultural milieu or perhaps even from some other, foreign tra-
dition). It cannot even be excluded that the Deluge narrative was an ad hoc in-
vention, which was perpetrated by the OB scribes to advance the same propa-
gandistic causes that led to the creation of the AKL.

7.5 The Antediluvian Kings

As I hope to demonstrate it fully in the following discussion, the most striking
fact about the antediluvian “kings” as they appear in the AKL is that they
were no ordinary rulers. One should rather identify them as sage-kings, not un-
like those of the Confucian tradition, who were thought to be “ideal rulers of an-
tiquity who by combining the virtue and wisdom of a sage with the power of a
king exemplified perfection in government.”¹⁴¹

In order that this point may become fully apparent, a detailed examination
of the names and identities of the nine personae in question is required. The first
observation emerging from such an investigation is that none of them can be
traced back to the third millennium. The only exception here is Ubur-Tutu, the
ruler of Šuruppak and (but only in some versions of the AKL) the father of Ziud-
sudra, whose name can plausibly be traced back to the ED version of the com-
position “Instructions of Šuruppak.”¹⁴² This fact alone is sufficient to conclude
that all nine of these antediluvian “kings” are artificial creations.

Like the name of Ubur-Tutu, those of Alulim and Alalgar of Eridu may also
have been derived from ancient material, but there is no assurance of that.¹⁴³ The

 Quoting the definition of Merriam-Webster Dictionary, online version.
 One may be reasonably certain that the name Ubur-Tu-tu/Du-du was derived from the
phrase Šuruppak ušbarx(UR₂.RUM), “the one of Šuruppak, an ušbarx,” which is found in the
ED version of “Instructions of Šuruppak” line (Alster 2005: 176, 196). In this example, ušbarx
means either “weaver” or “father-in-law.” While the source of the element Tu-tu/Du-du is un-
clear, ubur in all likelihood is an OB interpretation of the ED ušbarx. It may be envisioned
that the ED Šuruppak ušbarx became, in the AKL, Šuruppakki Ubur-Tu-tu, “in Šuruppak,
Ubur-Tutu (was ‘king’).” This passage was then misinterpreted as “Šuruppak of Ubur-Tutu,” re-
sulting eventually in Šuruppak dumu Ubur-Tutu, “Šuruppak, son of Ubur-Tutu,” which is found
in the OB “Instructions of Šuruppak” line 7 (Alster 2005: 57). The final product of this develop-
ment was Šuruppak dumu Ubur-Tu-tu … Zi-ud-sud-ra₂ dumu Šuruppak-ke₂, “Šuruppak, son of
Ubur-Tutu … Zi-ud-sud-ra₂ son of Šuruppak,” which appears in the ms. W-B 62 of the AKL
(Chen 2013: 140).
 While no direct parallels for Alulim can be found, his alternative name A-lu-lu, which is
found in the “Ballade of Early Kings” line 9 and various first millennium sources (see p. 64) ap-
pears in Fara and Pre-Sargonic sources as A-lu-lu (Pomponio 1987: 7; CUSAS 11 364 i 2) and A-lu₅-
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largest group of names in this group conforms to the pattern beginning with En-
“Lord” and ending with ‐ana(k), “of heaven/An.” Here belong:

En-me(‐en)-lu₂-an-na of Patibira
En-me(‐en)-gal-an-na of Patibira
En-sipad-zi-an-na of Larak
En-me(‐en)-dur-an-na of Sippar

The name pattern in question is typical of ceremonial priestly names, a tradition
that began with En-he₂-du₇-an-na, en priestess of Nanna and daughter of Sar-
gon,¹⁴⁴ and continued into the reign of Ibbi-Suen with the following examples¹⁴⁵:

En-men-an-na, en priestess of Nanna and daughter of Naram-Suen¹⁴⁶
En-nir-zi-an-na, en priestess of Nanna (year-name Šulgi 15)
En-ubur-zi-an-na, en priestess of Nanna (year-name Šulgi 43)
En-me-zi-an-na, the cultic name of Ur-Ningirsu, the en and the šennu priest of Nanše
during the reigns Šulgi – Ibbi-Suen¹⁴⁷

En-mah-gal-an-na, en priestess of Nanna (year-name Amar-Suen 4 and UET 1 64)
En-unu₆-gal-an-na, en priest of Inana (year-name Amar-Suen 5)
En-nun-gal-an-na, en priestess of Enki (year Amar-Suen 8)
En-am-gal-an-na, en priest of Inana (year-name Ibbi-Suen 4)
En-nir-zi!-an-na, en priest of Inana (year-name Ibbi-Suen 10)¹⁴⁸

It appears quite certain that it was precisely this body of onomastics that served
to generate the four antediluvian names in question. By using this name pattern,
the authors of the AKL referenced the high priests of Sargonic and Ur III times,
who happened to be linear descendants of the Priests-Kings of Uruk as well. In

lu₅ (BIN 8 349:34). For Alalgar, which is spelled A-lal₃-gar or E₂-lal₃-gar, compare the Fara names
A-lal₃ and E₂-lal₃ (Pomponio 1987: 7, 83).
 As demonstrated by En-šag₄-kuš₂-an-na, the name of a late Pre-Sargonic king of Uruk, such
names were known, and probably used by the en priests of Inana, already in ED times. In this
connection, note also En-suh-keš₂-an-na, the name of a mythical king ruler of Aratta, who com-
petes with Enmerkar for Inana’s attentions in the composition “Enmerkar and En-suhkeš-ana”.
While En-suh-keš₂-an-na obviously is an artificial creation, it shows that the author of this com-
position associated this name-pattern with the early history of Uruk.
 The only name of this category that diverges from this pattern is En-an-ne₂-pad₃-da, the en
priestess of Nanna and the daughter of Ur-Bau of Lagaš. See Steinkeller 1999a: 127‒128.
 Sollberger 1954/1956: 26‒28. She is also mentioned, in a broken context, in an Ur III tablet
from Ur (UET 3 864:15; date not preserved), where her posthumous cult apparently is meant.
 See Steinkeller 1999: 119.
 Attested only in UET 1 295 i 5,where the sign looks like SUM but probably is a misshapen ZI.
If SUM indeed was meant, read si₃ for zi.
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this way, they were also able to link their antediluvian inventions with the most
ancient manifestation of Babylonian kingship.

Apart from being modeled after the high priests of yore, who were leaders of
a distinctly different kind, the four antediluvian “kings” in question show other
characteristics that place them within that same ancient cultural and political
tradition, and identify them as sage-kings. Both En-me(n)luana and En-me(n)
galana are known to have been forms of Dumuzi the shepherd, their successor
in Patibira.¹⁴⁹ The same was true of En-sipadziana of Larak.¹⁵⁰ As I hypothesized
earlier,¹⁵¹ there likely existed a belief that made Dumuzi one of the archaic rulers
(en) of Uruk, on par with Lugal-banda and Gilgameš. If such a tradition indeed
existed, he and his avatars En-me(n)luana, En-me(n)galana, and En-sipadziana
would be fitting examples of the “semi-divine ‘cultural heroes,’”¹⁵² the wise lead-
ers of old who were priests and rulers alike.

A connection with wisdom and learning is even clearer in the case of En-me-
durana/En-meduranki of Sippar. According to a first millennium source known
as the “Enmeduranki Text,”¹⁵³ this antediluvian “king” received extispicy and
other divinatory arts, as well as mathematics,¹⁵⁴ directly from Šamaš and
Adad, the gods of divination. These intellectual gifts En-meduranki then shared
with other Babylonians. The text subsequently goes on to describe in great detail
the characteristics qualifying one to become a member of the diviners’ guild,
making it crystal clear that its function was to demonstrate the antiquity of
this professional group, and so to legitimize its socio-political position. For
these reasons, the “Enmeduranki Text”may be characterized as a founding char-
ter of the diviners’ guild, whose intent was quite similar to that of the Lu A list I
have discussed earlier.

Since Sippar was home of Šamaš, there is a strong likelihood that the tradi-
tion connecting En-me(n)durana/ki with divination and other areas of knowl-

 See Lambert 1969: 26‒27.
 See Lambert 1969: 26‒27. Two versions of the AKL (UCBC 9‒1819 and Ni. 3195) assign him to
Patibira instead, probably precisely because of the Dumuzi connection.
 Pp. 29‒30 above.
 The term used by Hallo (1970: 63) in reference to Sanchuniathon, a legendary Phoenician
sage, priest, and author.
 See Lambert 1967: 132‒133; 1998. A similar tradition about En-me(n)durana/ki is preserved
in the bilingual composition known as the “The Seed of Kingship” (Lambert 1967: 128‒131; 1974:
434‒440; Chen 2013: 150), where Nebuchadnezzar I is described as “distant seed of kingship,
seed preserved from before the Deluge, offspring of Enmeduranki, king of Sippar, the one
who set up the pure bowl and carried cedar (oil), who sat in the presence of Šamaš and
Adad, the divine judges” (lines 8‒10).
 arâ(a.ra₂)a šu-ta-bu-l[u] (line 18).
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edge existed already in OB times. Interestingly, “Babyloniaca” identifies Sippar
as the place where antediluvian knowledge, written on tablets, had been stored
prior to the Deluge, to be subsequently recovered by the Deluge’s survivors.¹⁵⁵
Somewhat contradictorily, another late source (“Erra Epic” IV 50) describes Sip-
par as the only city that was not destroyed by the Deluge. Irrespective of this in-
consistency, these accounts attest to Sippar’s reputation as a city of learning and
great antiquity.

A very similar reputation was shared by Šuruppak, a renowned ancient city
in its own right and home of the antediluvian “kings” Ubur-Tutu and Ziudsudra.
I have already shown that Ubur-Tutu was created out of the anonymous sage of
Šuruppak, the alleged author of sayings of wisdom collected in an ED source,
which, together with their author, were redacted in OB times into a composition
titled “Instructions of Šuruppak.” As for Ziudsudra, extant Sumerian sources do
not describe him as a sage. But he must have been known as such, since the Ak-
kadian version of the “Deluge Story” names him Atra-hasis, “Exceedingly Wise.”
There was a cultic side to Ziudsudra as well, since the Sumerian “Deluge Story”
identifies him as a gudu₄ priest (for this official, see Appendix 1 pp. 86–87). This,
too, shows that he was a “king” of a very special mould.¹⁵⁶

It is superfluous to say that the characteristics just described attach also,
and in a much greater measure, to Eridu, the first antediluvian city appearing
in the AKL. As the ancients believed, Eridu was the source of Babylonian knowl-
edge, which emanated from Enki and his shrine Abzu, and which was further
disseminated by Enki’s various companions and attendants, such as the sages
(abgal), of whom Adapa is best known. Unfortunately, the identities of the two
antediluvian “kings” of Eridu, Alulim and Alalgar, remain largely unknown.
But we can be practically certain that they were sage-kings as well. The first of
them appears in two first millennium incantations, where, under the name of
A-lu-lu, he is presented as a magician, expert in controlling field pests.¹⁵⁷ Anoth-
er late source implies that he obtained this knowledge from the sage Adapa.¹⁵⁸
Alulim’s connection with Adapa is also recorded in BagM Beih. 2 89,¹⁵⁹ where,
as A-a-lu, he is paired with U₄-an-na, an alternative name or form of Adapa.
Very likely, therefore, both Alulim and Alalgar were Adapa-like figures. It un-
doubtedly was for all these reasons that the authors of the AKL chose to

 Cited below p. 75.
 For an extensive discussion of the role of Ziudsudra in the Babylonian wisdom tradition,
see Beaulieu 2007: 3‒7.
 George and Taniguchi 2010: 136‒137.
 STT 176+185. See Lambert 1969: 27 under (f); George and Taniguchi 2010: 136.
 For this source, see below pp. 72‒73.
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begin their antediluvian history – which, as I believe, is a history of early Bab-
ylonian learning – with Eridu, making Eridu its original source but also the place
from where over time that learning was transmitted to other places.

These conclusions – or speculations, to be more exact – about the nature of
history treated by the AKL find a nice corroboration in one of its mss (George
2011: 201 no. 97), where the names of Eridu and Sippar are written with the
signs NUN.ME = abgal, “sage,” instead of the standard spellings with a single
NUN sign. I believe that these spellings are intended, their purpose being to
identify these two cities as the seats of wisdom, and so to implicate their rulers
as sage-kings.¹⁶⁰

7.6 The Figure of abgal, apkallu

The last point brings us to the question of sages proper (abgal, apkallu), who, at
least in the view of the first millennium literary tradition, were closely linked to
the antediluvian cities and their rulers.

I begin with the history of the abgal. The term abgal = NUN.ME figures al-
ready in the archaic Lu A list line 15.¹⁶¹ This is how this lexeme is written in
all later sources, except in ED IIIb Lagaš texts and Gudea, which consistently
use the writing abgal₂(NUN.ME.KAxŠE₃) instead.¹⁶² A possible syllabic spelling
ab₂-gal appears in an ED IIIb text from Nippur.¹⁶³

Persons bearing the title of abgal appear in Fara economic tablets, but no
indication is given in them of those persons’ particular duties, except perhaps
in TSS 558 (distribution of field plots to various named individuals), which sug-
gests that these individuals wrote cuneiform tablets. The final column of this text
contains a single abgal sign, which possibly identifies the tablet’s author.

More informative in this respect are two incantations, also of ED IIIa date,
which show that the abgal was involved in the construction of temples. In

 George 2011: 201 speculates similarly (but somewhat more prosaically) that “this mistake
probably arose from an intrusion in the writer’s mind of the mythological tradition that placed
the sages in the antediluvian era.”
 This title appears also in Uruk III economic tablets. See, especially, MSVO 1 145 iii 1 and
CUSAS 31 185 v 5, which mention abgals in association with the en official.
 For examples, see PSD A/2 175. Line 53 of the Archaic Lu A list has a title NUN.KAxŠE₃,
which appears as NUN.ME.KAxŠE₃ in line 52 of the ED version. One may suspect that the authors
of the ED list had erroneously identified NUN.KAxŠE₃ (which, apparently, is unrelated to abgal)
as abgal₂ = NUN.ME.KAxŠE₃. This would explain why this title appears twice in this version (as
abgal in line 15 and as abgal₂ in line 52).
 6 PNs ab₂-gal-me (ECTJ 16:1‒8).
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both instances the text says that the en official erected the temple, while the
abgal treated it in some way: e₂ en-ne₂ i₃-du₃ e₂ en gal-le i₃-du₃ abgal-le šu
be₂-ak, “the en erected it, the great en erected the temple, the abgal treated it”
(Krebernik 1984: 146 no. 27 E); e₂ en in-du₃-gim enkumx(EN.PAP.SIG₇) si bi₂-sa₂-
gim enkumx abgal-gim u₉-gub, “as the en erected the temple, as the enkum
put it in (cultic) order, as the enkum (and) the abgal set it up (properly)”
(ibid. 146 no. 27 1 (b)).¹⁶⁴ This role of abgal is reflected also in “Amar-Suen A”
line 16, which describes Amar-Suen’s prolonged (and eventually failed) efforts
to rebuild Enki’s temple in Eridu: abgal-e dug₄-ga ⸢u₃⸣-na-dug₄ giš-hur e₂-e pa
e₃ nu-mu-un-ak-e, “the abgal gave him the instructions, (but) he still was unable
to display the plan of the temple.” Given his connection with cleansing rites (see
below), the abgal may have been specifically responsible for the laying down of
the temple’s foundations and the associated purification rites. Characteristically,
temple foundations and the ritual deposits inserted into them were believed to
be linked to the Abzu – and so with Enki and his cultic associates as well.
See further Gudea Cylinder A xxii 11‒17 (discussed below), which suggests that
one form of the foundation deposits was called abgal.

A literary text from Abu Salabikh (OIP 99 114 v 10′-13′), likewise dating to ED
IIIa times, mentions an abgal in a context suggesting that these functionaries
performed extispicies as well (abgal LAGAB … maš šu mu-gid₂).

ED IIIb sources from Lagaš show the abgal acting in funeral contexts¹⁶⁵ and
associate him specifically with Nanše.¹⁶⁶

He is unknown in Sargonic and Ur III texts, except for the mention of Lu₂-
ᵈNanna abgal in OIP 121 352:3, a Puzriš-Dagan tablet dating to the eighth year
of Amar-Suen. This example is highly interesting, since it immediately brings
to mind the abgal Lu-Nanna associated with Šulgi in a first millennium story
about the Seven Sages,¹⁶⁷ and the alleged author of the “Etana Story” of that
same name, who appears in the late catalogue of texts and authors edited by
W. G. Lambert.¹⁶⁸ He is also mentioned in the colophon of K. 8080, a list of mag-
ical poultices.¹⁶⁹

 The enkum was a member of Enki’s entourage. See Wiggermann 1992: 71 and below p. 67.
 PSD A/2 175 1.2.
 NN abgal₂ ᵈNanše (six attestations). For these examples and other attestations of the abgal₂
in texts dealing with Nanše’s cult, see Foxvog 2007.
 SpBTU 2 8 i 1‒29, discussed below p. 71–72.
 Lambert 1962: 66 VI 11.
 ni-ṣir-ti Lu₂-ᵈNanna abgal Urim₂ki, “secret of Lu-Nanna, sage of Ur,” cited by Lambert 1957: 7
and n. 27.
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While the abgal priests/functionaries are frequently mentioned in OB and
later literary sources, I am not aware of any attestations of this title as designat-
ing a real functionary subsequent to the Ur III period.¹⁷⁰ Although the word
abgal/apkallu is occasionally applied to the first millennium scholars and literati
(ummânū), when used in this way abgal/apkallu serves as an honorific title only,
without any indication that there existed a priestly office of this nature at that
time.¹⁷¹ For that particular usage of abgal/apkallu, see below p. 71.

Literary sources of OB and later times identify the abgal as a ritual specialist
performing purifying rites and exorcisms and reciting incantations. The same
sources also consistently connect the abgal with Eridu and its lord Enki, the mas-
ter of learning, lustrations, incantations, and magic par excellence. A similar
connection is made with Enki’s son Asarluhi, lord of Kuwara, who shared
many of his father’s characteristics. It is not surprising, therefore, that both
Enki and Asarluhi are themselves occasionally described as abgals. These two
gods had in their employ a slew of semi-divine abgals, among whom Adapa of
Eridu was the most famous.¹⁷²

The connection of the abgal with Eridu and Enki goes back to the Uruk III
period. This is evident from the term abgal itself, whose component NUN refer-
ences both Enki (as nun, “Prince”) and his city Eridu.¹⁷³ Here note that NUN is
a marker of Enki and Eridu also in Uruk III art.¹⁷⁴ This is further confirmed by
the fact that a number of other functionaries in Enki’s employ bore titles that in-
clude the NUN sign: enkum, ninkum, and abrig.¹⁷⁵ The abgal’s association with
Enki is also implied by his being, in ED IIIb Lagaš, one of the cultic attendants of
goddess Nanše (see above), Enki’s daughter and, like Asarluhi, a member of his
immediate divine circle.

 The abgal/apkallu is mentioned in the first millennium Mīs pī rituals (Walker and Dick
2001: 143‒144 lines 92a-92b, 164 lines 34a-34b, 181 lines 15a-15b), but these attestations undoubt-
edly involve his mythological apparition.
 As far as I know, the earliest example of this usage is found in a Middle Babylonian incan-
tation from Emar, which was written by a “scribe and apkallu” named Madi-Dagan (DUB.SAR
aABGAL) (Tsukimoto 1999). Madi-Dagan was a well-known Emar scribe, who also bore the
unique title of “Chief Scribe” (LU₂.GAL DUB.SAR) (Y. Cohen 2009: 37, 189‒194). Since there is
no indication that Madi-Dagan was a ritual specialist of any kind, his designation as apkallu
probably was purely honorific, emphasizing his elevated status among the Emar scribes.
 “Adapa Story” from Me-Turan lines 110 and 119 (Cavignaux 2014); CAD A/2 172 under 2′.
 See Steinkeller 1998: 88.
 See the Late Uruk cylinder seals Frankfort 1939: pl. 3 fig. d, pl. 6 fig. a; Schmidt et al. 1972:
pl. 42 fig. a; ATU 7 pl. 95 no. 1.
 For abrig(NUN.ME.DU), who is probably the same as agrig, see above p. 50.
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As for the physical appearance of the early abgal,¹⁷⁶ literary sources consis-
tently paint him as having long hair hanging down his neck.¹⁷⁷ This characteris-
tic conceivably is reflected also in visual art, as is suggested by Gudea Cylinder A
xxii 11‒17 and the related archaeological data:

temen Abzu-bi dim gal-gal ki-a mi-ni-si-si
ᵈEn-ki-da E₂-an-gur₄-ra-ka
šag₄ mu-di₃-ni-ib₂-kuš₂-u₃
temen an-na ur-sag-am₃ e₂-e im-mi-dab₆
ki-a-nag dingir-re<-ne>-ka im-nag-nag-a
E₂-ninnu dim gal mu-gi
abgal₂-bi mu-du₃,

The foundation deposits of the Abzu (i.e., reaching into the Abzu), (which are like) great
mooring stakes, he sunk into the ground;
they (now) take counsel with Enki in the Engur.
The upper foundation deposits – they are heroes indeed! – he positioned around the temple;
they (now) drink water from the (underground) libation pipes of the gods.
He made the Eninnu firm (like) a great mooring stake,
its abgal₂ (foundation pegs) he set up.

I suggest that the word abgal₂, as it appears in this passage, is a generic term for
the foundation peg topped with a human figure (the so-called Nagelmensch).¹⁷⁸
It may be hypothesized that the origin of this usage goes back to the beardless
male figures with clasped hands and long hair, which appear on foundation
pegs from ED II‒III Lagaš.¹⁷⁹ The coiffure worn by these figures has two distinc-
tive styles. The first, attested on the uninscribed pegs predating Ur-Nanše and
those belonging to his reign, has small plaits over the forehead; the hair falling
over the back is heavy and neatly arranged in horizontal strands. See fig. 29.¹⁸⁰

 For the appearance of the later mythological abgals, see below p. 71.
 For the examples, see PSD A/2 176 4.
 A similar broad interpretation was offered by Jacobsen 1987: 416‒417 n. 113. Jacobsen like-
wise concluded that the abgal₂ objects mentioned in Cylinder A xxii 11‒17 (which he translated
“wizards”) are the anthropomorphic nails/pegs of the foundation deposits. But, rather than con-
necting them with the long-haired figures of the ED period, he compared them with “a fully
human figure steadying the peg with both hands,” which is typical of the foundation deposits
of Gudea’s time. Edzard, in RIME 3/1 83, adopts Jacobsen’s translation of abgal₂, though render-
ing it “praying wizard,” on the assumption that abgal₂ represents abgal(NUN.ME) plus šud₃, “to
pray.” But, as I noted earlier, NUN.ME.KAxEŠ₃ = abgal₂ is the regular writing of this vocable in
ED IIIb sources from Lagaš. PSDA/2 176 5 likewise assumes that the figurines of abgal₂ are meant
here.
 See Ellis 1968: 50‒54; Rashid 1983; Muscarella 1988: 303‒313.
 For other examples, see Marchesi and Marchetti 2011: 320 figs. 3‒6.
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In the other style, which appears on the pegs of En-anatum I and En-metena,¹⁸¹
the hair is equally heavy, but it is parted in the middle, falling down over the
back in two large strands, arranged into plaits.¹⁸² See figs. 30‒33. Similar long
hair is worn by the male figure that accompanies the Priest-King on the Warka
Vase,¹⁸³ on a number of Late Uruk cylinder seals,¹⁸⁴ as well as on the so-called
“Blau Plaque,” front side, which likewise belongs to the Uruk III period.¹⁸⁵ It is
tempting to think that both the ED foundation pegs from Lagaš and the Late
Uruk examples just cited depict the abgal priest. This hypothesis is corroborated
by the evidence of literary sources (see above), according to which the abgal had
characteristically long hair, which fell loosely down his back.¹⁸⁶

To summarize, the abgal was a real figure,which can be documented as such
from the archaic Uruk III period through Ur III times. It appears that the abgal’s
office disappeared at the end of the third millennium, surviving only as a desig-
nation of mythical sages and as an honorific title of the first millennium scholars
(ummânū). The abgal was an important cultic official and a ritual specialist, who

 For the pegs of En-anatum I, see Hansen 1970. For the ones of En-metena, see Muscarella
2003: 80 no. 39 = RIME 1 215‒216 En-metena 13.
 The figures with this coiffure have two protrusions on front of the head, which were inter-
preted as horns by scholars. See, e.g., Muscarella 2003, who thinks that the alleged “horns” in-
dicate the “divinity” of the figure in question. Cf. also Ellis 1968: 52; Hansen 1970: 246; Van Driel
1973a: 70; Braun-Holzinger 2013: 23. But this explanation is unlikely, since the protrusions are
very short and rounded. It is virtually certain that these are front sections of the coiffure,
which have been coiled up into two small locks or some type of an elaborate pompadour.
This can be seen quite clearly in the side-views of the pegs in figs. 31‒33, and in the front
view of the peg in fig. 33. In ED and Sargonic art, the horns sported by deities are fully articu-
lated and always forming part of crowns (see the images collected in Braun-Holzinger 2013).
 See Appendix 1 p. 84 and figs. 7 and 8.
 See Heinrich 1936: pl. 17 fig. b; Vogel 2013: 143 fig. 20:5 (= our fig. 3); Buchanan 1981: 43
fig. 134a, 44 fig. 135; Marchesi and Marchetti 2011: pl. 48 fig. 4.
 See Gelb, Steinkeller, and Whiting 1991: Text Volume 41‒43 no. 11, Plates Volume pl. 12
no. 11. Note that, in this image, the figure in question has clasped hands, in the manner of
the ED representations of the Nagelmensch.
 During the excavations at Al-Hiba (= ancient Lagaš) ten foundation deposits were recov-
ered. Seven of them consisted of a copper figurine and a stone tablet while three contained
only the tablet. All of these objects bear an identical inscription of En-anatum I mentioning
his personal god Šul-“UTUL” (Hansen 1970: 246). For the inscription, see ibid. 246‒247 and
RIME 1: 175‒177 En-anatum I 5 ex. 4. Based on this mention, Hansen confidently concluded
that the pegs depict Šul-“UTUL.” But this assumption is spurious, since Šul-“UTUL” is routinely
invoked in ED Lagaš building inscriptions (Ur-Nanše through En-anatum II) irrespective of their
shape and form (as shown best by the stone tablets included in the Al-Hiba deposits). Cf. Van
Driel 1973b: 70‒71. Therefore, since the mention of Šul-“UTUL” is not an exclusive characteristic
of the pegs of the Nagelmensch type, there is no reason to identify the figure in question as such.
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was involved in a wide range of cultic activities. It is significant that the Fara and
Abu Salabikh sources present him as a scholar, who performed extispicies and
perhaps even wrote cuneiform tablets. From the very beginning the abgal was
closely connected with Eridu and Enki’s cult. The abgal may be represented in
art (Uruk III, ED Lagaš), where, if these identifications are correct, he wears char-
acteristic long hair.¹⁸⁷

7.7 The “Story about the Seven Sages”

A number of literary texts dating to the first millennium preserve a mythological
story about the Seven Sages, fish-like creatures who were born in the sea. Al-
though not stating it explicitly, the story seems to imply that these creatures
brought the arts of magic to Babylonia, apparently acting in this role as the
agents of Enki. So at least says the version of this story preserved in “Babylonia-
ca,” which, while not mentioning Enki or any other deity, makes the fish-like
Oannes responsible for the teaching of all the aspects of civilization to the Bab-
ylonians.¹⁸⁸ Since Enki lived in the underground sweet-waters of the Abzu, a be-
lief that his servants and representatives were partly human and partly piscine is
easy to understand. A similar product of this logic is Enki’s famous goat-fish
(dara₃-Abzu, suḫurmāšu), which, in late iconography, combines the front part
of a goat with the back part of a fish.¹⁸⁹

Before we consider this story in detail, some words need to be said about its
historical background and cultural setting. The earliest documented mention of
the Seven Sages is found in “Temple Hymns” line 139, where, in a hymn devoted
to Kuwara and its god Asarluhi, seven abgals are explicitly mentioned: abgal
imin-e sig nim-ta šu mu-ra-ni-in-mu₂-uš, “the Seven Sages enlarged it (i.e., the
temple) for you (with the supplies? coming) from the south and north.” Since
it is known that “Temple Hymns” were composed (or at least redacted) in the
Ur III period, it is possible that the Seven Sages were known already at that
time. This is by no means certain, however, since this mention could conceivably
be an Old Babylonian addition. But, even if one chooses the latter alternative, we

 Here it should also be noted that the statue of Ur-Ningirsu, the en and the šennu priest of
the goddess Nanše during the reigns of Šulgi – Ibbi-Suen, shows similar long hair. See Braun-
Holzinger 1991: 275 St 157, pl. 18. This example is interesting, since, as I noted earlier, Nanše be-
longed to Enki’s divine and cultic circle.
 Burstein 1978: 13‒14.
 A. Green 1986: 25‒26, pls. 5 and 6.
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may be confident that some tradition about the Seven Sages did exist already
during the first half of the second millennium.

This group of seven characters is not attested textually during the remainder
of the second millennium, becoming visible in texts only in the “Story of the
Seven Sages.” But we can discern them in art. Males wearing fish-like garb, per-
forming lustration rites, and accompanying Enki/Ea are amply documented in
the first millennium art.¹⁹⁰ See fig. 34. Revealingly, the earliest depictions of
these personages, who can confidently be identified as the abgals of the story
in question, appear on a number of Kassite seals.¹⁹¹ No representations of this
kind are known from the third millennium; nor are they documented in the
Old Babylonian period. This agrees with the fact that, as I noted earlier, the
third millennium abgal had a distinctively different appearance. All these facts
argue that the introduction of the fish-like garb iconography was closely con-
nected with the development of the late tradition about the Seven Sages,
which describes them as fish-like creatures. Given the presence of such creatures
on the Kassite seals I cited earlier, it is likely that it was in Kassite times that the
literary tradition about the fish-like Sages was created – or least was given its
earliest formulation.

The “Story about the Seven Sages” is known essentially from two first mil-
lennium sources.¹⁹² The first of them forms part of the third tablet of the series
Bīt mēseri,¹⁹³ and is technically an incantation (as shown by the introductory
label en₂ and the concluding ritual instructions). It begins with a listing of
seven named abgals, followed by a statement identifying them as “pure carp,

 Among such representations, see especially the Neo-Assyrian water basin from Assur,
which is decorated with multiple depictions of Ea flanked by the abgals (Klengel-Brandt 1997:
132 fig. 141 = our fig. 34), and two Neo-Assyrian seals, both showing an abgal standing behind
Ea, who is mounted on his goat-fish (Forte 1976: no. 39; Collon 1987: 174 no. 817). For other rep-
resentations and discussion, see Forte 1976: nos. 40 and 54; Muscarella 1981: 143 fig. 104; Klen-
gel-Brandt 1997: 130 fig. 137, 132 fig. 143; A. Green 1983: 88‒90 pl. 10 figs. a, b, c, and d; 1986:
pl. 10 fig. a; Wiggermann 1992: 76‒77.

One of the ED Lagaš sources pertaining to Nanše’s cult and involving an abgal₂ (for which
see above n. 166) also mentions 2 gala eštubku6‒di (DP 222 iv 6), whom Foxvog 2007 ingeniously
interprets as “carp-actor gala’s.” Even if this term, which possibly also appears as GUD-di in the
list ED Lu B line 5 (so Foxvog), does in fact refer to some carp-involving ritual action, this evi-
dence does not directly bear on the abgal’s appearance. But, if this interpretation is correct, we
would find here an indication that the fish-like garb or similar paraphernalia were part of Nanš-
e’s (and therefore also Enki’s) cult already in ED times.
 See D. M. Matthews 1990: nos. 142‒144, 196.
 Reflections of it are also found in “Babyloniaca” and in a number other sources.
 SpBTU 2 8 i 1‒29; Reiner 1961: 1 K. 5119 + other mss.
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the carp of the sea, seven of them; the seven abgals, born in the river, the regu-
lators of the designs of heaven and earth/netherworld.”¹⁹⁴

A listing of four other named abgals then follows. Although the text does not
say it, these four belonged to postdiluvian times. This is demonstrated by the fact
that two of them are said to have been associated with “historical” figures: Nun-
gal-piriggaldim (no. 1) was an abgal of Enmerkar, while Lu-Nanna (no. 4) lived
during the reign of Šulgi. Abgals nos. 2 and 3 were natives of Kiš and Adab re-
spectively, with the text probably referring to the Kiš and Adab dynasties listed
in the SKL. This group of the abgals is summarized as “four abgals of human de-
scent, whom lord Enki/Ea provided with broad knowledge.”

The text concludes with ritual instructions, which name a number of incan-
tations to be recited as part of healing procedures, in the presence of the figur-
ines of the seven fish-like abgals (thus excluding from further consideration the
four abgals of human descent).

The other source preserving the “Story about the Seven Sages” is a late text
from Hellenistic Uruk, dating to 147th year of Antiochus V = 164 BC.¹⁹⁵ Dubbed
“Uruk List of Kings and Sages” by A. Lenzi (henceforth ULKS), this version of
the story fuses the listing of the seven abgals appearing in SpBTU 2 8 with the
AKL, by assigning to each “king” a particular abgal: “during the reign of king
X, the abgal was Y.”

Like SpBTU 2 8, the ULKS then lists additional, postdiluvial abgals. In this
case, however, the listing is more extensive and follows the pattern of the first
part of the text, in that it pairs sages with particular kings. The listing aspires
to be truly historical, since it follows a chronological order and names mostly
authentic rulers. It begins with Enmerkar (who is placed after the Deluge, if Len-
zi’s reconstruction is correct) and Gilgameš, the mythical kings of the First dynas-
ty of Uruk, as it appears in the SKL. Listed then are the “real” kings Ibbi-Suen,
Išbi-Erra, Abi-ešuh, [NN], Adad-apla-iddina, Nebuchadnezzar I, Esarhaddon,
and possibly Nikarchos.¹⁹⁶

Of special interest for our purpose are the names of the kings and sages ap-
pearing in the first part of the ULKS. Except in one case (involving king no. 5),
the names of the kings are identical with those in the AKL. Save for some spell-
ing variations, the names of the sages are exactly the same as the ones appearing

 This description is echoed by “Erra Epic” I 162: “the seven apkallū of the Apsu, pure carp,
who are endowed with great knowledge like their lord Ea.”
 BagM Beih. 2 89, edited and discussed by van Dijk 1962: 44‒52. It was subsequently re-edit-
ed and discussed by Lenzi 2008a: 144‒147. See also Lenzi 2008b: 107‒109.
 As suggested by van Dijk 1962: 52 and Lenzi 2008a: 163‒165.
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in SpBTU 2 8. The relationship between the names of the kings and those of their
respective sages is clearest in entries nos. 3, 4, and 5:

Am-me-lu-an-na En-me-dug₃-ga
Am-me-gal-an-na En-me-galam-ma
E[n-m]e-ušum-gal-an-na En-me-bulug₃-ga₂

It is highly probable that En-me-dug₃-ga,¹⁹⁷ En-me-galam-ma,¹⁹⁸ and En-me-
bulug₃-ga₂ were derived from the names of the kings,¹⁹⁹ specifically from the
En₂-me(‐en)- forms found in the AKL. This is obvious in the case of En-me-
galam-ma (no. 4), which almost certainly goes back to En-me(‐en)-gal-an-na.
The connection between the other two pairs of names is less obvious.

Other names deserving attention are entries nos. 1 and 2:

A-a-lu U₄-ᵈ (U₄-an-na in SpBTU  )
A-la₂-al-gar U₄-ᵈ-dug₃-ga (U₄-an-ne₂-dug₃-ga in SpBTU  )

As it was established many years ago by Lambert (1962: 74),²⁰⁰ U₄-an-na (read by
him as the Akkadian Uma-an-na) is identical with Oannes, the fish-like creature
appearing in “Babyloniaca,” and the grantor of civilization to the Babylonians.²⁰¹
According to a somewhat earlier tradition, U₄-an-na was an alter ego of the sage
Adapa, the exact nature of the relationship between the two remaining uncer-
tain.²⁰² This is of no concern to us, however, since our interest lies in U₄-an-
na’s name only. U₄-an-na appears to be related to U₄-an-ne₂-dug₃-ga, thus sug-
gesting a common derivation of both of them. The second name may in turn
show a connection with the earlier discussed En-me-dug₃-ga. If this is correct,
one could then envision a development by which En-me-dug₃-ga / *Am-me-

 En-me-dug₃-ga appears as an author in the list of authors published by Lambert 1962: 66 IV
11, discussed ibid. 74.
 Hallo’s idea (1963: 176) that En-me-galam-ma is named in the first line of “Ur-Ninurta B”
may be safely discarded, in my view.
 Cf. Wiggermann 1992: 77, who too thinks that the names of the abgals developed “partly
from the names of the antediluvian kings.”
 The same conclusion was reached independently by van Dijk 1962: 47‒48.
 Burstein 1978: 13‒14.
 Lambert’s idea (1962: 74) that U₄-an-na was the real name of the sage in question, with
Adapa representing only his title, is unconvincing. Here note that Adapa, designated as an
abgal, appears already in the OB version of the “Adapa Story” from Me-Turan, lines 110 and
119 (Cavigneaux 2014). This indicates that his identification with U₄-an-na is a late development
and that, therefore, U₄-an-na is a secondary phenomenon. Similar conclusions were reached by
Cavigneaux 2014: 37.
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dug₃-ga gave rise to U₄-an-ne₂-dug₃-ga, from which eventually U₄-an-na was gen-
erated.

These facts suggest that at least some of the abgal names were derived from
the names of the “kings.” What is not in doubt is that all seven of them are late
artificial creations.

7.8 Summary and Conclusions

The preceding discussion of the antediluvian tradition, as it is reflected in the
various sources dating to the second and first millennia, permits us to draw a
number of conclusions. The list of the antediluvian cities and their rulers
(AKL) undoubtedly is a secondary addition to the SKL, which was created either
the Isin-Larsa or the OB period. The names of the “kings” found there were either
borrowed from earlier sources or artificially formed by resort to third millennium
name patterns. The inclusion in the AKL of figures associated with knowledge
(Ubur-Tutu, Ziudsudra, En-medurana/En-meduranki) or archaic kingship (Du-
muzi the shepherd) assures that these individuals were conceived of as sage-
kings.

By inventing the tradition of five antediluvian cities and their rulers, the au-
thors of the AKL created their own version of history before history. This “pre-his-
tory” involved a form of rule dramatically different from the dynastic history
treated in the SKL. To emphasize this difference and to make the antiquity of
the sage-kings even more apparent, the authors separated the two by the
sharp caesura of the Deluge, a motif that was closely interwoven with the devel-
opment of the tradition of the antediluvian form of rule. It is possible (though
not provable at this time) that the Deluge motif itself had been invented to
serve those same ends as well.²⁰³

The sage-kings of the antediluvian cities thus emerge as the guardians of the
most ancient manifestations of knowledge and arts, more broadly, of human civ-
ilization. They were also believed to have been responsible for the civilization’s
original establishment and its further refinement. This foundational role of the
sage-kings is made explicit in the SB “Gilgameš Epic,” where the Seven Sages,

 It is possible, of course, that the Deluge motif preserves a memory of some cataclysmic nat-
ural event that occurred in Babylonia’s remote past. But, if such a memory existed, it might have
equally well recalled a historical occurrence. There are many reasons to think that the end of the
Uruk period was catastrophic, with a nearly total collapse of the society, economy, and culture.
When this debacle was over, all had to be rebuilt and recreated from scratch. To the people who
had gone through this experience, it must have seemed as they indeed had survived a flood.
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here identified as muntalkū, “wise men,” are said to have been the original
founders of Uruk’s famed city-wall, a building project subsequently completed
by Gilgameš.²⁰⁴

Although it is possible that, already when the AKL had come into being,
there existed a notion that the arts and tools of civilization actually were brought
to Babylonia by the Seven Sages, the servants of Enki (as narrated in some first
millennium sources, especially “Babyloniaca”), we have no evidence of that. On
the other hand, the story of En-meduranki, who obtained his knowledge directly
from Šamaš and Adad, speaks against the existence of such a notion rather
strongly. A similar case is presented by the sage Adapa, who was presented
the arts of magic by his master Enki. These facts suggest that, according to the
original, Old Babylonian tradition, the sage-kings acquired their knowledge
from the divine realm without any mediation of the Seven Sages.

Already in the OB period it was believed that this ancient knowledge was
lost due to the Deluge, and that it had to be recovered – or actually excavated
– subsequently.²⁰⁵ Of this we can be certain thanks to the Sumerian composition
“Death of Gilgameš,” which describes how Gilgameš obtained that lost knowl-
edge from Ziudsudra.²⁰⁶ The implication is that Ziudsudra transferred that
knowledge to Gilgameš in a written form, likely that of clay tablets. Such a
view is held at least in “Babyloniaca,” which describes how Xisouthros = Ziud-
sudra saved the tablets by burying them in Sippar, and how they were excavated
after the Deluge by his ancestors:

Therefore, he [i.e., Kronos = Marduk] ordered Xisouthros to bury the beginnings and the
middles and the ends of all writings in Sippar, the city of the Sun. [Following the Deluge,
its survivors were told by the “voice” that] they were to return to Babylon and that it was
declared that they were to dig up the writings from (the city) of the Sipparians and distrib-
ute them to mankind … When these people came to Babylon, they dug up the writings at
(the city of) the Sipparians and founded many cities and rebuilt many shrines and founded
anew Babylon” (Burstein 1978: 20‒21).

 uššīšu la iddû 7 muntalkū, “have not the Seven Wise Men laid down its foundation?” (SB
“Gilgameš Epic” I 21, XI 326).
 Cf. Chen 2013: 150‒151.
 “Death of Gilgameš”Me-Turan version Segment F lines 15‒17: “you (Gilgameš) have reached
Ziudsudra at his dwelling place; having brought back to the Land the divine powers of Sumer,
which at the time (of the Deluge) had been lost forever – as well as the instructions (and) divine
rites, (you then put in order cleansing rituals).” Cf. SB “Gilgameš Epic” I 8: “he brought (back)
the knowledge (ṭēmu) from before the Deluge.” Cf. Beaulieu 2007b: 160.
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Echoes of this belief also survive in the annals of Assurbanipal, who claims to
have read “the cuneiform inscriptions on stone before the flood,”²⁰⁷ whose au-
thor, as Assurbanipal believed, was none other than the sage Adapa: “the
work of Adapa I acquired, I learned the hidden treasure of all scribal knowledge,
the signs of heaven and netherworld, I am able to discuss them among schol-
ars.”²⁰⁸ Sages are associated with the antediluvian knowledge in other sources
as well.²⁰⁹

It is self-evident that, throughout Mesopotamian history, people were famil-
iar with archaic cuneiform tablets (such as those dating to Uruk III), both
through their preservation in scribal schools and by finding them regularly in
their cities, in various forms of excavations and earthworks. Those among
them who could read them (or at least pretended to possess this ability) were
of course the members of the Managerial Class I described earlier. It was surely
in the interest of that group to promote the antiquity and importance of such re-
cords, especially vis-à-vis their rulers. To give them even more importance, they
presented them “as coming from before the Deluge” — thus invoking a tradition
they themselves had likely created for similar self-serving political purposes. Sig-
nificantly, this type of knowledge is described (especially in the SB version of the
“Gilgameš Epic”) as sealed off and inaccessible to the uninitiated.²¹⁰

As the foregoing discussion must have made it clear, I attribute the creation
of the AKL to the Managerial Class. I have already shown that the AKLwas added
as a preamble to the SKL to demonstrate that, long before the beginning of dy-
nastic history, there existed a different kind of political power, which was vested
in the sage-kings of the cities of Eridu, Patibira, Larak, Sippar, and Šuruppak.
Significantly, none of those cities had ever been a seat of royal power, and so
the composition of this source could not have been inspired by the political
aims of any Old Babylonian ruler. Therefore, it is certain, I believe, that the
AKL advances the interests of the Managerial Class. By selecting cities that
never were political centers of any significance, though were renowned as the
ancient seats of culture and learning, the authors of the list are saying – and

 ḫītāku miḫiṣti(GU₂.SUM) abnī ša lam abūbi (Streck 1916: 256 i 18).
 šipir apkalli Adapa āḫuz nīṣirtu katimtu kullat ṭupšarrūte ittāt šamê u erṣeti amrāku šutad-
dunnāku ina puḫur ummânī (Streck 1916: 254 i 13‒14). Here note that the Neo-Assyrian kings are
commonly compared to Adapa in the letters addressed to them (Pongratz-Leisten 1999: 309‒319).
 See, especially, the medical text AMT 105:21‒24: ša pī apkallī labīrūti ša lam abūbi, “(in-
structions) from the mouth of the ancient sages from before the Deluge (which, in Šuruppak,
in the second year of Enlil-bani, king of Isin, Enlil-muballiṭ, sage of Nippur, composed?).” Cf.
Lambert 1957: 8.
 As Christopher Woods points out to me in a personal communication.
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thus reinforcing the message of the Lu A – that it was the wise men like them
that were the ultimate source of political power in Babylonia.

The Managerial Class faced a major crisis during the time after the fall of the
Ur III dynasty, which saw dramatic transformations of kingship and economy,
caused mainly by the appearance on the scene of new political elites of foreign
origin and different cultural traditions. One of those changes was the introduc-
tion of a truly hereditary form of kingship. Another important change, which af-
fected the Managerial Class most directly, was the waning importance of temple
households as communal socio-economic institutions, the traditional focus of its
influence. This development was countered by the rise of the palace and the pri-
vate sector as the dominant centers of power. For the Managerial Class this pe-
riod of change meant uncertainty and the need to re-orient itself in the new
socio-political reality. Having lost their former influence, members of the old
Managerial Class now tried to become advisors to the king and his immediate
circle, and so to secure for themselves a place in the new poltical order.
Hence their attempts to demonstrate to the new (mostly Amorite) rulers the
great antiquity of their class, the importance they played in the past, and, per-
haps most important, their role in running the government and advising the
king.

I believe that the anxiety this group felt as the old order was crumbling
around them finds an expression in the group of literary texts known as “City
Laments.” Composed shortly after the fall of the Ur III empire, these composi-
tions offer a vivid and highly pessimistic picture of the destruction that marked
the end of that glorious period. The motivation behind the creation of these com-
positions is a puzzle. It is hard to imagine that the Isin kings would have had a
direct interest in composing this group of texts. Although “City Laments” may
have had a ritual application, especially in the rebuilding of temples,²¹¹ it is un-
likely, in my view, that official sponsorship played a significant part in their cre-
ation. The voice of these compositions, which read almost like responses to the
Holocaust of more recent times, is just too personal and emotional for that.
Therefore, I would argue that, rather than as a product of official propaganda,
the “City Laments” should be seen as a spontaneous reaction of the Managerial
Class, their outcry at what had happened, and their mourning of the world that
had been lost forever. In wailing over that gone world, they also (or perhaps in
the first place) bemoaned the loss of their own social position and all that went
along with it. They understood that their lives had been changed forever, and
they feared the future.

 As speculated by Hallo 2001: 202‒203.
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But the message of the AKL was not explicit enough to serve the political
ends of the Managerial Class, which, by the mid second millennium, had been
reduced to not much more than a guild of scholars. Therefore, in order to empha-
size their connection with ancient knowledge and the role they allegedly used to
play in the running of government, the heirs of this social group later felt it nec-
essary to invent independent, autonomous sage figures, which they assigned to
the antediluvian rulers as their respective advisors. The final product of this
propagandistic line of thought is the ULKS, which offers a rigorous historical ar-
gument that, from the very beginning of Babylonian history till present day, all
rulers always had sages as their advisors.²¹²

This understanding of the Seleucid list nicely agrees with the conclusions of
Lenzi 2008a, who too interprets this text as a piece of political propaganda,
which was meant to advance the cause of the “sages” as political advisors to
the Seleucid kings. See, in particular, Lenzi’s following statements: “I interpret
the ULKS as a tendentious document written by scholars who needed to reassert
their importance to the community leadership in order to advance their cultic-
political agenda” (ibid. 139); “Invoking the association of scholarship with mem-
orable kings and their mythical sages or famous human scholars in the ULKS at-
tributes to the Seleucid-era scholarly professions a venerable history, which in
turn implies the scholars deserved a higher level of political influence or support
than in fact they were enjoying at the time” (ibid. 161).

Lenzi subsequently asks the following two questions: “But are the scholars
who created and copied this list really trying to manipulate the Seleucid court?
Are they trying to insinuate that the traditional association of kings and scholars
should continue under a non-native king?” (ibid. 162). I believe that the answer
to both these questions is an unequivocal “yes.” The Seleucid era was in many
ways similar to the Isin-Larsa period, in that both of them were transitional
phases, which in either case witnessed dramatic changes in the social and polit-
ical conditions, marked especially by the establishment of foreign dynasties.
Like the members of the Managerial Class, who, following the collapse of the
Ur III empire, desperately needed to reassert their position in the new order,
and who, toward that end, created fictitious documents demonstrating the an-

 Cf. Beaulieu 2007a: 15‒17; 2007b: 160‒162. See, in particular, the following statement: “In
the late periods of Mesopotamian civilization … scribes, scholars, and royal advisors gained an
influential place at court and invented traditions that put them on a par with the king in the
intellectual and religious leadership of their culture, a role that became even more prominent
with the demise of the last native Mesopotamian monarchy in 539 B.C.E.” (2007a: 17). As Beau-
lieu notes (2007: 15 n. 37), the ummânū are paired with kings also in certain Neo-Assyrian king
lists.
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cient origins of this social group and its role in advising the rulers, their Seleucid
descendants faced very similar challenges, coming up with similar responses.²¹³

Are there any other compositions of broadly “historical” content in which
the voice of the Managerial Class may be detected? One such source, I submit,
is “The Curse of Akkade.” This unusual text in the tradition of the later “admon-
ishing” literature, whose closest relatives are the OB and later Akkadian texts
dealing with the reign of Naram-Suen,²¹⁴ is a capsulized, highly poetic history
of Sargonic times. As the “Curse” understands this period, thanks to divine pro-
tection the reign of Sargon was a time of success, during which the capital city of
Akkade enjoyed great prosperity. This state of things changed dramatically dur-
ing the reign of Naram-Suen, when, by the decision of Enlil, the head of the Bab-
ylonian pantheon, Akkade suddenly was deprived of divine support. Naram-
Suen tried to correct this situation, by embarking on a plan to rebuild Enlil’s tem-
ple Ekur, and so to regain Enlil’s favor. These attempts failed, however, since
Naram-Suen had repeatedly been denied favorable omens from the divine
realm. Ignoring this message, Naram-Suen proceeded with his original plan any-
way, tearing down the old temple in preparation for the new construction. Since
this action, which the “Curse” depicts as an “attack” and “destruction,”²¹⁵ repre-
sented a total violation of the divine rules, Naram-Suen was duly punished. The
tool of Enlil’s retribution was the barbaric Gutians, who, by Enlil’s command, in-
vaded Babylonia and destroyed Akkade. The final act of this mini-history of the
Sargonic age, as presented in the “Curse,” was the gods’ decision that Akkade
should never be rebuilt.

Although the reason behind Naram-Suen’s reversal of fortune is not spelled
out in the “Curse,” one may plausibly conclude that it was the decline of Nippur
as a center of power, a development that the elites of Nippur (where the “Curse”

 It is a good guess that these political efforts were related to the archaizing ideological pro-
gram aiming to bring to prominence in Uruk the cults of An and Antum, which began in the late
Persian period and culminated in Hellenistic times. See Beaulieu 1992; 1994.
 Such as the various recensions of the “Naram-Suen and the Enemy Hordes,” for which J. G.
Westenholz 1997: 263‒368.
 As I argued elsewhere (Steinkeller 1993b: 142), this “attack” on the Ekur and its “destruc-
tion” are purely metaphoric, referring to the alleged neglect of Nippur and Enlil’s cult by
Naram-Suen. The demolition of an old temple per se was a necessary procedure before the
new one could be erected and, as such, was free of negative connotations. What was wrong
about it in this case is that it was carried out without the divine approval, which, as many sour-
ces demonstrate it very clearly (e.g., Gudea Cylinder A), was a condition sine qua non for such an
action to take place. As for the Ekur, we know that, actually, it was rebuilt by Naram-Suen and
Šar-kali-šarri, who also lavished magnificent gifts on it (A. Westenholz 1987: 24‒27; Steinkeller
1993b: 142).
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apparently originated) must have attributed directly to Akkade’s having become
the capital of the united Babylonia, the position belonging earlier (at least in re-
ligious and cultural terms) to Nippur. In other words, Naram-Suen’s original sin
was that he neglected Nippur in favor of Akkade²¹⁶ and, even more important,
that he made himself a god of Akkade, which diminished the role of Enlil.
Hence Enlil’s wrath, Naram-Suen’s inability to correct the situation, and the en-
suing punishment.²¹⁷

Since the “Curse” was composed in Ur III times, probably at Nippur,²¹⁸ it is
natural to think that the motivations behind the creation of this composition lie
in the realities of that period. On this assumption, I suggest that the “Curse” is a
cautionary tale, which was written by the Nippur members of the Managerial
Class,²¹⁹ and which is obliquely addressed at the Ur III kings. As I read it, the
“Curse” is a veiled warning about the dangers of going too far with the unifica-
tion of Babylonia and the deification of kings, the policies that had earlier and
with disastrous results (at least as the “Curse” views them) been implemented by
Naram-Suen, and which now, though in a less radical form, were being practiced
by Šulgi and his successors. Needless to say, it was the Managerial Class that had
most directly been affected by Šulgi’s reforms. One thinks here above all of his
policies regarding temple households, as a result of which these institutions
were put under the direct control of the crown and so deprived of their former
influence.

I conclude by pointing out that “The Curse of Akkade” is not an isolated
case. There exist a number of other, later sources in which the political and eco-
nomic motivations of the Managerial Class are reflected – and even in a more
obvious and direct way. Among them is the “Cruciform Monument” of Maniš-
tušu,²²⁰ a fictitious Neo-Babylonian source that was fabricated, through the

 The “Chronicle of Early Kings” lines 18‒23 (Grayson 1975: 153‒154) attributes a similar mis-
deed to Sargon, in accusing him of building a replica of Babylon (read Nippur) in Akkade. This
angered Marduk (read Enlil), who consequently wiped out Sargon’s people with famine, caused
his subjects to rebel against him, and afflicted him with insomnia. In this case too a metaphor is
employed, since the creation of a “replica” of Babylon obviously means the making of Akkade a
political counterpart of Babylon = Nippur. A similar narrative is found in the “Weidner Chroni-
cle” lines 49‒52b (Grayson 1975: 149; Al-Rawi 1990: 6). Note that Grayson 1980: 180 characterizes
the latter source as “a blatant piece of propaganda written as an admonition to contemporary
and future monarchs to pay heed to Babylon and its patron deity.”
 Cf. also Steinkeller 1993b: 142.
 Cooper 1983: 11.
 Cf. Finkelstein 1979: 77, who suggested that “The Curse of Akkade” was a “creation of the
priests of Nippur.”
 Sollberger 1968; Al-Rawi and George 1994: 139‒148.
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use of Maništušu’s original inscriptions, to demonstrate the antiquity of various
privileges of the priests of Šamaš of Sippar. Another successful re-establishment
of the benefices of the same priests is described in the so-called “Sun-God Tablet
of Nabu-apla-iddina.”²²¹ This outcome too resulted from the manipulation of an-
cient relicts, in this case, a relief depicting Šamaš, which allegedly had been dis-
covered on the west bank on the Euphrates, and then shown to king Nabu-apla-
iddina by a šangû priest of Šamaš and a diviner (lu2HAL), scion of another indi-
vidual bearing the same titles.²²² In presenting ancient sources to their rulers in
support of their economic claims, the authors of these two inscriptions (who ob-
viously were the said priests themselves) acted very much like the “sages” re-
sponsible for the composition of the AKL and the Hellenistic version of the
“Story of the Seven Sages” I discussed earlier.

 For the most recent edition and study of this text, see Woods 2004.
 See Woods 2004: 85 iii 19 ‒ iv 11, discussed ibid. 42.
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Appendix 1: The Priest-King of Uruk Times

1 Introductory Remarks

The main question to be considered here is the identity of the royal figure rep-
resented in Late Uruk art. This figure has commonly been described as “Priest-
King” by scholars. It needs to be emphasized that this designation is based ex-
clusively on the iconography, which depicts the Uruk ruler as a priestly official,
warrior, and hunter. As encapsulating those various roles, this term is a conven-
ient label that emphasizes the uniqueness of this Uruk royal, differentiating him
from the kinds of rulers one encounters in later Babylonian history.²²³ Conse-
quently, I will be using this designation throughout my discussion.

Having examined the pertinent iconographic evidence, which, as I hope to
show, strongly suggests that the Uruk ruler bore the title of en, I will consider
the Uruk III written data involving the en official, as well as later evidence bear-
ing on the archaic kingship of Uruk. Finally, a brief history of the office of the en
and its various later transmutations will be offered.

I promise that I will not discuss the notorious “sacred marriage” in this con-
nection. This ritual, if it existed at all, is comparatively late (at least from the per-
spective of archaic Uruk) and exceedingly poorly known. Because of this, any
speculation about the existence of this rite in archaic Uruk is completely futile.
As such, it should be avoided. Regrettably, the mystique of the “sacred marriage”
continues to allure archaeologists and philologists alike, leading them again and
again to seek the evidence of this ritual in Late Uruk art (see, most recently,
McCaffrey 2013). Their efforts in this area usually produce but new misunder-
standings, which further confuse the issues involved. The archaic kingship of
Uruk is a fascinating subject by itself. It certainly deserves better.

2 Priest-King Iconography

Most of the surviving images of the Priest-King show him in ritual roles. In such
instances he almost invariably appears either together with Inana or in associa-
tion with her symbolic representations, the MUŠ₃ emblem and the rosette.²²⁴ An-

 This point is missed by Suter 2014: 554, who does not find this designation “tenable,” but
without justifying her judgment.
 For these two symbols, see below.
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other large group of images depict him as a warrior and hunter.²²⁵ In those, nei-
ther Inana nor her symbols are ever depicted. There also survive a few represen-
tations of the Priest-King in round sculpture. An extensive, though not fully com-
prehensive listing of this iconography is found in Braun-Holzinger 2007: 8‒16,
pls. 1‒15. Cf. also Schmandt-Besserat 1993. For good discussions of the Priest-
King’s various roles, see Schmandt-Besserat 1993: 214‒217; Hansen 2003: 22‒
24. The present study considers exclusively the images illustrating the Priest-
King’s ritual aspect.

2.1 The Warka Vase

Of primary importance for the question of the identity of the Priest-King is the
celebrated Warka Vase.²²⁶ See figs. 7‒9. As aptly described by Irene Winter
(1983; 2007: 125‒131), the imagery of the Warka Vase forms a coherent, highly so-
phisticated visual program, which, both in its formal organization and the mes-
sage it carries, is a celebration of agricultural abundance. This effect is achieved
by the presentation of abundance as a continuous process, in which one natural
element turns into another, in a never-ending chain. This process begins in the
bottom register of the vase with a cursively drawn river or canal, at the bank of
which spring up cereals and other plants.²²⁷ These subsequently “become,” in
the next register, sheep and goats. The process continues in the vase’s middle
register, where the plants and animals turn into various foodstuffs, which are
carried in baskets by a chain of naked attendants. The climax of this visual pro-
gram and the culmination of its symbolic message happens in the top register,

 Usually overlooked here is the basalt stele from Uruk,which had been found by Loftus, and
became subsequently lost during its transportation to Europe (Reade 2002: 258‒259 and fig. 1).
This large object, measuring 77.5 cm in height, depicts the Priest-King wielding a spear, probably
as part of a hunting scene.
 Excavated at Uruk, in a building dating to Uruk IIIa, as part of the so-called “Sammelfund.”
See Heinrich 1936: 2‒6. For an excellent description and analysis of this artifact, see Porada
1995: 130‒135.
 Two distinctive types of plants are depicted, one of which almost certainly is an abstract
representation of wheat. Cf. the representations of wheat on the Late Uruk seals Frankfort
1939: pl. 5 fig. b; Buchanan 1981: 44 fig. 135. A recent study tried to explain it instead as a
date-palm sampling (Miller, Jones, and Pittman 2015), but I find this identification highly uncon-
vincing. The other plant is possibly flax (as argued by the same authors). However, given the
schematic nature of these representations, this identification too is not beyond doubt.
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where the foodstuffs are, finally, delivered by the Priest-King to Inana, possibly
in connection with one of Inana’s festivals or a similar ritual event.²²⁸

The Priest-King (of whom only traces survive, but which are sufficient to
identify him as such) walks to the right, being preceded by a naked male holding
a basket overflowing with food. Another male attendant, long-haired and wear-
ing a short tunic,²²⁹ follows behind the Priest-King, holding a train of his dress or
belt. These three figures approach the standing Inana, dressed in a long garment,
who greets them with her raised right hand. The goddess wears headgear that
may plausibly be interpreted as a type of crown. Behind the goddess, there
are two large standing emblems, which are identical, formally and functionally,
with the sign MUŠ₃, the graph of Inana’s name.²³⁰ These two emblems,which ap-
pear to flank the goddess at her both sides, reference her as Inana, in the manner
of symbols and written labels that identify deities in later Mesopotamian art.

To the right of the MUŠ₃ emblems, there stands a large stepped altar,which is
supported by a pair of rams.²³¹ On top of the altar, there are depicted, upright and

 A very similar message is communicated by the Late Uruk seal Woods et al. 2010: 53 fig. 6,
which combines the representations of a waterway, farm animals, wheat plants, and Inana’s em-
blems (MUŠ₃).
 The same figure accompanies the Priest-King on a number of Late Uruk seals. See Heinrich
1936: pl. 17 fig. b; Vogel 2013: 143 fig 20:5 (= our fig. 3); Buchanan 1981: 43 fig. 134a; Buchanan
1981: 44 fig. 135; Marchesi and Marchetti 2011: pl. 48 fig. 4. For a suggestion that this individual
may be the abgal priest, see above p. 69.
 As I argued elsewhere (Steinkeller 1998), the MUŠ₃ emblem was a large, totem pole-like ob-
ject made of reeds, to whose top there was attached a scarf or streamer made of textile. This in-
terpretation is based on a literary source of ED IIIa date (ARET 5 20, 21; OIP 99 278) that identifies
Inana’s emblem as a lapis lazuli “scarf” (bar-sig), which binds Inana’s neck. As I point out there,
reed emblems of this kind, further examples of which are the NUN of Enki and the ŠEŠ of
Nanna, are described in Sumerian by the term urin or urin-gal (Akk. urinnu, uriggallu). Because
of this, they should be distinguished from standards proper, which are called šu-nir in Sumerian
(Akk. šurinnu). A specimen of such a reed urin (probably of Inana) actually was excavated at
Uruk, in the level Uruk V. See Eichmann 2013: 123 fig. 16.7.
Suter 2014: 551 writes that the MUŠ₃ emblem “closely resembles Inana’s pictogram.” This state-
ment fails to recognize that the sign MUŠ₃ and the emblem of Inana are, as typical of pictograph-
ic writing systems (cf. the Egyptian and Mayan ones), one and the same thing. The same is true of
the graphs/symbols NUN and DINGIR/AN.
 That the object in question is an altar is shown conclusively by its other representations in
Late Uruk and later art. See the following cylinder seals: (a) Marchesi and Marchetti 2011: pl. 48
fig. 9: an altar mounted on a lioness (which clearly refers to Inana’s martial aspect), on whose
top there is a standing attendant (similar to the figures on the altar depicted on the Warka Vase)
flanked by two MUŠ₃ emblems, with another MUŠ₃ emblem standing to the left; (b) Amiet 1961:
pl. 46 fig. 654: an altar mounted on a bull, topped with two MUŠ₃ emblems, two large baskets
and the Priest-King standing to the left; (c) Heinrich 1936: pl. 17a: a boat carrying an altar,
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facing left, two female(?) long-haired attendants, who are dressed in long gar-
ments. Behind them stands another MUŠ₃ emblem but smaller than the ones
flanking Inana, which marks these two figures (and the altar itself) as belonging
to Inana’s cult. The attendant standing in the back raises her/his hands as in
blessing; the one in front holds up with both hands an object whose shape is
identical to the sign EN.²³² The identity between the two is particularly clear in
the Uruk III tablet MSVO 4 73, where the sign EN replicates the object in question
in every detail. See fig. 10.²³³ It appears that the attendant shows – or probably
even offers – this object to the Priest-King. In fact, in his original state of pres-
ervation, the Priest-King probably would have been able to see it over Inana’s
head. Be that as it may, it is clear that the presentation of the EN object to the
Priest-King by Inana and her attendant and the presentation of food offerings
to the goddess by the Priest-King and his naked attendant are symmetrical, re-
flecting a relationship of reciprocity: by bestowing foodstuffs on Inana, the
King-Priest is rewarded with the EN object. Therefore, there is every reason to
think that the object in question symbolized the office of the en, specifically,
the role this official played in Inana’s cult. As for the nature of this object, it ap-
pears that it was some kind of a ceremonial vessel. The sign EN as it appears in
MSVO 4 73 (see fig. 10) suggests that this vessel consisted of a flat base on which
there were mounted, in a tree-like manner, five cups; another, free standing cup
was positioned on the other side of the base. The open mouths of the cups are
clearly depicted in MSVO 4 73.

Immediately to the right of the altar with the two attendants, various offer-
ings and containers are depicted. These include two large baskets overflowing
with foodstuffs²³⁴ and, between them, a bull’s head and two objects of uncertain

which is mounted on a bull and topped with two MUŠ₃ emblems; to the left of it stands the
Priest-King facing right (plus an oarsman and a sitting male figure); (d) Buchanan 1981: 47
fig. 138, an altar mounted on a bull and topped with two MUŠ₃ emblems, with another MUŠ₃ em-
blem standing to the left. For the representations of very similar altars in later art, see the Old
Akkadian seal Boehmer 1965: pl. 32 fig. 387: an altar on top of which there is a ram’s head and a
footed cup with smoke rising from it; and the clay altars from the archaic temple of Ištar at Assur
(Harper 1995: 35‒36).
 The identification was proposed already by Heinrich 1936: 16. See also Wilhelm 2001: 478 n.
3; Cooper 2008: 73.
 The contents of MSVO 4 73 are discussed below p. 95.
 Identical baskets are shown on the Late Uruk seal Vogel 2013: 143 fig 20:5 (= our fig. 3),
which depicts the Priest-King presenting food offerings in front of two MUŠ₃ symbols. Like on
the vase, the Priest-King is accompanied by a long-haired attendant. As I note in the following
three footnotes, various other paraphernalia found on the vase appear also on that seal, indicat-
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nature. Over these items, another group of objects is found: (a) two tall, elongat-
ed vessels;²³⁵ (b) two stands shaped as a gazelle and a lioness respectively;²³⁶ (c)
two footed plates with what appears to be breads.²³⁷

The final feature of the vase’s iconography that needs to be discussed is the
ministrant proffering foodstuffs to Inana. This figure is identical to the food car-
riers depicted in the middle register of the vase. He must, therefore, be identified
as a member of that group. All of these individuals are shown completely naked,
with their heads shaven as well. Similar naked figures are depicted on two Late
Uruk seals (Frankfort 1939: pl. 3 fig. d; Schmidt et al. 1972: pl. 42 fig. a),²³⁸ which
show them in the process of delivering various cultic objects to a temple that,
because of the presence of NUN emblems in both instances, may be identified
as that of Enki. As the third millennium texts and art make it clear, the access
to the sanctuary’s cella where the statue of the deity was housed was limited
to two types of ritual specialists only: the chief priest or priestess and the offi-
ciants whose function was to feed the statue and probably also to manipulate
it ritually in other ways as well, through the actions of waking the statue up,
dressing it and undressing, laying it back to sleep, etc. These officiants, likewise
naked and with shaven heads, appear in a number of ED III images, where they
are depicted standing before a divine statue or, exceptionally, in front of a tem-
ple. See Braun-Holzinger 2013: pl. 11 fig. 5, pl. 13 figs. 7 and 8(!), pl. 14 figs. 10 (=
our fig. 26) and 11, pl. 15 fig. 13, pl. 16 fig. 16. In all likelihood, the functionaries
in question bore the title of gudu₄, Akk. pašīšu. As indicated by the word pašīšu,
“the anointed one,” lit.: “the smeared with oil,” because of his physical contact
with the divine, this functionary needed to remain ritually pure in order to pre-
vent the statue’s pollution. This meant that all his head and body hair had to be

ing that these two images involve a closely related ritual event, whose referent in either case was
Inana.
 The shape of these vessels is identical with that of the vase itself. The same vessels are de-
picted on the Late Uruk seals Vogel 2013: 143 fig 20:5 (= our fig. 3) and Buchanan 1981: 44
fig. 136c (= MSVO 4 pl. 41 no. 78). See further the “Blau Plaque,” front (Gelb, Steinkeller, and
Whiting 1991: Text Volume 41‒43 no. 11, Plates Volume pl. 12 no. 11), on which the Priest-King
holds up an object that very likely represents this vessel as well.
 Similar zoomorphic stands appear on the Late Uruk seal Vogel 2013: 143 fig 20:5 (= our
fig. 3).
 The same footed plates are depicted on the Late Uruk seals Vogel 2013: 143 fig 20:5 (= our
fig. 3) and Marchesi and Marchetti 2011: pl. 48 fig. 9.
 The first seal (Frankfort 1939: pl. 3 fig. d) includes in addition a male that wears a short
tunic and seems to have long hair falling down his back. He likely is the same person as the
Priest-King’s attendant appearing on the Warka Vase, whom I tentatively identify as the abgal
official. See above p. 69.
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removed, and that his entire body then be smeared with the cultically “pure”
(Sumerian kug) oil.²³⁹ It is certain, in my view, that the naked figures appearing
on the Warka Vase represent precisely this kind of ritual functionaries. However,
as the Uruk III texts do not contain (as far as I know) any mentions of the gudu₄,
their title remains unknown. Be that as it may, these data add further substance
to the conclusion that the top register of the Warka Vase depicts a ritual, which
takes place in the cella of Inana’s sanctuary (eš₃), and shows the act of feeding
the goddess (or her statue).

A novel interpretation of the top register of the Warka Vase was suggested by
Daniel Hockmann (2008), who claimed that the scene in question includes a
number of city names. It was those cities, in Hockmann’s view, that were respon-
sible for the delivery of foodstuffs depicted in this scene. Hockmann’s prime
“identification” is the name of Nippur, which he creates out of the EN object
(for which see above) and the stepped altar on which the figure holding the
EN object and her/his companion are standing. Hockmann imagines this altar
to be a Sockel, interpreting it as the sign KID. In his opinion, the EN object
and the alleged KID belong together, forming the toponym EN.LIL₂ = Nibru. How-
ever, the altar in no way looks like the KID sign (ZATU-291) or, for that matter, as
E₂, which would be the correct component of Nibru (= EN.E₂) in that period. As I
note above in n. 231, this object is simply an altar, several examples of which are
depicted in Uruk art.²⁴⁰ Incredibly, Hockmann then goes on to interpret two very
similar altars shown on Late Uruk seals as the signs AB and URU, producing
more “toponyms” of this kind. Needless to say, these identifications are baseless.
As for the other “readings” suggested by Hockmann, the bull’s head appearing
as part of the scene (2008: 330 and fig. 3) indeed is formally identical with the
archaic sign KIŠ/ALIM sign (see Steinkeller 2004b), but, given the context, it un-
doubtedly is a real bull’s head, which formed part of the offerings. For similar
depictions of animal body parts presented as offerings, see Vogel 2013: 143 fig
20:5 (= our fig. 3) and the Old Akkadian seal Boehmer 1965: pl. 32 fig. 387, the
latter depicting a ram’s head on top of an altar. Regrettably, Hockmann’s inter-
pretation has uncritically been embraced by a number of archaeologists / art his-
torians. See, e.g., Marchetti in Marchesi and Marchetti 2011: 190‒191 and n. 27;
McCaffrey 2013: 238‒239.

 Interestingly, Jacobsen (1963: 477 n. 11) interpreted UH.ME, the constituent signs of gudu₄,
as a combination of uh(u), “lice, vermin,” and išib(ME), “anointed,” that is, “lice-cleansed.” As
he further elaborated, “anointing served specifically as a means to rid oneself of lice; conceiv-
ably the oil used contained petroleum or some other effective bituminous ingredient … this con-
notation of delousing underlies the term gudu” (ibid. 477 n. 11).
 For this identification, see already Hans H. von der Osten 1934: 16 no. 22, 116 and fig. 11.
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2.2 Five Uruk Seals Depicting the Priest-King and Inana

A scene closely similar to the one represented on the Warka Vase, likewise in-
volving the Priest-King and Inana and illustrating a close and intimate relation-
ship between the two, is found on five Late Uruk cylinder seals (Heinrich 1936:
pl. 17 fig. d, pl. 18 figs. a, b, c, and d; discussed ibid. 29‒30).²⁴¹ See figs. 11‒15.
Four of these artifacts, together with the Warka Vase and three other Uruk III cyl-
inder seals pertaining to Inana’s cult,²⁴² formed part of a deposit (the so-called
Sammelfund) excavated in the latest phase of level III of the Eanna precinct, In-
ana’s temple at Uruk.²⁴³ This fact is highly significant, since it suggests that this
group of objects, which obviously constituted a treasured heirloom, had been se-
lected and buried in that particular location because of their connection with
and the paramount importance for Inana’s cult.

The image borne by the five seals in question is practically the same in each
instance. It shows the Priest-King and Inana facing each other; they are separat-
ed by two large baskets with food offerings. These are closely similar to the ones
pictured in the top register of the Warka Vase, to the right of the altar supported
by two rams. In one instance, Inana follows the Priest-King, who faces the bas-
kets (Heinrich 1936: pl. 18 fig. b = our fig. 13). The goddess wears headgear that
closely resembles that shown on the Warka Vase. She is accompanied by the
MUŠ₃ emblem, which explicitly identifies her as Inana (Heinrich 1936: pl. 17
fig. d, pl. 18 figs. a, b, and d = our figs. 11, 12, 13 and 15). Her connection
with it is underscored by the fact that, in Heinrich 1936: pl. 17 fig. d, pl. 18
figs. b and d (= our figs. 11, 13, and 15), she actually holds the emblem, more pre-
cisely, the scarf forming part it. Here it is significant that, in two cases, Inana
wears a very similar scarf herself, which falls down over her back (Heinrich
1936: pl. 17 fig. d, pl. 18 fig. d = our figs. 11 and 15).²⁴⁴ The Priest-King carries
in his hands a grain stalk (Heinrich 1936: pl. 17 fig. d, pl. 18 fig. b, c, and d =
our figs. 11, 13‒15).

 The most recent extensive discussion of these seals is by Marchetti in Marchesi and Marche-
tti 2011: 190.
 Heinrich 1936: pl. 17 figs. a and b, pl. 19 fig. a.
 See Heinrich 1936: 2‒6; Marchetti in Marchesi and Marchetti 2011: 189‒190.
 If correct, this point would lend further support to my identification of Inana’s emblem. See
above n. 230.
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2.3 Summation

It is certain that the scene represented on the seals just discussed is an abbrevi-
ated version of the top register of the Warka Vase, both of them depicting a de-
livery of food offerings to Inana by the Priest-King, possibly as part of her ritual
observances. The identity of these observances remains unknown, though it may
have been one of Inana’s regular festivals (ezen), such as the “festivals of the
Morning and Evening Inana,” which are mentioned in the archaic tablets from
Uruk.²⁴⁵ It is equally possible, however, that what the Warka Vase and the
seals present to us is a generalized definition of the relationship that existed be-
tween the Priest-King and Inana, without referring to any of her observances in
particular. This relationship was reciprocal, with the Priest-King feeding Inana
on behalf of the community he ruled over, and with Inana providing the Uruk
community with agricultural abundance and protection in return, and making
the Priest-King her chosen representative. The relationship between the Priest-
King and Inana may even have been symbolically spousal – as suggested by
the later Babylonian tradition and the comparative data demonstrating the com-
mon existence of such arrangements between rulers and goddesses – but there is
no reason to suspect that some sort of a “sacred marriage” ritual is meant in this
particular instance.

Both the Warka Vase and five seals in question firmly associate the Priest-
King with Inana, thereby establishing beyond any doubt that he was Inana’s
chief ritual official. This association is confirmed by various other Late Uruk im-
ages, in particular, the cylinder seals on which the Priest-King appears as a care-
taker of Inana’s herds. Among those, of special importance are Heinrich 1936:
pl. 17 fig. c and Klengel-Brandt 1997: 63 fig. 47 (= our fig. 4), where the Priest-
King offers rosettes to the cattle and goats respectively. As is well known, the ro-
sette, which is simultaneously a representation of the star – thereby meaning
“deity” (dingir) and “heaven” (an) – is Inana’s alternative symbol.²⁴⁶ In both in-
stances, the MUŠ₃ emblems are included in the image as well.

The grain stalk that appears as an attribute of the Priest-King in several Uruk
III seals (Heinrich 1936: pl. 17 figs. b and d, pl. 18 fig. b, c, and d; Strommenger
1962: fig. 16 bottom) obviously indicates this official’s responsibility for cereal
production, perhaps even representing one of his symbols (Marchetti in Marchesi
and Marchetti 2011: 190, 192). On the other hand, his involvement in animal hus-
bandry, as depicted on some other seals, shows that he was Uruk’s chief shep-

 See above p. 27.
 See Steinkeller 2002a; Szarzyńska 2011.
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herd as well. As is strongly suggested by the inclusion of the pictogram EN
among the imagery of the Warka Vase, the title of this official in all probability
was en.

2.4 Further Remarks and Final Conclusion

This interpretation of the Priest-King iconography, while providing new data and
insights, and clarifying, hopefully, some of the outstanding problems, in its es-
sence represents what has been the traditional communis opinio regarding this
matter. Two recent studies, however, question some of the basic assumptions
of this position. It is necessary, therefore, to address these contrary opinions
in some detail.

In a book co-authored with Gianni Marchesi, Nicolò Marchetti denies that
the Priest-King is a mortal, identifying him as a god instead (Marchesi and Mar-
chetti 2011: 186‒196).²⁴⁷ Marchetti’s sole argument here is the fact that the image-
ry of the Priest-King is limited to the Uruk III period, disappearing subsequently
(ibid. 187). An obvious explanation of this situation is the possibility that the of-
fice of the en underwent an evolution over time, by the Early Dynasty period
morphing into that of ensik, which differed significantly from the Uruk proto-
type, especially in that it no longer comprised any specifically priestly functions.
See my discussion of this problem below pp. 103‒104. That the Priest-King is not
a god is shown conclusively by the images depicting him, in the contexts entirely
devoid of any religious character, as a warrior and hunter (see above). In his
search for a candidate for that hypothetical male deity, Marchetti settles on
ᵈInana kur, one of Inana’s avatars mentioned in Uruk III economic documents,
whom he identifies, against all evidence and logic, as a male form of Inana
(ibid. 192).²⁴⁸ Equally unconvincing is Marchetti’s interpretation of the human
figure appearing on the ED II “Figure aux plumes,” which he explains as another
depiction of the Priest-King, and which, in his view, must necessarily “show the
god celebrated in the inscription [i.e., Ningirsu]” (ibid. 195). But the figure in
question resembles the Priest-King of Uruk art only vaguely. Nor is there any

 Marchetti is responsible for the chapters dealing with archaeological and art-historical mat-
ters; Marchesi wrote the ones dealing with philology and purely historical issues.
 In all likelihood, the deity in question is a netherworld form of Inana. See above p. 27.
A much more reasonable candidate for such an interpretation would have been Dumuzi, as
speculated by Jacobsen 1976: 26. But the fact that the Priest-King appears as a warrior and hunt-
er in Late Uruk art excludes Dumuzi from consideration as well, at least in his purely divine
form.
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compelling reason to think that this figure is a god. As generally believed, in all
likelihood this is a depiction of the ruler of Lagaš of that particular period.

While Marchetti’s idea obviously is false, a caveat needs to be offered in this
connection. As I wrote earlier (see above pp. 29‒30), there is a distinct possibility
that the Priest-King of Late Uruk times enjoyed a semi-divine status, being a Du-
muzi-like figure of sorts, in which he differed quite significantly from the later
ensiks, his linear successors. If true, this would consequently mean that his of-
fice was charged with a high degree of sacrality. But there is no indication that
the Priest-King was a divine king sensu stricto. I return to this problem in Essay 2.

The other contrary opinion I alluded to earlier is found in an article by Clau-
dia Suter (2014), who argues that the female figure represented on the Warka
Vase and the seals in question – who, in our view, is Inana – actually is a mor-
tal.²⁴⁹ The main argument Suter offers in support of this idea is the fact that, al-
legedly, no anthropomorphic representations of deities are documented before
the ED III period. However, this argument is circular, since, if the Uruk images
in question do depict Inana (as generally thought), this evidence proves that
such images existed already in Late Uruk times. Even more important is the
fact that statues of Inana are actually mentioned in Uruk III sources. There sur-
vive at least four references to such images:
(1) 80 (units of barley) for TAK₄.ALAM ᵈInana hud₂, “statue of the Morning

Inana” (MSVO 3 28 i 1);
(2) 1 (unit of barley) for TAK₄.[AL]AM Inana (ATU 2 pl. 21 W 20274,11 iii 1);
(3) 3 (units of barley) for TAK₄.ALAM ᵈInana; (out of this) 1 (unit of barley was

spent) for ZATU-649? (probably a location), 1 (unit of barley was spent) for
the “cattle pen” (tur₃-a), and 1 (unit of barley was spent) for the “shrine of
the Evening Inana” (eš₃ Inana sig) (ATU 2 pl. 22 W 20274,16 i 3);

(4) 1 (unit of barley?) for [TAK₄].ALAM Inana (ATU 2 pl. 32 W 20327,4 i 2′).²⁵⁰

For TAK₄.ALAM, “statue,” see TAK₄.ALAM = la-ʾà-núm (= alam/alan; cf. lānu, “fig-
ure”) (“Ebla Syllabary” line 52 = Archi 1987: 95); TAK₄.ALAM = šè-tum (“Ebla Vo-
cabulary” line 1275′ = MEE 4 333),where šēdu, “protective spirit/statue” apparently

 This speculation revives the earlier suggestion made by Asher-Greve 1985: 7‒8, who sought
to identify this figure as a priestess of Inana.
 Further evidence of the existence of such statues is provided by two Uruk III tablets, which
refer to Inana’s bedroom (e₂-na₂ Inana) at Uruk (ATU 2 pl. 30 W 20274, 36 i 1; ATU 7 pl. 47 W
20274,54 ii 1, iii 1). The second of them mentions also “one bed” (1 na₂; iii 2). See further 1
MUŠ₃ na₂ Inana, “1 MUŠ₃ (emblem or scarf) for the bed of Inana” (ATU 5 pl. 90 W 9656,af ii
2′‒3′), and e₂-na₂ (ATU 2 pl. 32 W. 20327,4 i 5′). Obviously, these data imply the presence of In-
ana’s statues as well.
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is meant. Cf. DUL3 = lu-ma-ʾà-sum. “protective spirit/statue” (“Ebla Syllabary”
line 49 = Archi 1987: 95). See further TAK₄.ALAM-ni nam-ti-la-ni-da he₂-na-da-
gub, “may his statue stand for/before DN, for the intention of his life” (Steible
1982: 342 Anonym 3:5‒7, an upper half of the ED III statuette of a male worshipper;
Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, 21.5; Braun-Holzinger 1977: 74, 83). An official gal-
TAK₄.ALAM, who appears in ED Lu A line 122 (also in archaic Lu 122 = ATU 3 84),
probably supervised sculptors.²⁵¹ This is confirmed by Diri VI B 86 (= MSL 15 192),
which translates URUDU.SIG₇.TAK₄.ALAM as gurgurru, “sculptor” (usually corre-
sponding to tibira).²⁵² SIG₇.ALAM = nabnītu, “appearance, stature,” appears to
be related as well; it is possible that SIG₇.ALAM is a misinterpretation of the orig-
inal TAK₄.ALAM.

A likely example of a Late Uruk statue of a deity is the spectacular female
head of marble from Uruk, the so-called “Lady of Warka,”²⁵³ which almost cer-
tainly is a depiction of Inana. See fig. 16. This conclusion is supported by the
fact that the top of this head is provided with indentations and groves that
must have supported either a hairdo or a crown. The second option is more like-
ly, since the ED IIIB texts from Lagaš specifically mention a silver crown that
“fills / fits into the head (of a statue),” specimens of which belonged to the stat-
ues of the goddesses Nanše and Nin-MAR.KI.²⁵⁴

Here it should also be noted that the anthropomorphic representations of
deities are documented already in ED II art, thus much earlier than “the last
phase of the Early Dynastic period,” as Suter asserts (2014: 551). The best exam-
ples of such images come from a group of cylinder seals depicting the construc-
tion of stepped towers, which show seated deities wearing crowns (Braun-Hol-
zinger 2013: pls. 39‒40 figs. 128, 129, 132, 139 and 142; discussed ibid. 124‒130,
208‒211). ²⁵⁵ There may survive an even earlier image of a deity in human
form. A Jemdet Nasr seal shows a human face (evidently female) flanked by
three rosettes, which hovers over a temple facade with gateposts (Frankfort

 TAK₄.ALAM designates “sculptor” in the ED IIIb texts from Lagaš. See Nikolski 1 108 ii 1‒2;
VAS 14 106 iii 2.
 The tibira/gurgurru was an elite craftsman, who used metal and wood to manufacture stat-
ues, high quality furniture, and various other types of inlaid objects. See, in particular, CT 7 16
BM 17765 ii 21 and SAT 1 63:8 (both from Girsu/Lagaš), which refer to the tibira working on royal
statues.
 This object was found in the level Uruk III of the Eanna precinct (Lenzen 1940: 19‒21). Ac-
cording to the excavators, its deposition occurred not later than Uruk IIIa (ibid. 20).
 men-sag-si-ga (kug luh-ha) … ᵈNanše (VAS 14 13 ii 1‒3; DP 70 i 5 ‒ ii 2, 71 i 2‒4, 72 i 1 ‒ iii 2);
men-sag-si-ga … ᵈNin-MAR.KI (DP 69 i 2‒4).
 A related seal, likewise depicting a construction and a horned seated deity, is Pittman and
Aruz 1987: 55 fig. 19. Although dated to ED IIIa by the authors, its date is more likely ED II.
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1955: pl. 84 fig. 880). See fig. 17. Given the presence of rosettes, Inana’s symbols,
this plausibly is a representation of Inana.

To bolster her idea that the female companion of the Priest-King is a mortal,
Suter needs to neutralize any evidence that might indicate this person’s divinity.
Thus she argues that the fact that Inana’s emblem may appear repeatedly in the
same image (as on the Warka Vase) “speaks against the interpretation of reed
standards as icons of the respective deity [i.e., Inana] in symbolic form” (2014:
552). Further evidence of this, in her view, are the images where Inana’s emblems
appear without the female figure in question (ibid. 552). To minimize the connec-
tion between Inana and the MUŠ₃ emblems, Suter subsequently claims that, on the
seals depicting the Priest-King and Inana – contrary to what these images actually
show (see above p. 88) – “Inana’s standard only is touched by the same female as
the one depicted on the Uruk Vase [emphasis added]” (ibid. 552). All this evidence
convinces her that Inana’s emblems are merely “markers of numinosity”
(ibid. 552). Hence her conclusion that “this function of reed standards precludes
that the female on the Uruk Vase depicted the goddess” (ibid. 552).

These speculations are without any substance. As Mesopotamian visual art
demonstrates very clearly, divine symbols function as alter-egos of the deities
they stand for irrespective of whether or not those are concurrently depicted
in anthropomorphic form. Thus, the anthropomorphic Inana/Ištar is often ac-
companied by a lioness, her avatar as the goddess of battle, Iškur/Adad is de-
picted with his lightning, Gula is shown together with her dog, and so forth.
In the same way, in Late Uruk art Inana is most commonly represented by the
MUŠ₃ emblem,²⁵⁶ which may appear either alone or together with her anthropo-
morphic apparition. Here it is completely irrelevant how many symbols are de-
picted in one image. As we have seen earlier, the Warka Vase depicts three
MUŠ₃ emblems: two of them flanking the goddess, and another, smaller one,
on top of the altar behind her. The function of all three of them is identical: to
reference the goddess, either directly – as do the large emblems next to her,
or indirectly – as does the smaller emblem, which identifies the altar and the
two persons standing on it as belonging to Inana’s cult. Needless to say, this
whole issue has little to do with “numinosity,” which simply indicates a divine
presence when the deity remains invisible. In the case of the MUŠ₃ emblems of
Inana, one indeed could say that these indicate Inana’s “numinous” presence
when she is not depicted in her anthropomorphic form. But it is absurd to
claim that such “numinosity” cannot co-exist with anthropomorphic representa-

 Though Inana is also symbolized by the rosette and the lioness, both of which were her
alternative avatars.
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tions. This is clearly shown by the earlier-cited cases where both the anthropo-
morphic representation and the symbol appear together.

Suter thinks that the female appearing on the Warka Vase and the seals in
question is some “elite woman linked to Inana,” such as, for example, the ruler’s
wife (2014: 555). However, in view of the transparent importance and high sym-
bolism of the scene represented on the vase, it is difficult to see how the recip-
ient of Inana’s ritual offerings, delivered with such pomp and circumstance by
the ruler of Uruk on behalf of the whole community, could be one of her repre-
sentatives, rather than the goddess herself. This impression is strengthened by
the regal and commanding gesture with which the female figure greets (or bless-
es) the Priest-King, which is exactly the same as that used by deities in later Mes-
opotamian art. Moreover, this figure is accompanied by two cultic attendants –
in the same way that the Priest-King has his own two attendants, making the
scene perfectly symetrical – which suggests that she is more than just a priestess.
The encounter between the Priest-King and the female figure, which is the climax
of the visual program of the vase, is so dramatic and charged with such intense
religious emotion that the viewer is forced to conclude that the figure in question
is a deity. This has been the usual – and I would say the natural – response to
this image. Apart from these arguments, which rest on essentially esthetic con-
siderations, another reason why Suter’s hypothesis lacks conviction is the fact
that no priestesses of Inana of any importance are attested in later times. There-
fore, the possibility that such officials did exit in Uruk times, though they for
some reason disappeared later, is not very likely.

3 The en Official in Uruk III tablets

The en functionary is mentioned very often in Uruk III economic documents,
both those from Uruk itself and the ones stemming from other sites, such as Jem-
det Nasr and Tell Uqair, as well as in tablets of undetermined origin. Even more
importantly, many of such attestations present him as an official of very high sta-
tus. This is underscored by the fact that the title of en often appears in the tab-
let’s colophon.

The en of Uruk may specifically be referred to in three texts of uncertain ori-
gin.²⁵⁷ Tablets from Jemdet Nasr, a northern Babylonian site whose archaic name

 CUSAS 1 20 ii 1; MSVO 3 21 i 2; CUSAS 31 185 iii 3′. In each case, these tablets record expen-
ditures of commodities for en Unug.
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probably was NI.RU (Englund 1996: 12), mention an en of NI.RU,²⁵⁸ evidently the
ruler of that city. Similarly, in the documentation from Tell Uqair, the title of en
is associated, usually in the concluding section of the document, with the signs
(ME.)HA.UR₂.RAD (appearing in different combinations),²⁵⁹ which almost certainly
are to be read Urumx, and explained as the archaic spelling of Urum (Green 1986;
Gelb et al. 1991: 40‒41; Englund 1996: 12 n. 22; Steinkeller 2002b: 252‒254), a north-
ern Babylonian city well known from later periods. Here too, apparently, we find a
city ruler. These facts suggest that, during the Uruk III period, en served as a ge-
neric designation of the city-state ruler throughout Babylonia.

Above anything else, the paramount importance of the en is demonstrated
by the fact that, in a number of sources, he is assigned very large areas of agri-
cultural land. Here one may single out MSVO 1 2, 3, and 4, from Jemdet Nasr, and
MSVO 4 57, which possibly stems from Larsa (Steinkeller 1988: 13‒14; Englund
1996: 17; Fridberg 1997/1998: 19‒32). Among these sources, MSVO 1 2 credits
the en with a total of 3,852 iku (= 1,387 ha) of land. According to MSVO 4 57,
in another instance the en held 720 iku (= 259 ha) of land, which was part of
a larger area (1,824 iku = 657 ha) held by five towns or townships (uru).²⁶⁰

The en also appears as a recipient of large volumes of barley and various
commodities. See, e.g., MSVO 1 4, 7; MSVO 3 83; MSVO 4 1, 3, 4, 19, 22, 24, 25,
28, 41, and 54. In other sources, he is identified as a possessor of sheep (e.g.,
CUSAS 31 60 rev., 65 i 2, 75 iv 3, v 3) and donkeys (e.g., CUSAS 21 53 i 2).

Uruk III sources frequently mention officials, craftsmen, and laborers associ-
ated with the en. One may plausibly infer that these were his various subordinates.
However, due to the paramount difficulties presented by the archaic script, this
point usually cannot be confirmed with certainty. One of the instances where
such a determination is possible is MSVO 4 73, which is a listing of the en’s cooks:

i )  muhaldim en one cook (for) the en,
)  muhaldim eš₃ one cook (for) the shrine,
)  ŠUM.X.DI (and) one (cook for) ŠUM.X.DI
) DA (were) assigned (to work);

ii ) gal-muhaldim en (these are) chief cooks of the en;
iii )  gal-muhaldim en DA three chief cooks of the en were assigned (to work).²⁶¹

 MSVO 1 159 and 235.
 MSVO 4 1, 2, 3, 4, 10, 22, 24. 25, 26, 28, 34, and 35.
 Cf. also CUSAS 1 25 I 1 ‒ ii 2, which reads: [x] gana₂ en šag₄ Ama-men ru-a, “[x] land, the en
donated (or: was donated to him) in the (field) Ama-men”; 4(bur₃) gana₂ šu en ⸢x?⸣.
 The assumption that the sign DA means here “to assign” is only conjectural, of course.
Since DA means later “side” in Sumerian, it could equally well refer to the placing of the
cooks “aside,” in order to perform other duties.
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There are also instances where the en appears in connection with ritual observ-
ances. A good example here is ATU 7 pl. 77 W 21671, from Uruk, which records
expenditures of woolen garments, linens, and covers in connection with the fes-
tivals of the “Evening and Morning Inana” (ᵈInana sig, ii 1; ᵈInana hud₂; ii 10),
which, in this particular case, appear to have taken place at Ur. In two instances,
the recipient of these items was a carpenter of the en, present at Ur (nagar en
Urimx(ŠEŠ); ii 5‒6, iii 8). The en himself appears in the tablet’s concluding sec-
tions. There, all the items enumerated earlier are summarized under his title, and
he is described as participating in these festivals: en ezen dingir dug₃ ⸢ZATU-743⸣
Urimx(ŠEŠ), “the en, (acting) at the festivals of the Sweet Deity (i.e., Inana), at
Ur, …” The same ritual event is mentioned in another Uruk tablet: 8 SAL+KUR
en ezen dingir dug₃ Urimx(ŠEŠ) ZATU-774, “eight slave women (assigned to)
the en (for) the festivals of the Sweet Deity at Ur, …” (W 23999,l iii 1 = Englund
1995: 132).²⁶²

Another indication of the high status of the en is the fact that the sign EN
forms part of a number of the archaic names of occupations, such as engiz (EN.-
ME.GI) and endib(EN.ME.MU), both describing ritual cooks. It is likely that these
functionaries were the en’s subordinates, whose title gave rise to their own par-
ticular designations. A similar development may have taken place also in the
case of the title ensik, the designation of the city-state ruler in late ED times,
which too conceivably derives from the word en. See below pp. 103‒104.

4 The Question of nam₂-šita₂

Since it has been speculated that the Priest-King of Late Uruk art actually bore
the title of nam₂-šita₂,²⁶³ which appears in line 1 of the Uruk III version of the
Lu List A,²⁶⁴ it is necessary to examine this issue systematically.

 See also CUSAS 1 150 i 1‒3, which records commodities for ezen en sag, possibly to be in-
terpreted as “chief festival of the en.” A group of tablets from Uruk (ATU 2 pls. 19‒22 W 20274,5,
W 20274,10,W 20274,11,W 20274,13 [= ATU 7 pl. 40],W 20274,16, pl. 32 W 20327,4, pl. 55 W 20511,1)
mention the en in connection with Inana’s observances, always in the sign-group en eš₃ dug
ZATU-686.
 This vocable is commonly cited as “namešda” in literature. This transliteration is based on
the value of ŠITA₂ as given in some lexical sources: eš-da ŠITA.GIŠ.NAM₂ (Lu I 26 = MSL 12 93);
eš-da ŠITA.GIŠ (Ea II 36 = MSL 14 248); eš₆-ta ŠITA (CT 51 pl. 59 iv 1). This value is a secondary
development, which obviously derives from the phonetic shape of nam₂-šita₂ that resulted from
the contraction of this compound: [námšita] > [naméšta]. Since the basic value of ŠITA₂ is šita
(Diri II 257), the compound in question is to be transliterated nam₂-šita₂.
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The idea that nam₂-šita₂ was the highest-ranking official in archaic Uruk,
and that he was identical with the Priest-King of Late Uruk art, was first suggest-
ed by Lambert 1981: 94‒97. Lambert’s evidence in that regard was twofold:
(1) The fact that, in the ED IIIb text ECTJ 173 i 8 = ii 8, which uses an orthogra-

phy known as UD.GAL.NUN, the sign NAM₂ replaces EN in the writing of En-
lil’s name. This particular spelling, together with the testimony of a Middle
Babylonian lexical list that equates NAM with bēlu (CT 51 168 iv 52), con-
vinced Lambert that nam₂ corresponds to bēlu, “lord”;

(2) The evidence of the late lexical list Lu = ša, which, in Tablet I lines 25‒26 (MSL
12 93), translates both šita and nam₂-šita₂ as šarru, “king.” As Lambert (prob-
ably correctly) concluded, in these two entries the word šita, one of whose
meaning is “mace, weapon” (kakku), probably is a metaphor for “king.”

Hence Lambert’s final conclusion that nam₂-šita₂ is the “lord of the mace,” and
therefore, that this term denotes the archaic ruler of Uruk (Lambert 1981: 94).
This hypothesis was subsequently accepted by numerous scholars (see, e.g., Nis-
sen 1986: 329; Selz 1998: 300‒301, 306; Glassner 2000b; Charvát 2012; Bour-
guignon 2012: 250). Lambert’s hypothesis appeared particularly attractive be-
cause nam₂-šita₂ is listed in the opening line of the Lu A. This suggested to
some that this source uses a hierarchical arrangement, with nam₂-šita₂ indeed
designating the top official of Uruk.

The main problem with Lambert’s hypothesis is that, in the UD.GAL.NUN or-
thography,which was used during the ED III period, the correspondent of EN reg-
ularly is GAL. In light of this, the occurrence of NAM₂ as a variant of EN in ECTJ
173 is completely aberrant, and, accordingly, it almost certainly is wrong. Fur-
thermore, there is no reason to think that the UD.GAL.NUN orthography existed
already in the Uruk III period.²⁶⁵ As for the second millennium interpretations of
nam₂-šita₂ and šita as šarru, “king,” they either are metaphorical (by associating

 The term nam₂-šita₂ is also found in the Uruk III List “Officials” line no. 23 (Englund and
Nissen 1993: 86‒89). nam₂-šita₂ is further mentioned in ED IIIa sources. Here note especially the
mentions of nam₂-šita₂ Larsam(UD.UNUG) and nam₂-šita₂, which appear following gal-šidim
Unug, “chief mason of Unug” (SF 57 vii 8‒9 = OIP 99 46 vi 3‒5, 53 iii′ 6′‒7′). See also nam₂-
šita₂ 600, “(a group of) 600 nam₂-šita₂” (OIP 99 142 xi 4′, 13′); šita₂ 600 “(a group of) 600
šita₂” (OIP 99 306 iii′ 1′, which joins OIP 99 129). Charvát 2012: 267‒269 seeks nam₂-šita₂ in a seal-
ing from archaic Ur (UE 3 no. 429), alleging that the inscription in the upper register of this seal-
ing begins with ŠITA+GIŠ+NAM₂. However, this reading is completely fantastic. All one can read
there is X ⸢X⸣ UD Nibru(EN.E₂) X.
 Referring to the archaic list Ad-gi₄, Civil 2013: 16 states that this text “shows many features
of the UD.GAL.NUN” system, but without offering any specific examples. Although Civil could be
right, I am not aware of any certain evidence to that effect.
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the meaning “mace” of šita with “king”) or are mistaken.²⁶⁶ These facts render
Lambert’s hypothesis untenable.

That nam₂-šita₂ was not the title of the Priest-King of Late Uruk art is equally
emphatically demonstrated by Uruk III economic sources. Although nam₂-šita₂
does appear in these materials, such attestations are very rare. Green and Nissen
1987: 197, 252, list 464 examples of en in the administrative texts from Uruk,
against nineteen examples of nam₂-šita₂. Similarly, the indexes of an edition
of the Uruk III texts from Jemdet Nasr (Englund and Grégoire 1991) show only
three attestations of nam₂-šita₂, while those of en number over 140. Moreover,
none of the extant occurrences of the nam₂-šita₂ official suggest that he was a
functionary of special importance.²⁶⁷ Such evidence certainly is not the fact
that nam₂-šita₂ occupies position no. 1 in the archaic Lu A list, since, as I
noted earlier (see above p. 49), this source does not appear to follow a hierarch-
ical order. In this connection, it is significant that the “Officials” list (Englund
and Nissen 1993: 86‒89), the other Uruk III source mentioning this title, assigns
to nam₂-šita₂ position no. 23.

In my view, all these facts preclude any possibility of nam₂-šita₂ being the
title of the Priest-King.

As for the term nam₂-šita₂ itself, one needs to begin with an observation that
the initial element nam₂ appears in nine other entries of the Lu A list: nam₂-KAB/
TUKU (2),²⁶⁸ nam₂-DI (3), nam₂-umuš (4), nam₂-uru (5),²⁶⁹ nam₂-EREN (6), nam₂-
apin/engar (8),²⁷⁰ nam₂-PA.RAD (10),²⁷¹ nam₂-ŠAB (26a), and nam₂-PA.KIŠ/ALIM
(26b).²⁷² Without any doubt, this nam₂ is a variant spelling of the formant nam,
which serves to create abstract concepts in Sumerian.²⁷³ As a matter of fact, this
spelling appears occasionally in the ED III and later sources.²⁷⁴ This evidence

 For this possibility, see Veldhuis 2014: 36: “It is well possible that in later periods items of
Lu A were reinterpreted, and the translation NAMEŠDA = šarru (king), for instance, may be
based on the assumption by Old Babylonian scholar scribes that the king should head a list
like this.”
 Cf. Veldhuis 2014: 36, who, referring to the tablet ATU 6 W 15897, c8, concludes as follows:
“Neither his position on the tablet nor the quantity of food received by NAMEŠDA suggests that
he is in a position of supreme power.”
 Found also in CUSAS 31 43 ii 3, 4; ATU 5 pl. 40 W 9168,h+ ii 2; pl. 86 W 9656,g i 2; etc.
 Found also in MSVO 3 61 i 4; ATU 5 pl. 74 W 9579,de.
 Found also in ATU 5 pl. 73 W 9579,co.
 Found also in CUSAS 31 184 ii 3′.
 This title also appears in an unpublished ED II inscription (Steinkeller 2013a: 140).
 For this conclusion, see already Lambert 1981: 84: Wilcke 2005: 442.
 See, e.g., nig₂-nam₂ for nig₂-nam and na-nam₂ for na-nam in the ED Adab version of “In-
structions of Šuruppak” lines 28 and 30 (Alster 2005: 62); nam₂ ⸢mu⸣-tar (OIP 99 131 vi 12′); nam₂-
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leads one to the conclusion that nam₂-šita₂ and the other entries composed with
nam₂ are abstract terms, which, rather than being titles or occupations per se,
identify either the areas of professional responsibility or the officials collectively
responsible for particular aspects of the government and economy.²⁷⁵ In this way,
nam₂-umuš possibly means “counseling, advising” or the “consulting body”;²⁷⁶
nam₂-uru may describe the duties related to or the officials responsible for city
administration;²⁷⁷ and nam₂-apin/engar certainly means agricultural concerns
or the functionaries collectively responsible for agriculture.²⁷⁸ By analogy with
these terms, nam₂-šita₂ may be expected to be a similar general/collective desig-
nation.

A possible clue to the meaning of nam₂-šita₂ is provided by the lexeme šita,
which is written with a simplified ŠITA₂ sign (i.e., ŠITA), and which likely repre-
sents the same word as šita₂. All the meanings of šita are connected with cult.²⁷⁹
Here one finds the meaning “ritual, prayer” (Akk. ikribū, riksu). The word šita
also describes various types of priests, such as šita-eš₃-sa₂, “šita of the
shrine,”²⁸⁰ šita-ab-ba, “šita of the Sea,”²⁸¹ šita-Abzu, “šita of the Abzu temple,”
šita-ᵈInana,²⁸² and šita-gal, “chief šita.”²⁸³ A related meaning of šita is “cultically
pure” (ramku, ellu), which too functions as a priestly designation.

nun-e (nam₂-nun-e) in lines 1‒3 of the OB “Keš Temple Hymn,” corresponding to [na]m-nun-ne₂
[na]m-nun-ne₂ in its ED version (Biggs 1971: 200 A i 1); nam₂-nun-e nam₂-nun-e (TCL 15 17:10;
nam₂-nun-ne sag na-an-il₂-ta (TCL 15 28:35) = nam-nun-e sag na-il₂-⸢x⸣ (UET 6 123:24) (the last
two references are cited courtesy of G. Marchesi).
 So also concludes Wilcke 2005: 442. Since the entries beginning with nam₂ are confined to
the beginning section of the list (lines 1‒10, excluding the additional entries in lines 26a and
26b), it is possible that, as Christopher Woods suggests to me, these designations identify the
principal spheres of professional responsibility in which the scribal class was active.
 See Glassner 2000a: 204, 268; Wilcke 2005: 443.
 Cf. Wilcke 2002: 443, who translates it “Stadt-Amt.”
 Cf. Wilcke 2005: 443, who translates it “Pflüger-Amt.”
 I exclude here the meaning šarru, “king,” which, as I argued earlier, is either erroneous or
derived from the meaning “mace, weapon” of šita, as describing royal insignia.
 Ur-SAR₂xDIŠ / šita-eš₃-sa₂ ᵈInana (Boehmer 1965: pl. 19 fig. 211; Sargonic). See also PN šita-
eš₃ (Pomponio 1987: 230; ED IIIa); Sal-le šita-eš₃ (UET 3 101:5, 378:7; Ur III); šita-eš₃-a (“Nanše
Hymn” line 117).
 This priest served the goddess Nin-MAR.KI, whose home was at Gu₂-ab-ba, on the coast of
the Persian Gulf. See RIME 3/1 8‒9 Ur-Ningirsu I 2.
 Fot his title, which is found in ED IIIa and later lexical sources, see Civil 1987.
 For these and other types of šita priests, see Renger 1969: 129‒132. Here it should be noted
that šita appears already in line 7 of the Uruk III lexical list “Officials” (Englund and Nissen
1993: 86‒89). Note also gal-šita in ATU 2 pl. 18 W 20274,1 i.
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There is also a term nam-šita, which is formally identical with the Uruk III
nam₂-šita₂. Like šita alone, nam-šita likewise means “ritual, prayer.”²⁸⁴ The lex-
ical list Lu = ša equates nam-šita with Akkadian kāribu, a performer of ritual
acts. Very significantly, the same source further explains nam-šita as a synonym
of lu₂-garza = bēl parṣi, an official in charge of cultic matters:

[lu₂]-garza = bēl(EN) pár-ṣi
[nam]-šita = ŠU-u
nam-šita = ka-ri-bu

(Lu = ša IV a, b,  = MSL  )

As a matter of fact, both lu₂-garza (written lu₂-mar-za) and bēl parṣi are docu-
mented in third millennium texts, where they describe members of the highest
echelon of the temple-household officialdom (Steinkeller 1999b: 562‒564).
These facts argue that the Uruk III nam₂-šita₂ is a collective designation of
high cultic functionaries within a temple household. A confirmation of this sup-
position is provided, in my view, by the existence of the term nam-šita₄(U.KID),
which, though employing a different writing of [šita], likewise denotes a type of
temple functionary. The nam-šita₄ officials are well documented in OB times.We
find them in the Ekišnugal temple at Ur (Charpin 1980: 47‒49; 1986: 257‒260),
and there is an interesting mention of this office in connection with the
Eanna, Inana’s temple at Uruk: nig₂ mu 1-kam ud 10-kam nam-šita₄ E₂-an-na
iti-nesagsag ki ᵈSuen-ma-ilum(DINGIR) u₃ Bīt(E₂)-še-mi ᵈNanna-i₃-mah in-ši-sa₁₀,
“Nanna-imah bought from Suen-ma-ilum and Bit-šemi (the usufruct of the office
of) nam-šita₄ of the Eanna, over a period of one year and ten days, (beginning in)
the month Nisannu” (YOS 8 130:1‒7; Larsa).

5 Later Data Bearing on the Archaic Kingship of Uruk

The conclusion that the archaic ruler of Uruk bore the title of en finds further
support in various later data that either directly or obliquely refer to this individ-
ual and his office. This evidence shows that, during the second half of the third
millennium BC, Babylonians consistently associated the title of en with the early

 As far as I know, the earliest examples of nam-šita used in this sense come from the ED IIIb
texts from Lagaš and Uruk. See ᵈBa-u₂ nam-šita Uru-ka-gi-na-ke₄ ba-DU (Sollberger Corpus
Ukg. 53:1‒2); PN Nam-šita-mu-bi₂-dug₄ (HSS 3 15 vii 15, 16 viii 5, 21 vi 14); ᵈEn-lil₂ lugal kur-
kur-ra-ke₄ An a ki-ag₂-ni nam-šita-mu he₂-na-be₂ (RIME 1 433‒437 Lugalzagesi 1 iii 14‒18).
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history of Uruk. The following is a listing of the most important data in this re-
gard:

(a) During the ED IIIb period, there existed in Lagaš a cult of former rulers
and high priests. As I wrote earlier (see pp. 30‒31), these deceased individuals
were collectively described as “lords” (en-en-e-ne). Here it is important that
the word en is not otherwise used in the Lagaš sources in reference to rulers
or priestly officials. It becomes obvious, therefore, that this usage preserves
the memory of an earlier application of this title, when en described a function-
ary whose office combined ritual functions with political ones.

(b) ED IIIb sources from Ebla and Tell Beydar in the Habur region employ
the logogram EN as a designation of rulers in charge of territorial states and larg-
er cities (Marchesi in Marchesi and Marchetti 2011: 104‒105).²⁸⁵ This fact demon-
strates that, at the time when these borrowings took place – which at the latest
was the ED IIIb period, though an earlier date (ED IIIa or ED II) appears much
more likely – Babylonian rulers indeed were called en.²⁸⁶ This tradition is also
reflected in the much later compositions “Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta”
and “Enmerkar and En-suhkeš-ana” (which probably were composed in Ur III
times), where the ruler of Aratta likewise is identified as an en.

(c) One of the titles used by the Ur III kings is en Unugki. As argued by this
author, this title defines the role of the king as a ruler of Uruk (Steinkeller 1999a:
110, 117‒118). When acting in this role, the king superseded the en of Inana (in-
variably one of his sons), who served as the chief priest of Inana of Uruk in Ur III
times. It is virtually certain that the Ur III title of the “en of Uruk” reproduces the
one that had earlier been borne by the ED rulers of Uruk. A documented instance
of this is Lugal-kigine-DU.DU, who held the title of the en of Unug, at the same
time being the “king” (lugal) of Ur (RIME 1 413‒414 Lugal-kigine-dudu 1). One of
his successors, named En-šag₄-kuš₂-an-na, calls himself instead a “lord of
Sumer” (en Ki-en-gi) and a “king of the Land” (lugal kalam-ma) (RIME 1 429‒
432 En-šakuš-ana 1 and 3), probably to add more importance to his office. How-
ever, En-šag₄-kuš₂-an-na’s name reveals that he was the en of Inana (and there-
fore also of Uruk) as well. As I pointed out earlier, the name-pattern beginning
with En- and concluding with ‐an-na is characteristic of ceremonial priestly
names, most commonly associated with Inana and Nanna, which were used in
Sargonic and Ur III times (see above p. 62). One may confidently assume that
these names are patterned after the ones like En-šag₄-kuš₂-an-na, which, as

 The actual words used differed, of course, depending on the local idom. At Ebla, the native
term for “ruler” apparently was maliku.
 For other examples of the title of en describing ED rulers, see Marchesi in Marchesi and
Marchetti 2011: 106‒108.
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there is very good reason to think, allude to that fact that the ED rulers of Uruk
were also the en priests of Inana. It is highly probable, therefore, that the ED
kings of Uruk were both the ens of Uruk and the ens of Inana, thus closely rep-
licating the case of the archaic ruler of Uruk.

(d) As is well known, Sargon, the founder of the Sargonic dynasty, appointed
his daughter, named En-heduana, to the office of the en priestess of the moon-
god Nanna at Ur. This appears to have been a new development, whose purpose
was to counterbalance the position of the en of Inana/Uruk, and so to provide
Sargon with an ideological and political base in southern Babylonia (Steinkeller
1999a: 124‒128). Although it is quite certain that there was a priestess of Nanna
at Ur before the time of Sargon,²⁸⁷ this priestess (or priestesses) apparently bore
the title of zirru, and not that of en (Steinkeller 1999a: 121‒122, 124‒125).²⁸⁸ Ac-
cordingly, the most likely explanation of these facts is that the title of the en
of Nanna was an innovation,²⁸⁹ which had been created by Sargon as a replica
of that of the en of Inana.²⁹⁰ If true, this fact underscores the great importance
and prestige that the office of the en of Inana/Uruk enjoyed at Sargon’s time.

(e) Various historical sources and literary compositions written in the early
second millennium BC identify the archaic rulers of Uruk as ens. Here belong
Mes-kiag-gašir (SKL lines 96‒97), Enmerkar, Lugal-banda, and Gilgameš, the last
called the en of Kulaba. While some (if not all) of these characters may have
been purely mythological, the fact that the authors of these compositions associ-
ated the title of en with the archaic kinship of Uruk appears to be significant.

 As suggested, e.g., by the ED IIIb plaque from Ur, which depicts four women who may con-
fidently be identified as Nanna’s priestesses. See above p. 34 and fig. 26.
 J. G.Westenholz 2012: 297 maintains that there existed an en priestess of Nanna already in
Uruk times. However, none of the alleged attestations of this title in the archaic texts from Uruk
Westenholz cites may confidently be interpreted as such. Some of them do not exist, while others
in all probability refer to the en of Uruk. Here it should also be noted that J. G. Westenholz,
ibid. 299, misrepresents my position in part (as presented in Steinkeller 1999a: 121‒126). Especial-
ly, I never claimed that “only male en’s existed as consorts of gods” (as she ascribes it to me).
What I said in that publication is that the original priestly en was that of Inana of Uruk, who
happened to be male.
 Sargon may have re-organized this office as well. If there originally had been several zirru
priestesses serving Nanna concurrently (as one may plausibly infer from the Ur plaque I refer to
above n. 287), this would mean that Sargon had consolidated it, thereby adding even more im-
portance to it.
 Once the scope of the title of en had been expanded in this way, en came to denote other
types of high priests. See Steinkeller 1999a: 126‒128.
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6 The Priest-King of Late Uruk Times and the Early History of
the En

To summarize the preceding discussion, the Priest-King of Late Uruk art was the
political leader of Uruk and the high priest of Inana. As is suggested by the
Warka Vase, and extensively confirmed by the Uruk III economic tablets, the
title of this official was en. Since the Uruk III written sources mention en officials
in connection with other Babylonian cities as well, it appears that, during that
period, en was a generic designation of the rulers of city-states.

At least during the earlier phase of the Early Dynastic period, en continued
to serve as a title of Babylonian rulers. It was, apparently, at that time that this
title was borrowed by the various neighbors of Babylonia, becoming (but only in
its logographic sense) a term for the rulers of these foreign localities.

It appears that the only place where the en retained his former ritual func-
tions (in the capacity of the high priest of Inana) was Uruk. This dual character of
the office of the en of Uruk seems to have persisted at least till the end of the ED
period. The office of the en of Inana of Uruk may have existed in Sargonic times,
but this remains uncertain. It is documented in Ur III times. The Ur III kings also
revived the title of the en of Uruk, which subsequently was used by the rulers of
Isin as well.

In other Babylonian cities, the title of en was abandoned, being replaced by
that of ensik (Steinkeller 1999a: 112‒116). To offer a more precise description of
this development, the en evolved into the ensik, with the latter retaining only
the political and administrative roles of the en. The en’s purely ritual functions
had been taken over by various specialized cultic functionaries, such as, for ex-
ample, the šennu priest of goddess Nanše. In all probability, these transforma-
tions took place during the ED II period.

It is possible that the title of ensik developed from the word en. One may en-
vision that this official had originally been one of the en’s subordinates, thus
serving as a specialized type of en, in the manner of the engiz and endib func-
tionaries I mentioned earlier. The word ensik is a genitival construction, which
appears to be composed of the word en and an element that may best be iden-
tified as še, the Sumerian word for “barley” and “grain.” If so, this hypothetical
*en-še-ak (Akk. iššia’kku) would mean “lord of grain,” perhaps describing the of-
ficial in charge of cereal production. In this connection, note that the stalk of
grain is a characteristic attribute of the Priest-King of Late Uruk times, possibly
even representing one of his symbols (see above pp. 88‒89). That the ensik was,
originally at least, an official responsible for cereal production might also be in-
dicated by Ninurta’s title ensi₂-gal ᵈEn-lil₂, “great ensik of Enlil,” which conceiv-
ably defines Ninurta, god of the plow and agriculture, as Enlil’s chief farmer

6 The Priest-King of Late Uruk Times and the Early History of the En 103



(Marchesi in Marchesi and Marchetti 2011: 109). Another reflection of this could
be the OB and later usage of iššia’kku as a designation of privileged farmers (CAD
I/J 264‒266).

The final stage of this development occurred in the beginning of the Sargon-
ic period, when Sargon, by drawing on the tradition of the en of Inana of Uruk,
created, at Ur, the title of the en of Nanna. Once the scope of en had been ex-
panded in this way, this word came to denote other types of high priests (see
Steinkeller 1999a: 125).
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Essay 2





The Divine Rulers of Akkade and Ur:
Toward a Definition of the Deification of Kings
in Babylonia

When Alexander had defeated Darius and taken over the Persian empire he was very proud
of his achievement. Feeling himself raised to the level of divinity by the good fortune which
had now overtaken him, he sent an introduction to the Greeks to vote him divine honors.
This was ridiculous; he could not acquire on demand from the rest of mankind what nature
had not endowed him with. The cities passed various decrees, and the Spartans resolved as
follows: “Since Alexander wishes to be a god, let him be a god.”

Aelian, Varia Historia Book 2.19

1 Preface

This essay discusses the deification of living kings in ancient Mesopotamia, a
phenomenon involving two, nearly consecutive episodes of brief duration. Last-
ing together no more than 120 years, these two experiments occurred toward the
end of the third millennium BC, during the Sargonic and Ur III periods respec-
tively. The briefness of this phenomenon becomes even more apparent when
one considers that the political history of ancient Mesopotamia is textually docu-
mented over a period of three millennia – if not significantly longer.

This topic has attracted a good deal of attention during the last decade or so.
Here one should single out the collection of papers from a conference held in
2007 at the University of Chicago’s Oriental Institute, which addressed the ques-
tion of the divine kingship in Mesopotamia and other parts of the ancient world
(Brisch 2008). There subsequently appeared articles by Nicole Brisch (2013), Tal-
lay Ornan (2013), and Anne Porter (2013), which likewise take up the subject of
Mesopotamian divine kings.

A common thread that runs through these recent discussions is the tendency
to minimize the exceptionality of the divination of the Sargonic and Ur III kings,
or, in other words, to relativize it. Many of these authors find evidence, either be-
fore or after the two episodes in question, of allegedly similar expressions of the
divinity of rulers. According to those views, the divination of the Sargonic and Ur
III kings was but a more radical manifestation of a trend that was an integral
part of the politico-religious ideology throughout the history of ancient Mesopo-
tamia. In particular, scholars such as Gebhard Selz (2008), Irene Winter (2008:
81), and Tallay Ornan (2013) think that, already in Pre-Sargonic times, one
finds prefigurations or foreshadowings of the divine ruler. The evidence cited
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in support of this contention are the epithets used by certain Pre-Sargonic kings,
which allegedly describe them as being “born” by various deities. As argued by
Selz (2008: 20), these epithets “testify to a certain divinity of these kings.” Tallay
Ornan (2013: 572) is even more assertive about this point, stating that the Pre-Sar-
gonic written sources from Lagaš portray kings as being divine.While not going
that far, Walther Sallaberger (1999: 153) submits that the use of such epithets
makes the Pre-Sargonic ruler practically a member of the divine family.²⁹¹

Anne Porter takes an even more radical position on the question of divine
kings. In an article that denies the very existence of the Sargonic empire
(2013),²⁹² Porter also questions the historicity of Naram-Suen’s deification.
This — sorry to say — misinformed, confused, and pretentious piece might per-
haps be excused as an unfortunate foray of a misguided archaeologist into the
matters of history. At the same time, while extreme in its conclusions and
even bizarre at times,²⁹³ Porter’s opinions in many respects are symptomatic of
some of the current thinking about the divinization of kings in Babylonia. For
this reason, it will be instructive to quote the basic premise of her article:

Although there is by no means unanimity, there is a general acceptance of the idea that
Naram-Sin was indeed deified during his life time … I am not of such opinion. Naram-
Sin’s apotheosis to godhead may be challenged on a number of fronts, not least of
which is its incompatibility with indigenous conceptions of what was possible and was per-
missible in this regard. Moreover, each detail of the evidence – the precise meaning and
usage of the divine determinative, dingir; the origins and chronology of its application to
Naram-Sin; the historicity of the one direct allusion to Naram-Sin’s divinization; and the
significance of the horned cap he wears on the Victory Stele – is insecure. (2013: 602)²⁹⁴

 “Der Herrscher ist Kind, Geliebter, Bevorzugter, Erwählter, Beschenkter der Götter in In-
schriften ab altsumerischer Zeit, steht damit den Göttern bis hin zur Einbindung in die Familie
nahe.”
 Porter even denies the existence of Sargonic territorial expansion. See especially ibid. 609:
“royal inscriptions registering campaigns in an area do not mean those areas were necessarily
incorporated into the kingdom – they do not even mean there were campaigns!” Although it is
likely that most of the foreign lands conquered by Sargon and his successors were never incor-
porated into Babylonia, with the Sargonic kings retaining only a loose control of those territo-
ries, their interest there being mainly of a commercial nature, to claim that they never cam-
paigned in the periphery is absurd. Even a cursory reading of the Sargonic historical records
(as edited, e.g., in RIME 2) shows that this view is patently wrong.
 This pertains particularly to Porter’s idea that, rather than conquering foreign lands, Sar-
gonic rulers were merely marking their presence there, by gifting their monuments and other
artifacts to those lands (meaning that there was no territorial expansion of any sort).
 In agreement with her general thesis, Porter also questions the divinity of Ur III kings (2013:
599 n. 4).

108 Essay 2 – The Divine Rulers of Akkade and Ur



One reads this exposé with disbelief, since no reputable scholar working today
in the field of third-millennium history, religion, and culture would seriously
question the fact of Naram-Suen’s deification. Moreover, no insecurity attaches
to any of the points raised by Porter: the use of the divine determinative DINGIR
in reference to mortal kings; the facts and the historical background of Naram-
Suen’s deification; and the significance of the divine crown he wears in two of
his representations. As generally accepted, all of these are solidly established
and well-understood facts. Porter’s only valid observation is that Naram-
Suen’s deification was incompatible with the existing ideology. But it was pre-
cisely because it violated the very order of things that Naram-Suen’s godship con-
stituted such a revolutionary (as well as highly controversial) politico-religious
development. See in detail below pp. 123‒124, 130‒131.

That such opinions could be voiced in this time and age is surprising, dem-
onstrating how little is known in terms of factual information about the phenom-
enon of deified kings in the field of Mesopotamian studies. This situation calls
for a systematic examination of the evidence bearing on this issue. Hence the
present study.

Before I get down to my task in earnest, however, some general observations
about the divine kingship are necessary. To begin with, throughout recorded his-
tory kingship – any kingship – always had an element of sacredness attached to
it, in that kings universally were believed to share a special relationship with the
divine realm. As the renowned anthropologist Edward Evans-Pritchard has put
it, “kingship everywhere and at all times has been in some degree a sacred of-
fice” (1962: 210). Evans-Pritchard then goes on to cite the famous medieval
maxim which says: Rex est mixta persona cum sacerdote. This sacred dimension
of the royal office is usually described by the term “sacrality.” Sacrality, however,
is fundamentally different from the phenomenon of divine kingship.²⁹⁵ In fact, it
will be correct to say these are two different ontological categories. If I am al-
lowed to make a glib analogy, to be a divine king is like being pregnant: you ei-
ther are pregnant or you are not. And this is why certain individuals, exceedingly
rarely and under very specific historical circumstances, chose, for political rea-

 A classic study of the sacrality of kingship is Kantorowicz 1957. In reference to the political
theology of medieval times, Kantorowicz argued that the king was believed to have two separate
bodies: a mortal body as well as a spiritual one (or a body politic). The latter served as a vessel of
the sacred dimensions of his office and was transcendent, in that it could be passed on to his
successors. The ruler’s divine attributes were especially prominent in France, where kings were
thought, among other things, to have the ability to cure scrofula with a touch of their hands (Gie-
sey 1997).
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sons, to be divine, their motivation being to place themselves in a completely
separate category, to be entirely different from everybody else.

2 The Question of the Alleged Divinity of Pre-Sargonic Rulers

As for the evidence that gave rise to the speculation about the divine status of
Pre-Sargonic kings, there indeed survive several examples where a ruler is
said to have been a child “born” (tud-da) by a deity:

En-an-na-tum₂ dumu tud-da ᵈLugal-Urubx(URUxEŠ₂) (male deity!) (RIME 1 170‒173
En-anatum I 2 ii 7‒8; 187‒188 15 i 14‒15; 189 17 i 6‒7)

En-mete-na dumu tud-da ᵈGa₂-tum₃-dug₃ (RIME 1 226 En-metena 22:9‒10)
Lugal-an-da dumu tud-da ᵈBa-u₂ (RIME 1 242‒243 Lugal-anda 2 i′ 6′‒7′)
Lugal-zag-ge-si dumu tud-da ᵈNisaba (RIME 1 433‒437 Lugal-zagesi 1 i 26‒27)²⁹⁶

While the Sumerian verb tud means “to give birth,” it also has a more general
sense of “to create” and “to form.” In fact, tud is used to describe the process
by which a stone statue is sculpted.²⁹⁷ It is apparent, therefore, that in the
above examples tud-da is to be translated as “formed” or “created.”

 See also ᵈBa-⸢u₂⸣ … Uru-ka-gi-na nam-sipad-še₃ mu-tud, “Bau formed/created Urukagina to
be the shepherd (of Lagaš)” (Steible 1982: 354‒355 Urukagina 51:1‒2).
 In the Pre-Sargonic inscriptions from Lagaš, tud is regularly used in reference to the man-
ufacture of statues, both of humans and deities. For the examples, see Steible 1983: 333‒334. Gu-
dea’s statues also were made through the process of tud. See Statue B and passim in the inscrip-
tions on his statues. Otherwise, statues are said to be “fashioned,” where the verb dim₂ (banû or
epēšu) is used. It is possible that tud refers specifically to the carving of stone statues, a process
that perhaps was viewed as more natural than the manufacture of statues by overlaying (see
below), and therefore conceptually akin to the formation of a child in the womb. In fact, all
of Gudea’s statues are made of stone. It is also important that these statues are invariably descri-
bed as made of stone (na): na4esi im-ta-e₃ alam-na-ni-še₃ mu-tud, “he brought down diorite and
made it into a stone statue of himself” (Statue A iii 1‒3; Statue C iii 15‒17; Statue H ii 6‒8; Statue
K ii′ 3′‒5′). That alam-na-ni represents /alam-na-ani/ rather than /alan-ani/ (as commonly
thought) is shown by the examples where the element na clearly is not a resuming complement
of alam: alam-na inim-še₃ im-ma-dab₅, “he installed the stone statue (in order to convey) in-
structions” (Statue B vii 47‒48); alam-na-e mu-tud, “he formed a stone statue” (Statue I v 1‒
2). Moreover, in most instances the statement in question reads alam-na-še₃ mu-tud, “he
made (the diorite) into a stone statue” (Statue B vii 12‒13; Statue D iv 17 ‒ v 1; Statue E viii
19‒20; Statue G iii 3‒4; Statue Z i′ 4′‒5′). As it happens, Gudea actually emphasizes the point
that one of his statues was made of stone: alam-e u₃ kug-nu za-gin₃ nu-ga-am₃ u₃ uruda-nu
u₃ an-na-nu zabar-nu kin-ga₂ lu₂ nu-ba-ga₂-ga₂ na4esi-am₃, “this statue is not of silver; and it
is not of lapis; nor is it of copper or tin (bronze) or (arsenic) bronze; nobody overlaid it through
the (standard) manufacture; it is of diorite!” (Statue B vii 49‒53). A similar statement appears in
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More fundamentally, this issue must be seen within a context of the Sumer-
ian views about human creation. As the Sumerians imagined it, the true mother
of all humanity, kings and commoners alike, was the birth-goddess, variously
known as Ninhursag, Ninmah, Nintu, and Gatumdug. It was this goddess who
planted the human seed in the womb, subsequently formed the fetus, and even-
tually brought about the child’s birth. The birth-goddess would finally determine
the child’s destiny. While the birth-goddess presided over the conception and
birthing ex officio so to speak, various other goddesses could appear in these
roles as well. See the following example, involving the grain-goddess Nisaba²⁹⁸:

a dug₃-ga šag₄-ga gar-ra-me-en
u₃-tud-da šag₄-ga-a peš-peš-a-me-en
ama dumu-ni ki-ag₂ sum-sum-mu-de₃

You (Nisaba) place sweet seed in the womb,
having formed it, you make it fat,
(in order) that you may give to the mother her beloved child.
(“Išbi-Erra E” lines 49‒51; a hymn to Nisaba)

Accordingly, the claims of having been “created” or “given birth” by a particular
deity are simply reflections of the fundamental belief that all humans owe their
creation and birth to a divine agency. Among the various data that bear out this
point one may single out an Old Babylonian birth incantation, where the birth-
goddess is described as a creatrix and midwife of all humanity: wa-aš-ba-at-ku-
⸢um⸣ [ša]-⸢ab⸣-su-tum ba-ni-a-at [r]i-mi-i-im ba-ni-a-at ka-li-i-ni, “there sits by you

two inscriptions of Puzur-Inšušinak (Gudea’s contemporary), which likewise are found on stone
statues: ù-la KUG.BABBAR ù-la URUDU DUL₃-su a-bi-lum (for awīlum) a-na a-mu-te ù-la e-bi-iš,
“it is not of silver or copper; nobody made it for overlaying?” (MDP 2 63 ii 1‒6; MDP 14 20 ii 2′‒
6′). The manufacture of standard statues, which consisted of a wooden core overlaid with metals
and semiprecious stones, is regularly described by the verb dim₂, “to fashion.” The term for over-
laying/inlaying is gar/ga₂-ga₂ (Akkadian šakānu).
The idea that statues (especially the cultic ones) were “born” finds reflection also in Akkadian,
as shown by an inscription of Esarhaddon, which says that the statues of several deities “were
correctly born” (ki-niš im-ma-al-du-ma), a statement referring to their faithful ritual restoration
(RINA 4 103‒109 no. 48:87). Cf. Walker and Dick 1999: 116‒117. One encounters closely similar
concepts in ancient Egypt, where “The statues were not made, but ‘born.’ This was not said
only in the case of the creator god Ptah; in royal inscriptions, ‘to bear’ is practically a technical
term for the fashioning of a cult statue, but even simple craftsmen or artisans say of themselves
that they ‘bore’ the statues of deities or the deities themselves. The profession of sculptor was
designated ‘one who makes live,’ that is, ‘quickener’ …” (Assmann 2001: 46).
 Among other goddesses performing same functions were Gula and Nungal. See Steinkeller
2016: 12 n. 40.
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(i.e., the pregnant woman), the (divine) midwife, the creator of the womb, the
creator of us all” (YOS 11 86:18‒20). In the same vein, Ninhursag is called “moth-
er of all children” (ama dumu-dumu-ne) (Gudea Statue A i 3).

That the statements about divine parenthood of rulers are but poetic meta-
phors is best illustrated by the evidence of Gudea’s inscriptions.²⁹⁹ In Cylinder A
iii 6‒8, Gudea, while paying a visit on the goddess Gatumdug in his efforts to gar-
ner support for the rebuilding of Ningirsu’s temple Eninnu, addresses her in the
following words:

ama nu-tuku-me ama-mu ze₂-me
a nu-tuku-me a-mu ze₂-me
a-mu šag₄-ga šu ba-ni-dug₄³⁰⁰ unu₆-a i₃-tud-e

 Referring to these sources, Claudia Suter has recently argued that they “imply a certain de-
gree of [Gudea’s] divinity by claiming divine parentship on the one hand, and by assimilation to
gods on the other” (2010: 522). As I am demonstrating in the following, the references to Gudea’s
divine parentage are purely figurative. Neither is there any evidence of Gudea’s “assimilation” to
deities. Here Suter thinks specifically of Gudea’s personal god Ningišzida, asserting that “Gu-
dea’s relationship with Ningishzida as portrayed in his inscriptions bordered on partial or virtual
identity” (ibid. 507). This is also incorrect. To be sure, Gudea shared an intimate connection with
Ningišzida, and sometimes compared himself to Ningišzida, but this close relationship was sim-
ply a function of the role that personal gods played vis-à-vis their human charges. Both in texts
and in art, the two figures – the human Gudea and the divine Ningišzida – are rigorously and
consistently kept apart from one another. For the visual demonstrations of this point, see
figs. 24 and 25. As I note in Essay 1 p. 32 n. 46, in my view, Suter fundamentally misunderstands
the nature and historical significance of Gudea’s ideology.
 The precise meaning of šu … dug₄ in this context is difficult to pin down. The basic sense of
this verb is “to treat with a hand,” hence “to handle” or “to manipulate.” Akkadian lexical sour-
ces equate šu … dug₄ with lapātu, “to touch.” Correspondingly, the verbal noun šu-dug₄-ga,
which appears in similar contexts (e.g., Ur-“Namma C” line 111; “Sargon Legend” Segment B
line 54), corresponds to liptu, “touch.” See lugal šu-dug₄-ga-ni-me-en = šar-ra-am li-pí-it qá-ti-
šu ia-ti, “me (Samsu-iluna), the king, the ‘touch’ of his hand (i.e., of Šamaš)” (RIME 4 374‒
378 Samsu-iluna 3:26 (Sumerian) = 3:34‒35 (Akkadian)). Significantly, there are many other ex-
amples where various kings are described as liptu or lipit qāti of deities (CAD L 201 liptumeaning
c). CAD op. cit. translates liptu in such contexts as “creation.” However, it is unlikely that the
construction a-ø šu … dug₄ should be translated “to create seed (in the womb),” since a refer-
ence to engendering rather is expected. In view of the parallel construction a šag₄-a … gar,
“to place seed in the womb” (see “Išbi-Erra C” line 49, quoted above), I would rather think
that a-ø šu … dug₄ describes some form of the manipulation of the seed, such as perfecting it
or simply touching, or perhaps even the action of implanting it in the womb.
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I have no mother – you are my mother!
I have no father – you are my father!
It is you who manipulated my seed in the womb! It is you who formed me in the “womb”!³⁰¹

Clearly, this statement is a rhetorical compliment that was meant to dispose Ga-
tumdug favorably to Gudea. Rather than to deny his human ancestry, Gudea sim-
ply emphasizes the fact that his real mother – like that of entire humanity – is
Gatumdug.³⁰² The metaphoric nature of Gudea’s words is confirmed by the con-
cluding section of Cylinder B, where the goddess responsible for Gudea’s birth is
alternatively identified as Nin-sumun. Moreover, in the same passage Gudea is
described as a “child” of Ningišzida, his personal god:

dingir-zu ᵈNin-giš-zi-da dumu-KA An-na-kam
dingir-ama-zu ᵈNin-sumun₂-na ama-gan numun zi-da
numun-e ki-ag₂-am₃
ab₂ zi-de₃ mi₂ ba-tud-da-me
mes zi ki-Lagaški-[ta?] e₃-a
ᵈNin-gir₂-su-ka-me …
[G]u₃-de₂-a [d]umu ᵈNin-giš-zi-da-ka

Your personal god indeed is Ningišzida, grandson of An;
your mother-goddess³⁰³ indeed is Nin-sumun, the progenitrix³⁰⁴ of true seed,
the one who loves seed.
You are the one who was gently formed / given birth by the faithful cow (i.e., Nin-sumun);
You are the legitimate hero who has arisen from the land/territory of Lagaš.

 Cf. Gu₃-de₂-a unu₆ mah-a tud-da ᵈGa₂-tum₃-dug₃-ga-kam, “Gudea, the one formed by Ga-
tumdug in the great ‘womb’” (Cylinder A xvii 3‒14); (Gudea) dumu tud-da ᵈGa₂-tum₃-dug₃-ke₄
(Gudea Statue D i 17‒18). I assume that unu₆, “temple’s dining hall,” also “Holy of Holies,” is
here a poetic description of Gatumdug’s womb, which is identical with the innermost part of
her temple. Similar imagery is found in the “Keš Temple Hymn” lines 77‒78, which describe Nin-
hursag/Nintu as a huge dragon residing in the temple’s “heart/womb” (šag₄) and carrying on
procreation: “Ninhursag is a great dragon, she sits in its midst; Nintu, the great mother,
keeps on giving birth (there)” (tud-tud mu-un-ga₂-ga₂).
As I suggest in Essay 1 p. 33 n. 49, the Gudea passage in question may be a direct borrowing from
the inscription of E-anatum describing his birth and rearing (which I cite below). On the other
hand, it is clear that the same passage was later utilized for the purposes of the OB composition
known as “Rulers of Lagaš.” See Essay 1 pp. 42‒43.
 Note that these words are a continuation of Gudea’s praise of Gatumdug as the one who
creates life for the whole nation: “when you cast your eye upon the nation, fertility is created
by itself; when you cast your eye on a faithful young man, you (immediately) extend his life”
(Cylinder A iii 4‒5).
 As far as I know, the term dingir-ama, which clearly means “mother-goddess” or “birth-
goddess,” is attested only here.
 ama-gan corresponds to Akkadian ālittu (CAD A/1 340‒342).
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You are the one of Ningirsu! …
Gudea is a child of Ningišzida.
(Cylinder B xxiii 18 ‒ xxiv 7)

For these conclusions, it is significant that the agency behind the engendering
and birth of a child could be male deities as well. We have already seen that
the creation (tud-da) of En-anatum I of Lagaš was attributed to the god Lugal-
Urub.³⁰⁵ Similarly, the Larsa king Kudur-mabuk identifies Nergal as the “creator
of my head.”³⁰⁶ And, in a passage describing the creation and rearing of E-ana-
tum, Ningirsu is credited with his engendering³⁰⁷:

[ᵈNi]n-[gir₂]-su-[k]e₄ [a] ⸢E₂⸣-[an]-na-tum₂-[ma šag₄-g]a [šu b]a-ni-dug₄ …(Inana) ᵈNin-hur-
sag-ra du₁₀ zi-da-na mu-ni-tuš ᵈNin-hur-sag ubur zi-da-ni ⸢mu⸣-[na-la₂] E₂-an-na-tum₂ a
šag₄-ga šu dug₄-ga ᵈNin-gir₂-su-ka-da ᵈNin-gir₂-su mu-da-hul₂

“Ningirsumanipulated the seed of E-anatum in the womb … (Inana) put (him) on Ninhursag’s
trusting knee; Ninhursag gave him her genuine breast. Ningirsu rejoiced over E-anatum, the
seed manipulated in the womb by Ningirsu.”
(RIME 1 126‒140 E-anatum 1 iv 9 ‒ v 5)

Male deities are implicated in the creation of kings also in the sources from later
periods. In this way, Enlil is identified as the one who formed Šulgi in the womb
and facilitated his birth:

e₂ dug₃-ga ᵈNanna dumu nun-ne₂ nig₃ al ba-ni-dug₄
en-ne₂ šag₄-tur-še₃ gal₂-la-na lu₂ zi mi-ni-u₃-tud
ᵈEn-lil₂ sipad a₂ kalag-ga-ke₄ mes-e pa bi₂-e₃
dumu nam-lugal barag-ge₄ he₂-du₇ Šul-gi lugal-am₃

 En-anatum I enjoyed a special relationship with Lugal-Urub, an avatar of Dumuzi and the
chief deity of Patibira. This is shown by the fact that, according to one of En-anatum’s inscrip-
tions (RIME 1 180‒181 En-anatum I 9 ii 13 ‒ iii 4), it was Lugal-Urub who had granted the kinship
(nam-lugal) of Lagaš to him.
 ᵈNergal i-lum ba-ni qá-aq-qá-di-ia (RIME 4 267‒268 Kudur-mabuk 2:44‒45). The Sumerian
equivalent of bāni qaqqadi is dingir-sag-du₃, “the creator of the head,” which appears in Falken-
stein 1949: 216 line 24 (ᵈMarduk sag-du₃-zu, referring to Samsu-iluna). Note further the common
onomastic patterns DN-bāni and Ibni-DN, in which male deities usually are invoked. Cf. also the
use of šiknu, “creation,” in an inscription of the early OB ruler of Malgium named Ipiq-Eštar: ᵈI-
pí-iq-Eš₄-tár LUGAL ši-ki-in ᵈEn-ki ᵈDam-ki-na (RIME 4 669‒670 Ipiq-Eštar 1:1‒2). For further ex-
amples of similar figurative expressions describing OB kings, see Falkenstein 1949: 212‒214.
 As I suggest in Essay 1 p. 33 n. 49, this passage may have served as a model for Gudea Cyl-
inder A iii 6‒8, which I quote above. For the meaning of the construction a-ø šu … dug₄, see
above n. 300.
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Nanna, the princely son, had made a request in the “sweet house”;
(in response) the Lord (i.e., Enlil) formed the right man in the womb that was there,
Enlil caused the shepherd of strong arms, the hero, to emerge,
the child suitable for kingship (and) dais – it indeed was king Šulgi!
(“Šulgi G” lines 17‒20)³⁰⁸

Similarly, Šulgi’s father Ur-Namma is described as a “touch” or “creation” of
Nanna,³⁰⁹ while Rim-Sin of Larsa is said to have been a “child formed by lord
Nergal with greatness from the womb on.”³¹⁰

The idea that the creation of all human beings ultimately happens in the di-
vine realm is common to all religions, even monotheistic ones. Thus, in an Egyp-
tian hymn to Aten, the first monotheistic deity in recorded history, Aten is given
the following characterization:

Creator of seed in women,
You who makes fluid into man,
Who soothes him with that which stills his weeping,
You nurse him in the womb.
(Pritchard 1969: 370)

A similar statement is found in the Quran,where Allah is said to be the one “who
shapes your bodies in your mothers’ wombs as he pleases” (Sura 3, 3rᵈ verse). In
the same way, Christians call God their “father” and “creator,” without ever
claiming any real filial relationship with Him.

As is made clear by this evidence, the Pre-Sargonic data in question do not
even remotely indicate a divine status of kings, not even in some incipient form.
They merely imply, in a highly poetic and figurative way, that these rulers en-
joyed an especially close and intimate relationship with the divine realm, a
fact that is fully consistent with their constituting a link between the divine
and human societies. Because of this, they were imbued, as typical of royalty
in general, with more “sacrality” than other humans.³¹¹ However, there is no in-

 The interpretation of this passage follows essentially Sallaberger 1997: 155 and n. 36.
 šu-dug₄-ga-e ᵈNanna-a-me-en (“Ur-Namma C” line 111). In line 24 of the same composition,
it is claimed that Ur-Namma was “fashioned” by Nintu: ⸢ᵈNin⸣-tur-re ga₂-e mu-un-dim₂-dim₂-en.
 dumu u₃-tu-ud-da en ᵈNergal-ta šag₄-ta nam-gal-ta (Hallo 1991: 382‒386 line 14).
 For this obvious explanation, see already Frankfort 1948: 299‒301. Referring to the passage
from Cylinder A, in which Gudea calls Gatumdug his real father and mother (see above p. 112),
Frankfort observes that “the unrealistic projection of both parents in one divine person accen-
tuates the figurative meaning of the expressions.” He then goes on to discuss similar figurative
phrases in Old Babylonian and Neo-Assyrian sources, concluding that “when it is said that the
gods form the royal child in the womb of its mother ‘with their own hands,’ it is clear that they
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dication that they ever aspired after divine status, nor that they claimed to be
descended from gods. Here it must be emphasized that this kind of rhetoric
was part of the ideology of kingship throughout Mesopotamian history, both
in Babylonia and Assyria.³¹²

These conclusions about the Pre-Sargonic kingship are corroborated by the
evidence of the contemporaneous art, where there is even less indication of the
“divinity” of kings. As I will show later, the Pre-Sargonic rulers actually went out
of their way to avoid any suggestion of their distinctiveness from the rest of the
population, to the point that, in art, even their institutional connection with the
divine realm — namely, the fact they functioned as the earthly representatives of
gods – finds no expression whatsoever.

The only form of deification that the Pre-Sargonic kings of southern Babylo-
nia might have expected (or hoped for) was the posthumous one. It is theoreti-
cally possible that, as part of the cult of former rulers and high priests, which
was characteristic of early southern Babylonia (see Essay 1 pp. 30‒31), some
of those rulers may have been deified after their death. However, we lack any cer-
tain evidence of this. To be sure, this form of deification was later afforded to
Gudea (Suter 2013).³¹³ But this may have been an innovation, which possibly
was influenced by the deification of the Sargonic kings. Because of this, Gudea’s
case cannot be projected back to Pre-Sargonic times.³¹⁴

are distinguished from his physical parents. The Mesopotamian king was a mortal marked – and
to some extent changed – by divine grace … the numerous other texts in which Mesopotamian
kings are called the ‘sons’ of gods do not imply that they are divine” (ibid. 300‒301).
 As shown by the following examples: anāku Aššur-bāni-apli binût Aššur u Ninlil … ša Aššur
u Sin bēl agê … ina libbi ummišu ibnû ana rē’ût māt Aššur, “I am Assurbanipal, the creation of
Aššur and Ninlil … whom Aššur and Sin, the Lord of the Crown, … created in the womb of his
mother for the shepherdship of Assyria” (Streck 1916: 2 i 1‒5); ištu ibnanni bēlu Erua (ᵈEr-ú-a)
ᵈMarduk ibšimu nabnītī ina ummu, “after the Lord (and?) Erua created me (and after) Marduk
formed my features within my mother” (VAB 4 122 i 23‒25; Nebuchadnezzar II).
 With the evidence presently available, Gudea was the only Lagaš ensik that had been grant-
ed this honor.
 As is suggested by the personal name Sar-ru-GI-ì-lí, “Sargon is my Personal God,” which
appears in “Maništušu Obelisk” Side A xii 8 (OIP 104 124), Sargon may have been venerated post-
humously as a deity. This certainly was the case in Ur III times. See PDT 1 506:5‒6, which records
offerings, made in Nippur, for ᵈNa-ra-am-ᵈSuen and ᵈSar-ru-gin₇in. Another Sargonic king that
was afforded this honor after his death is Maništušu, offerings for whom are mentioned in
the Ur III sources from Umma (spelled ᵈMa-iš-ti₂-su or ᵈMa-an-iš-ti₂-su; UTI 3 1834:8; BPOA 6
1176:8, 1395:4; etc.). These sources also mention a hamlet or town called ᵈMa-an-iš-ti₂-su (RLA
7 355; UTI 5 3416:10), where a temple of Maništušu appears to have been situated. This settlement
is documented already in Sargonic times: Ma-an-iš-t[i-s]uki (OIP 14 114:11). Cf. also the Umma per-
sonal name Ur-ᵈMa(‐an)-iš-ti₂/ti-su (UTI 3 1829:7; UTI 5 3375:1; etc.).
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The final point that deserves a comment in this connection is the kingship of
Late Uruk times. As I wrote in Essay 1 pp. 29‒30, there are possible indications
that the en of Uruk, the presumed leader of Uruk’s political organization in that
period, may have enjoyed the status of a demigod. If so, the character of his of-
fice would have differed quite considerably from that of Pre-Sargonic ensiks.
However, neither surviving art nor texts offer any indication that this official
was believed to be a deity (or that he was worshipped as such).

3 Historical Context of the Divination of Kings in Babylonia

Perhaps the biggest deficiency of many of the recent evaluations of Babylonian
divine kingship is that they treat this issue in complete abstraction from its his-
torical context. In my view, this is a serious error, since the deification of kings in
Babylonia must be seen as a specific historical development, which can be com-
prehended only if one considers the political circumstances of the period in
question. These evaluations also fail to pay proper attention to the Sumerian
ideology of kingship, which too is absolutely necessary if one wants to obtain
a full measure of the phenomenon of divine kings.

Therefore, I will begin with a brief description of the political and socio-eco-
nomic conditions in Babylonia during Early Dynastic times. Although one could
perhaps anchor this account in the Late Uruk period, our data are too scant and
uncertain to allow any conclusions about the political organization at that time.
The only point that appears to be certain is that, already at that early date, the
South supported a system of city-states. See Essay 1 p. 26.

As I argued repeatedly in the past, central to the understanding of the dy-
namics of the Early Dynastic history is the realization that, during that period,
southern Babylonia, which was mainly inhabited by the Sumerian population,
differed very significantly from Babylonia’s northern part, which was home to
a Semitic ethnic group speaking the language later known as Akkadian or Bab-
ylonian. In fact, before the advent of Sargon and his dynasty, these two regions
embraced radically different cultures and religions, and followed largely inde-
pendent trajectories of socio-political development.

The key characteristic feature of the southern system was the institution of
city-states, whose origins, as I noted earlier, probably belonged to the Late Uruk
period. In its classic form, the southern city-state was a clearly demarcated ter-
ritorial unit, comprising a major city, the state’s capital, and the surrounding
countryside, with its towns and villages. The city-states bordered contiguously
on one another, along the permanent, divinely sanctioned borders. There was lit-
tle, if any, neutral space between them.
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According to the southern political theology, the city-state was “owned” by
the extended divine family. The main god, the head of the family, was the de
facto proprietor of the entire state. At the same time, he – together with his
spouse and children – owned as his exclusive domain the capital city and its sur-
roundings. Junior deities controlled smaller domains, centered upon towns and
villages. In this arrangement, gods were considered to be the true owners of all
the resources belonging to a given state, most importantly, of all its agricultural
lands.

The divine families of all the city-states were united into one very large ex-
tended family, with Enlil, god of Nippur, occupying the position of paterfami-
lias.³¹⁵ Because of his rank, Enlil excercised lordship over the whole South. In
this role, he served as an arbitrator in conflicts, especially border disputes, be-
tween individual city-states.

As such, the Pre-Sargonic South formed a well-ordered, highly balanced sys-
tem in which each deity was assigned his or her specific role to play and owned
a particular earthly domain. Perhaps the most extensive presentation of this view
is found in the composition “Enki and the World Order.” As narrated by this
source, which likely is a veiled apotheosis of the “perfect” Ur III state, the god
Enki carves up Babylonia among several deities, putting them in charge of var-
ious specialized tasks. As a result, he creates a perfect, frictionless system,which
is free of conflict and strife, and where everybody has his own place, lives in har-
mony with his neighbors, and prospers accordingly.

This system was institutionalized, in that the pantheon was believed to form
a single political body, at whose top stood an executive committee, which con-
sisted of four or seven of the most important deities. As imagined by the Sumer-
ians, all the members of the pantheon gathered at the end of the calendar year in
a place called Ubšu-unkina in Nippur. This general assembly, called unkin in Su-
merian and puḫru in Akkadian, collegially drew detailed plans for the next year,
or, as the Sumerians described it, they “determined destinies” for the coming
year. Such decisions, which had to be unanimous, were implemented by the
two chief executive officers of the pantheon, An and Enlil. Occasionally, the di-
vine assembly held special, ad hoc meetings, to render decisions for the cases of
truly extraordinary importance. Good examples of such cases are the respective
deifications of Naram-Suen and Šulgi (see below pp. 123‒126) and the construc-
tion of the Eninnu, the temple of Ningirsu in Girsu (see below and Steinkeller

 This role is assigned to Enlil already in an inscription of En-metena of Lagaš (RIME 1 194‒
199 En-metena 1), as well as in an even earlier literary text of Kišite origin (ARET 5 3 i 6–ii 2, ii 8–
iii 2).
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2016: 14). The annual gatherings of the pantheon were essentially concerned with
the shape of the future on a cosmic scale (or with the “big picture,” to put it dif-
ferently), without intruding on the internal operations of city-states. The deci-
sions in that regard were the prerogative of their respective divine owners,
who “determined destinies” on the local level, so to speak.

From a political perspective, the single most important fact about this ideol-
ogy is that it viewed the South as a closed system, with the assumed existence of
permanent, divinely sanctioned borders between the individual city-states.³¹⁶
Obviously, this tenet rendered any form of territorial expansion in the South ex-
ceedingly difficult.³¹⁷ Even more importantly, it made the notion of a united
South theoretically impossible. As we shall see later, these ideological con-
straints presented a major obstacle toward unificatory efforts, eventually leading
to the remedy of divine kinship.

The rule over the city-state was exercised by an official called ensik.³¹⁸ Al-
though the ensik’s office was predominantly secular in nature, it included cer-
tain ritual roles as well. This form of kingship was based on the principle of di-
vine election rather than on descent. In other words, it focused on the ensik’s
office, and not on his lineage. Although in practice a hereditary principle pre-
vailed, in that the ensik’s office usually was transferred from father to son, as
the political theology had it, this official was elected by the divine owner of
the city-state. He also needed to be divinely re-appointed each year.³¹⁹

The most characteristic feature of the ensik’s position was that its holder
functioned as an earthly representative of the deity, taking care of the human
and other resources of the city-state on the latter’s behalf. In this relationship,

 The existence of such borders is explicitly stated in various third millennium sources. Es-
pecially important here is one of En-metena’s inscriptions (RIME 1 194‒199 En-metena 1), an in-
scription of Giššag-kidug of Umma (RIME 1 372‒374 Giššag-kidug 2), and the “Cadastre of Ur-
Namma” (RIME 3/2 50‒56 Ur-Namma 21 + Steinkeller 2011: 25‒28 nos. 20‒21). See further
RIME 2 280‒283 Utu-hegal 1‒3.
 This is best illustrated by the history of the border dispute between Lagaš and Umma
(Cooper 1983b). For over five generations if not much longer, these two city-states fought repeat-
edly over a strip of agricultural land separating them. Neither of them, however, ever succeeded
to absorb its neighbor, due mainly to the recognition of the sanctity of the divinely drawn bor-
ders.
 For this official, see Essay 1 p. 28. Some Pre-Sargonic rulers used instead the title of lugal,
“master” or “king.” lugal is a purely secular designation, which emphasizes the ruler’s political
and military powers. For this title and the ways in which it differs from ensik, see Steinkeller
1999a: 112.
 For the evidence illustrating the ensik’s election, see below p. 125 n. 335, 135 n. 362, and
Steinkeller 2016: 13‒14.
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the ensik acted very much like a steward managing the estate belonging to an
absentee owner. For this reason, “steward” is probably the best approximation
of ensik’s functional meaning.³²⁰ A closely similar concept is conveyed by the ep-
ithet “shepherd” or “vicar” (sipad, re’û), which is another designation of the
southern ruler, and which, for all practical purposes, served as his alternative
title. In fact, “shepherd” was the quintessential image of the head of the south-
ern city-state. The power of this image was such that – unlike ensik, which was
abandoned as a royal title in the beginning of the second millennium – sipad
continued to serve as a favored epithet of kings, both in Babylonia and Assyria,
till the very end of the cuneiform civilization.

Since the focal point of the southern kingship was the ruler’s office, and not
his person and lineage, the ensik, as he appears in written sources, is invariably
a generic type. Although this official shares a special relationship with the gods
(which was due entirely to the peculiarities of his office), in all other respects he
is just like any other member of the temple community. The only characteristics
that set him apart from the rest of the society are his exceptional devotion and
obedience, thanks to which he obtained divine favor.When he is depicted in art,
he invariably assumes the standard posture of piety, which conjures up the
image of a humble servant or shepherd.³²¹ See figs. 19‒22. He never wears
any regalia (though he undoubtedly used them in real life), or any special attire
for that matter, that would visually distinguish him from his contemporaries. In
spite of his intimate connections with the divine realm, he is never portrayed in
the company of gods.³²² Neither is he ever shown as officiating over ritual activ-
ities.³²³ Without the inscriptions identifying him as a ruler, we would never sus-
pect that he is a royal figure.³²⁴

 As defined by Online Etymology Dictionary, “steward” was “the title of a class of high offi-
cers of the state in early England and Scotland, hence meaning ‘one who manages affairs of an
estate on behalf of his employer.’” For a possible etymology of ensik, see Appendix 1 pp. 103‒
104.
 Cf. the epithet sipad sun₅-na, “humble shepherd,” which was used by the kings of Isin (see,
e.g., RIME 4 47‒48 Lipit-Eštar 1:2).
 Occasionally, humans are depicted as approaching enthroned deities, but the latter invar-
iably are the representations of divine statues. See Essay 1 p. 29 no. 34.
 As I point out in Appendix 1, the iconography of the archaic en of Uruk differs significantly
in these respects, since the en is shown in Inana’s company, and he routinely is involved in ritual
activities.
 Ornan 2013: 572 observes (correctly) that this visual imagery is devoid of “themes relating
to the king’s divine pedigree.” This fact should have made her more cautious about finding such
indications in texts.
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Turning now to the socio-political realities that existed during the same time
frame in the North,³²⁵ the most striking fact here is that this region never devel-
oped a system of independent city-states even remotely comparable to that of the
South. On the contrary, there is convincing evidence that, during the Early Dy-
nastic period (2900‒2350 BC), the North formed a single territorial state,
which was governed by the city of Kiš. While Kiš remained the usual focal
point of this state, it appears that, on some occasions, its center of power
moved to Mari in the middle Euphrates valley and Akšak in the Diyala Region.
The magnitude of the political power wielded by Kiš (especially during the ED I
and ED II periods) is reflected in the fact that the title of the “king of Kiš” even-
tually became a generic designation for the authoritarian and hegemonic form of
kingship.³²⁶

The reason why the North followed this particular path of development
probably finds explanation in the “mobile pastoralist”³²⁷ background of its pop-
ulation. As a consequence, these early Semitic dwellers of northern Babylonian,
best defined as “Proto-Akkadians,” had a markedly different society, which was
characterized by the presence of tribal organization and the importance of line-
ages. As one may conjecture from the examples of other Mesopotamian peoples
that shared similar ethnic and social origins (the Amorites, the Arameans, and
the Arabs), the northern kingship was based on descent, and had a distinctive
form of kingship, which was strong, authoritarian, and expressly secular in char-
acter. As such, it sharply contrasted with the southern notions of rulership,
which, as I described earlier, assigned to the ensik much more circumscribed
and politically weaker a role, and saw him as a partly religious functionary as
well.

Having offered these characterizations of the southern and northern sys-
tems, I will now sketch a brief outline of the historical developments that led
to the two episodes of royal deification.

As far as the events may be reconstructed, the ED I and ED II periods were
marked by the political domination of Kiš, which not only controlled northern
Babylonia and the Diyala Region, but also succeeded in establishing a hegemony
over certain areas in the South (Nippur, Adab, Umma, and Šuruppak). This pic-
ture underwent a significant change in the ED IIIa period, when a number of
southern city-states formed a coalition against Kiš. This coalition, which was
led by Uruk, seems to have defeated and even sacked Kiš (Steinkeller 2014b).

 For a detailed discussion of this issue, see Steinkeller 1993a; 2013a: 142‒151.
 For this title, see most recently Steinkeller 2013a: 145‒146.
 For this concept, see Frachetti 2008: 17 with further literature.
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From then on, Kiš would no longer be an active player in the politics of the
South.

During the final phase of the Early Dynastic period (ED III b) several Sumer-
ian rulers attempted to achieve a limited political hegemony over the southern
city-states. The first such attempt, apparently, was undertaken by E-anatum of
Lagaš, who assumed the prestigious title of the “king of Kiš” (RIME 1 145‒149
E-anatum 5). Two generations later, a ruler of Uruk by the name of En-šakušana,
campaigned against Kiš and Akkade (RIME 1 429‒430 En-šakušana 1; A.Westen-
holz 1975: 115). It is conceivable that En-šakušana harbored the ambitions of
placing the entire South under his rule, as reflected in his adoption of the title
“king of the Land,” in which “Land” means southern Babylonia.³²⁸

The most successful among these early unificatory efforts was that by Lugal-
zagesi of Uruk, who appears to have effectively brought the South under his rule.
Importantly, Lugal-zagesi also conquered Kiš, thus putting an end to the Kišite
domination of northern Babylonia. It is unlikely, however, that Lugal-zagesi
ever succeeded in turning his possessions into a uniform centralized state.
Given the existing ideological constraints, such a step would have been too rad-
ical for a southerner to contemplate. At best, Lugal-zagesi could only claim to be
a primus inter pares among the southern ensiks.

As it happened, the person who managed to capitalize on Lugal-zagesi’s ach-
ievement was, not unexpectedly, a northerner. His name was Sargon, and he
hailed from the obscure town of Akkade, which was probably situated in the
neighborhood of modern Baghdad.

After he had conquered northern Babylonia together with its traditional po-
litical center Kiš, Sargon then confronted Lugal-zagesi. In the ensuing war Sar-
gon faced and overcame a formidable coalition of southern city-states led by
Lugal-zagesi, after which he became the master of the South as far as the Persian
Gulf. This accomplishment was followed by a phase of foreign conquests, as a
result of which the first empire in history was created.

The reigns of Sargon and his two immediate successors, Rimuš and Maniš-
tušu,³²⁹ constituted the formative stage of the empire. During that period, the em-
pire acquired its physical shape, but little if any effort was made to turn it into a
fully articulated system. These early Sargonic kings also failed to develop a com-
prehensive imperial policy. In this, they were largely prevented by the continuing
opposition of the southern city-states, which had only reluctantly accepted the
rule of Akkade, revolting against it at every opportunity.

 For this title, see below p. 126 and n. 337.
 The sequence of these two rulers remains uncertain. See Essay 1 p. 14.
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The greatest of those revolts took place during the reign of Naram-Suen, Sar-
gon’s grandson. The rebellion was originally confined to Kiš, but it quickly
spread to the South, eventually enveloping the whole empire. Having fought
“nine battles in one year,” Naram-Suen, almost miraculously, emerged victorious
from this ordeal, defeating the rebels and restoring the empire to its former bor-
ders.

It was this experience, no doubt, that convinced him of the pressing need to
strengthen the fabric of the empire. This goal was largely dependent on the prior
settling of the “southern question.” Naram-Suen’s solution was to elevate him-
self to the divine plane. By becoming a god, he placed himself above all the Su-
merian ensiks, thereby providing a justification for the universal character of his
rule that was antithetical to the southern concepts of kingship.

It is characteristic that the deification of Naram-Suen was carried out strictly
within the framework of the city-state ideology. Since to be a god meant the pos-
session of an earthly domain, the divine Naram-Suen needed to have one too.
And for Naram-Suen the choice of domain was obvious: he became the god of
Akkade, by then the capital of the empire.

As we are told by one of his inscriptions,³³⁰ this was accomplished by the
unanimous decision of the key members of the pantheon, in response to a re-
quest made by Akkade’s population. Thankful to Naram-Suen for having protect-
ed their city during the Great Rebellion, they appealed to the chief gods of Sumer
and Akkad to make him god of Akkade:³³¹

On account of the fact that he had protected/strengthened the foundations of their city in
difficult straits, (the people of) his city requested from Inana in Eana, from Enlil in Nippur,
from Dagan in Tuttul, from Ninhursag in Keš, from Enki in Eridu, from Suen in Ur, from
Šamaš in Sippar, (and) from Nergal in Kutha, that he be (made) god of their city, and (ac-

 This inscription appears on the so-called “Bassetki Statue,” which, in its present condition,
consists of a massive round base on which a naked male figure (of which only the lower half
survives) is depicted in a seated position. Between the legs of this figure there is the lower sec-
tion of what assuredly was a gatepost. Porter 2013: 606‒607 suggests that this is a representation
of Naram-Suen, but, without any doubt, this is a la-ha-ma (Akkadian laḫmu), the “hairy one,”
who was one of Enki’s attendants. A close visual parallel is provided by an Old Akkadian
seal (Frankfort 1939: pl. 18 fig. k), which depicts a kneeling la-ha-ma, who holds a gatepost.
In my opinion, there is a high probability that this object formed part of the furnishings of a tem-
ple of Naram-Suen (either in Akkade or in some other city).
 The same protocol is followed in the beginning section of Gudea’s Cylinder A, where, in
order that Ningirsu may obtain a new house, the population of Lagaš needs first to petition
Enlil, the head of the pantheon, assuring him that everything in Lagaš indeed is in a perfect con-
dition, and that Ningirsu is fully deserving of such a reward. Only when Enlil grants his permis-
sion the project may be undertaken. See Steinkeller 2016: 14.
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cordingly) they erected his temple in the midst of Akkade.
(RIME 2 113‒114 Naram-Suen 10:20‒56)

All that this solution accomplished, however, was to transfer the problem from
the human to the divine level; in the new scheme it was now the god of Akkade
who had become a contradiction, for the importance he assumed far outstripped
his standing in the pantheon. Another consequence of Naram-Suen’s becoming
the god of Akkade was the ascent of Akkade to the position of the religious cap-
ital of Babylonia. This development unavoidably affected the position of Nippur
and its chief god Enlil, putting Naram-Suen in direct conflict with the ruling cir-
cles of Nippur, which, understandably, must have felt threatened by Akkade’s in-
creased significance. The echoes of this conflict can be detected in the composi-
tion “The Curse of Akkade” (see in detail Essay 1 pp. 79‒80; Liverani 2002: 156‒
157). The dissatisfaction with Naram-Suen’s deification, which certainly existed
at Nippur, and which probably was felt also among the managerial elites of
other southern city-states, may have even been one of the factors (though
minor at best) that contributed to the eventual demise of the Sargonic empire.

The divine status so earned by Naram-Suen was subsequently held by his
son Šar-kali-šarri, the last great king of the Sargonic dynasty.³³² There is no evi-
dence that either of Šar-kali-šarri’s two successors, Dudu and Šu-Durul, ever pre-
sumed to be divine.

Following the collapse of the Sargonic empire, and a passage of roughly one
hundred years, during which the South reverted to its traditional condition of po-
litical fragmentation, Babylonian rulers embarked on another unifying scheme.
The impulse this time came from the South, where, at around 2100 BC, an ensik
of Ur named Ur-Namma succeeded in putting both the South and the North
under his rule.

In so doing Ur-Namma began what is known as the Neo-Sumerian or the Ur
III period – the latter name referring to the dynasty’s original seat and the fact
that it was the third such entity stemming from Ur. The true greatness of the dy-
nasty came with Šulgi, Ur-Namma’s son and successor. During the second dec-
ade of Šulgi’s reign, there began a phase of territorial expansion, which led to
the formation of a mini-empire. These foreign conquests were accompanied at
home by a massive program of political, economic, and administrative reforms,
which transformed Babylonia into a highly centralized, patrimonial state.

 In spite of some contrary claims (e.g., Michalowski 2008: 35; Brisch 2013: 41), Šar-kali-šar-
ri’s divine status is not in doubt. This is demonstrated most emphatically by his titulary, for
which see below p. 136.
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Alongside these institutional changes, there came about various ideological
transformations, the most momentous of which was the deification of Šulgi. This
event can approximately be dated to Šulgi’s twentieth regnal year, when his
name began to be provided with a semantic indicator DINGIR, “deity.” How
this was accomplished – at least on the divine plain – is described in consider-
able detail in one of the hymnal compositions glorifying Šulgi (“Šulgi P”).³³³ Un-
fortunately, the beginning lines of this composition are not preserved.When the
text becomes intelligible, Nin-sumun and Lugal-banda (who, as we shall see
later, were afforded the status of Šulgi’s divine parents subsequent to his divina-
tion) seem to be discussing Šulgi’s future. Nin-sumun then undertakes to execute
An’s order, which, apparently, was to find a deserving ruler for Sumer. Having
examined the whole nation, she identifies Šulgi as the fitting “shepherd,” elevat-
ing his head among all the people. She then brings this happy news to the Ubšu-
unkina, the residence of An and the place where the most important destinies
were determined, reporting the results of her search to An and recommending
to him that Šulgi be made “shepherd” of the Land. After An accepts this recom-
mendation and bestows his blessings on Šulgi, Nin-sumun installs Šulgi as king
at Ur, praising him and offering additional blessings. Finally, in recognition of
Nin-sumun’s efforts and as her reward, the general gathering of the divine as-
sembly proclaims Šulgi’s godship, causing him to rise like Utu over the Land.
The particularly relevant passages of this composition read as follows:

ud-ba nin-mu inim An-na-ke₄ ba-gub³³⁴
ᵈNin-sumun₂-na-ke₄ dam!-a-ni kug ᵈLugal-bandaᵈa nam ba-da-an-tar!-re!
sizkur-ra-na mu-da-an-⸢kuš₂⸣-u₃
An kug-ra Ub-šu-kin-na-ka si mu-na-ni-in-sa₂
a-a-mu An lugal dingir-re-ne-me-en₃
kalam nig₂ dagal-la igi mu-ni-il₂
sag-gig₂ u₈-gim lu-a-ba
Šul-gi gu₂ sag-ba ma-in-i[n?]-⸢zi? sipad⸣ zi-bi he₂-am₃³³⁵

 For an edition and discussion of this composition, see Klein 1981b: 41‒41.
 I assume that inim … gub has a similar sense as the construction inim-a … si₃, “to be as-
signed to (lit: to be placed in) an order (of a deity).” See lu₂ inim-ma si₃-ga ᵈBa-u₂-ke₄ (Gudea
Statue B i 14‒15 and passim in Gudea’s inscriptions).
 This line echoes Gudea’s Statue B iii 4‒11, where the selection of Gudea by Ningirsu as the
“shepherd” of Lagaš is described. As I argued elsewhere (Steinkeller 2016: 13 and n. 46), there
existed a belief that, on the New Year’s, the chief deity selected (or re-appointed) his earthly rep-
resentative from among the entire population of the city-state that gathered (symbolically) for
this occasion. As part of this procedure, personal gods would lift the heads of their charges
above the crowd (sag zi-(g)), in order that the chief deity could take notice of them. It is likely
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At that time Milady stood up (to execute) An’s order.
Nin-sumun together with her husband Lugal-banda determined (Šulgi’s) destiny;
she attended to his offerings (i.e., offerings/prayers made on Šulgi’s behalf).
She (then) directed her way straight to An in the Ubšu-unkina.
(Nin-sumun addresses An:) “Oh my Father, master of all the gods!
I have scanned the Land in all its breadth
(and), from among its black-headed people who are numerous as sheep,
from among the gathering of all their heads, I have raised Šulgi. May he be their legitimate
shepherd!”
(Segment A lines 7‒14)

ᵈA-nun-na dingir gal-gal-[e-ne]
ki nam tar-ra-ba mu-da-⸢sug₂⸣-[sug₂-ge-eš]
nam-sipad Šul-gi-ra nig₂-ul-li₂-[a-še₃] pa ⸢e₃⸣ ma-[ni-in-ak-ke₄-eš]
Šul-gi si-sa₂ dingir-ra-[ne-ne-še₃]
kalam-ma ᵈUtu-gim ma-ni-in-⸢e₃⸣-[eš]

(Nin-sumun speaks:) “The great Anunakene gods stood up together
at the place where destinies are determined,
(and), on my account, they made manifest the shepherdship of Šulgi for all time;
they caused Šulgi, the righteous one, to rise in the Land like the Sun God in order to be
⸢their (i.e., of the people)⸣ god.”³³⁶
(Segment C lines 56‒59)

So says the official theology. But what were the real facts behind this develop-
ment? In my view, it is certain that in deifying himself Šulgi drew directly on
the example of Naram-Suen. However, learning from the negative reactions
that the deification of the Sargonic kings had provoked, he did it in a consider-
ably more diplomatic and nuanced way. First of all, in his new divine form Šulgi
refrained from associating himself with any particular city-state, becoming in-
stead an abstract – and therefore less offensive — “god of his Land” (dingir
kalam-ma-na).³³⁷ Moreover, he claimed familial connections with the divine fam-

that a similar selective process is described here. I assume that gu₂ sag-ba /sag-bi-ak/ means
“the gathering/totality of their heads,” with gu₂ corresponding to napḫaru.
 The divine status that Šulgi acquired in this way is also reflected in the name he was given
on this occasion: šul an-ne₂ zu dingir-re-ne, “Youth whom An made known among the gods,”
i.e., the one who was recognized as a god (“Šulgi P,” Segment C line 39).
 For the specifics of this title, see below p. 152. When used it this context, kalam describes
the territory of southern Babylonia, meaning “native land,” thus being practically identical with
Ki-en-gi = Sumer. Characteristically, it is never used in reference to “foreign” lands. The use of
kalam as a term for southern Babylonia is documented first in late ED times, in the title lugal
kalam-ma, which was borne by the Uruk rulers En-šakušana (RIME 1 429‒430 En-šakušana
1:5) and Lugal-zagesi (RIME 1 433‒437 Lugal-zagesi 1 i 5).
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ilies of the most important southern cities, thereby legitimizing his claim to their
individual kingships.³³⁸ There are also indications that the Ur III kings under-
went separate coronations in those cities, in an effort to placate the local elites
and to recognize, at least symbolically, their earlier history as independent seats
of royal power.³³⁹

By virtue of having become a god – and the one linked familially to the chief
deities of Babylonia at that, Šulgi could now claim to be the absolute owner of
the temple-estates and other economic resources nominally belonging to the
gods. This move, which was the single most important development of his
reign both politically and economically, and which had no antecedents in Sar-
gonic times,³⁴⁰ put Šulgi in control of all the holdings of arable land in Babylo-
nia. From now on, arable land could only be held via the system of royal fiefs or
benefices, which were granted by the king to his subjects (among whom counted
even the members of his immediate family) in exchange for corvée labor and
other services.³⁴¹ Obviously, this expanded the powers of the divine king enor-
mously.

After the end of the Ur III period, deification of kings was briefly practiced by
the Isin dynasty, which, at least from the perspective of the aspirations of its rul-
ers, was the heir and a direct continuation of the Ur III empire. But, since the
kings of Isin controlled only some portions of the South, never succeeding in im-
posing their rule on northern Babylonia, their deification manifested itself only

 For a systematic discussion of these developments, see below pp. 141‒150.
 Based on the evidence of economic documents, Jacobsen (1953: 36 n. 2) suggested that the
Ur III kings were crowned successively in Nippur, Ur, and Uruk. This is confirmed by literary
sources, especially the hymns of Šulgi. The hymn “Šulgi E” lines 9‒10 implies that this occurred
at Eridu as well: sig₄ Eridugki-ga-ta aga zi ak-me-en / Unugki-ta suh za-gin₃ keš₂-ra₂-me-en, “I was
provided with a legitimate crown in the brickwork of Eridu; in Uruk, a lapis lazuli diadem was
tied (around my head).” For the “lapis lazuli diadem” as an attribute of the en of Uruk, see
Steinkeller 1998: 93‒95. However, I am not aware of any data that would point to the coronations
at Girsu/Lagaš and Umma, which, from the economic point of view, were the largest and richest
provinces in the South, and therefore also the most important ones politically.
 Due, apparently, to the different land-tenure practices and traditions that existed in north-
ern Babylonia, in the South Naram-Suen and Šar-kali-šarri rather privatized the temple-held ara-
ble land, turning it into royal and private individual estates (Steinkeller 1999b: 350‒358).
 See Steinkeller 2013d.Very similar policies were institutionalized by the deified Inka rulers.
“By declaring that they owned everything, the Incas devised a rationale that gave people access
to their traditional lands only in return for labor duty … many people did not happily digest the
idea that they could use their ancestral lands only by the grace of the Inka” (D’Altroy 2002: 265).
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on the symbolic level, being completely devoid of its former political dimen-
sions.³⁴²

By the time when Babylonia had become united again, which happened
around 1750 BC during the reign of Hammurabi of Babylon, the political, cultur-
al, and religious distinctions that had existed earlier between the Sumerian
South and the Akkadian North had disappeared, with Babylonia having become
a single nation, which spoke one language and embraced the same Sumero-Bab-
ylonian culture and religion. Therefore, when Hammurabi successfully brought
both halves of Babylonia under his rule, there simply was no need for him to en-
gage in any ideological games – such as the presumption of a divine status – to
justify his universal rule.³⁴³ Characteristically, none of the later rulers of Babylo-
nia and Assyria claimed to be divine either – or, as far as we know, made any
attempts to achieve such a status. This fact makes it certain that the deification
of kings was not an evolutionary development within the Babylonian politico-re-
ligious ideology per se that was, in a Hegelian sense, historically necessary. On
the contrary, both the briefness of this phenomenon and the fact it was associ-
ated with very particular circumstances prove that it constituted an isolated and
unique occurrence within Mesopotamian history, whose causes were situation
specific and purely political.

This, in short, is my assessment of the question of divine kings in ancient
Mesopotamia. As a matter of fact, most of this interpretation may be found in
an article of mine published twenty-five years ago (Steinkeller 1992). However,
since it appeared in a publication somewhat peripheral to Assyriology, that arti-
cle tends to be overlooked, especially by younger scholars.

 Following the Isin dynasty, the only Babylonian ruler who may have aspired to divinity was
Rim-Sin of Larsa, as indicated by the determinative DINGIR that is occasionally attached to his
name. It is possible that Rim-Sin considered himself to be the heir of Isin (which he had con-
quered and absorbed in the middle of his reign), thus adopting the Isin practice. As I note
below pp. 153‒154, similar claims were made by a number of peripheral kings, who ruled imme-
diately or shortly after the fall of the Ur III empire.
 To be sure, the subsequent history of Babylonia was not free of further attempts by the
South to recover its political independence. The most important event of this nature was its re-
volt under Samsu-iluna, which was followed by the establishment of the First Sealand Dynasty.
However, by that time, the cultural distinctiveness of the South (in particular, its characteristic
ideology of kingship) had effectively ceased to exist.
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4 Specifics of the Divination of Sargonic and Ur III Kings

I will now proceed to discuss specific data that demonstrate and illustrate the
divinity of the Sargonic and Ur III kings. Such a review is necessary, since
much of this evidence is either disputed, misunderstood or simply unknown
to the scholarship at large.

A view that prevails in literature is that the main way in which the divinity of
Mesopotamian kings was expressed and propagated among the population at
large was the addition of the sign DINGIR, “god,” to royal names.³⁴⁴ This was
the standard method of marking the members of the divine class on the level
of text. The names of Naram-Suen and Šar-kali-šarri indeed show a DINGIR
sign attached to them. The same was true later of Šulgi and his successors, as
well of the rulers of the dynasty of Isin. But, while this scribal device is a useful
hint for the modern scholar, it was of secondary importance at best for the actual
manifestation of the rulers’ divinity, since, as a general rule, written sources were
inaccessible to the majority of the society, and thus they played an exceedingly
limited role in spreading the idea of the rulers’ divinity. As a matter of fact, dur-
ing the reigns of Naram-Suen and Šar-kali-šarri the use of this marker was op-
tional. This is demonstrated by the fact that, in the majority of texts composed
after Naram-Suen’s deification, the DINGIR sign is lacking in his name. And
the same is true of the sources written under Šar-kali-šarri.

As generally agreed, another indication of the ruler’s divinity, at least in the
case of the Sargonic kings, is a horned crown, which, like the DINGIR sign, was
an exclusive attribute of deities. In fact, Naram-Suen is depicted wearing such a
crown on two objects, which I am going to discus later. However, since Babylo-
nian artwork was usually confined to the sacred locales that were accessible to
but a few individuals, this attribute too played only a marginal role in propagat-
ing the divinity of kings.

Here it needs to be emphasized that, in ancient Mesopotamia – as was the
case in other ancient civilizations – the primary means of politico-religious prop-
aganda were not texts but public ritual and monumental architecture, the latter
taking the form of temples and palaces, and various public buildings of utilitar-
ian nature, such as city walls and other types of defensive structures (Baines
1989; Trigger 1990; Steinkeller 2015c: 203‒204). Indeed, public ritual, state pag-
eantry, and monumental architecture were a glue that kept together many of the
traditional kingdoms, both of ancient and more recent times, as in the case of

 See, e.g., Ornan 2013: 570: “The paramount indicator of divine royal status in Mesopotamia
was the addition of the cuneiform sign dingir.”
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the so-called “theater-states” of Southeast Asia (Geertz 1980).³⁴⁵ It has been ar-
gued that also the Maya polities were essentially “theater-states,” in which the
ideology of kingship was played out in the arena of ceremonial centers, through
the performance of festivals and rituals. As Arthur Demarest writes in reference
to the Maya, “Classic period energies and resources were lavishly expended on
this monumental display and architecture. Art, artifacts, and monuments provid-
ed the stages for the ideological spectacles directed by these holy lords” (2004:
207).

Because of these comparative analogues, one can be confident that the man-
ner through which the divine status of the Sargonic and Ur III kings manifested
itself most immediately and palpably was ritual. As I wrote earlier, we are lucky
to have an ancient description of how the deification of Naram-Suen came about
(see above pp. 123‒124). According to that account, Naram-Suen assumed the
status of the god of the city of Akkade. This is not just a poetic image or a figure
of speech. To be a deity in Mesopotamia meant to have a regular divine cult. That
cult focused on a temple, in which the deity’s statue was housed and afforded
daily veneration. The text is question tells us that there indeed was a temple
of the divine Naram-Suen in Akkade. It is known that similar temples existed
in other cities as well. A tablet from Girsu in southern Babylonia (ITT 5 9289),
which dates to either Naram-Suen or Šar-kali-šarri, locates a temple of the god
of Akkade in that city. Interestingly, this document also mentions the temples
of Annunitum and Ištar, the former deity being an avatar of Ištar in her martial
form, with whom, as I will show later, Naram-Suen was particularly closely asso-
ciated:

(beg. destr.)
obv. ′) azlag₃(GIŠ.TUG₂.PI.KAR.D[U])

′)  šu-ut e₂ An-[nu]-ni-tim
′)  šu-ut e₂ ᵈIštar(INANA)
′)  la₂  [š]u-ut é Ìl(DINGIR)-A-g[a]-dè[(ki)]

(rest destr.)
rev. (beg. destr.)

 “The driving aim of higher politics was to construct a state by constructing a king. The more
consummate the king, the more exemplary the center. The more exemplary the center, the more
actual the realm” (Geertz 1980: 124). In its radical form, Geertz’s analysis, which focuses on the
ideology to the exclusion of the material dimensions of power, appears to be applicable only to
the incipient manifestations of states, such as, e.g., Babylonia of Late Uruk times and archaic
Egypt. In the case of more developed polities (such as the Sargonic and Ur III empires), the pol-
itics of kingship and the strategies of state-building undoubtedly were shaped by economic con-
siderations as well.
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′) i₃ zi-ga
′) mu URUxA
′) im-ma-kam

(space)
′) Gir₂-suki-a
′) nig₂-ŠID-bi ba-ak

(rest destr.)

[x] fullers,
 (fullers) – those of the temple of Annunitum,
 (fullers) – those of the temple of Ištar,
 (fullers) – those of the temple of the God of Akkade,
[…]
The expended oil
in the year of …,
the previous year.
In Girsu
this balanced account was made.³⁴⁶

That the cult of the divine king was a countrywide phenomenon is further indi-
cated by a group of Sargonic sources that appear to stem from the site of Umm el-
Hafriyat, situated ca. 28 km east of Nippur.”³⁴⁷ These documents, which in all
likelihood belong to the reign of Šar-kali-šarri (A. Westenholz in Milano and A.
Westenholz 2015: 16), mention a number of individuals designated as the “serv-
ants of the God of Akkade” (ARAD₂ Ìl-A-ga-de₃ki).³⁴⁸ Included among them are
two scribes and a farmer.³⁴⁹ Unless this designation is simply a more flowery

 A. Westenholz thinks that the temples in question were situated in Akkade (Milano and
Westenholz 2015: 20). Although such a possibility cannot completely be ruled out, the fact
that the transaction took place in Girsu, and that it involved low-ranking fullers, makes it
quite certain that the locus of these temples indeed was Girsu. If these workers resided in Ak-
kade, the reason why their oil provisions were recorded in a tablet from another city would oth-
erwise be difficult to account for.
 For the evidence, see A.Westenholz in Milano and A.Westenholz 2015: 13‒15. Based on one
of the tablets from this group (CUSAS 27 212 rev. 5′),Westenholz further suggests that the ancient
name of Umm el-Hafriyat was Maškan-Ili-Akkade.
 Cf. CT 50 148 ii 5 (probably from Lagaš), which lists a “man of the God of Akkade” (lu₂ Din-
gir-A-ga-de₂ki).
 Dug₄-ga-ni DUB.SAR DUMU DINGIR-gu₂ DINGIR-KA-me-ir ⸢2⸣ ARAD₂ Ìl-A-ga-de₃ki (CUSAS 27
206:24‒27); LUGAL-KA DUB.SAR ARAD₂ Ìl-A-ga-de₃ki (ibid. 203:8‒9, 205:12‒13); Puzur₄-Lu-lu
ARAD₂ Ìl-A-ga-de₃ki (ibid. 202:10‒11); Ur-su ENGAR šu Ìl-A-ga-de₃ki (ibid. 201:16‒17). In addition,
CUSAS 27 148 identifies a number of persons collectively as šu-ut ARAD₂ Ìl-A-ga-de₃ki. Note that
this tablet also mentions two “servants of god Nergal of Cutha” (ARAD₂ ᵈNergal Gu₂-du₈-aki)
(lines 12‒14).
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way of saying that they were servants of the king, it is likely that these persons
worked for a local temple-household of the God of Akkade.³⁵⁰

The cult of the divine kings of Ur took manifested itself in similar ways – and
here our evidence is incomparably more extensive and informative. Beginning
with Šulgi, the Ur III kings were provided with temples, not only throughout Bab-
ylonia, but also in the conquered periphery. In Babylonia, such temples are
known to have existed in the cities of Girsu, Umma, Urusagrig, and Ešnuna,
as well as in many of the local southern towns (Sallaberger 1999: 54; Pitts
2015: 41‒53).³⁵¹ In the periphery, they are documented at Susa,³⁵² Urbilum,³⁵³
Neber-Šu-Suen,³⁵⁴ and Duhduli.³⁵⁵ The temples of divine kings were routinely
provided with their statues,which served as a focal point of their worship (Brisch
2006; Pitts 2015). There is copious evidence that such statuary was often instal-
led and venerated also in the shrines belonging to other deities.

In addition, festivals celebrating their divine status were established. Those
were of such cultic importance that they even gave names to the months of the
official Ur III calendar.³⁵⁶

A particularly interesting development of this period is the phenomenon of
hymns composed in honor of divine kings, a privilege otherwise reserved for

 In either case, these sources, as likely dating to Šar-kali-šarri’s reign, provide an additional
proof of this ruler’s divine status.
 At Ur, Šulgi seems to have been worshiped in a building called E₂-hur-sag. This may have
been his palace originally. As suggested by “Temple Hymns” lines 119‒134, where the E₂-hur-sag
is identified as a temple of Šulgi, following Šulgi’s death this structure was turned into his tem-
ple. It is characteristic that no temples of deified kings are documented at Nippur, where their
presence probably would have been too offensive to Enlil and his cult.
 e₂ alam ᵈŠu-ᵈSuen kar Šušinki du₃-de₃, “(issues of oils) to erect a temple of Šu-Suen’s statue
at the quay of Susa” (TCTI 2 3390:1‒7; ŠS 5/i).
 32 ur₂ gišu₃-suh₅ … e₂ ᵈŠu-ᵈSuen-ka Ur-bi₂-lumki-še₃, “32 beams of pine … for the temple of
Šu-Suen in Urbilum” (SAT 1 377:1‒8; ŠS 7/‐).
 e₂ alam ᵈŠu-ᵈSuen ba-ab-šeš₄ šag₄ Ne-be₆-er-ᵈŠu-ᵈSuen, “(x oil) was used to anoint the tem-
ple of the statue of Šu-Suen in Neber-Šu-Suen” (Nisaba 15 359:1‒6; ŠS 6/1); ki-gal alam lugal šag₄
Ne-be₆-er-ᵈŠu-Suen ba-ra-ab-du₈, “(x bitumen) was used to caulk the pedestal of the king’s stat-
ue in Neber-Šu-Suen” (Nisaba 15 368:1‒7; ŠS 6/iii).
 alam Šu-ᵈSuen-ka ᵈe3Duh-hu-li₂ki-še₃ gin-na, “(expenditures of foodstuffs) when the statue
of Šu-Suen was sent to Duhduli” (RTC 390:1‒3; no year).
 The “festival of Šulgi” (ezen ᵈŠul-gi) gave the name to the seventh month of the official Ur
III calendar (eighth month since year Šu-Suen 4). This month-name was also incorporated into
the local calendars of Girsu/Lagaš and Umma. The “festival of Šu-Šuen” (ezen ᵈŠu-Suen), which
appears to have been created in year Šu-Suen 3, gave name to the ninth month of the official
calendar. For the “festival of Šulgi,” see Pitts 2015: 118‒122.
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gods. Although it cannot be excluded that such hymns existed already in Sargon-
ic times, no certain examples of them survive.³⁵⁷ The overwhelming majority of
the Ur III compositions of this type are devoted to Šulgi (Klein 1981a; 1981b; Mi-
chalowski 2016), making it certain that the origin of this literary genre was inti-
mately connected with the divination of kings. Here it is characteristic that near-
ly all of Šulgi’s hymns focus entirely on his person. As such, they have commonly
been classified as “praises” of Šulgi. Similar compositions were written in honor
of Šu-Suen and Ibbi-Suen, but those are much less numerous. Also, they are
properly hymns addressing particular deities, which merely intercede on the
king’s behalf. Compositions of the latter type continued to be written for the
kings of Isin, and even those of Larsa. Although there also survives a group of
hymns devoted to Ur-Namma (Flückiger-Hawker 1999), most of them undoubted-
ly were composed following Ur-Namma’s death, and probably also as a retroac-
tive reflection of Šulgi’s deification.

The ritual background of the Ur III and Isin royal hymns appears to be un-
questioned. It has been suggested that many of them were composed to com-
memorate specific political or cultic events (Frayne 1981; 1983; 1998: 24‒26). If
so, there is a strong possibility that these compositions formed part of staged rit-
uals, during which they were actually recited and perhaps even theatrically
enacted.

The dogma of divine kingship affected not only the king’s status but also
that of his wives. Since these women had become spouses of a god, their stand-
ing needed to be upgraded as well. Accordingly, they were afforded the title of
lukur, which, in the Sumerian pantheon, identified the junior wife of a male
deity (Steinkeller 1981: 81‒82; Sharlach 2008: 178‒179).³⁵⁸ Importantly, this
usage of lukur continued in Isin times,³⁵⁹ to be abandoned subsequently.

 Possible examples of such hymns are the compositions “Naram-Suen and Erra” and “Elegy
on the Death of Naram-Suen,” both of which survive in Old Babylonian copies (J. G.Westenholz
1997: 189‒220).
 This interpretation rests primarily on Gudea Cylinder B xi 3‒12, where the seven divine lu-
kurs of Ningirsu are identified as lukur ki-ig-ni (phonetic for ki-ag₂-ga₂-ni) … dumu-maš imin
ᵈBa-u₂-me banda₃ᵈa en ᵈNin-gir₂-su-ka-me, “his beloved lukurs … the septuplets of Ba’u, the jun-
ior (wives) of lord Ningirsu.” One of those lukurs, Hegirnuna, is called “beloved lukur” (lukur ki-
ag₂) of Ningirsu also in the inscriptions of Urukagina (RIME 1 269‒275 Urukagina 3 v 16′‒18′,
280‒281 Urukagina 7:26‒28). In the Gudea passage, lukur … banda₃ᵈa obviously stands for
dam banda₃ᵈa, which is the usual designation of a junior wife. As a consequence of lukur having
become a title of the king’s junior wife, this term came to be used in reference to the junior wives
of commoners as well (Steinkeller 1981: 81‒82). Apart from lukur, junior wives of the Ur III and
Isin kings sometimes are also designated as lukur kaskal-la-ka-ni. See, e.g., RIME 3/2 172‒173
Šulgi 69:6 and the examples cited in the following note. I assume that, in this title, kaskal
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A close reading of the Ur III economic documentation reveals that the kings
and their immediate families played an exceedingly active role in the cultic life,
much of which centered on their own personae.³⁶⁰ As argued by Audrey Pitts
2015, this phenomenon should almost certainly be attributed to their divine sta-
tus.

Yet another important aspect of the deification of kings that needs to be
mentioned here is the invocation of divine rulers in personal names. Such
names appeared for the first time during the reign of Naram-Suen, becoming ex-
ceedingly popular under the Ur III kings (Pitts 2015).³⁶¹ With the data presently
available, 267 patterns of such names may be identified. The names of this type
were borne by the members of all social strata, showing that the cult of the di-
vine king was widely practiced, and that it affected the entire Ur III society. In
many cases it may be shown that such names were adopted by their bearers
late in their life, either in reflection of their particular closeness to the cult of
the divine king or because of their association with royal family and the ruling
circles more generally. It is likely that this practice reflected popular piety as
well, with at least some people naming their children after the divine kings sim-
ply because of their authentic feelings for these individuals.

has a metaphoric sense, meaning “life’s journey” rather than “expedition/travel” specifically.
Thus kaskal-la-ka-ni is to be translated as “the one of his life’s journey.” Cf. German Gefährtin,
“female companion,” which etymologically means “one who rides (with him).” This designation
perhaps invokes the image of the Sun God’s never-ending travel. For the identification of the Ur
III kings with the Sun God, see below pp. 145‒150.
 There survive two documented cases of such Isin “junior wives”: ᵈNa-na-a-ib₂-sa₂ lukur ki-
ag₂ kaskal-la-ka-ni, “Nanaya-ibsa, his (i.e., of Bur-Sin) beloved lukur of his life’s journey” (RIME
4 70‒71 Bur-Sin 3:8‒9); Nu-ṭù-up-tum lukur ki-ag₂ [kaskal-l]a-ka-ni [ama ibi]la-na-ke₄, “Nuṭup-
tum, his (i.e., of Sin-magir) beloved lukur of life’s journey, [mother] of his heir” (RIME 4 98‒
99 Sin-magir 2:9‒11).
 For a detailed study of this problem, see Pitts 2015.
 There were also geographical names named after divine kings. Sargonic sources mention
two such toponyms: (a-na) Maš-gánki-ni-Ìl-A-ga-dèki (CUSAS 27 212:5′) and Dur(BAD₃)-Ìl-A-ga-
de₃ (MDP 14 8:17). They became very common in Ur III times. Among the known examples,
see ᵈŠul-gi-ᵈNannaki (UET 3 75:6), ᵈŠul-gi-he₂-gal₂ (SumRecDreh 22:3), I-šim-ᵈŠul-giki (CT 32 19 i
9, etc.), Ne-be₆-er-ᵈŠu-ᵈSuen (Nisaba 15/2 359:6, etc.), and the examples cited in Steinkeller
2013d: 357 nn. 39‒41.
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5 The Titulary of the Divine Kings and Their Familial
Connections with the Divine Realm

The divine nature of the Sargonic and Ur III rulers is reflected also in another
area, and this is their royal titles. Contrary to what some scholars of philological
persuasion may be inclined to think, royal titles are not just rhetorical devices,
whose functionality is confined to the level of text. These designations had a
physical reality behind them, which was actualized through cultic rituals. To il-
lustrate this point with a concrete example, it appears highly likely that the title
sipad, “shepherd” or “vicar,” which, as I emphasized earlier, is one of the most
potent images of the Sumerian ruler, had its own particular ritual counterpart.
As it can be reconstructed, that ritual, which formed part of the New Year festiv-
ities, enacted the election of the ruler, by which the divine owner of the city-state
chose his earthly representative, his “shepherd,” from among the entire na-
tion.³⁶² In my view, it is highly likely that the titles borne by the divine
Naram-Suen and Šar-kali-šarri found physical manifestation in similar cultic per-
formances.

The first three rulers of the Sargonic dynasty (Sargon, Rimuš, and Maništu-
šu) used two titles: “king of Akkade” (lugal A-ga-de₃ki) and “king of the totality/
universe” (lugal KIŠ).³⁶³ While abandoning the title of the “king of the totality,”
Naram-Suen retained that of the “king of Akkade.” In addition, he created three
new titles, all of which were introduced by him subsequent to – and clearly in
reflection of – his deification:

 I base this hypothesis on the descriptions of how this happened on the divine plane. See
Steinkeller 2016: 13‒14, where the evidence of Gudea’s inscriptions is discussed. My assumption
is that there existed a corresponding rite in real life, which symbolized the selection of the
“shepherd.” Here note that the selection of the “shepherd of the Land” is also described in
“Šulgi E” lines 1‒8, where this title is bestowed on Šulgi by Enlil. Similar statements are
found in “Šulgi D” line 60 and “Šulgi Q” lines 47‒48. And the same phraseology is later applied
to Šu-Suen as well: lugal ᵈEn-lil₂-le šag₄ kug-ge pad₃-da nam-sipad kalam-ma u₃ AN-ub-da-
limmu-ba-še₃, “king whom Enlil chose in (his) holy heart for the shepherdship of the Land
and of the four quarters of the world” (RIME 3/2 322‒323 Šu-Suen 12:5‒8; also ibid. 317‒320
Šu-Suen 9 x 9‒12). It is likely, I think, that the coronations of Šulgi and other Ur III kings at Nip-
pur involved similar enactments. Another, and even more certain example of such a ritual actu-
alization is the presentation of bridal gifts by Ningirsu to Bau, as described in the inscriptions of
Gudea (Statues E and G). Since these sources name real gifts, there must have existed a ritual
during which Gudea, impersonating his personal god Ningišzida, transported these gifts by
boat to Bau’s temple in Urukug.
 For this title, see most recently Steinkeller 2013a: 145‒146.
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() il Akkade Naram-Suen
il qarrādu Akkade Šar-kali-šarri
il māti Wari(URI) Šar-kali-šarri

() šar kibrātim arba’im Naram-Suen
() dannum Naram‐Suen, Šar‐kali‐šarri
() šar ba’ulāti Enlil Šar-kali-šarri

Since I have already discussed the title of the “god of Akkade” and its ritual im-
plications, there is no need to dwell on it any further, except to note that, under
Šar-kali-šarri, two new forms of this designation were introduced: “heroic god of
Akkade,”³⁶⁴ and “god of the land of Warium.”³⁶⁵ In the latter title, Uri/Warium is
an ancient designation of northern Babylonia and the Diyala Region.³⁶⁶

Thus, I move on to the second title, the “king of the four quarters of the
world,” which implies universal domination. A related designation, though not
as far reaching in its implications, is “king of the subjects (of the lands) of
Enlil,” which was introduced by Šar-kali-šarri.³⁶⁷ A royal statue called “king of
the four quarters of the world” is actually mentioned in Ur III tablets.³⁶⁸ It is
very probable, therefore, that there existed a specific ritual action associated
with this title, which symbolized a rule over the entire world, and perhaps
was similar to that performed as part of the coronation of the Egyptian Pharaoh,
during which the new Pharaoh “shot arrows to four cardinal points to symbolize
or actualize his mastery of the world, and four birds were released to the cardinal
points to carry the news of the accession of the new Horus” (Lloyd 2014: 69).

As for the third title, dannum, “the mighty one,” our first reaction is to see in
it a fundamentally profane designation. This is suggested by the fact that this ad-
jective emphasizes the ruler’s physicality, and therefore, apparently, his human
nature. Paradoxically, however, this title likewise pertains to the king’s divinity. I
will return to this problem shortly later.

First, however, I need to discuss another area in which the divinity of kings
manifested itself, and that is the ruler’s relationship to other deities. On the theo-
logical level, both the Sargonic and Ur III kings established strategic familial
links with the pantheon. Already Naram-Suen considered himself to be the

 Škš DINGIR UR.SAG A-ga-de₃ki (RIME 2 201 Šar-kali-šarri 2005:1‒3).
 ᵈŠkš da-núm DINGIR ma-ti URIki (RIME 2 205‒206 Šar-kali-šarri 2012:1‒3).
 See, most recently, Steinkeller 2013a: 137.
 ᵈŠkš DUMU da-ti ᵈEn-lil₂ da-núm LUGAL A-ga-de₃ki ù ba₁₁-ú-la-ti ᵈEn-lil₂ (RIME 2 188‒189
Šar-kali-šarri 2:1‒8); ᵈŠkš LUGAL ba₁₁-ú-la-ti ᵈEn-lil₂ (RIME 2 198‒199 Šar-kali-šarri 2001:1‒2). Ap-
parently, this title refers to Enlil’s status as the “master of all the foreign lands” (lugal kur-kur-
ra).
 alan lugal AN-ub-da limmu-ba (UET 9 366:1‒2, 5; Amar-Suen 7/iii; Nisaba 5/1 165).
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spouse (mutu) of the goddess Ištar, in particular, of her martial avatar Annuni-
tum, whose name means “the one of battle.”³⁶⁹ Apart from its mentions in Sar-
gonic historical sources, this connection is borne out by a remarkable art object,
which was published and extensively studied by Donald P. Hansen (2002; 2003a;
2003b). See figs. 35‒37.

This object is a fragment of a limestone mould. In all probability, the mould
was used to cast a flat roundlet, probably made of gold, which was shaped as a
disk crowned with an aureole of eight or nine radial streams or star points. It ap-
pears that each of the radial streams depicted a similar scene, which was the
submission of a foreign land to Naram-Suen³⁷⁰ and his divine patron and spouse
Ištar-Annunitum. On the preserved fragment of the mould, the divine Naram-
Suen is shown seated next to the goddess, with whom he shares the nose-
ropes controlling two mountainous countries and their respective gods. As is
made certain by the divine crown he is wearing, this representation celebrates
Naram-Suen as a divine figure. This point is further underscored by the fact
that he and Ištar-Annunitum are depicted as equals. For a detailed discussion
of this representation, see Appendix 2.

Apart from sharing a spousal relationship with Ištar-Annunitum, Naram-
Suen also claimed to be the son of Enlil, the head of the Sumerian pantheon.³⁷¹
In this he was followed by Šar-kali-šarri, who likewise called Enlil “his father”
and described himself as Enlil’s “beloved son.”³⁷² But the deity after whom
both Naram-Suen and Šar-kali-šarri had patterned their divine image most im-
mediately was the Mesopotamian Sun God, who was known as Utu to the Sumer-
ians, and as Šamaš to the Akkadians. Among the Mesopotamian gods, the Sun
God cut by far the most heroic figure. As the Mesopotamian and some other an-
cient mythologies imagined it, the nightly progress of the Sun God through the

 NS mu-ut ᵈINANA An-nu-ni-tim (RIME 2 88‒90 Naram-Suen 1 ii 8′‒9′); in rí-ma-ti ᵈINANA
dar-a-mu-su4, “through the love of Ištar who developed love for him” (RIME 2 113‒114 Naram-
Sin 10:10‒13). It is likely that, in adopting Ištar as his spouse, Naram-Suen drew on an earlier,
Urukean tradition, which professed that the en of Uruk was a symbolic husband of Inana.
 The fact that the two foreign lands referenced in this representation likely are Elam and
Marhaši (see Appendix 2) makes it quite certain that the ruler depicted in it is Naram-Suen (rath-
er than Šar-kali-šari).
 [NS] maḫ-ri-iš ᵈEn-lil₂ a-bí-su [u-sa-ri-ib], “[NS] brought (the captured enemies) before Enlil”
(RIME 2 109‒111 Naram-Suen 8 v 3‒6).
 ᵈSar-ga-lí-LUGAL-rí ⸢DUMU da⸣-ti-su … [mah-rí-iš ᵈEn-lil₂] a-bí-⸢su⸣ a-na Nibruki è-la-kam al-
su i-za-az, “Šar-kali-šarri, his beloved son, … goes [before Enlil] in Nippur (and) stands up before
him” (RIME 2 194‒195 Šar-kali-šarri 6 i 4 ‒ ii 5); ᵈSar-ga-lí-LUGAL-rí DUMU da-ti ᵈEn-lil₂ (RIME 2
188‒189 Šar-kali-šarri 2:1‒2).
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Netherworld was unbelievably arduous and of truly heroic character.³⁷³ Equally
remarkable was the fact that this Sol invictus re-emerged from his daily ordeal
unscathed and always in the flower of youth.³⁷⁴ These feats earned him the titles
of ur-sag, “hero,” and šul, “youth” (Woods 2005a), or, as Piotr Michalowski has
put it felicitously, “the ever-youthful one” (2016: 22). In fact, these two designa-
tions are the most common epithets of the Sun God in Sumerian literature.³⁷⁵

That the Sargonic kings thought of themselves as an earthly image of the Sun
God is shown by the composition “The Curse of Akkade,” in which it is said that
“Naram-Suen rises like the Sun on the holy dais of Akkade”:

 See Alaura and Bonechi 2012: 23 n. 99: “Si può speculare quindi che ‘eroe (e) primo in
rango’ rimandi unitariamente all’oscurità ed alla luminosità, cioè alla pericolisità del viaggio
notturno del coraggioso del sole ed alla gloria del viaggio diurno dello stesso dio vittoriosa-
mente uscito dalla notte e dagli inferni.”
 Similar characteristics belong to Helios, whose mythology almost certainly had been influ-
enced by that of Utu/Šamaš. Like the Babylonian Sun God, Helios too traversed the sky in a
horse-drawn chariot, rising from the river Okeanos in the east, and descending in the land of
Hesperides (Evenings) in the west, at the “gates of Helios.” From there, during the night, he
was carried back to the east in a golden bowl or bed, which had been made for him by Hephais-
tos. As described in the proem of Parmenides’ On Nature, on his arrival at the “gates [separating]
the ways of Day and Night,” the narrator (a double of Helios) is greeted by an unnamed goddess
as a kouros, “young man.” In a study of this passage, Laura D. Steele suggests a connection be-
tween this description and the Akkadian eṭlu, an epithet of both Šamaš and Gilgameš, conclud-
ing that this “point of similarity is too apt to be coincidental” (2002: 586). For the mythology
of Helios, see the useful collection of data at the online site “Theoi Greek Mythology”
(www.theoi.com). For the horse-drawn chariot of the Sun God in Babylonian and Hittite myth-
ologies, see Alaura 2011; Alaura and Bonechi 2012.
 Here it may be instructive to note that the mythology and cult of the Sun God were essential
ingredients of the ideology of divine kingship also among the Inka (Conrad and Demarest 1984:
107‒110, 181‒182; D’Altroy 2002: 147). The Inka king, titled Sapa Inka, “the only Inka,” and Inka
Qhapaq, “mighty Inka,” was considered to be a “god” (Apu) and the son of Inti, the Sun God.
Although solar deities had been worshipped earlier in Andean religions, it was only with the
rise of the Inka to power that the Sun God acquired a highly elevated status. The Inka rulers
eventually turned his worship into a centerpiece of the official religion, apparently also introduc-
ing the symbol of the solar disk. Other places where divine kings were associated with solar dei-
ties are Egypt, Rome, and Japan (as well as France under Louis XIV!), to name only the most
obvious examples. The popularity of this belief shows that divine kingship was commonly (if
not universally) conceptualized through the use of solar analogies, probably because the sun,
as all seeing, life-giving, protective, reassuring in its regular movements, and always victorious,
epitomized the qualities belonging to a perfect – and so a divine – ruler. It is not by accident,
therefore, that solar imagery was applied to rulers throughout Mesopotamian history, and al-
most as a matter of course, as, for instance, in OB times (Charpin 2013). However, such meta-
phors fall under the category of royal sacrality, in no way bespeaking the kings’ divinity.
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lugal-bi sipad ᵈNa-ra-am-ᵈSuen-e
barag kug A-ga-de₃ki -še₃ ud-de₃-eš₂ im-e₃.
(“The Curse of Akkade” lines 40‒41)

However, the best illustration of this point is provided by Sargonic art. Of partic-
ular importance here is the famous “Victory Stele” of Naram-Suen, which depicts
the divine king while vanquishing his enemies in the Zagros mountains. See
figs. 38 and 39. As far as I know, it was Claudia Fischer who first suggested
that the image of Naram-Suen as depicted on the “Victory Stele” draws on the
contemporary representations of the Sun God at the moment of his rising
(2002: 131‒132).³⁷⁶ Particularly relevant here are two cylinder seals, both of
which belonged to the governor of Lagaš by the name of Lugal-ušumgal.
These two seals are dedicated to Naram-Suen and Šar-kali-šarri respectively.³⁷⁷
See figs. 40 and 41.

While the images depicted on Mesopotamian cylinder seals usually are pure-
ly decorative, being completely unrelated to the owner of the seal and his occu-
pation and social standing, there is no doubt that, in these two particular cases,
the choice of the Sun God was intentional.We can be certain, I think, that Lugal-
ušumgal had used the image of the Sun God as a direct reference to Naram-Suen
and Šar-kali-šarri, who are explicitly named in the seals’ inscriptions. In other
words, the rising Sun God stands here for the divine king.

We need to return now to the “Victory Stele,” in order to take a closer look at
Naram-Suen’s body. In her ground-breaking article of 1996, entitled “Sex, Rhet-
oric, and the Public Monument: The Alluring Body of Naram-Sîn of Agade,” Irene
Winter perceptively observed that the manner in which Naram-Suen’s body is de-
picted on the “Victory Stele” constitutes a complete innovation in Mesopotamian
art. As Winter argued, what is particularly novel about this image is the king’s
“perfect, alluring, ‘heroic,’ body … [which] represents a conscious strategy of
representation” (1996: 16). Winter then brought attention to Naram-Suen’s title
dannum, “the powerful one,” offering the following explanation:

This focus on the (male) potestas of the ruler as part of the formal title, I would argue, is
rendered visually not only by the weapons he carried in hand, but also by the life force/vi-
tality of his perfect and alluring (hence sexually desirable, for which, read “potent”) body.
(1996: 17)

 For this conclusion see also Suter 2010: 341‒342.
 Amiet 1976: 115 figs. 83 (AO 24062) and 84 (AO 24065).
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The divine kings’s physicality is emphasized, even more assertively, on the Han-
sen roundlet. There, Naram-Suen’s bulging musculature makes him appear al-
most like a body builder.What is even more interesting about this representation
is the fact that the foreign gods appearing in it are similarly muscular and beefy.
The message is clear: Naram-Suen’s body is like that of the gods.³⁷⁸

And these are precisely the qualities expressed by the adjective dannu,
which, apart from meaning “powerful, strong,” also carries the connotations
of health and youth.³⁷⁹ This adjective was not used as a royal title prior to
Naram-Suen’s deification, except – and this is important, I believe – in reference
to Gilgameš,³⁸⁰ who, as the ancients believed, was a demigod.³⁸¹

These facts convince me that dannu is a marker of Naram-Suen’s divinity.
Further support for this contention may be sought in the evidence of ancient
Greek art. Addressing the question of the anthropomorphic representations of
gods in ancient Greece – or, in other words – why did the Greeks depict their

 A completely different reading of Naram-Suen’s body was offered by Porter 2013: 608: “The
gods are corporal but ever unseen except in their wooden/silver/stone personae, while Naram-
Sin is knowable. He is knowable through his human visibility and he can never therefore be truly
god-like no matter his adoption of the insignia of divinity, because his body is unchanged … in
rendering the body of Naram-Sin, he [i.e., the artist] rendered indeed, in its muscular beauty, its
humanness and not its otherworldliness.” In my view, the significance of Naram-Suen’s body is
just the opposite.
 In the “Ebla Vocabulary” line 825 (MEE 4 292), dannu is translated as silim-ma, “healthy,
sound,” literally “be healthy!” It is characteristic that since very early on silim(‐ma) was consis-
tently associated with the Sun God. For the examples of this association and an extensive dis-
cussion of this problem, see Steinkeller 2015a, to which add: ⸢e₂⸣-ta hul₂-la-ni nam-ta-e₃ ud
agrun(E₂.NUN)-na-t[a?] / kalam-ma-ni ᵈUtu-e₃-gim silim-ma mu-na-du (for du₁₁), “she (i.e.,
Nin-Isina) emerged joyfully from her house; her Land greets her (lit.: says “Be healthy!) like
(one greets) Utu when he rises from his bed chamber” (M.E. Cohen 1975: 609 lines 5 and 7).
 In the inscriptions on two Pre-Sargonic maceheads presented ex-voto to divine Gilgameš
(George 2003: vol. 1 122 n. 127), Gilgameš bears the title of lugal kalag(‐ga), “mighty king.”
The adjective kalag-ga is also used in reference to two Pre-Sargonic rulers, En-anatum I of
Lagaš and Giššag-kidug of Umma: nita kalag-ga-mu, “my (i.e., of Ningirsu) mighty male”
(RIME I 170‒173 En-anatum I 2 x 4); er₃ kalag-ga-ni, “his (i.e., of Lugal-Urub) mighty servant”
(RIME I 182 En-anatum I 10 i 2); ensi₂ kalag-ga ᵈEn-lil₂-la₂-ke₄, “the mighty ensik of Enlil”
(RIME 1 372‒374 Giššag-kidug 2 i 15‒16). It is possible that these designations invoke Gilgameš
imagery. However, because of their exceptional nature, they do not qualify to be called royal ti-
tles proper.
 “Two-thirds of him god, one third of him humanity” (“Gilgameš” SB Version, Tablet I line
48). This calculation apparently assumes that Gilgameš’s mother, goddess Nin-sumun, was re-
sponsible for two-thirds of his genetic material, with his father, the mortal Lugal-banda, contri-
buting the remaining third.
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gods as youthful and beautiful human creatures – the classicist Jean-Pierre Vern-
ant offered the following explanation:

Does it mean that for the Greeks the gods were conceived of and represented in the image of
human beings? To me it seems the opposite – that the human body became perceptible to
Greek eyes when it was in the flower of its youth, when it was like an image or a reflection
of the divine. (1991: 159)

Similar conclusions, which draw on Vernant’s interpretation, were reached by
Louise B. Zaidman and Louise S. Pantel:

The fact that the Greeks sculpted such statues of their gods does not imply a belief that the
gods resembled men or had bodies that were in every respect human; what the Greeks did
believe was that the beauty, youth or perfection of a real human body evoked qualities of
the divine. (1992: 217)

The notion that a perfect human body signaled the sublime qualities of the di-
vine existed also in ancient Egypt. One of the titles used by the Pharaoh was
nefer (nfr), which, as explained by Alan B. Lloyd,

is often translated “good” but whose connotations lie much deeper in that it evokes con-
cepts of youth and pristine strength and power associated with the sun-god as he rises
over the eastern horizon in the morning. (2014: 67)

The phenomenon of kings becoming an integral part of the pantheon assumed
an even greater dimension in Ur III times. To use a figurative expression, it
may be said that the Ur III kings wormed their way into the local panthea, a de-
velopment that, as I noted earlier, was motivated entirely by political consider-
ations.

In terms of their genealogical orientation, the Ur III kings traced their de-
scent primarily to the mythical, semi-divine kings of Uruk, such as Lugal-
banda and Gilgameš. Although it may have begun already under Ur-
Namma,³⁸² it was only during the reign of Šulgi that this development acquired
its full formulation.

 In his original inscriptions, Ur-Namma bears the title of the en of Unug (RIME 3/2 35 Ur-
Namma 12:7) and identifies Nin-sumun as “his personal deity” (dingir-ra-ni) (RIME 3/2 58‒59
Ur-Namma 23:1‒2). These facts attest to his connection with Uruk and its pantheon. However,
the claims that Ur-Namma was a child of Nin-sumun and Lugal-banda, which are found in
the literary compositions devoted to him, obviously are retroactive interpolations. See the dis-
cussion below.
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The Urukean genealogy of Šulgi was an elaborate theological construct.
Growing out of the traditional rhetoric that identified particular deities as the
agents responsible for the creation and birth of kings, this theology eventually
became a fully-fledged argument about Šulgi’s divine parentage. The course of
this development may be traced by the comparison of two compositions,
“Šulgi D” and “Šulgi P.” Although “Šulgi D” may not necessarily be the earlier
of the two, it offers a more modest – and therefore probably an earlier – picture
of Šulgi’s connections with the divine realm, which is still couched in traditional
rhetoric:

sipad Šul-gi a-zu [šag₄ ku]g-ga ba-an-ri-a
ama ugu₂-zu³⁸³ ᵈNin-sum[un₂-ke₄] mu-u₃-tud-[en]
dingir-zu kug ᵈLu[gal-banda₃ᵈa] mu-u₃-dim₂-e-[en]
ama ᵈNin-tur-re [mi₂ zid mu-u₃-dug₄-ge-en?³⁸⁴]

Oh shepherd Šulgi! When your seed was ejaculated into the womb,
Nin-sumun, your creatrix, formed you;
holy Lugal-banda, your personal god, fashioned you;
mother Nintu [caressed? you].
(“Šulgi D” lines 40‒43)

That this text reflects an earlier theological situation finds corroboration in one
of Šulgi’s original inscriptions, which dates to before his deification.³⁸⁵ There,
Nin-sumun and Lugal-banda are identified as Šulgi’s “personal deity” and his
“master” respectively.³⁸⁶ Although, in this instance, it is not Lugal-banda but
Nin-sumun who is called Šulgi’s personal deity, this source demonstrates that,
prior to Šulgi’s deification, Nin-sumun and Lugal-banda were associated with
Šulgi merely as his protective deities, without any suggestion of their being his
parents.

This ideological picture changed with Šulgi’s deification, when, as a conse-
quence of having become a bona fide deity, Šulgi was elevated to the status of
Nin-sumun’s and Lugal-banda’s natural son. This development is illustrated by

 The terms ama ugu/ugu₂ and a-a ugu/ugu₂, whose literal meaning is “mother/father of the
head/cranium,” appear to derive from the Akkadian bāni qaqqadi, for which see above p. 114
n. 306. Note also a ugu₄(KU)-mu in Gudea Cylinder A x 1. On the basis of these terms, lexical
texts erroneously equate ugu/ugu₂/ugu₄ with banû and alādu (Ea I 137‒138 = MSL 14 184;
CAD A/1 288).
 This restoration, which follows Klein 1981a: 94, is uncertain.
 This is demonstrated by the titles Šulgi is assigned there. For the history of Šulgi’s titulary,
see in detail below pp. 151‒153.
 ᵈNin-sumun₂ dingir-mu ᵈLugal-banda₃ᵈa lugal-mu (RIME 3/2 182 Šulgi 85:10‒13).
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the hymn “Šulgi P,” which describes the deification of Šulgi. As we have seen
earlier, this momentous event occurred thanks to the initiative and efforts of
Nin-sumun. Undoubtedly in reflection of Šulgi’s new status, Nin-sumun and
Lugal-banda are now presented as Šulgi’s real parents:

Šul-gi amar kug tud-da-mu-me-en₃
a ⸢dug₃⸣ ᵈLugal-banda₃ᵈa -me-en₃
ur₂ kug-mu-a mu-ni-ib₂-bulug₃-en₃
ubur₂ kug-mu-a nam ma-ra-ni-tar …
a-a ugu₄-zu ᵈLugal-banda₃⸢ᵈa⸣-a
šul an-ne₂ zu dingir-re-ne mu-še₃ ⸢mu⸣-ri₂-in-sa₄

(Nin-sumun speaks:) “Oh Šulgi, you are my holy calf born of me,
you are the sweet seed of Lugal-banda.
I reared you on my holy lap,
I determined your fate at my holy bosom …
Lugal-banda, your creator,
named you ‘Youth whom An made known among the gods.’”
(Segment C lines 22‒25, 38‒39)

The tenet of Šulgi’s being a natural son of Nin-sumun³⁸⁷ and Lugal-banda in turn
permitted his identification as a brother of Gilgameš (Klein 1976; Michalowski
2008: 36; Woods 2012: 79). This point is elaborated most extensively in the
hymn “Šulgi 0,” where Šulgi is repeatedly called the “brother and friend” of Gil-
gameš (Segment A lines 50, 86, 139, Segment D line 6),³⁸⁸ and where he meets
Gilgameš in person, praising the latter’s strength (nam-kalag) and “heroism”
(nam-ur-sag), as well as his manifold military feats. As demonstrated by this
and other literary sources whose origins belong to Ur III times, Gilgameš was
one of Šulgi’s favorite role models.³⁸⁹

Once this genealogy had been firmly established, it was then retroactively
assigned to Ur-Namma, clearly with an objective of bolstering Šulgi’s divine sta-
tus still further. From now on it was claimed that it was already Ur-Namma who

 Šulgi is called son of Nin-sumun also in “Šulgi X” line 47, “Šulgi O” Segment A line 29, and
“Šulgi Q” line 43.
 See also Šul-gi … šeš ku-li-ni en ᵈBil₃-ga-mes in “Šulgi D” line 292.
 This is also reflected in the various stories about Gilgameš, which were composed in Ur III
times. The allusions to Šulgi as a Doppelgänger of Gilgameš are particularly obvious in “Gilgameš
and Akka” and “Gilgameš and Huwawa.” In the latter composition, Version A line 20, Utu calls
Gilgameš a dumu-gir₁₅, “native son,” which is probably a play on Šulgi’s name, “Local/native
youth” (Steinkeller 2005b: 309).
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descended from gods. The fullest presentation of these views is found in the
composition “Ur-Namma C”³⁹⁰:

a!-mu šag₄ kug-ge ba-ri-a-ta …
ᵈNin-tu tud-⸢tud⸣-a <mu->un-gub-bu!
šag₄ ama-mu ᵈNin-sumun₂-ka-ta
nam-tar-ra sag₅-ga ma-ta-e₃

After my seed was ejaculated in the holy womb …
Nintu accompanied my birthing,
from the womb of my mother Nin-sumun
a propitious destiny came out for me.
(lines 43‒49)

šu-dug₄-ga-e ᵈNanna-a-me-en
šeš ᵈBil₃-ga-mes gu-la-me-en
[dumu t]ud-da ᵈNin-sumun₂-ka-me-en numun nam-en-na-me-en

I am a creation of Nanna,
I am the elder brother of Gilgameš,
I am a child born by Nin-sumun, I am the seed of en-ship.
(lines 111‒113)

In agreement with the above, in “Ur-Namma A” line 16 Nin-sumun is called ama
lugal-la, “mother of the king.”³⁹¹ The secondary nature of this theology is proved
by the fact that, like Šulgi before his deification, in his original inscriptions Ur-
Namma too refers to Nin-sumun merely as his personal deity.³⁹²

The Ur III kings invented yet another divine genealogy for themselves, which
independently linked them with Uruk and its deities. This genealogy, an antece-
dent of which probably existed already in Sargonic times (see above p. 136), was
derived from the fact that the Ur III kings were holders of the ancient office of the
en of Uruk.³⁹³ This made them symbolic and ritual spouses of Inana as well.
Based on this connection with Inana, they could consequently claim to be the
latter-day apparitions of Dumuzi, a lover/husband of Inana, and possibly one

 There is no doubt that this self-laudatory hymn was composed following Ur-Namma’s
death, through the use of various materials pertaining to Šulgi.
 Note also that Ur-Namma is called dumu tud-da ᵈNin-sumun₂-ka ⸢emedu₂(AM.A.TU)⸣ ki-ag₂-
ga₂-ni in “Ur-Namma Laws” 37‒40 (= RIME 3/2 47). This may be a later interpolation as well.
 ᵈNin-sumun₂ dingir-ra-ni (RIME 3/2 58‒59 Ur-Nammu 23:1‒2).
 See Steinkeller 1999a: 105 and n. 4. Note also that in the hymn “Šulgi D” line 387 Enlil
grants to Šulgi en-ship (nam-en nam-lugal-la ud sud-da nam-še₃ gu₂-mu-ri₂-ib₂-tarar), where
the en-ship of Uruk undoubtedly is meant.
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of the mythical archaic rulers of Uruk (see Essay 1 p. 29‒30). The identification
with Dumuzi in turn made them the brothers of Dumuzi’s sister Geštinana.³⁹⁴

The figure of Dumuzi was one of the characteristic images of the divine king
(Woods 2012: 88‒89). The adoption of Dumuzi for these purposes must have
been motivated, at least in part, by the fact that, very much like Gilgameš, Du-
muzi too had a mixed, partly divine and partly human nature.³⁹⁵ As such, Dumu-
zi constituted a perfect model for the divine king. In literature, the Ur III and Isin
rulers are often compared to Dumuzi or even identified with him. This point is
particularly clear in the hymn “Šulgi X” lines 1‒73. When Šulgi arrives in Uruk
to pay a visit to Inana, Inana joyfully receives him as the “shepherd Dumuzi”
(su₄-ba du₅-mu-zi-de₃), recalling the pleasurable moments the two spent in
each other’s company in the past. On account of those good times, she then de-
termines destiny for Šulgi, bestowing upon him the “legitimate shepherdship of
all the foreign countries,” and vouching her active support on the battlefield —
this time, however addressing him as “shepherd Šulgi.”³⁹⁶

It appears that Dumuzi mythology occupied an especially important place in
the beliefs about the afterlife of divine kings. There is compelling evidence for
the existence of a notion that, following his death, the king continued his exis-
tence by becoming an immortal star. Since Dumuzi had an astral form, that be-
lief likely was based on Dumuzi’s own history (Steinkeller 2013b: 462‒463, 472‒
473). As speculated by this author, there may have even existed a special ritual,
which symbolized the transition of the dead king from the netherworld to his as-
tral position in the sky (Steinkeller 2013b).

However, the deity whom Šulgi and his successors adopted as their primary
divine image was the Sun God. In this they clearly emulated the Sargonic rulers.
Since the Sun God happened to be Inana’s brother, this made the divine king a
brother-in-law of the Sun God. In fact, Šulgi repeatedly claims to have been Utu’s
“brother and companion” (see below). This genealogical link further cemented
the connection of the Ur III kings with Uruk and its pantheon.³⁹⁷

 nin₉!-mu ᵈGeštin-an-na (“Šulgi E” line 21); ᵈGeštin-an-na nin₉ lugal-la-ke₄ (“Šulgi P” Seg-
ment C line 43). Interestingly, Šulgi calls himself “son” of Geštinana in an inscription dating
to before his deification (RIME 3/2 163 Šulgi 62:1). As I suggested many years ago (1981: 78),
this inscription may refer to Šulgi’s real mother, SI.A-tum, who, as there are reasons to believe,
was posthumously venerated as a deity ᵈGeštin-an-na SI.A-tum.
 Cf. Essay 1 pp. 29‒30.
 It is clear that, at least in the Ur III and Isin periods, the royal title of sipad, “shepherd,”
was consistently associated with Dumuzi.
 For the role of Utu in the Uruk pantheon and his connections with the Ur III kings, see the
extensive discussion by Woods 2012. As Woods demonstrates, the mythological kings of Uruk
were solar heroes in their own right. This is shown by the fact that both Mes-kiag-gašir and
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Indeed, the Sun God figures very prominently in the Ur III royal hymns, es-
pecially those of Šulgi.We have already seen (above pp. 125‒126) that, as part of
his deification, the gods “caused Šulgi, the righteous one, to rise in the Land like
the Sun God in order to be [their (i.e., of the people)] god”:

Šul-gi si-sa₂ dingir-ra-[ne-ne-še₃]
kalam-ma ᵈUtu-gim ma-ni-in-⸢e₃⸣-[eš]
(“Šulgi P,” Segment C line 59)

Sun God imagery is applied to Šulgi also in the following passage:

uru-mu ᵈUtu-gim ba-ta-e₃-en šag₄-ba bi₂-la₂
E₂-temen-ni₂-guru₃ me ki us₂-sa
gug-a nam-nun-ni mu-ni-ib₂-si-nam

I rise over my city like Utu, I suspend myself in its midst;
Etemen-niguru, the place established by the divine forces,
I fill with (the radiance of) princely carnelian.
(“Šulgi C” lines 25‒27)

Elsewhere, the Sun God is described as Šulgi’s “brother and companion,” as well
as the one who provides him with strength:

šeš ku-li-mu šul ᵈUtu-am₃
ki zi-šag₄-gal₂-la-ka igi mu-na-ni-du₈
ᵈŠul-gi-me-en dalla e₃-bi-a inim mu-un-da-bala-e-en
dingir igi sag₉ me₃-ga₂-a-kam
šul ᵈUtu kur-ra ki-ag₂ ᵈLama gištukul-ga₂-a-kam
inim-ma-ni-še₃ ga-mu-un-kalag-ge la ga-mu-un-ne₃?-e
me₃ giš giš-e la₂-a-ba ᵈUtu ga₂-ar ma-an-e₃,

My brother and companion indeed is the ever-youthful Utu;
he gazed upon me! at the place where the life force (is created);
I am Šulgi, I exchange words with him at his brilliant rising;
he is the god (who casts) an auspicious eye on my battles;
(during my campaigns) in foreign lands the ever-youthful Utu shows love for the protective

his son Enmerkar are called sons of Utu (ibid. 81). It appears that most of this mythology was an
invention of the Ur III period. This particularly concerns Mes-kiag-gašir, whose name is an im-
plausible mixture of Sumerian and Akkadian: “Beloved Hero, the Strong One.” This artificial for-
mation is based on the names like Erra-gašir, where gašru, “strong, heavy,” is also a by-name of
Nergal (Steinkeller 1987: 165‒166; 1990: 58). However, some elements of it may have been older.
Apart from the data cited by Woods 2012: 93‒94, there is the fact that already the Sargonic kings
cultivated a connection with the Sun God. It is possible, therefore, that this notion harkened
back to an earlier time.
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deity of my weapon;
by his command I become stronger; I …
when the weapons join in battle, Utu comes out for me (as helper).
(“Šulgi B” lines 40‒46)

The Sun God is also credited with granting the “kingship of the Land” to Šulgi:

ᵈUtu lugal nig₂-si-sa₂ a zi-de-eš₂ tum₂-ma
šen-na dalla mu-na-ni-in-e₃ sipad zi Šul-gi-ke₄
am gal an kug-ta šul ᵈUtu izi-gar-gim ga₂-ga₂ ud kalam-ma igi-gal₂ …
Šul-gi-ra ᵈUtu-u₃ ⸢nam⸣-lugal kalam-ma mu-na-an-sum

Utu, the king of justice,
made Šulgi glorious on the battle field, the one who is fit be the legitimate seed, the one
who is the legitimate shepherd.
The great wild bull, the ever youthful Utu, the one who like a torch sets (light) in the sky,
who makes light/day visible in the Land …
Utu granted to Šulgi the kingship of the Land.
(“Šulgi Q” lines 5‒11)

šul ᵈUtu sipad šag₄-ge bi₂-i₃-pad₃
Šul-gi sipad zi lugal mu he₂-gal₂-la₂ nam-še₃ tar-ra-am₃
sipad zi ᵈUtu-u₃ nam tar-ra-ra
ᵈEn-lil₂-le eš₃-e Nibruki-ta sag-e-eš₂ mu-ni-rig₇

The ever youthful Utu chose the shepherd in (his) heart.
For Šulgi, the legitimate shepherd, the king, years of abundance were destined (by Utu).
To the legitimate shepherd, the one granted destiny by Utu,
in the shrine of Nippur Enlil granted (the years of abundance).
(“Šulgi Q” lines 45‒48)³⁹⁸

The hymns of Šulgi are replete with references to his youth, heroism, strength,
and physicality.While these descriptions primarily draw on the Sun God imagery,
they also invoke the representations and characterizations of Gilgameš and
Naram-Suen. Particularly common here are the references to Šulgi as “mighty”
(kalag-ga) and “hero” (ur-sag). An epithet that is uniquely Šulgi’s own is

 The association of the divine kings with the Sun God is also reflected in the existence of
personal and geographical names in which these rulers are likened to the Sun God. See ᵈŠul-
gi-Ša-am3-ši (ITT 2 728 i 4; AnOr 1 248:6; Nisaba 22 158:13; etc.) / ᵈŠul-gi-ᵈUtu-mu (BPOA 6
746:2′; TCTI 2 3999:4; etc.), ᵈAmar-ᵈSuen-ᵈUtu-mu (L’uomo 62 iii 13′; BPOA 5 135, 138 Talon-Van-
derroost 1 rev. viii 31), ᵈŠu-ᵈSuen-ᵈUtu-mu (MVN 16 607:4), and ᵈŠul-gi-ᵈUtuki (TCL 2 4688:4; RIME
3/2 213‒214 Šulgi 2028:6). Note also Amar-Suen’s title dingir zi ᵈUtu kalam-ma-na (RIME 3/2 262‒
264 Amar-Suen 16:10‒11).
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“youth” (šul), which, apart from being Utu’s designation, plays on Šulgi’s own
name, whose meaning is “Local/native youth.”³⁹⁹ Offered below is a selection
of the most representative descriptions of this type:

⸢šul⸣ ᵈUtu-u₃ sag-ki zalag-ga-ni mu-ši-ib₂-zi-zi-[(x)]
⸢Šul⸣-gi sipad zi Ki-en-gi-ra-ra nam mu-ni-[ib₂-tar-re]
l[ugal] ka gun₃-gun₃ igi sag₉-sag₉
ur-sag kalag-ga pirig-še₃ tud-da
sumun₂ tur nam-šul-ba gub-ba
lipiš tuku ne-ni-e nu-keš₂-ra₂

The ever youthful Utu raises his bright forehead (and)
determines destiny for Šulgi, the legitimate shepherd of Sumer:
‘Oh [king] of flowery mouth and beautiful face!
You indeed are a mighty hero, the one born to be a lion,
a young wild bull, the one who stands in the prime of youth.
a brave one, the one whose strength cannot be restrained.
(“Šulgi X” lines 80‒85)

kalag-ga-mu mu-bi a₂ bi₂-su₃-ud …
ᵈŠul-gi dingir nam-guruš-a sag-kal eren₂-na-me-en …
ᵈŠul-gi nir-gal₂ usu gal-gal-la-me-en
kalag-ga-me-en …
anše eren₂-na-mu zi-bi nu-mu-e-da-šub-be₂
šeš ku-li-mu šul ᵈUtu-gim
zag-še₃ pirig-gim sug₂-sug₂-ge-ga₂
anše sahar la₂ ug-gim sig₄-gi₄-a-ga₂ kuš₇ sag₉-ga-bi-me-en
dur₃ur3‒gim kas₄-a ne₃/ne-mu nu-silig-me
kas₄-ta e₃-a-me-en dug₃ nu-kuš₂-u₃-me-en
nam-te nu-gal₂-me-en išiš-a gud-gu₄-ud-me-en

The fame of my strength is spread far …
I am Šulgi, the god of manliness, the leader of soldiers …
I, Šulgi, am a prince of immense bodily power,
I am mighty …
The spirit of the donkey team (pulling my wagon) never subsides for me.⁴⁰⁰
Like my brother and companion Utu I stride forward like a lion.
I am a fine coachman of the dust-raising donkeys that bray like lions.

 See above n. 389.
 This and the following two lines invoke the image of Utu as he drives in his wagon pulled
by a team of donkey stallions. See ni-is-ku EREN₂ mu tuku EREN₂ ᵈUtu ki-ag₂, “the famous team
of steeds, the beloved team of Utu” (Gudea Cylinder A xiv 25); EREN₂ kug ᵈUtu sag bala-e-dam,
“(it was) as if the (donkeys of the) holy team of Utu were tossing their heads” (ibid. xix 16). For a
discussion of the Gudea passages and other data bearing on the team of the Sun God, see in
detail Alaura and Bonechi 2012: 14‒16. Cf. also Bonechi 2010; 2011; Alaura 2011.
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When I run like a stallion, my strength does not cease.
When I finish the run, my knees are not tired.
I have no fear. I dance with joy.
(“Šulgi B” lines 53, 81, 119‒120, 122‒128)

kalag-ga nam-ur-sag-ga₂ tum₂-ma …
nam-ur-sag-zu-u₃ pa he₂-e₃-e₃
nam-kalag-ga-zu-u₃ mi₂ dug₃ he₂-e

(Oh Šulgi) the mighty one, the one fit for heroism …
may your heroism shine fourth,
may your might be sweetly praised!
(“Šulgi D” lines 4, 16‒17, 38‒39, 63‒64)

Šul-gi-ra nam mu-ni-ib₂-tar-re
lugal nam gi₄-ri₂-ib₂-tarar nam dug₃ gu₂-mu-ri-ib₂-tarar …
nam-ur-sag nam-še₃ gu₂-mu-ri-ib₂-tarar

(Enlil) determines destiny for Šulgi:
‘Oh king, I will determine a destiny for you! I will determine a propitious destiny for you!
I will determine heroism as your fate!
(“Šulgi D” lines 383‒386)

ᵈSuen-e E₂-kiš-nu-gal₂-ta
nam-ur-sag nam-kalag-ga nam-til₃ nig₂-dug₃ sag-e-eš rig₇-ga

Suen in Ekišnugal
presented (Šulgi) with heroism, might, and sweet life.
(“Šulgi A” lines 96‒97).

Šul-gi sipad zi Ki-en-gi-ra-ke₄
šeš ku-li en ᵈBil₃-ga-mes
nam-kalag-ga-na mu-ni-in-i-i
nam-ur-sag-ga₂ mu-ni-in-pad₃-pad₃-de₃

Šulgi, the legitimate shepherd of Sumer,
extols the might of his brother and companion Gilgameš,
he avows his heroism.
(“Šulgi O” lines 49‒52)

sipad a₂ kalag-ga-ke₄ mes-e

(Šulgi), the shepherd of strong arms, the young hero.⁴⁰¹
(“Šulgi G” line 19)

 For the full context, see above p. 114‒115.
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That the youth and strength were expected – and perhaps even required – attrib-
utes of the divine king is also reflected in the references to Šulgi as a “runner,”
particularly in the hymn “Šulgi A,” whose central theme is the superhuman run
that Šulgi performed, within one day, between Nippur and Ur and back. Al-
though this “run” may have had a very prosaic, practical Sitz im Leben (Steink-
eller 2010: 380‒382), it cannot be excluded that it had a ritual dimension as
well. Significantly, the same feat was later replicated by another divine king,
Išme-Dagan of Isin.⁴⁰² Therefore, it is possible that such running performances
were meant to demonstrate the king’s physical prowess. Here one is reminded
of the Heb Sed festival, as part of which the Egyptian Pharaoh was required, usu-
ally after thirty years of his reign, to run a race in order to prove that he was still
physically fit for the office – and probably also to demonstrate his continued
possession of the “divine” essence (Kees 1912; Frankfort 1948: 79‒88; Uphill
1965). As defined by Frankfort, the objective of this festival was “a true renewal
of kingly potency, a rejuvenation of rulership ex opere operato”⁴⁰³ (1948: 79).

The identification of the Ur III kings with the Sun-God may be discerned also
in Ur III art. On the whole, the image of the divine king is much more restrained
than in the Sargonic period, no doubt to make his divinity more palatable and
less “in-your-face.” The king usually assumes a posture of piety, which, without
any doubt, is a direct borrowing from the imagery of Gudea of Lagaš.⁴⁰⁴ See
figs. 42, 44‒46. He no longer sports a divine crown. Instead, he wears a brim-
med cap (Breitrandkappe) that is an attribute of Gudea as well, but which, in ac-
tuality, is a historic reference to the garb worn by the archaic rulers of Uruk.⁴⁰⁵ It
is characteristic that he is never accompanied by royal insignia or any other at-
tributes of kingship, which makes him, like Gudea, practically indistinguishable
from the rest of the human society. In at least one instance, however, the king is
depicted as an unmistakable solar figure. The image in question appears on a

 See RIME 4 36‒38 Išme-Dagan 8. In line 5 of this text, Išme-Dagan is described as a “mighty
male with the muscles and body of a lion, mighty youth who spreads fright” (guruš kalag sa su
pirig šul kalag ni₂ gal₂-la).
 “From the work done” or “through the rite performed,” referring to the Catholic doctrine
that says that divine grace can only be conferred by a sacrament.
 Suter 2015: 517‒522 labors to find in these representations features indicative of Gudea’s di-
vine status, discovering “allusions to a certain degree of divinity in Gudea’s images” (ibid. 519).
However, these findings are completely illusionary, since Gudea iconography is totally devoid of
any suggestions of his divinity. On the contrary, this imagery insists on the point that Gudea was
a human figure.
 See Essay 1 pp. 26, 34. During the Ur III period, this type of cap appears for the first time in
the representations of Gudea and Ur-Namma. See Boese 1973: 15‒21.
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cylinder seal that was presented by Šulgi to his daughter Geme-Ninlila. See
fig. 43. There, Šulgi assumes a triumphal pose that matches closely that of the
Sun-God on the Sargonic seals of Lugal-ušumgal I discussed earlier (see above
p. 139 and figs. 40 and 41).

While the representations of the king as a pious worshipper predominate,⁴⁰⁶
we know from historical texts that there existed Ur III victory steles, on which the
divine kings were depicted as warriors, but no certain examples of those are ex-
tant. There survives, however, an uninscribed rock relief of this nature that can
almost certainly be attributed to one of the Ur III kings, in all likelihood to Šulgi.
This particular monument, which depicts a standing royal figure vanquishing
enemies, is situated at the Darband-i Gawr pass, in the southeastern section
of the Qara Dagh range of southern Kurdistan (Edmonds 1925; Boese 1973; Eppi-
himer 2009: 261‒262). See fig. 47. Importantly, this region was one of the areas
where Šulgi campaigned extensively, eventually incorporating it into the Ur III
empire. The connection between this relief and the iconography of the Ur III
kings is indicated particularly convincingly by the fact that the figure in question
wears a brimmed cap that is the same as the headgear of Ur-Namma and his fol-
lowers.⁴⁰⁷ See figs. 42‒46. Another suggestive clue for this attribution is the
modeling of his beard, which is identical with that of Ur-Namma’s, as depicted
on the stela from Ur (see fig. 42).

A comparison of the Darband-i Gawr relief with the “Victory Stele” of
Naram-Suen makes it apparent that the former is a direct reference to the
Stele or, more likely, to the whole genre of Naram-Suen’s rock reliefs that un-
doubtedly had existed, but did not survive to our times.

The conclusion that the deification of Šulgi was a strategic move meant to
accomplish a specific political objective – which, as I argued earlier, was the uni-
fication of Babylonia – is borne out by the history of the Ur III royal titulary as
well.While reviving the Sargonic title of dannum, “the mighty one,”⁴⁰⁸ the found-
er of the dynasty Ur-Namma coined for himself a completely new title, which was

 Cf. Frankfort’s assessment (in reference to the “Ur-Namma Stele”): “the stele, like the seal
designs, illustrates the same absorption in ritual which distinguishes the art of Gudea from that
of the Akkadians” (1954: 102‒104).
 For this and other arguments in favor of the Ur III date of this relief, see Boese 1973: 15‒21.
For its attribution to Šulgi, see Boese 1973: 48; Suter 2010: 335.
 In Sumerian sources, this title appears as nita kalag-ga, “mighty male,” or lugal kalag-ga,
“mighty king.” The first version of this title was used by Ur-Namma, Šulgi, and Amar-Suen. The
second, which appears for the first time under Amar-Suen, was subsequently used by Šu-Suen
and Ibbi-Suen. The Akkadian sources employ dannum instead (RIME 3/2 Šulgi 23, 25, 29, 33).
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“king of Sumer and Akkad.”⁴⁰⁹ The duality of this title is striking, since it shows
that, in spite of Ur-Namma’s having assumed unquestioned power over the two
halves of Babylonia, a degree of political and cultural separateness between the
South and the North had still existed at that time, and this situation needed an
official acknowledgment, in titulary and probably also on the ritual level. This
title continued to be used by Šulgi in the beginning of his reign. However, as
soon as he assumed divinity (which, as noted earlier, happened around the
twentieth year of his reign), he abandoned this title completely. Nor was this
title used by his successors.⁴¹⁰ Instead, Šulgi re-introduced Naram-Suen’s title
of the “king of the four corners of the world.”⁴¹¹ He also created a new title,
the “god of his Land.”⁴¹² Under Amar-Suen, this title acquired two further elab-
orations, “true god of his land”⁴¹³ and “true god, the Sun-God of his Land.”⁴¹⁴ In
these epithets, the “Land” obviously means a united Babylonia – or at least an
idea of united Babylonia, since, as I noted earlier, the real creation of a Babylo-
nian nation took place only three centuries later. But that goal would not have
been possible without the unificatory policies of the Sargonic and Ur III kings.

 lugal Ki-en-gi ki-Uri-ke₄ (RIME 3/2 35 Ur-Namma 12:9; et passim); LUGAL ma-at Šu-mé-ri-im
ù A-ka-di-im (RIME 3/2 144‒146 Šulgi 38:5‒6, Akkadian version).
 However, beginning with Šu-ilišu (RIME 4 18‒19 Šu-ilišu 3:3), this title was revived by the
kings of Isin.
 lugal AN-ub-da limmu-ba (RIME 3/2 151 Šulgi 47:4; et passim); LUGAL ki-ib-ra-tim ar-ba-im
(RIME 3/2 132 Šulgi 23:4‒6; et passim). Immediately following the fall of the Sargonic empire,
this title was adopted by a Gutian king named Erridu-pizir (RIME 2 221‒223 Erridu-pizir 1 i 14‒
18, ii 16‒20, iii 11‒15, 223‒225 Erridu-pizir 2 iii 3′‒7′, iv 5‒9). It was later also used by Utu-
hegal of Uruk (RIME 2 281 Utu-hegal 1:5; et passim), as well as by Puzur-Inšušinak, the last
ruler of the Awan dynasty and the contemporary of Ur-Namma, clearly in reflection of his
own “imperial” ambitions (Steinkeller 2013c: 296). This title is also assigned to Ur-Namma in
“Ur-Namma D” line 37, but this clearly is a later interpolation. Following the Ur III period, it
was used by Išbi-Erra (RIME 4 10 2006:3) and Išme-Dagan (RIME 4 31‒32 Išme-Dagan 5:4)
 dingir kalam-ma-na (RIME 3/2 160‒161 Šulgi 58:4, 368‒369 Ibbi-Suen 1:2; et passim). Some-
times this title appears as dingir kalam-ma (e.g., RIME 3/2 384‒385 Ibbi-Suen 2007:2), which
probably is an abbreviation. In Akkadian texts, it is written DINGIR ma-ti-šu (RIME 3/2 140‒
141 Šulgi 33:2). This title is similar to Šar-kali-šarri’s title “god of the land of Warium” (see
above pp. 135‒136). Therefore, it may have been patterned after it. In literary sources, Šulgi is
also called ᵈLama kalam-ma, “protective deity of the Land” (“Šulgi G” line 23). Similarly, Ur-
Namma says that “in me, the lands of Sumer and Akkad have a protective deity” (ma-da Ki-
en-gi ⸢Uri⸣ ᵈLama mu-un-da-an-tuku; “Ur-Namma C” line 50). These designations suggest a
more circumscribed version of divinity, thus further confirming the markedly understated nature
of Šulgi’s deification. A related title, “master of his land” (lugal kalam-ma-na / be-al ma-ti-šu),
was later used by Išbi-Erra and Šu-ilišu of Isin.
 dingir zi kalam-ma-na (RIME 3/2 264‒265 Amar-Suen 17:10).
 dingir zi ᵈUtu kalam-ma-na (RIME 3/2 262‒264 Amar-Suen 16:10‒11).
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And the notion of the divine ruler was an instrumental element of those strat-
egies.

The Ur III royal titulary also includes epithets that reference the earlier-dis-
cussed familial links between the divine kings and the divine realm. Thus Amar-
Suen calls Inana his “beloved wife,”⁴¹⁵ while Šu-Suen applies the same designa-
tion to Annunitum, the avatar of Ištar in her martial apparition.⁴¹⁶ A different ge-
nealogical connection with Inana is documented in two inscriptions of Šu-Suen
stemming from Umma and dedicated to Šara, Umma’s chief god. There, Šu-Suen
calls himself “son of Šara” and identifies Šara as “Inana’s beloved child.”⁴¹⁷
These epithets reflect a local Umma theology, according to which Inana was
Šara’s mother. But it remains unclear how Šu-Suen’s descent from Šara had
been established.⁴¹⁸ Similar reference to a local theology is found in one of
the inscriptions of Šulgi, where he describes the goddess Ningal as “his moth-
er.”⁴¹⁹ This genealogy probably rested on the argument that Šulgi was Inana’s
“husband.” Since Inana was the daughter of Nanna and Ningal, this made
Šulgi Ningal’s son-in-law.

Following the end of the Ur III dynasty, various rulers of the lands that had
been conquered and incorporated into the Ur III empire claimed divinity. Among
those one may list Zardamu and Tišatal of Karahar,⁴²⁰ Ipiq-Eštar and Takil-ilissu
of Malgium,⁴²¹ Nidnuša of Der,⁴²² Iddin-Sin and Zabazuna of Šimurrum,⁴²³ and

 ᵈInana nin me₃ dam ki-ag₂-ga₂-ni (RIME 3/2 258‒259 Amar-Suen 13:1‒3). This inscription
deals with the construction of Inana’s gi₆-par₄ at Uruk, and so this epithet undoubtedly alludes
to Amar-Suen’s spousal relationship with Inana. Further, note that Amar-Suen is called Inana’s
“beloved” (ki-ag₂) on a seal of one of his officials (Zettler 1987: 60 fig. 1).While such epithets are
missing in Šulgi’s original inscriptions, he is linked with Inana in this manner in literary sour-
ces. See, e.g., “Šulgi A” line 82, where he calls Inana his “spouse” (nitalam-mu ki-sikil ᵈInana).
The spousal relationship with Inana was later claimed by many of the kings of Isin. For the ex-
amples, see Steinkeller 1999a: 106 n. 4.
 ⸢An⸣-nu-ni-tum dam-a-ni (RIME 3/2 330‒331 Šu-Suen 20:1‒2).
 ᵈŠara₂ nir-gal₂ An-na dumu ki-ag₂ ᵈInana ad-da-ni (RIME 3/2 326‒327 Šu-Suen 16:1‒5, 327‒
328 Šu-Suen 17:1‒5).
 Logically, this would mean that Šu-Suen was the son of Šara and Nin-ura, but there is no
independent evidence of this. This genealogy perhaps is the evidence that, as I suggested earlier,
the Ur III kings systematically inserted themselves into the divine families of all the major (for-
mer) city-states.
 ᵈNin-gal ama-ni (RIME 3/2 160‒161 Šulgi 58:1‒2).
 RIME 3/2 452‒453.
 RIME 4 669‒674.
 RIME 4 676 Nidnuša 1:1. The same probably was true also of Anum-mutabbil of Der (RIME 4
677‒679). Since the names beginning with An- do not take the divine determinative DINGIR, this
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Yabrat/Ebarat, Kindattu, and Idattu of Šimaški.⁴²⁴ Most of them also used the
title of the “mighty king.”⁴²⁵ Zardamu of Karahar is an especially interesting
case here. In his seal, Zardamu is called the “Sun God of his Land; beloved of
Nergal, his (personal) god; Annunitum (is) his mother; … mighty king, king of
Karahar, king of the four quarters of the world; husband of Ištar.”⁴²⁶ A spousal
relationship with Ištar/Inana may have also been presumed by Nidnuša,
Anum-muttabbil, and Idattu, who identified themselves as “beloved of Inana/
Ištar.”⁴²⁷

Since the titles and epithets borne by these kings obviously are borrowings
from the Ur III royal titulary, they are informative about the latter phenomenon
as well. Even more importantly, they and the fact that these individuals thought
it desirable to seek divinity demonstrate how real and pervasive the nature of the
Ur III divine kingship must have been, even in the periphery of Babylonia.

Similar inference can be made from the fact that some of the records left by
these peripheral rulers are rock inscriptions.⁴²⁸As such, these materials implicate
the existence of a significant repertoire of Ur III (and probably also Sargonic) in-
scriptions of this type, which, like the titulary found in them, must have served
as models for the records in question.

6 Was Naram-Suen’s Deification Inspired by a Foreign
Example?

As we have seen earlier, the deification of Naram-Suen was a radical develop-
ment, which violated the basic principles of the relationship between the
human and divine societies, especially as concerns the place that the ruler
was expected to occupy in this scheme. As the notion of the divine king was
completely incongruous with the traditional Sumerian ideology, it must have

would not have been reflected in writing. A similar case is Anubanini of Lullubum (RIME 4 704‒
706 Anubanini 1:1), who may have claimed divinity as well.
 RIME 4 708‒716.
 Steinkeller in George 2011: 21‒22 no. 18:1‒3′; Michalowski 2008: 39.
 Here belong Zardamu, Takil-ilissu, Nidnuša and Anum-muttabbil of Der, Iddin-Sin and Za-
bazuna of Šimurrum, and Annubanini of Lullubum.
 ᵈZa-ar-da-mu / ᵈUTU ma-ti-šu / na-ra-am / ᵈNergal / ì-lí-šu An-nu-ni-tum / um-ma-šu / …
LUGAL da-núm / LUGAL Kara₂-harki / ù LUGAL / ki-ib-ra-tim / ar-ba-im / DAM ᵈINANA (RIME
3/2 453 Zardamu 1:1‒21).
 na-ra-am ᵈINANA (Nidnuša and Anum-muttabbil), ki-ag₂ ᵈInana (Idattu).
 The surviving records of this type belong to Iddin-Sin of Šimurrum (RIME 4 708‒714 Iddin-
Sin 1‒4) and Anubanini of Lullubum (RIME 4 704‒706 Anubanini 1).
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been felt particularly offensive in the South. But even in northern Babylonia,
where the kingship was stronger and more expansive in its claims, the divine
king likely was perceived as an alien figure. As I argued earlier, there is every
reason to think that Naram-Suen’s deification was the response to a concrete po-
litical problem, and that it was invented quite suddenly. But how did Naram-
Suen come up with this solution? Since, in my view, this could not have been
suggested to him by any particular tenet of the existing Babylonian ideology, a
possibility exists that his deification was inspired by a foreign example. Histor-
ically, divine kingship is an exceedingly rare phenomenon.⁴²⁹ In the third millen-
nium Near East and the immediately adjoining regions, one cannot find any
documented cases of it except in one place, and that is Egypt. Given the geo-
graphical extent of the Sargonic expansion, which reached as far as northern
Syria and Anatolia, we can be confident that the Sargonic kings were well in-
formed about Egypt and its customs and culture. Such information certainly
was available at Ebla, which, in the period just before Sargon, enjoyed commer-
cial and diplomatic exchanges with Egypt.⁴³⁰ This was even more true of the Le-
vant, where Sargon may actually have campaigned,⁴³¹ and where Akkadian trad-
ers undoubtedly came into contact with their Egyptian counterparts. Needless to
say, however, the proposition that Naram-Suen modeled his rulership after the
Egyptian Pharaoh, while attractive and inherently possible, is not provable in
any way or fashion.

Similar outside inspirations may have been at play in the Ur III period as
well. As I as wrote elsewhere (Steinkeller 2013b), the Ur III ideas about the after-
life of the divine king match so closely the Egyptian ones that, also in this case,
one cannot but think of the possibility of an Egyptian influence. But here too this
must remain an unprovable supposition.

There is yet another area where an impact of Egypt on Babylonia may be
considered, and this time perhaps even with some confidence. As we have
seen earlier, the Ur III period (and, conceivably, the Sargonic period as well)
saw the first examples of rock reliefs, which depict the king defeating his ene-
mies. During the third millennium, such representations did not exist in Greater
Mesopotamia prior to the Ur III kings, nor do we find examples of them in Iran
and Anatolia. But rock reliefs glorifying rulers are documented in Egypt since

 Possehl 1998: 264 thinks that early kings “are often deified, or allowed to flirt with notions
of human deification. From the point of view of the citizenry, the deification of one’s king might
be thought of as the deification of oneself.” Neither of these assertions is correct.
 Biga 2012; 2014.
 One of the places Sargon claims to have reached is Yarmuti (RIME 2 27‒29 Sargon 11:23),
which may fairly confidently be identified with the later Yarimuta near Byblos.
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Early Dynastic times. Of particular interest here is a group of rock reliefs from
Wadi Maghareh in the southwestern Sinai, which were left by the various rulers
of the Third, Fourth, and Fifth Dynasties.⁴³² As generally agreed, these reliefs
commemorate the mining expeditions those rulers sent to the Sinai in search
of turquoise and copper. Some of these reliefs depict the Pharaoh as a vanquish-
er of enemies. See fig. 48. In this iconic image, which is a hallmark of Egyptian
art at least since Narmer’s time, the Pharaoh faces right, as does Naram-Suen on
the “Victory Stele.” In other respects, however, the scene differs substantially
from that depicted on the Stele, as the Pharaoh smites a single enemy with
his mace, while Naram-Suen stands in a pose of victory, trampling over two
dead combatants. This makes it unlikely that the Wadi Maghareh reliefs could
have served as direct models for the Stele and similar Babylonian materials.
But they might have provided a general idea of such an image, as well as of
this particular genre of display monuments.

An objection could be raised perhaps that Sinai may have been too far for
the Babylonians to visit. It is possible, however, that similar early Egyptian
rock reliefs existed also in Lebanon. Some of the Pharaohs who left their monu-
ments in Wadi Maghareh (Sneferu and Khufu of the Fourth Dynasty and Djed-
kare of the Fifth Dynasty) are known to have sent expeditions to Lebanon to pro-
cure cedar, and so they might have left similar commemorative marks in that
region as well. If such rock reliefs existed, none of them have come down to
us. But we know that this form of commemoration was practiced in the Levant
in later times. The classic example here is the site at the Nahr el-Kalb estuary
north of Beirut, where a large group of ancient rock reliefs is situated. Those in-
clude three inscriptions of Ramses II, as well as a number of Neo-Assyrian and
Neo-Babylonian ones. Clearly, Nahr el-Kalb served as an international showcase
place, where kings demonstrated their mastery over the Levant and its trade
routes, and where ideological messages, both written and visual, were advertised
and exchanged.

7 Final Thoughts

A divine mortal is a contradiction in terms, of course. Just think of the interpreta-
tional problems that Jeshua the Nazarene has created! We will never know what
the Sumerians and Akkadians really thought of the divus Naram-Suen. But, since

 These are Sanakht, Djoser, and Sekhemkhet of the Third Dynasty, Sneferu and Khufu of the
Fourth Dynasty, as well as some Fifth Dynasty kings (Mumford 1999).
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people are not stupid (even those who lived in third millennium Mesopotamia),
it is fair to assume that few of them ever bought the idea of his supposed god-
ship. However, this is beside the point. The objective of Naram-Suen’s deification
was not to make people believe in it, but to create a socio-political reality in
which he could lawfully be placed above everybody else, kings and commoners
alike. Parallels of such developments – even in modern times – abound. One
that immediately comes to mind is the North Korean theocracy. It is alleged
that the Dear Leader Kim Jong Il, son of the Great Leader who had founded
the modern dynasty, was born on the sacred Mount Baekdu, on the same spot
as Tangun, the son of a bear woman and the founder of the first Korean kingdom
in 2333 BC – and so just around the time when Naram-Suen became a living
god.⁴³³

I close by quoting the comments about divine kingship made by someone
with a personal experience of it (a North Korean refugee who fled to China in
2003):

It’s not that people really believe all this propaganda about Kim Jong-un, that he’s a God,
and need someone to tell them otherwise or show them another way of thinking. North Ko-
reans are people, and they aren’t stupid. In the North Korean system, you have to praise
Kim and sing hymns about him and take it seriously, even if you think it’s only a shit nar-
rative. That’s the block, you see? It’s not that people are brainwashed and think he’s God.
These are things that people know, but they don’t dare to challenge. (Richardson 2015)

 According to official North Korean literature, the birth of Kim Jong-il “was heralded by a
swallow and caused winter to change to spring, a star to illuminate the sky and rainbows to
spontaneously appear” (“Mind-boggling ‘Facts’ about Kim Jong-il,” Herald Sun, Melbourne, De-
cember 19, 2011). The North Korean ruler “is everywhere. Nothing passes his notice. He is a sci-
entific genius (especially Kim Jong-il), and a stupendous general. His ‘on the spot guidance’
guarantees ‘bumper harvests,’ military glory, and the universal happiness of the Korean people”
(Buruma 2015).

7 Final Thoughts 157



Appendix 2: The Roundlet of Naram-Suen

1 In 2002 article and subsequent studies, Donald P. Hansen published and ex-
tensively discussed a remarkable piece of Sargonic art (from the Jeanette and
Jonathan Rosen Collection), which undoubtedly represents Naram-Suen of Ak-
kade (2002; 2003a; 2003b).⁴³⁴ See figs. 35‒37. The object in question is the frag-
ment of a limestone mould, which, in its present state of preservation, measures
11.0 cm in height, 13.5 cm in width, and between 2.8 and 5.1 cm in thickness.

It may be surmised that this mould was used to cast a flat roundlet, almost
certainly made of gold (Hansen 2002: 103; 2003a: 197), which was shaped as a
disk crowned with an auerola of eight or nine radial streams or star points
(see fig. 36).⁴³⁵ In view of Ištar’s prominence in the accompanying image (see
below), it is highly likely that this object was intended to represent a star or ro-
sette, Ištar/Inana’s astral symbol. Although Hansen speculated that this roundlet
decorated a ceremonial shield (2003b: 206), these facts suggest that its function
was rather that of a divine emblem or standard (Sumerian šu-nir, Akkadian šur-
innu), which was mounted on a staff and probably permanently displayed in a
ritual context (such as one of Ištar’s temples).

It appears that each of the radial streams, of which only one is fully pre-
served, depicted an identical scene, which was the submission of foreign
lands and their deities to Naram-Suen⁴³⁶ and his divine patron and spouse,
the goddess Ištar-Annunitum. It may be surmised that in each instance a differ-
ent land or a group of lands was represented. As aptly described by Hansen, in
its original form the roundlet amounted to a map of Naram-Suen’s territorial con-
quests:

Forever lost to us, the other scenes surrounding the center must have used different icon-
ographies to indicate other parts of the empire stretching out from Agade in four directions.
Each region would have been identifiable by appropriate signifiers associated with other

 This piece was subsequently discussed by Woods 2005: 17‒18; Asher-Greve 2006:14‒15;
Steinkeller 2014a: 695‒696.
 For a discussion of such astral discs, which served as symbolic representations of both the
Sun God Utu/Šamaš and Inana/Ištar, see Steinkeller 2012: 265 and nn. 27‒34.
 That the Sargonic divine king portrayed on the roundlet is Naram-Suen (rather than his son
Šar-kali-šarri, who was deified as well) is strongly indicated by the fact that this object likely de-
picts the lands of Elam and Marhaši (see below), both of which are known to have remained
firmly in the sphere of Naram-Suen’s political influence. No such information is available for
Šar-kali-šarri, whose reign, as far as one can tell, saw little (if any) Babylonian presence in
the periphery. For similar argumentation, see Hansen 2002: 91 and n. 7.
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chieftains and gods. Thus, the boss was essentially a world map of Naram-Sin’s empire as
seen from its center, Agade. (2003a: 197)

A brief description of the surviving section of the roundlet is in order at this
point; for the details, see the excellent treatments by Hansen 2002; 2003a.

The focal point of the image is a stepped dais or tower, on whose top there
are portrayed Naram-Suen and Ištar-Annunitum. This structure is likely the “holy
dais of Akkade” (barag kug A-ga-de₃ki), on which, according to the composition
“The Curse of Akkade” lines 40‒41, Naram-Suen “rose daily like the Sun God.”⁴³⁷
Both Naram-Suen and the goddess are seated, he on a folded chair,⁴³⁸ and she on
a similar chair decorated with two antithetical lionesses, the symbolic markers of
her martial aspect.

Naram-Suen, who is shown in right profile, faces toward Ištar-Annunitum.
He wears a horned divine crown, which identifies him as a deity. He is bearded
and has long hair flowing down his back. Except for a fringed skirt, his body oth-
erwise is naked and shoeless. As described by Hansen, “the upper part of his
body is beautifully proportioned with fully modeled pectoral muscles and
chest. There is an amazing degree of muscle articulation in the shoulders and
arms” (2002: 92). Importantly, the same physical characteristics are shared by
the two captive gods depicted on the roundlet (see below), offering further indi-
cation of Naram-Suen’s divinity.

The goddess is depicted frontally. She has an array of weapons issuing from
her shoulders. This feature, together with the representations of lionesses on her
chair, assures that she appears here in her martial form, that of Annunitum, “the
one of battle.” With her left hand the goddess grasps the four nose-ropes attach-
ed to the captive group shown to the right (see below), passing them on to
Naram-Suen with her right hand. The latter grasps with his left hand the loop
terminating the ropes.

Both from the formal and the conceptual perspectives, the most striking fea-
ture of this group is the parity of Naram-Suen and Ištar. As portrayed here, the
two are equals of one another, sharing the same holy dais, deciding matters to-
gether, and partaking in the rule over the conquered world. In all likelihood, this
“conference scene” involving a human and a deity, which finds no parallels in
Mesopotamian iconography, is a visual realization of Naram-Suen’s epithet
“the one who confers / discusses things with Ištar-Annunitum” (mu-ta-wi

 See above p. 138.
 For other representations of such folded chairs in Pre-Sargonic and Sargonic art, see Metzg-
er 1985: 141, 175, 289.
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ᵈINANA An-nu-ni-tim, where the verb is atwû). This particular epithet became
known only recently, thanks to a new edition of a Naram-Suen inscription
from the Hilprecht Sammlung in Jena.⁴³⁹ It is equally striking that the same in-
scription also describes how Enlil placed in Naram-Suen’s hands the “nose-
ropes of (all) the people” (ṣerrāt nišī qātiššu iddinu; Wilcke 1997: 25 P rev. iii′
8′‒16′). This is the earliest attestation of this image – which is so dramatically
represented on the roundlet – in Mesopotamian written sources.

To the right of Naram-Suen and Ištar-Annunitum, a separate, highly complex
group is depicted. The principal actors here are two manacled foreign rulers,
each of whom is standing on top of an architectural structure, which is probably
the façade of a palace (see figs. 35 and 37). They both face left. Either of them is
accompanied by a separate god, also facing left, whose lower body forms a
mountain, identifying him as a mountain deity. These two mountain gods,
who are much larger than the kings they accompany,wear horned divine crowns.
They are bearded and have bare upper bodies. These characteristics make them
closely similar to Naram-Suen. Like Naram-Suen, the mountain gods also show
markedly strong and muscular bodies. Each of them holds up in his hands a
bowl overflowing with round objects, which appear to be precious gems. These
they clearly present to Naram-Suen and Ištar-Annunitum as gifts. Each of the rul-
ers and the gods has a rope attached to his nose. As described earlier, the ends of
the four ropes are held by Ištar-Annunitum, who in turn passes them on to
Naram-Suen, indicating that he controls the lands in question through the god-
dess’s agency. Formally, the nose-ropes are the element that glues the two groups
into one coherent image.

The two foreign rulers and their divine companions are surrounded by the
mountains, from which issues a river (or a sea) terminating in a goddess. This
river (or sea) goddess also holds a bowl in her hands, whose contents, however,
are different from those offered by the two mountain gods. Since the bowl seems
to have a cover, it should probably be explained as a receptacle that carries the
water of the river (or the sea) in question, and that, like the gems carried by the
mountain gods, is presented by the goddess to Naram-Suen and Ištar-Annuni-
tum.⁴⁴⁰

 See Wilcke 1997: 24 J viii 27‒29 (restored by Wilcke after mu-ta-wi Eš₄-tár ù An-nu-nu-tim in
the Old Babylonian version of the same inscription); discussed ibid. 29‒30.
 It is likely that the “river” terminated at the other end (now lost) in another goddess, hold-
ing an identical bowl. If so, the “river” actually consisted of two separate (but here connected)
bodies of water, which were either the Euphrates and the Tigris or the Upper and the Lower Seas
(the Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf). For similar Sargonic representations of dual river dei-
ties, see Woods 2005: 15‒21. Rather than interpreting them as the depictions of two separate riv-
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As I argued elsewhere (2014a: 696), the mountainous setting of this group
makes it certain that the two lands in question were situated in Iran.⁴⁴¹ This con-
clusion is corroborated by a number of other visual hints. The most important of
them are the shoes with upturned toes that are worn by the ruler standing to the
right. This particular type of shoe is characteristic of the southeastern Iranian
iconography of Pre-Sargonic and Sargonic date, more exactly, of the art broadly
associated with the Marhaši cultural complex (Steinkeller 2014a: 694‒696; Han-
sen 2002: 100‒101). Another feature that allows us to identify this figure as an
inhabitant of southeastern Iran is the hairdo worn by his divine companion.
This hairdo, usually described as a “chignon” by the students of Sargonic art,
likewise is a typical element of the Marhaši-related imagery (Steinkeller 2014a:
697 and n. 17). It appears that the same chignon is worn by the ruler himself,
who, in addition, has a flat hat that also is amply documented in southeastern
Iran (Hansen 2002: 100; Steinkeller 2014a: 697).

All these facts make it virtually certain that we find here symbolic depictions
of Elam (the ruler and the god to the left) and Marhaši (the ruler and the god to
the right), the two emblematic adversaries of the Sargonic kings in the east.⁴⁴²
Such an interpretation agrees perfectly with the “geographical” logic of the
scene: since Elam was more proximate to the “center” (i.e., Babylonia), it is de-
picted closer to Naram-Suen and Ištar-Annunitum, with the geographically more
distant Marhaši being assigned a more removed position.

Final observation: Braun-Holzinger 2007: 93‒94 n. 59 asserted that this ob-
ject is a forgery. However, as I wrote elsewhere (2014a: 695 n. 13), its authenticity
is beyond any question. To the arguments offered there, I wish to add the follow-
ing considerations: (1) It is totally inconceivable that any forger could have pro-
duced a novel ideological message of this complexity and detail that agrees so
well with the textual and art historical data neither generally known nor fully
understood by the specialists and lay public alike. (2) Typically, forgers rely on
the existing representation types and iconography, without engaging in experi-

ers, Woods suggests that they represent a single river, defined by its two banks. Such an inter-
pretation is possible as well.
 Similar conclusions were reached by Hansen 2002: 104. Although Hansen cited northeast-
ern mountains as another possibility, he concluded that this scene points “most likely to the east
and may refer to Lullubum, Gutium, Simash or even Elam and Anshan” (ibid. 104).
 Hansen 2002: 104 n. 66 speculated that the two lands in question are to be identified spe-
cifically as Anšan and Susa. However, such a possibility is highly unlikely. See already Steink-
eller 2014a: 696. Susa was not a mountainous region, and therefore it cannot be referenced here.
As for Anšan, this land, though fitting the profile, is practically invisible in Sargonic historical
sources. In contrast, Elam and Marhaši are routinely identified as Babylonia’s two main eastern
enemies in the inscriptions of Sargon, Rimuš, and Naram-Suen (consult RIME 2).
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mentation. Therefore, the possibility that a forger could have created a complete-
ly new art form (such as the roundlet), inventing for this purpose new iconogra-
phy, and going in addition through the trouble of putting the image in intaglio, is
practically nil.

2 In fact, there is a distinctive possibility that this mould – or more exactly, the
artifact produced by the use of this mould – is described in a contemporary his-
torical record. The source in question forms part of an Old Babylonian Sammel-
tafel recording copies of two of Naram-Suen’s display inscriptions (henceforth A
and B).⁴⁴³ The inscription of interest to us is the first one (A), of which only the
middle section presently survives.⁴⁴⁴ Although the name of the king is not pre-
served, it is certain that it was Naram-Suen. This is demonstrated by the phrase-
ology of the text, which matches that of other Naram-Suen sources,⁴⁴⁵ as well as
by the fact that inscription B belongs to Naram-Suen. Both inscriptions appear to
date to the later part of Naram-Suen’s reign, the period subsequent to his
quenching of the Great Rebellion. The surviving portion of inscription A reads
as follows:

i [ᵈNa-ra-am-ᵈSuen]
[…]

′) [ᵈIštar(INANA)]
′) ⸢An⸣-nu!-[ni-tum]⁴⁴⁶
′) ma-ḫi-ra
′) la da-ad-ti-in-sum-ma /taddin-šumma/
′) ṣalmam(DÙL) ḫuraṣam(KUG.GI)
′) ša da-ab!-rí-a-ti /tabri’āti/
′) tu-un-ni-su /dunnišu/
′) ù
′) tāḫazē(KASKAL.ŠUDUN)e

′) iš₁₁-a-ru-ni
′) dam-si-il-su /tamšilšu/
′) ib-ni-ma

 AO 5474, in the collection of the Louvre. See Gelb and Kienast 1990: 131, where a hand-copy
and a reconstruction of the text distribution on the tablet are presented.
 Published in Gelb and Kienast 1990: 266‒267 Narāmsīn C 7; RIME 2 160 Naram-Suen 1001.
For inscription B, see Gelb and Kienast 1990: 251‒253 Narāmsīn C 4; RIME 2 88‒90 Naram-Suen
1.
 See ᵈINANA ma-ḫi-ra la id-ti-sum (RIME 2 129‒131 Naram-Suen 25:30‒32). Moreover, note
that dunnu, “might,” and tamšilu, “likeness,” are otherwise mentioned only in Naram-Suen’s in-
scriptions. See, respectively, Wilcke 1997: 24 J ix 5, and Kienast 1994: 307.
 D. R. Frayne, RIME 2 160, restores this line ⸢ᵈ⸣x […] (based on a collation supplied by B. Fos-
ter). Therefore, read probably ⸢An⸣-nu!-[ni-tum].
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′) [a]-⸢na⸣ [ᵈINAN]A?
′) [An-nu-ni-tim?]
′) [išruk(A.MU.RU]

[Naram-Suen, etc.]
′) [Ištar‐]
′) ⸢Annu⸣[nitum]
′‒′) afforded him no rival.
′) An image⁴⁴⁷ of gold,
′) which is a wondrous sight⁴⁴⁸
′) of his physical might
′) and
′) the battles,
′) in which he had been victorious,
′) (as) his likeness
′) he fashioned.
′) To Išta]r-?
′) [Annunitum?]
′) [he dedicated it.]

The restoration of Ištar-Annunitum’s name in lines 1′‒2′ is assured by the use of
a feminine verbal form in line 4′, which indicates that a goddess is the subject of
the verb. And the only female deity fitting this context is Ištar-Annunitum. As a
matter of fact, Ištar-Annunitum is named also at the beginning of inscription
B,⁴⁴⁹ suggesting that these two texts may originally have been related, perhaps
sharing the same place of origin.

One of the striking things about this passage is that the “image” in question,
which, as the use of the word tamšilu, “likeness,” makes it certain, depicted
Naram-Suen in some manner, was made of gold. This is highly unusual, since
the references to the representations of rulers fashioned of this metal are other-
wise exceedingly rare in third millennium sources. In fact, this is the only such
example in the entire Sargonic corpus. Therefore, the gold “image” in question
must have been quite special.

Even more unusual is the fact that this “image” depicted more than one of
Naram-Suen’s conflicts, and must therefore have been of considerable narrative
complexity. Sargonic depictions of royal victories, such as the “Victory Stele” of

 The Akkadian ṣalmu denotes any kind of representation: a sculpture in the round, a relief,
a drawing, or a painting on plaster. See CAD Ṣ 78‒85.
 For tabrītu, “vision,” in plural meaning “admiration, something to be admired, wondrous
sight/vision” (Sumerian u₆-di), see CAD T 31‒32, where many examples of tabrātu referring to
buildings and artifacts are cited. For an extensive study of u₆-di, see Winter 2000b: 30‒35.
 (Naram-Suen) mu-ut ᵈINANA An-nu-ni-tim … ì-nu ᵈINANA … (RIME 2 88‒90 Naram-Suen 1 ii
8′‒14′).
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Naram-Suen and the stele of Sargon, typically show only one military engage-
ment. But our text is absolutely clear on that point, since it uses a plural
noun, “battles/military expeditions.” Because of this, we can be certain that
the object referred to in inscription A portrayed a number of separate conflicts
or victories. This fact would make it completely unique and seemingly without
any parallels – except, of course, for the Naram-Suen mould, which manages
to combine, in an extraordinarily inventive way, multiple depictions of royal vic-
tories within a single icon.

An equally important point is that inscription A attributes Naram-Suen’s vic-
tories to Ištar-Annunitum, and that the “image” depicting those feats in all like-
lihood was dedicated to this goddess.

To sum up, all the characteristics of the “image” described in the inscription:
the fact that it was made of gold, the unusual complexity of its imagery, the ref-
erence to Naram-Suen’s physical might (dunnu), and its dedication to Ištar-An-
nunitum, make it highly probable that this object was – if not identical with –
at least closely similar to the Hansen mould.

To be more precise, if there was a connection between the two, the “image”
would have been the artifact that had actually been produced through the use of
the mould. Since it is unlikely that a mould of this quality and workmanship
would have been prepared to fashion just one roundlet, one might conjecture
that a number of identical pieces had been manufactured, to be subsequently
presented to a number of Ištar’s sanctuaries.

As for inscription A, it must somehow have formed part of the arrangement
in which the “image” was displayed. It is even possible that it was inscribed on
the “image” itself or on the gold foil that conceivably decorated the stand or staff
on which the “image” was mounted. In this connection, it is of interest that the
usage of inscribed gold foil is actually attested during Naram-Suen’s reign, as
shown by an example from Adab, which was dedicated to Naram-Suen by one
of his servants.⁴⁵⁰ The foil in question undoubtedly was attached to an object
of some sort, but, unfortunately, its identity is unknown.

 RIME 2 170‒171 Naram-Suen 2010.
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Essay 3





Mythical Realities of the Early Babylonian
History (or the Modern Historian and the Native
Uses of History Past)

The real is as imagined as the imaginary.
Clifford Geertz

1 This essay reviews current approaches to the study of third millennium his-
tory, in particular, the recent debate over the appropriateness of using the so-
called “historical-literary” texts and the sources of a transparently mythological
character as a means of “filling in the lacunae” in the political history of early
Babylonia as it can be reconstructed from the contemporary “historical” records.
Having concluded that all such sources – including the records presumed to be
authentically “historical” – are mythical in nature, it will be argued that, while
these sources are of doubtful value for the program of an histoire événementielle,
they will – if approached on their own terms – tell us a great deal about the so-
cial and political matrix of early Babylonia, through their vision of history as a
symbolic or mythical reality.

2 Much of the current debate in historiography has been concerned with the
place of narrative in historical writing. Should the history of events, which will
always be marred by the original sin of subjectivity, be abandoned in favor of
the history of structures? Or, since the structures so created turn out to be narra-
tives themselves, should one assume that all historical writing is unavoidably
and fatally a narrative, and try simply to develop new and better types of narra-
tives, such as, for example, the Geertzian “thick description”?

If the preoccupation with such questions is the badge that lends one the
right to call himself a historian, few of the historically-minded Assyriologists
will meet this definition, since most of them toil without the benefit of having
at their disposal even the most basic and rudimentary narrative histories of par-
ticular periods. However simplistic, naive, and unattainable the Rankean goal of
“discovering what really happened” may seem to the modern historian, to us As-
syriologists it is still a real and a fully rational objective.

My own interests focus on third millennium Babylonia, and therefore this
essay is concerned with that particular phase of Mesopotamian history. In prac-
tical terms, this means only the period between 2400 and 2000 BC, since no nar-
rative information of any real consequence is available from the earlier centuries.
Here I hasten to note that the following observations derive nearly entirely from
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the study of third millennium data.⁴⁵¹ Because of this, in no way are they meant
to serve as a characterization of all the historical sources stemming from ancient
Mesopotamia, in particular those dating to the first millennium BC. I should also
stress that this essay is concerned exclusively with the issues of political history.
Clearly, in other areas of the historical research into early Babylonia, such as, for
example, socio-economic studies, the situation is considerably different, both in
terms of what is textually available and of what can be done with this evidence
for the purposes of scientific analysis.

The starting point of this essay is the following question: are we in a position
today to write a political history of Babylonia during the last four centuries of the
third millennium BC? Or, to ask more modestly, can we at the very least recon-
struct the events of particular sub-phases of that history, such as dynasties or
individual reigns? In either case the answer, I am afraid, is a definite “no.”

The reason of course lies in the nature of the surviving evidence. And what
does this evidence consist of? Apart from economic or administrative records,
which inform us, sometimes very eloquently, about economic and social struc-
tures, but which only rarely mention political events, what we have at our dis-
posal are the so-called “royal” or “historical” texts, a comparatively small as-
semblage of contemporaneous dedicatory inscriptions, which record the
names of rulers and other high officials, occasionally mention specific events,
and in a few instances synchronize a local ruler with political figures active in
other places. But, however hard one would try, these data are not sufficient to
weave out of them even the most elementary historical narrative. This is partic-
ularly true of the Early Dynastic (or Pre-Sargonic) period, since there is practical-
ly nothing that we can say with certainty about its political history. Our igno-
rance is even greater in the case of the intermediate phase between the end of
Šar-kali-šarri’s reign (the last ruler of the Sargonic dynasty) and the advent of
Utu-hegal of Uruk (who ruled just before Ur-Namma, the founder of the Third Dy-
nasty of Ur). Not only the precise length of that phase remains unknown (prob-
ably ca. 80‒100 years, see Steinkeller 2015a), but also not a single political event
can confidently be reconstructed within it. We know a little bit more about the
events of the Sargonic period, but certainly not as much as many of us would
like to think. Thanks to economic records, we can grasp some sense of what
was happening in Ur III times, but even this evidence is not informative enough
to permit one to write a political history of the period.

We do, of course, have our personal histories of the third millennium, but
one needs to be clear as to what these histories really are: more or less informed

 See also Essay 1.
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and imaginative subjective scenarios or, in other words, educated guesses, which
necessarily resort to the use of fictional narrative as a way of fleshing out the few
clues that are preserved in royal inscriptions and economic sources. And I can-
not imagine that anyone today would seriously object to this characterization of
our history writing. I think that most of us believe roughly the same thing, with a
difference that some would perhaps be less blunt about it.

Being restricted by the availability of factual information, the modern histor-
ian reaches beyond historical inscriptions and economic tablets to other types of
written sources in his search after such data. The most obvious candidates here
are the so-called “historical-literary” texts,which are best characterized as poetic
meditations over past historical events.While some of these texts may have been
completely new creations, most of them are to varying degrees derivatives of the
historical inscriptions that are contemporaneous with the events they describe.
Another type of sources that have been used for the same purpose are literary
texts sensu stricto, especially among them those containing overt historical refer-
ences, such as, for example, “The Lament for Sumer and Ur,” or the ones be-
lieved by some to be historical metaphors, such as the composition “Inana
and Šukaletuda.”

The last three decades witnessed a passionate debate over the place of such
evidence in historical reconstructions. Some scholars have argued that the “his-
torical-literary” sources, if of any factual value at all, are a potential source of
information about the period in which they were written down, though certainly
not about the times they purport to deal with. The adherents of this view, believ-
ing that this category of sources are negotiations of the present through the use
and manipulation of the past, thus have sought to identify historical settings or
even specific circumstances that had given rise to at least some of these compo-
sitions.

The most vocal representative of this approach is Mario Liverani. His articles
of 1973 and 1993 did in fact initiate the whole debate. And Liverani has been de-
fending his position ever since (2002). Among other Assyriologists who have
tried to analyze “historical-literary” texts in this manner I should single out Mar-
vin A. Powell (1991) and Steve Tinney (1995).

Other scholars have taken a less extreme position on this issue, thinking that
some sort of a “middle course” is possible (e.g., Potts 2001). Their view has been
that the “historical-literary” sources should not outright be dismissed as irrele-
vant for the historical reality they describe; rather, they should be treated as in-
dividual cases, with the eyes being kept open for a possibility that occasionally
some factual information may be extracted from them after all. In taking this
stance, such scholars have also argued against the attempts to match these com-
positions with later historical situations and events, for the simple reason that
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such attempts are not only exceedingly risky but also suspect methodologically,
for they explain the little known by recourse to that which often is even less
known.

And, in my opinion, this criticism is well founded, since there is an inherent
risk to all such speculation. On the most basic level, there is always a danger that
a given dating or attribution will be disproved by the appearance of new, contra-
ry evidence. A good case in point is Marvin A. Powell’s attempt to attribute the
so-called “Cruciform Monument” of Maništušu to Naram-Suen (1991). The docu-
ment in question is a Neo-Babylonian source concerning various benefices that
were bestowed upon the temple of Ebabbar at Sippar by Maništušu. This source
is a Neo-Babylonian concoction, which was fabricated, through the use of Man-
ištušu’s original inscriptions, to demonstrate the antiquity of various benefices of
the priests of Šamaš of Sippar. Cf. Essay 1 p. 80. In the manuscripts that were
available to Powell, the name of the ruler is not preserved, but, based on various
allusions found in these sources, the earlier students of the “Cruciform Monu-
ment” had concluded that the king in question was Maništušu.

Powell’s proposal was shown to be wrong, only three years after the appear-
ance of his article, by the publication of a new manuscript of the same inscrip-
tion, likewise dating to the Neo-Babylonian period, which specifically names
Maništušu as its author (Al-Rawi and George 1994: 139‒148).

Here I may note parenthetically that, even without the benefit of this new
evidence, Powell should have known better. He had completely ignored the pas-
sage about a military campaign against Anšan and Šerihum appearing in the
“Cruciform Monument” (Al-Rawi and George 1994: 142 i 34 ‒ ii 6; Sollberger
1968: 55 lines 40‒58), which is otherwise known to have been undertaken by
Maništušu (RIME 2 74‒77 Maništušu 1:4‒8), and which in fact was the main argu-
ment for this particular attribution. Furthermore, Powell’s assertion that, in the
hypothetical Sargonic prototype, Maništušu could not have been described as a
“son of Sargon” (1991: 22‒25) is directly contradicted by an Old Babylonian re-
working of one of Naram-Suen’s original inscriptions, where Naram-Suen refers
to Sargon as his “fore(father).”⁴⁵² The same designation may have also appeared
in its Old Akkadian prototype, as plausibly restored by Claus Wilcke 1997: 25 ix
32‒33.

A similar case is Liverani’s proposal that the Sumerian composition “The
Curse of Akkade,” which is a highly poetic and metaphoric summation of the
history of the Sargonic period (see in detail Essay 1 pp. 79‒80), was composed
during the reign of an Isin king named Išme-Dagan, who ruled ca. 1950 BC (Liv-

 LUGAL-ki-in a-bi (J. G. Westenholz 1997: 238‒245 no. 16B:16).
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erani 1991: 59). However, Liverani had overlooked the fact that some of the
manuscripts of this composition belong to the Ur III period (Cooper 1983a: 11),
which means that its date is earlier by a century or more.

Another reason why this kind of speculation is fraught with difficulties is the
fact that, almost as a rule, we do not have a complete record of the original in-
scriptions that may be used for comparison purposes. Accordingly, since we do
not know for certain what really was and was not in the originals, it is virtually
impossible reliably to identify revisions or additions in the later re-workings of
the same sources.

To illustrate how risky such attempts can be, let me cite the article by Steve
Tinney (1995), in which Tinney tried to identify later revisions in the Old Baby-
lonian versions of the sources dealing with the so-called “Great Rebellion,” an
event which occurred during the reign of Naram-Suen, and which is described
both in Sargonic originals and in later (mostly Old Babylonian) versions of
those inscriptions. Among the original sources pertaining to the “Great Rebel-
lion,” the most important are RIME 2 103‒108 Naram-Suen 6 and Wilcke 1997:
22‒26 mss J and P. The corresponding Old Babylonian sources are J. G. Westen-
holz 1997: 231‒257 no. 16 A (Mari Version), no. 16B (Geneva Version), and
no. 17 (“Gula-AN and the Seventeen Kings against Naram-Sin”).

To begin with, some of the revisions proposed by Tinney were invalidated by
the subsequent re-edition of one of the originals by Claus Wilcke (1997). For ex-
ample, it turns out that the passage describing how Sargon, Naram-Suen’s
grandfather, wrested Kiš from Lugal-zagesi’s control and freed its citizenry
from the obligation to provide corvée work (J. G. Westenholz 1997: 231‒237
no. 16 A:5‒8, 238‒245 no. 16B:16‒20), which Tinney believed to be an Old Bab-
ylonian “anecdote” (1995: 8), was in fact part of the Old Akkadian original
(Wilcke 1997: 25 ix 32 ‒ x 14, discussed ibid. 30).

Tinney also speculated that the Old Babylonian version of the “Great Rebel-
lion” was inspired by the Old Babylonian tribal politics (1995: 9‒10), basing this
interpretation on a passage according to which Iphur-Kiš assembled the citizens
of Kiš, who then raised him to kingship: “he gathered (the citizens of) Kiš, and
they raised him to kingship” (J. G.Westenholz 1997: 238‒245 no. 16B:26‒28). Tin-
ney proposed that this passage was added in the Old Babylonian period in re-
flection of the tribal customs of the time, which allegedly favored the election
of leaders by public assemblies. But, as the case of the “anecdote” about Sargon
teaches us,we cannot be certain that this particular passage had not been part of
the original formulation.

Moreover, contrary to Tinney’s interpretation, the intent of this passage is
clearly negative. Rather than approving of this type of election (as thought by
Tinney), it blames Iphur-Kiš for having assumed kingship in this particular
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way, namely, by having been brought to power by his followers or mob. Obvious-
ly, that manner of election made Iphur-Kiš illegitimate, both from the traditional
Babylonian perspective (which favored divine election), and from the standpoint
of tribal kingship, which subscribed to the hereditary principle. That Iphur-Kiš
was believed to be an usurper is in fact implied by one of the Sargonic originals,
where his rise to power is described as follows: “in Kiš they elevated Iphur-Kiš to
kingship and in Uruk they elevated Amar-Girid to kingship” (RIME 2 103‒108
Naram-Suen 6 i 1′‒9′). Clearly, what the latter source says is that both Iphur-
Kiš and Amar-Girid were illegitimate rulers.

In this connection, it should also be noted that the form of kingship envi-
sioned by Tinney, namely, “a kingship owed not to divine authority or heritage
but to local tribal consensus” (1995: 13), is entirely of his own making. As far it
can be ascertained from the surviving written record, such an elective system
was not practiced in any period of Mesopotamian history.

3 Apart from the formal (i.e., text-related) objections that are raised by this
kind of scholarly endeavor, there is also the more general issue of the very pur-
pose of the alleged later re-workings. Almost without exception, the scholars
who believe to have identified such alterations take it for granted that the sour-
ces so revised or doctored were intended to serve as propaganda tools, and that
the agency behind these revisions – or sometimes the creation of entirely new
texts, as the case may be – invariably was the ruling class. In other words,
such authors assume that these compositions were directly commissioned by
kings to further their political objectives, either in response to specific political
developments or as part of their long-term propaganda offensives. However,
these scholars never bother to visualize how such written pieces could have
functioned as propaganda tools in real life. I believe that it is incumbent on
the proponents of such attributions in each case to offer a feasible scenario of
how these purported political messages were disseminated among the popula-
tion at large. For example, if someone tries to persuade me that the Sumerian
composition “Gilgameš and Akka,” which deals with legendary characters of
the archaic age, was commissioned by an Old Babylonian ruler to advance his
political ends, I believe that it is his duty to offer a plausible scenario of how,
once written down, this composition was then effectively used to promote the
objectives in question. And, unless he is able to offer such an explanation, his
or her theory does not deserve serious consideration – at least in my personal
judgment.

One of the scholars who at least recognizes the problem is Piotr Michalow-
ski. Michalowski has suggested that such messages would be disseminated
through the medium of scribal schools, as a way of shaping the political orien-
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tation of future administrators and members of the ruling class more generally
(1987: 63). But this kind of subtle indoctrination, to which students would be
subjected over the many years of their schooling, is quite different from direct
political propaganda, which usually seeks and expects to obtain immediate re-
sults.

In my opinion, a more reasonable – and potentially a much more productive
– approach to this question is to focus instead on the individuals who actually
produced this literature, i.e., the Babylonian literati. I think it would be highly
desirable to be able to know more about these individuals and their world-
view, in particular, their political aspirations. Did this group have its own intel-
lectual and political agenda that perhaps was independent of the royal ideology
and its political objectives? To what extent did they use literature to propagate
their ideology and to advance interests of their own “class”?

In line with these suggestions, in Essay 1 I attempted to obtain a closer un-
derstanding of this “class” and to place it in a specific socio-historical context.
As I concluded there, this group of individuals, whom I broadly identify as the
Managerial Class, was a highly influential and remarkably durable social
group,whose existence, in one form or another, can be detected throughout Bab-
ylonian history, from the archaic age (Uruk III) down to the Seleucid period.
There are many reasons to think that the Managerial Class had its own political
agenda, which significantly differed from that of the kings. As part of their efforts
to advance their own political causes and to secure their economic position, this
social group resorted to using texts as a way of legitimizing their traditional sta-
tus vis-à-vis the ruling elites. Toward that goal members of the Managerial Class
created texts such as the “Antediluvian King List” and the “Story about the
Seven Sages,” and recopied archaic lists such as the Lu A. By invoking the testi-
mony of these sources, they claimed to be the original source of political power
in Babylonia, as well as the masters of statecraft, thereby making themselves in-
dispensable (or at least hoping to be perceived as such) to the kings.

If this interpretation is correct, the intended audience of at least some of the
texts that appear to have a didactic or propagandistic intent likely was the ruling
circles, especially the king. And, as it happens, this is the situation one often en-
counters in ancient historical literatures – as, for example, the Arabic and Indo-
Persian historical writing of medieval times, whose intended reader was the Sul-
tan, members of the court, and “posterity” – and which, significantly, was highly
didactic in character, often taking the form of Fürstenspiegel narratives.⁴⁵³ In ref-

 The classic work here is Fouchécour 1986. See also Meisami 2004; Marlow 2004; 2009; Dar-
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erence to the Babylonian situation, a particularly apt parallel is provided by the
role played by historians and their works at the court of the Delhi sultanate:

As prominent leaders and holders of high office in the courts of Delhi, historians were
themselves collectively engaged in the sultan’s imperial project. Although there was no ti-
tled position of court historian in the Delhi sultanate (and, in that limited sense, there were
no “official” histories), historians held influential posts in the government and acted as ad-
visors. In the capacity of court counselor, historians advised sultans on matters of state
from war and diplomacy, to law and economy. They utilized their understandings of history
to influence the course of the sultan’s judgment and they shaped their own histories for
these didactic purposes. (Auer 2012: 16)⁴⁵⁴

It goes without saying that there must have existed other “audiences” of texts as
well. If, as it appears virtually certain, the hymns written in honor of the Ur III
and Isin kings had a ritual setting, their recipients would have been the partic-
ipants of the events during which these compositions were recited and perhaps
theatrically performed. On the other hand, certain compositions, such as the
Aratta cycle, the Sumerian tales about Gilgameš, and the so-called “Disputa-
tions,” may have had their origin in the theatrical productions that were per-
formed at the courts of the Ur III kings (Jacobsen 1987: 277; Wilcke 2012: 7‒36;
Steinkeller 2014a: 704). In that case, the “audience” would have been the attend-
ees of those performances. And, as I wrote earlier, the intended “readers” of the
majority of the so-called “royal” or “historical” inscriptions were the deities to
whom they were dedicated. No doubt, other “audiences” or “readers” of Sumer-
ian literary texts remain yet to be identified.

4 While the interpretation of “historical/literary” texts as propaganda tools
that were used by later rulers to shape the events of their own time is a dubious
procedure, an even riskier and more suspect enterprise is to try to find political
messages in overtly mythological sources. As examples of such efforts may serve
Claus Wilcke’s (1995) and Konrad Volk’s (1995) readings of various literary com-
positions as metaphoric criticisms of the Sargonic kings and their policies. This is
not because Sumerian and Akkadian myths did not have such subtexts – or be-
cause they were immune to being subjected to such readings – but simply be-

ling 2013. I owe some of these references to Dr. Justine K. Landau, my colleague at Harvard. For
propaganda in medieval Islam, see Humphreys 1991: 150‒152.
 Cf. the role of the ummânū during the first millennium, as discussed in Essay 1 pp. 69, 78.
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cause we do not know enough about the political history of Babylonia to be able
to make such inferences with sufficient confidence.⁴⁵⁵

5 The most common argument given by the proponents of the “middle course”
approach in support of the use of “historical-literary” texts and literary sources
more generally in historical reconstructions is the scarcity of contemporaneous
historical sources, which makes it necessary for us – and at the same time ab-
solves us of any methodological sin – to look for any data available in order
“to fill in the lacunae,” as advocated by one writer (Hallo 2001: 198). As a general
proposition, this is a reasonable argument, with which it is impossible to disa-
gree. The problem, however, is that such an approach does not work very well
when applied to the third millennium situation specifically. The word “lacuna”
implies the presence of at least some sort of a structure, pocketed with holes per-
haps, but nevertheless a structure, reassuringly solid and physically present.

Unfortunately, no such edifice – in my view at least – is in place or can re-
alistically be constructed at this time for the third millennium history of Babylo-
nia. Here it will be sufficient to point out that even the system of periodization
we all take for granted and use in our work in dealing with the third millennium
is an artificial one, since it derives from the chronological scheme of the SKL, a
literary text of uncertain date and of even more uncertain authority as a histor-
ical source. Thus, for example, we refer to the dynasty of Ur-Namma as that of
the Third Dynasty of Ur even though we have no corroborative evidence of any
sort that the second dynasty of Ur, which is named only in the SKL, ever existed.

To be able to write a history of facts one needs facts, and those are usually
provided either by the records of daily life or the descriptive sources of historio-
graphic nature or a combination of both. In the case of third millennium Baby-
lonia, we do have a great deal of economic and legal documentation at our dis-
posal, but this evidence is not very informative as regards political events. Even

 For a critical assessment of these interpretations, see Cooper 2001. In my view, Cooper’s
criticisms are right on target. But I take an exception to the following statement of his: “A strong
argument against these historicizing interpretations of Sumerian literature is that the composi-
tions exist that are explicitly about historical events, and do not hide real rulers and places in
divine garb. If we have Sumerian literary texts that are explicitly about the rise and fall of Ak-
kade or the fall of Ur, why should we assume that purely mythological texts are meant to be al-
legories of political events?” (ibid. 135). There is no reason why these two forms of historical mes-
sages, explicit and metaphoric, should not exist concurrently. Cases of such dual messaging
abound in all literatures, ancient and modern. Moreover, as I am arguing in this essay, in the
Babylonian situation there is no essential difference between “historical” sources proper and
what is usually referred to as “literature.” Even the texts seemingly concerned with “historical”
figures and events are firmly part of the mythological discourse.
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more serious is the fact that the third millennium did not bequeath to us any
sources that can be classified as authentically historical. By this I mean docu-
ments of patently historiographic or chronographic nature, such as dynastic
chronicles, summary descriptions of individual reigns, or records of particular
events, whose primary and main objective is to preserve information about the
past. Of course, many of the so-called royal or historical inscriptions mention
or allude to historical events, but this fact alone is not sufficient to lend them
such a designation, since the information of this kind is found in various
other types of documents, such as economic records, for example. For an exten-
sive discussion of these issues, see Essay 1.

As I wrote there, it can safely be generalized that virtually all of the early
texts we classify as “royal” and “historical” served as dedicatory or votive in-
scriptions, whose messages were part of a communicational scheme with the di-
vine plane, and which in no way were meant to engage in a discourse with a
human audience, whether contemporary or future (see Tadmor 1997; Essay 1
p. 11). That these sources were not addressed to society at large, and that, there-
fore, they had no propagandistic purposes, is shown by the fact that none of
them were ever subject to public display or scrutiny of any sort. In third millen-
nium Babylonia political or ideological messages were communicated to the so-
ciety not through inscriptions but through architecture and public ritual. Thus,
for example, the ideas expressed in the temple hymns of Gudea were communi-
cated to the population of Lagaš via the very process of the Eninnu’s construc-
tion and the associated ritual activity, and not through the medium of texts
(Steinkeller 2015c: 203‒204). Although the rituals associated with the building
of the Eninnu may have involved a recitation of the hymns, the written message
itself never engaged in a discourse with the living audience, its sole recipients
being the divine lords of the city-state of Lagaš. Since only written messages sur-
vive, we naturally, but wrongly, tend to substitute them for public ritual.

And it is not difficult to demonstrate that what the so-called “historical”
sources are really about ismythical history, and not the history of facts. If we con-
sider a source such as, for example, the “Stele of the Vultures,” it is impossible
not to realize that the events described there, both in the written message and in
its visual counterpart, take place in a mythical reality. Although a particular his-
torical event must have been behind this monument, the conflict between Lagaš
and Umma as its is narrated there is bleached of its historical specificity; it is
generalized to the point of becoming a mythologized paradigm of the Lagaš-
Umma relationship, a cosmic struggle between good and evil on the plains of
Gu’edena – as seen of course from the Lagaš perspective. As far as the surviving
section of this inscription allow us to ascertain, the ruler of Umma is not even
named in it.
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Or, consider the Nippur inscription of Lugal-zagesi, in which an act of divine
selection leads directly to the paradisiac conditions of peace, prosperity, and
harmony, with not a single “real” event taking place and the only human figure
named being Lugal-zagesi himself – although plenty of deities appear there. Al-
though commonly treated as a historical source,⁴⁵⁶ and used extensively as such
for the reconstruction of the events of late Pre-Sargonic times, this inscription too
is essentially about mythical history, and not the history of Ranke.

To be sure, some of the sources of this type are occasionally more historical-
ly informative, for they sometimes name political figures other than the author of
the dedication and provide more factual information, or even organize facts into
sequential narratives. Such a source, for example, is the inscription describing
the military campaign of Utu-hegal against the Gutian king Tirigan.⁴⁵⁷ Structured
as a narrative, and offering a precise chronology and topography of Utu-hegal’s
progress,⁴⁵⁸ this text is on one level the down-to-earth account of a specific his-
torical event. More deeply, however, this is a story about a divine mission, a kind
of Sumerian jihad. That other, truer story takes place on a mythical plane. There,
the real actors and the makers of events are the gods, with Utu-hegal being mere-
ly an instrument of divine will.

But even the documents such as the one I have just described, however rich
they may be in terms of factual information, do not essentially differ from the
literary sources that seemingly fail to mention any historical facts at all, such
as the Gudea cylinders, the “Nanše Hymn,” “The Curse of Akkade,” “The
Death of Ur-Namma,” and the Ur III and Isin hymns glorifying Šulgi and other
deified kings, to offer just a few examples.

In suggesting that all the so-called historical sources deal primarily with a
mythical history, and that, therefore, they properly belong together with literary
texts, by no means do I intend to dump the entire history of the third millenni-
um, as we know it, into the deconstructionist’s wastebasket. As it will shortly be-
come apparent, my intentions are much more pragmatic. However, before any
practical measures may be considered, it is necessary first, I believe, to take
stock of the existing situation and be honest as to where we stand. As I have al-
ready argued, we are in no position today to write a political history of the third
millennium, either with or without the recourse to “historical-literary” texts or
any other sources. Also, we should realize that much of what we think we

 As I am arguing in Essay 1 pp. 10‒11, in fact this inscription is more “historical” than many
Pre-Sargonic sources of this nature.
 See Essay 1 p. 11.
 See Steinkeller 2001: 41‒45.
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know about that history is not actually there, since very little of it can be verified
in accordance with standard historical criteria.

All of this does not mean that our attempts to extract facts from the so-called
royal or historical inscriptions should be abandoned. Obviously, we should and
will continue to do this kind work, and I see no reason why literary sources
should be exempted from this type of procedure. I submit, however, that a
more productive approach at this time – and this is the main thrust of this
essay – would be to focus our attention on mythical history as a subject in itself.

While the sources I have just discussed are of limited value for the history of
events, they present us with a coherent and fairly complete record of the native
vision of history, or, as I prefer to call it, Mythical History. This form of history is
broadly akin to what Jan Assmann defines as “cultural memory”⁴⁵⁹:

Cultural memory, then, focuses on fixed points in the past, but again it is unable to preserve
the past as it was. This tends to be condensed into symbolic figures to which memory at-
taches itself – for example, tales of the patriarchs, the Exodus, wandering in the desert,
conquest of the Promised Land, exile – and that are celebrated in festivals and are used
to explain current situations. Myths are also figures of memory, and here any distinction
between myth and history is eliminated. What counts for cultural memory is not factual
but remembered history. One might even say that cultural memory transforms factual
into remembered history, thus turning it into myth. Myth is foundational history that is nar-
rated in order to illuminate the present from the standpoint of its origins. The Exodus, for
instance, regardless of any historical accuracy, is the myth behind the foundation of Israel;
thus it is celebrated at Pesach and thus it is part of the cultural memory of the Israelites.
Through memory, history becomes myth. This does not make it unreal – on the contrary,
this is what makes it real, in the sense that it becomes a lasting, normative, and formative
power. (2011: 37‒38)

My Mythical History is also similar to the understanding of cultural history of-
fered by John Elsner:

What matters about any particular version of history is that it be meaningful to the collec-
tive subjectivities and self-identities of the specific group it addresses. In other words, we
are not concerned with “real facts” or even a coherent methodology, but rather with the
consensus of assumptions and prejudices shared by the historian … and his audience …
It is this consensus of shared assumptions – a shared subjectivity in response to the
world out there – that forms the frame within which explanations of monuments or
works will compete and, it is hoped, convince. (1994: 226)

 Assmann’s concept of “cultural memory,” which derives from the earlier ideas of Maurice
Halbwachs, was subsequently adopted and applied to the Mesopotamian situation by Gerdien
Jonker 1995.
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I subscribe to the view that the concepts and categories of a particular culture
shape the ways in which its members perceive and interpret whatever happens
in their time, or to put it in a simpler and reversed form, that events are shaped
or ordered by culture. A history so construed runs a course parallel to that of the
history of facts, and the two remain in a dialectical relationship with one anoth-
er, in that not only the categories of culture (or Mythical History) shape the
events, but also because each time such categories are used to interpret the
changing reality they are put at risk and they themselves become transformed.
Thus, in the process of negotiating or absorbing real events, “the culture is reor-
dered” (Sahlins 1981: 8). Because of this dialectical nexus, a study of Mythical
History is not irrelevant for the history of facts. If we approach it in a sensitive
manner and take time to listen to it, Mythical History will tell us a great deal
about historical change itself.

The Sumerian composition usually referred to as “The Curse of Akkade” may
not be concerned with any specific historical event, but its plot occupies a spe-
cific place within the symbolic or Mythical History of third millennium Babylo-
nia.⁴⁶⁰ In the same way, the deification of Naram-Suen was not a historical fact
sensu stricto; the act of Naram-Suen’s actually becoming a god occurred only on
a mythical plane. In real life, this event materialized in the establishing of
Naram-Suen’s cult, as reflected in the construction of his temples, the fashioning
of his statues and providing them with offerings, and the placement of a divine
determinative in front of his name.⁴⁶¹

In the Mythical History I am postulating, the events of “The Curse of Ak-
kade” and the deification of Naram-Suen both constitute parts of a much larger
and broader reality, which is sequentially (or chronographically) structured, and
can be studied as any other historical narrative. Having suspended our disbelief,
we should let that history unfold before our eyes. We need to follow its own in-
ternal logic, without constantly trying to cross-reference it with the history of
events, in order, so to speak, to bring it down to the level of facts.

Here I need to point out that what I am proposing is neither new nor origi-
nal, since much of what has been written about third millennium Babylonia is,
in fact, an exercise in Mythical History, not too infrequently without the authors
being fully aware of that fact. We grapple with Mythical History in our work all
the time, but only piecemeal, and usually only as a way of discovering the objec-
tive “truth” behind individual mythologems.

 See Essay 1 pp. 79‒80.
 See Essay 2 pp. 129‒132.
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Not too uncommonly, such scholarship is schizoidly torn between, on the
one hand, the recognition that the facts of Mythical History are “just so stories,”
and, on the other hand, the belief that some “real” truth may be extracted out of
them after all.⁴⁶² An anecdote preserved in one of the manuscripts of the SKL
about an archaic ruler of Uruk named Dumuzi, who allegedly was taken prisoner
by En-mebaragesi of Kiš, is of considerable interest from the perspective of Myth-
ical History, for it belongs to that history and makes sense only as part of a larger
narrative. However, this anecdote has no place in the history of events, if only
because there is no way to verify its veracity. Therefore, the two approaches can-
not be used simultaneously.

Commenting on this particular anecdote about Dumuzi, Jacob Klein alleged
that it offers “new historical data” (2008: 79). Klein then used this information to
reconstruct a significant chunk of Uruk’s early history. Klein’s narrative begins
with the “general-king” Lugal-banda, who is succeeded by Dumuzi, a fisherman
from Kuwara. Uruk is subsequently conquered by En-mebaragesi of Kiš, who re-
moves Dumuzi from the throne, replacing him with Gilgameš and making the lat-
ter his vassal. Though admitting that this reconstruction is “highly speculative,”
Klein at the same time argued as follows:

But we should not forget the numerous synchronisms between Gilgameš and the dynasty of
Enmebaragesi, provided by hymnic and epic literature originating in the Ur III period, and
the new synchronism between Dumuzi and Enmebaragesi, which is found in a historio-
graphical source and has the nature of a factual historical note. We also should bear in
mind that Dumuzi and Gilgameš lived in a relatively late period, on the verge of history,
and many of the later traditions about them agree with each other. Therefore, we should
not dismiss these traditions as merely the product of the respective authors’ imagination
[emphases added]. (2008: 79)

Perhaps somewhat paradoxically, Klein’s analysis falls perfectly under the type
of approach I am advocating, for it has nothing to do with the history of facts,
being entirely about Mythical History. That the accounts about Dumuzi, En-me-
baragesi, and Gilgameš Klein is referring to, and which he invokes as evidence of
the historicity of the episode in question, are internally consistent is precisely
what one expects, since all of them formed part of one and the same mythical
narrative, which was generated by the common cultural tradition – or, if one
wants to use Assmann’s term, the same complex of “figures of memory.”⁴⁶³ In

 This procedure is often described as a search after the “kernel of truth.” One of its most
vocal exponents was William W. Hallo. See, especially Hallo 2001: 202‒203.
 “Cultural memory has its fixed point; its horizon does not change with the passing of time.
These fixed points are fateful events of the past, whose memory is maintained through cultural
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fact, as I emphasize in Essay 1 p. 43, practically all the information about Pre-Sar-
gonic history that is found in Old Babylonian and later sources is directly de-
pendent on one source only: the SKL.⁴⁶⁴

If we treat Mythical History as a kind of historical narrative, and approach it
on its own terms, we will gain a much better understanding of its individual
parts or episodes, since, as I would submit, those can only be fully comprehend-
ed if seen as interrelated parts of a larger story.

6 To illustrate these suggestions with a specific example, I will consider the an-
ecdote about Ur-Zababa of Kiš and Sargon, which is preserved in the SKL and a
number of other “historical-literary” sources. Let me begin with a listing and dis-
cussion of the relevant data:

(1) Ur-ᵈZa-ba₄-ba₄ dumu Puzur₄-ᵈSuen-⸢na⸣-ke₄ mu 400 (var.: 6) i₃-ak, “Ur-Za-
baba, son of Puzur-Suen, ruled 400 (var.: 6) years” (preceded by his father
Puzur-Suen and his grandmother Kug-Bau, the tavern-keeper) (SKL lines 247‒
249).

(2) Ur-ᵈZa-ba₄-ba₄-ke₄ mu 6 i₃-na, “Ur-Zababa ruled 6 years” (preceded by
Puzur-Suen, and probably by Kug-Bau) (Ur III ms of SKL iii 4‒5 = Steinkeller
2003: 271).

formation (texts, rites, monuments) and institutional communication (recitation, practice, ob-
servance). We call these ‘figures of memory’” (Assmann and Czaplicka 1995: 129).
 The notion that the mentions of ancient “historical” figures and events in literary texts con-
tain at least some “kernel of truth” has a long history in Assyriology. Much of it can be traced to
Jacobsen’s edition of the SKL (1939). See, in particular, the following assertion, which is central
to Jacobsen’s position regarding the historicity of this source: “People cannot suddenly have
begun to tell stories and anecdotes about Etana, Lugal-banda, Gilgames, Ku(g)-Baba, and Sargon
when these personages had long ago been forgotten by all but a few learned scribes; these sto-
ries must first have been told when the leading characters were still familiar to the listeners and
held their interest” (1939: 146). Here it is characteristic that Jacobsen takes it for granted that the
mythical characters such as Etana, Gilgameš, Lugal-banda, and Kug-Bau were as real historical
figures as Sargon. [Similarly, in the quotation cited earlier, Klein assumes that Dumuzi and Gil-
gameš were historical personages.] As I write in Essay 1 pp. 42‒44, there is little evidence of a
robust oral historical tradition in third millennium Babylonia, in whose existence Jacobsen so
firmly believed. To be more precise, it is of course possible that such a tradition did exist in
some forms (such as historical epics, which were never committed to writing, or popular stories
about particular real-life figures). But, as far as one can tell, this hypothetical oral literature did
not impact the written historical record in any appreciable way. It appears that the latter consists
entirely of the data that had been either extracted from earlier texts or invented de novo by the
scribes.
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(3) Sar-ru-ki-in ab-ba-ni nu-giškiri₆ sagi Ur-ᵈZa-ba₄-ba₄, “Sargon, his father
was a gardener, he (himself) was the cup-bearer of Ur-Zababa” (SKL lines
266‒268).

(4) The composition known as the “Sargon Legend” (Cooper and Heimpel
1983) describes how Ur-Zababa appoints Sargon as his cup-bearer.⁴⁶⁵ The two
get embroiled in a conflict, which eventually comes to involve Lugal-zagesi as
well. As indicated by its grammar and contents, this story undoubtedly was com-
posed in Old Babylonian times, through the use (at least in part) of earlier liter-
ary motifs.⁴⁶⁶ The derivative character of the “Sargon Legend” is especially clear
in lines 6‒7 of Segment A, which are a direct borrowing from “The Curse of Ak-
kade” lines 40‒41 (Cooper 1983: 27):

lugal-bi sipad Ur-ᵈZa-⸢ba₄-b⸣[a₄] e₂ Kiški-a-ka ᵈUtu-gim am₃-e₃
Its king, the shepherd Ur-Zababa, rose like Utu over the House of Kiš.
(“Sargon Legend” Segment A lines 6‒7)

lugal-bi sipad ᵈNa-ra-am-ᵈSuen-e barag kug A-ga-de₃ki-še₃ ud-de₃-eš₂ im-e₃
Its king, the shepherd Naram-Suen, rose like the Sun on the holy dais of Akkade.
(“The Curse of Akkade” lines 40‒41)

A similar textual clue is provided by Segment A line 8, which describe how An
and Enlil decided to terminate Ur-Zababa’s kingship: nam-lugal-la-na bala-bi šu
kur₂-ru-de₃, “to change the turn/period of his kinship.” This line too is a deriva-
tion, which probably goes back to nam-lugal-la ki-tuš-bi kur₂-ru-de₃, “to change
the seat of kingship,” in “The Lament for Sumer and Ur” line 17. Here also note
that, as I argue later in this essay, the very concept of dynasties being a subject to
cyclical changes is a post-Ur III development.

(5) Ur-Zababa and Sargon are linked together also in “Weidner Chronicle”
lines 46‒47 (Grayson 1975: 148; Al-Rawi 1990: 5). This incompletely preserved
passage seems to suggest that Ur-Zababa had instructed Sargon to exchange
(or to withdraw?) the wine offerings intended for the temple Esagila. But Sargon,
apparently, did not follow Ur-Zababa’s orders, perhaps adding fish to those offer-
ings instead. Like the entire Chronicle, this account undoubtedly is derived from
the SKL.

 The term used is MUŠ₃.KA.UL, which is otherwise unattested. However, as the gloss sagi in
Segment B line 6 makes it certain, this term must represent an alternative word for “cup-bearer”
(Cooper and Heimpel 1983: 79).
 As characterized by Cooper and Heimpel 1983: 68, “the composition is full of grammatical
and syntactic peculiarities that suggest a later Old Babylonian origin. This is also supported by
the frequent quotations from and allusion to other Sumerian literary texts.”
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(6) A bilingual Old Babylonian school exercise mentions Sargon and Ur-Za-
baba: “Sargon left the palace of Ur-Zababa; having neared the canal of the gar-
den,⁴⁶⁷ Sargon, having reclined by the canal of the garden” (Westenholz 1997: 52‒
55 Sargon Text 5:1‒3). The mention of “the canal of the garden” evidently invokes
Sargon’s beginnings as a gardener. It may be safely assumed that, like the “Sar-
gon Legend” and the account included in the “Weidner Chronicle,” this exercise
too ultimately derives from the SKL.

(7) Several Ur III economic tablets mention a settlement called Ur-Zababa,
which appears to have been situated in the vicinity of Sippar (Steinkeller
2010: 369‒376). One may presume that this place was named after a person bear-
ing that name. The individual in question may have been the Ur-Zababa of the
SKL, but this is by no means certain. Equally well, he could have been somebody
else.

What conclusions may one reach regarding the historicity of these data? To begin
with, the proposition that Sargon was a cup-bearer of Ur-Zababa is invalidated
by the SKL’s own evidence, namely, the fact that lines 250‒257 of this composi-
tion name five (or six) additional kings of Kiš following Ur-Zababa.⁴⁶⁸ This evi-
dence precludes any possibility that Sargon could have served Ur-Zababa before
his ascent to the throne of Akkade.⁴⁶⁹

Next, let us consider what may plausibly be inferred about the Ur-Zababa-
Sargon anecdote from the contemporary historical sources. Most importantly,
these offer no indication that Sargon was in any way connected with Kiš prior
to his conflict with Lugal-zagesi. According to their testimony, Kiš had been con-
quered by Lugal-zagesi, to be subsequently captured by Sargon as part of his war
on Lugal-zagesi. Thus, Naram-Suen reports that his grandfather Sargon freed Kiš
from Lugal-zagesi’s oppression.⁴⁷⁰ That Sargon had no earlier connection with
Kiš is further indicated by the fact that, as there is every reason to think, he stem-

 pa₅ sar-ra-ta = a-na pa-lag mu-ša-ri-e (line 2). For mušarû, “garden, cultivation,” see CAD
M/2 233‒234 musarû B, 261‒262 mušaru.
 The Ur III ms. of the SKL lists following Ur-Zababa five additional kings (iii 6 ‒ iv 1′ –
Steinkeller 2003: 271).
 Jacobsen 1939: 158‒161, 179 tried to overcome this dilemma by assuming that those addi-
tional kings “reigned after the hegemony of Babylonia had passed to Uruk and to Agade”
(ibid. 161). However, as I note below, it appears certain that, during the Sargonic period, Kiš
was governed by local governors (ensik), who were royal appointees.
 Wilcke 1997: 25 ix 32 ‒ x 14; J. G.Westenholz 1997: 231‒237 no. 16 A:5‒8, 238‒245 no. 16B:16‒
20. For this passage, see also above pp. 171‒172.
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med from Akkade.⁴⁷¹ For this conclusion, it is important that, in his royal inscrip-
tions, Sargon uses the title of the king of Akkade, never laying claims to the king-
ship of Kiš.⁴⁷² As far as one can tell, under the Sargonic kings Kiš was adminis-
tered by local governors; one of them, apparently, was Iphur-Kiš, who revolted
against Naram-Suen during the “Great Rebellion.”

Another historical datum that speaks against the Ur-Zababa-Sargon connec-
tion is the fact that En-šakušana, who appears to have ruled over Uruk directly
before Lugal-zagesi, is known to have sacked Kiš, and to have taken captive its
king Enbi-Eštar (RIME 1 429‒430 En-šakušana 1:8‒12). This evidence contradicts
directly the testimony of the SKL, according to which Ur-Zababa, the presumed
contemporary of Sargon and Lugal-zagesi, was preceded on the throne of Kiš by
Puzur-Suen and Kug-Bau, his father and grandmother respectively. Since En-ša-
kušana’s reign was proximate to that of Sargon, perhaps even overlapping with it
(Schrakamp and Sallaberger 2015: 93), there in no way to account for this dis-
crepancy.⁴⁷³ This too unavoidably means that the SKL is wrong about the Ur-Za-
baba-Sargon synchronism.

Nevertheless, it is still theoretically possible that, despite the SKL’s own evi-
dence arguing to the contrary, Ur-Zababa indeed was the last independent king
of Kiš before its sack by Lugal-zagesi.⁴⁷⁴ But, even if this were to prove correct,
for the reasons stated earlier it would be exceedingly difficult to envision how
Sargon could have been Ur-Zababa’s cup-bearer before the latter’s defeat by
Lugal-zagesi. However, neither this possibility can be ruled categorically, if
only because anecdotal information not uncommonly reflects historical truth,
and is known to be exceedingly long-lived and persistent in some cases. Here
one is reminded by ditties such as “London bridge is falling down” or “Mary,
Mary quite contrary.”

 According to the “Sargon Birth Legend,” Sargon was born in the town/city of Azupiranu on
the Euphrates (J. G. Westenholz 1997: 36‒49 line 4). In “Sargon Legend” Segment A line 10 the
name of Sargon’s town is not preserved (uru-ni ur[u …]), but the context makes it certain that it
was other than Kiš.
 Sargon’s alternative title of lugal KIŠ, “king of the totality/universe,” is a separate issue. See
Essay 2 p. 135 and Steinkeller 2013a: 145‒146.
 Here note that Jacobsen’s reconstruction of Enbi-Eštar’s name in the SKL (1939: 96 and n.
159, 169) has no foundation. See Marchesi 2010: 235.
 In fact, this is what, writing over twenty-five years ago, I considered to be possible myself
(Steinkeller 1992: 726). Some Assyriologists still adhere to the view that Ur-Zababa was a histor-
ical figure, and that he was Sargon’s predecessor. See, most recently, Schrakamp 2016: 1.
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Personally, I am inclined to think that the anecdote about Sargon and Ur-Za-
baba is a complete fabrication.⁴⁷⁵ But the veracity of the anecdote is irrelevant
here. What really matters is that Mythical History insists on this particular
point; for one reason or another Sargon’s being a cup-bearer of Ur-Zababa
made sense from its own perspective. As I will try to show in the following,
the advent of the Sargonic empire was such a radical departure from the earlier
Babylonian experience that it caused a tremendous crisis and then a dramatic
restructuring of native symbols. The contemporaneous and later reactions to
the Sargonic empire were highly ambiguous, a mixture of positive and negative
feelings (see in detail below pp. 188‒192). This, I believe, is the context in which
the story about Sargon and Ur-Zababa is to be placed. The view of Sargon in the
anecdote and the Legend is not a flattering one, since by making Sargon a cup-
bearer, and therefore an official in whom the highest trust is vested – in other
words, an epitome of trust – they imply that Sargon was not only an upstart
and an usurper, but also a person of treacherous nature. In contrast to Sargon,
Ur-Zababa is presented as a positive figure, perhaps even as Sargon’s antithe-
sis.⁴⁷⁶ As narrated in the Legend, following his elevation to the throne, Ur-Zababa
makes concentrated efforts to restore Kiš to its former glory. However, for unex-
plained reasons,⁴⁷⁷ An and Enlil, the heads of the pantheon, decide that Ur-Za-
baba’s kingship be terminated. Ur-Zababa learns about this decision from a com-
bination of his own premonition and the dream Sargon describes to him. This
dream, whose meaning Sargon is unable to grasp – but which is obvious to
Ur-Zababa – foretells that Ur-Zababa will be killed by Sargon. Although Ur-Zaba-
ba seeks ways to reverse his fate, these attempts inevitably fail. ⁴⁷⁸ Unfortunately,

 Apart from the Ur III toponym discussed earlier, which might offer evidence of the histor-
icity of Ur-Zababa (thought not necessarily as a king of Kiš and a contemporary of Sargon), an
official of that name appears in the ED “Names and Professions List” line 91 (Archi 1981), where
he is associated with the city of Adab. Since there are indications that some of the names listed
in that source provided material for the SKL, it is conceivable that also the Ur-Zababa of Kiš was
invented by the same process (Steinkeller 2013a: 151 n. 87).
 Interestingly, in Segment B of “Sargon Legend” Ur-Zababa’s name is consistently provided
with a divine determinative DINGIR. This suggests that the author of this particular manuscript
had some notion of Ur-Zababa’s divine status, a fact that is not corroborated by any other data.
Be that as it may, this individual must have viewed Ur-Zababa as a positive figure.
 Most probably, it was just divine whim. Similar literary instances of such unexplained re-
versals of fortune involve the death of Ur-Namma and the fall of the Ur III dynasty. See Steink-
eller 2016: 15‒16.
 Once the fate was determined by the general gathering of the pantheon, it could not be re-
versed. For a detailed discussion of this problem and the examples of such situations, see
Steinkeller 2016: 12‒20.
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the end of the Legend is not preserved.We can be certain, however, that it descri-
bed how Ur-Zababa eventually ended up as Sargon’s victim.⁴⁷⁹

7 While this approach is of potential help in elucidating the meaning of indi-
vidual mythologems, its greatest value lies in its ability to follow long-term trans-
formations of complex symbolic structures. A perfect example of such a structure
is the southern Babylonian (or Sumerian) idea of the city-state as an exclusive
domain of an extended divine family (see Essay 1 pp. 28‒29, Essay 2 pp. 117‒
120). The human members of such a domain formed an egalitarian temple com-
munity, which was headed by an official named ensik, who functioned as a stew-
ard or shepherd of the domain’s divine owners. The community toiled for the
gods, and, having satisfied their appetites and other needs, shared the surplus
equally among themselves. To what extent these noble ideas ever found actual-
ization in real life, it is for the socio-economic historian to judge. But they should
not be dismissed as mere propaganda, since symbols like these are an expres-
sion of collective consciousness and common historical experience, and repro-
duce, if only in an idealized way, the matrix of the society.⁴⁸⁰ The concept of
the Sumerian temple community and of the role that its ruler played in it tells
us as much about the Sumerian society as does the Declaration of Independence
about the social reality of the early United States. A symbol of the society as an
egalitarian temple community led by a divinely selected steward or shepherd
was extremely long-lived, since it persisted, in one form of another, down to
the very end of Babylonia’s history.

Superficially, this situation is a perfect illustration of the adage plus ça
change, plus c’est la même chose. However, as the anthropologist Marshall Sah-
lins tells us (1981), the relationship between symbols and events is a dialectical
one: although the symbols of a given culture inform the way in which individual
historical events are initially understood, symbols themselves are altered by his-
torical events. In other words, cultures deal with social crises by continually re-
evaluating and renegotiating the relationships among symbols or categories –
without abandoning the symbols themselves. Thus, as Sahlins argues, the
above adage should better be reversed: “the more things remain the same, the
more they change” (1981: 7).

The event that precipitated the greatest crisis in the history of third millen-
nium symbolic structures undoubtedly was the advent of the dynasty of Sargon

 But there are also sources that present Sargon as a positive figure. I cite and discuss this
evidence below.
 Here I follow Marshall Sahlins’s dictum that “symbols are symptoms, direct or mystified, of
the true force of things” (1981: 7).
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and the subsequent creation of a unified Babylonian state. The main innovation
here was the turning of independent divine domains into a unified system ruled
by a single king, which changed the relationship between gods and humans
quite dramatically.

The coming of Sargon in many ways was as momentous and traumatic an
event as was the landing of Captain Cook on the Hawaiian Islands in year
1779 AD. The latter occurrence was used by Sahlins as a kind of litmus test to
reveal the structures of the Hawaiian culture (1981; 1985).⁴⁸¹ The first step of
his procedure was to ascertain how this event was understood in terms of the
existing native symbols: the Hawaiians perceived Captain Cook as a manifesta-
tion of their god Lono,⁴⁸² because Cook was obviously powerful, and because
his arrival coincided with Lono’s annual reappearance, which was celebrated
by the great Makahiki festival (Sahlins 1981: 17‒22; 1985: 105‒120).⁴⁸³

The question Sahlins asked next was how the symbols were reordered by the
events:

When Captain Cook was killed at Kealakekua Bay, this victory became a novel source of the
legitimacy of Hawaiian kings for decades afterwards. Through the appropriation of Cook’s
bones, the mana of the Hawaiian kingship itself became British. And long after the English
as men had lost their godliness, the Hawaiian gods kept their Englishness. (1981: 7)

Analogously, I submit, the Sargonic episode could be used as a litmus test to ob-
tain a deeper understanding of the Babylonian symbolic structures, in particular,
of how they changed in response to the historical developments of the Sargonic
period. This, in turn, might tell us something new about the historical facts
themselves.

If we follow Sahlins and apply his procedure to the Babylonian situation, we
first need to consider how the coming of the Sargonic dynasty was renegotiated
in the light of existing symbols. As expected, in the agreement with the existing

 These studies provoked a lively debate among social anthropologists, with some of the re-
actions being negative. Sahlins responded to his critics in a subsequent book (1995), in which he
analyzed the Cook episode and its impact on the Hawaiian native structures in a much greater
detail.
 The god of agriculture, very much in the tradition of seasonal “dying” deities (such as Du-
muzi, Osiris, etc.) (Sahlins 1981: 17‒22; 1995: 171‒172; Valeri 1985: 14 et passim).
 The Hawaiian society was ruled by a small group of exceedingly powerful elites called ali’i.
The highest-ranking ali’i were believed to be divine, being explicitly referred to as “god-kings”
(ali’i akua) (Valeri 1985: 143‒153; Kirch 2010: 41). It is possible, therefore, that the perception
of Captain Cook as a deity by the Hawaiians was facilitated by the fact that the notion of a
semi-divine human being had already existed there.
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ideology, Sargon’s rise to power was initially explained as an act of divine elec-
tion. But this traditional explanation was hardly sufficient, since the unified
state that Sargon had created was an antithesis of the southern symbolic system,
in which each city-state constituted the household of a separate divine family,
and which formed, therefore, an entity that was ex definitio completely inde-
pendent politically. A partial solution to this problem was to raise the king of Ak-
kade to the divine plane. By becoming a god, and acquiring his own earthly do-
main, he could then claim a special kind of kingship and special political
prerogatives. In the world of symbols, the story of divine Naram-Suen was not
unlike that of Captain Cook, who, upon his landing in the Hawaiian Islands,
was understood by the natives as an apparition of the god Lono.

The next step is to ask how the creation of the Sargonic world empire and its
subsequent demise led to the reordering of symbols. When we enter the follow-
ing historical phase, that is, the period of the Third Dynasty of Ur, the concepts of
the society as a temple community and of the king as a steward or shepherd of
its divine owners are still alive and very much in force. But this is only on the
surface, since deep inside these concepts had undergone major transformations.
Kingship became profoundly Sargonized so to say, in that the Ur III kings now
assume the posture of active, history- and future-shaping individuals in the
mould of Naram-Suen, who are substantially different from the pious and slight-
ly passive ensiks of Early Dynastic times. Very tellingly, however, their historical
referents or intended prototypes are not the Sargonic kings, but the heroic rulers
of Uruk’s hoary past, such as Gilgameš and Lugal-banda. In other words, Myth-
ical History is embellished – or possibly even a completely new episode is in-
vented and inserted into it, in order both to legitimize a historical change and
to mystify the true source of that change itself. What the Ur III kings are saying
is the following: if we look and act like the Sargonic kings this is only because we
directly descend from Gilgameš, who had been a ruler of this type long before
Sargon appeared on the scene.

In my opinion, therefore, the Ur III period is a perfect illustration of “the
more things remain the same, the more they change” principle. Cf. Sahlins’s
summation of the Cook episode:

In the upshot, the more things remained the same the more they changed, since every such
reproduction of the categories is not the same. Every reproduction of culture is an altera-
tion, insofar as in action, the categories by which a present world is orchestrated pick
up some novel empirical content. The Hawaiian chief for whom “King George” of England
is the model of celestial mana is no longer the same chief, nor in the same relation to his
people. (1985: 144)
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8 The approach I am advocating in this essay could also be useful in assessing
the question of how the Ur III period and later posterity viewed Akkade. Here the
scholarly opinions differ widely, from the position that there was a strong resent-
ment against Akkade and its legacy in the Ur III period (Wilcke 1993), to the view
that “there is no reason to think that anti-Akkade feelings were strong or even
present in Ur III times, nor are there grounds for believing that the Sumerian lit-
erary texts redacted in that period had ‘an important function’ in an ‘argument
against the thought and political-religious goals of the Akkad period’” (Cooper
2001: 140).

I submit that we will gain a better understanding of this issue if we look at it
from a purely native perspective, that is, by weaving the relevant sources into a
sequential mythical narrative, rather than by dealing with such pieces individu-
ally, with an objective of finding historical reality behind them. When one at-
tempts something like that, one discovers that, not unexpectedly, ancient
views of the Sargonic period were mixed and ambivalent. I said “not unexpect-
edly,” since this is precisely the kind of reaction that axial events are expected to
elicit; the examples of Alexander the Great and Napoleon will suffice here.

As posterity saw it, the problem with the Sargonic empire was not that it
came into being, but that it failed, and so miserably at that. The economic ben-
efits that the empire had brought were obvious, even to the elites of southern
Babylonia, so that it was not too difficult to accommodate its concepts into
the existing symbolic structures. It proved much more difficult to negotiate the
trauma and confusion that the collapse of the empire had created in the collec-
tive mythical psyche. As already discussed, the resulting reactions were, there-
fore, equally confused. Even the question of the origins of Akkade was a source
of conflicting feelings. The Sargonic empire was such a radical departure from
the past that its appearance could not be comprehended on the logic of the ex-
isting Mythical History; it had to be attributed to unusual and extraneous causes.
Since, from the perspective of Mythical History, Akkade was an anomaly, its ori-
gins had to be anomalous too. In this way, Sargon is consistently portrayed as an
outsider and a parvenu. Both the SKL and the “Sargon Birth Legend” emphasize
his extremely humble origins, identifying him as the son of a gardener or the
foundling adopted by a water-drawer.⁴⁸⁴ The latter description may even imply

 Sar-ru-ki-in ab-ba-ni nu-kiri₆ (SKL lines 266‒267); Aq-qí LU₂-A.BALA i-na ṭí-i[b da]-⸢li⸣-[e-šú
l]u ú-še-la-an-n[i] Aq-qí LU₂-A.BALA a-na ma-ru-ti-⸢šú⸣ ú-rab-ba-ni-ma Aq-qí LU₂-A.BALA a-na
LU₂.NU.KIRI₆-ti-šú lu-u iš-kun-an-ni, “Aqqi, the water-drawer, when lowering his bucket, did
lift me up; he raised me as his adopted son; he assigned me to be his gardener” (J. G.Westenholz
1997: 36‒49 lines 8‒11). The “Sargon Legend” Segment A line 11, identifies Sargon as the son of a
certain La-i-bu-um /laʾībum/. For this personal name, which is documented in Sargonic sources,
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that he was a slave, since water-drawers, one of the lowest professional and so-
cial groups in ancient Mesopotamia, commonly were enslaved (and often blind-
ed) prisoners of war (Steinkeller 2013a: 144). Sargon’s marginality is further un-
derscored by the fact, that, according the “Sargon Birth Legend,” he stemmed
from an obscure (and therefore insignificant) place called Azupiranu on the Eu-
phrates.⁴⁸⁵ Also, as we have seen earlier, Mythical History paints Sargon as a
treacherous character.

According to this logic, not only Sargon, but also his city, Akkade, had to be
a new and abnormal creation. Thus, Mythical History makes Sargon the founder
of Akkade.⁴⁸⁶ However, this fact finds no historical corroboration of any sort. As
far as one can ascertain, Akkade existed as a town or city before Sargon. This is
demonstrated quite securely by a date-formula of En-šakušana of Uruk (Lugal-
zagesi’s predecessor), who was involved in a conflict with Akkade.⁴⁸⁷

While these stories may be considered critical in tone, others are more sym-
pathetic to Sargon. Thus “The Curse of Akkade” offers a favorable view of his
reign. In particular, it stresses the fact that Sargon ascended to the throne of Ak-
kade as a result of divine election, the traditional way of becoming a king in
southern Babylonia.⁴⁸⁸ That Sargon enjoyed divine favor is also reflected in his
unusually close connection with Ištar, who made Sargon her favorite and estab-
lished her home in Akkade.⁴⁸⁹ As argued by this composition, Akkade’s “prob-

see CAD L 45. If this name indeed means “affected by the liʾbu disease” (so CAD), we would find
here yet another allusion to the marginality of Sargon’s social background.
 a-li uruA-zu-pi-ra-nu/-a-ni šá i-na a-ḫi iᵈ2Buranuna šak-nu (J. G. Westenholz 1997: 36‒49 line
4). This toponym is documented only here. Cf. “Sargon Legend” Segment A line 10, where name
of Sargon’s town is not preserved.
 Sar-ru-ki-in … lugal A-ga-de₂ki lu₂ A-ga-de₃ki mu-un-du₃-a (SKL 266‒270). Figurative descrip-
tions of this event are offered by the “Weidner Chronicle” and “Chronicle of Early Kings,” both of
which accuse Sargon of making a “replica” of Babylon (i.e., Nippur) and of establishing it in
Akkade. See Essay 1 p. 80 n. 216.
 ECTJ 81:7, 9. Schrakamp and Sallaberger 2015: 93 assert that this date-formula “can be taken
as the first indirect proof for the existence of Sargon as a contemporary of Enshakushana.” Cor-
rectly, all that this evidence proves is the existence of Akkade at the time of En-šakušana.While
it does not exclude the possibility that Sargon ruled over Akkade at that time, it in no way dem-
onstrates it.
 Sar-ru-GI lugal A-ga-de₃ki-ra sig-ta igi-nim-še₃ ᵈEn-lil₂-le nam-en nam-lugal-la mu-un-na-an-
sum-ma-ta, “when Enlil granted to Sargon, king of Akkade, the en-ship and kingship from south
to north” (“The Curse of Akkade” lines 4‒6).
 ud-ba eš₃ A-ga-de₃ki kug ᵈInana-ke₄ ama₅ mah-a-ni-še₃ im-ma-an-du₃-du₃ Ul-maški-a gišgu-za
ba-ni-in-gub, “at that time Holy Inana erected the shrine of Akkade as her great woman’s do-
main, she set up (her) throne in Ulmaš” (“The Curse of Akkade” lines 7‒9). The same motive ap-
pears in the “Sargon Birth Legend,” where Sargon’s ascent to power is likewise attributed to the
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lems” began only later, with Naram-Suen’s “attack” on the Ekur. That event al-
most certainly is a metaphoric allusion to the deification of Naram-Suen, and
the rise of Akkade to the status of Babylonia’s chief religious center.⁴⁹⁰ However,
in the “Weidner Chronicle” lines 47‒52b (Grayson 1975: 149), these events are tel-
escoped and attributed to Sargon, thereby portraying his reign as a mixture of
positive and negative elements: while Sargon provided offerings for Marduk,
he subsequently offended Marduk by building a replica of Babylon (read Nippur)
in Akkade.⁴⁹¹

Another favorable view of Sargon may be offered by the tradition that Sar-
gon’s mother was an ēntu priestess (most likely that of Nanna/Suen), and that
he did not know his father.⁴⁹² This tradition may subtly intimate that Sargon
was a demigod. The reasoning, apparently, was that since ēntu priestesses
were not allowed to have children, a child born of an ēntu could only have
been fathered by the god to whom she was dedicated. Thus, the implication is
that the unknown father of Sargon was a god (evidently, Nanna/Suen).

However, by far the best evidence of positive attitudes toward the Sargonic
episode in Ur III times is the fact that the kings of Akkade and their manifold
achievements and feats were a source of admiration and imitation on every
level, as amply documented by the imperial policies of Šulgi and his succes-
sors.⁴⁹³ Here it is also significant that Sargon, Maništušu, and Naram-Suen

patronage of Ištar: “when I was (still) a gardener, Ištar developed an affection for me” (J. G.West-
enholz 1997: 36‒49 line 12). Ištar’s protection and her active support of Sargon are also empha-
sized in “Sargon Legend,” especially Segment B line 7: kug ᵈInana-ke₄ da-bi-a muš₃ nu-tum₂-me,
“Holy Inana unceasingly stood by him.”
 See Essay 1 pp. 79‒80.
 A similar account is found in the “Chronicle of Early Kings” lines 18‒23 (Grayson 1975: 153‒
154). Cf. Essay 1 p. 80 n. 216.
 um-mi e-ni-tum a-bi ul i-di … i-ra-an-ni um-mu e-ni-tum i-na pu-uz-ri ú-lid-da-an-ni, “my
mother was an ēntu priestess, my father I never knew… my mother, the ēntu priestess, conceived
me, in concealment she gave birth to me” (J. G. Westenholz 1997: 36‒49 “Sargon Birth Legend”
lines 2 and 5).
 On the basis of his understanding of lines 320‒326 of the hymn “Šulgi B,” Liverani asserted
that, in this passage, “the Akkadian stelae are quite patently criticized as manifestations of a
specific ideology, which is not the same ideology as that of the Ur king, it is even its reverse.
Shulgi imagines setting up a stela (mu-sar-ra) of his own, with a boast that is the reverse of
the Akkadian boasts (with their insistence on cities destroyed and walls pulled down)” (2002:
153‒154). In my view, however, the meaning and intent of this passage are quite different: “No-
body can say under oath that, as of this day, (there are included) in my inscriptions cities that I
have not destroyed, city walls that I have not pulled down, foreign lands that I have made trem-
ble like a reed hut, (and any other) praises that I have not completely verified.Why would a sing-
er put them in songs? Veracity is the vanguard of lasting fame.What is the use of lies if there is
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were worshipped as gods (though only in a marginal way) during the Ur III pe-
riod,⁴⁹⁴ a situation that would be impossible to imagine had their reigns been
viewed in a totally negative way. Further proof of this is the fact that their monu-
ments and inscriptions had been carefully preserved in the Ekur, where they
must have been studied and copied by Ur III scribes, providing models for the
contemporaneous display inscriptions.⁴⁹⁵ It is characteristic that of all the
third millennium dedicatory texts that had been stored in the Ekur only the Sar-
gonic and the Ur III ones were selected to become part of the Old Babylonian
scribal curriculum (Essay 1 pp. 46‒47). This too must be interpreted as a sign
of admiration and approval (Cooper 2001: 139).

But even the Ur III period (or, at the very least, the prelude leading to it) was
not free of openly negative reactions toward the Sargonic policies and worldview
more generally. Here it is sufficient to recall the universe of Gudea’s inscriptions,
in which everything happens in a timeless mythical dimension, and no political
events ever take place, other than those of ritual activity. Is not this universe a
total rejection of the Sargonic values,⁴⁹⁶ with their stress on historical change
and individual accomplishment? Is not the total self-abasement and subordina-
tion to the divine will that is displayed by the builder of the Eninnu an antithesis
of the posture of Naram-Suen, as the latter rebels when he is denied the divine
“yes” to rebuild the Ekur?

9 My final illustration of how Mythical History works, and how its lessons may
be used to further our understanding of the history of events is the SKL. I have
already referred to this composition many times, both in this and the preceding
essays.⁴⁹⁷ The completely preserved version of this fascinating text dates to the
Old Babylonian period. One of the characteristic features of this version is the
manner in which it deals with the history of Early Dynastic times. As described
there, kingship circulated among several cities, with Kiš, Uruk, and Ur having
held it more than once. Thus, Kiš is credited with four separate dynasties,
Uruk with three dynasties, and Ur with two dynasties. Surprisingly, however, sev-
eral cities that are known to have been very influential in Early Dynastic times
are not included in it at all. Especially striking here is the omission of Lagaš,

no truth in them?” As a matter of fact, Šulgi’s hymns are full of boasts about destroyed cities and
terrorized foreign lands (including Šulgi B”!). Note also that mu-sar-ra means “inscription”; the
term for “stele” is na-du₃-a. See also Cooper 2010: 329 and n. 20.
 See Essay 2 p. 116 n. 314.
 Cf. Essay 1 p. 37.
 See Essay 1 p. 32‒34.
 See especially Essay 1 pp. 40‒42, 44‒45.
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which was one of the leading city-states of Sumer, and which may have even ach-
ieved political supremacy at one point in time (under E-annatum).

Over the years scholars tried to establish when exactly the SKL was com-
posed. Among the proposed datings were the reign of Utu-hegal of Uruk, the
time of the Third Dynasty of Ur, and the early Old Babylonian period – more spe-
cifically, the so-called Isin period, which followed immediately after Ur III. More-
over, mainly as a corollary to the dating efforts, attempts were made to unravel
the internal logic of this composition. The question one asked here, in particular,
was why some Early Dynastic dynasties are included in it – some among them
more than once, whereas others are not. Thus, for example, the inclusion of as
many as four Uruk dynasties was thought by some scholars to be an indication
that the origins of the SKL were somehow associated with Uruk. This, in turn,
suggested to them that the SKL was composed either during the reign of Utu-
hegal of Uruk (Jacobsen 1939) or the Third Dynasty of Ur (Wilcke 1988), whose
rulers, as is well known, traced their political and genetic roots to the mythical
kings of Uruk.

A different explanation of the date and purpose of the SKL was offered by
Piotr Michalowski (1983), who, building on the earlier suggestions by J. J. Finkel-
stein (1979), interpreted it as a foundational charter of the Isin dynasty.

Other scholars believed to have discerned the presence of various internal
patterns in this composition. For example, it was observed that the transfer of
kingship from one place to another appears to follow a regular sequence,
which runs as follows: from Kiš to Uruk, from Uruk to Ur, and then back to
Kiš again. Jean-Jacques Glassner claimed to have identified an even more com-
plicated pattern – a “sinusoidal scheme” – which, in his view, underlines the en-
tire list (2004: 68‒70).

Claus Wilcke, on the other hand, speculated that the inclusion of at least
some cities in the SKL had more to do with the geographic extent of the Ur III
state than with the realities of Early Dynastic history (1988). What Wilcke pro-
posed, specifically, is that certain peripheral cities were included in it to mark
the furthest extensions of the Ur III state. In other words, the SKL served as a
sort of metaphorical map of the Ur III territorial possessions or conquests.⁴⁹⁸

Our understanding of the origins and the evolution of the SKL has been con-
siderably enhanced by the publication of an Ur III manuscript of this composi-
tion (Steinkeller 2003). The manuscript in question almost certainly dates to the
reign of Šulgi, the second ruler of the House of Ur, since it ends with the reign of

 As such, the SKLwould be comparable to the roundlet of Naram-Suen (for which see Essay 2
p. 137 and Appendix 2), which is a visual realization of the same idea.
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Ur-Namma, Šulgi’s predecessor, and since it actually invokes Šulgi: “Šulgi, my
king, may he live long days!” (Steinkeller 2003: 274). This dating is further corro-
borated by its script, which clearly belongs to Ur III times. Unfortunately, only
the upper half of the tablet survives, so that the reconstruction of the entire
text is uncertain. Based on what survives, however, it is certain that the Ur III
list differed very significantly from the Old Babylonian version. It begins with
one continuous listing of the rulers of Kiš, which combines the four Kiš dynas-
ties. Then there is a short lacuna in the tablet, which may have included a few
rulers of Uruk (but certainly not all of the dynasties of Uruk), immediately
after which there is the Sargonic dynasty. From then on the tablet follows
more or less the order of the Old Babylonian version (the exception is the dynas-
ty of Adab, which is not mentioned in the latter source).

As far as one can tell, the most significant difference between the Ur III king
list and its later version is that the former organizes the events in an unmistak-
ably linear fashion: after the kingship descended from heaven in time immemo-
rial, it remained for thousands and thousands of years in Kiš down to Sargon’s
very day. This veritable Age of Kiš was apparently followed by an Urukean inter-
lude, with Akkade and the successive dynasties then following suit. In other
words, the Ur III king list embraces a linear vision of history, which probably
even reflects a chronologically correct historical sequence. Unlike in the Old Bab-
ylonian version, there is no suggestion in it that, in Early Dynastic times, king-
ship wandered cyclically from place to place.

So now, of course, we need to ask: when and why was the fatalistic vision of
history as a chain of recurring cycles imposed on the king list? In all probability,
this happened not earlier than in Isin times (ca. 2000‒1850 BC), mainly as a re-
sponse to the traumatic experiences that the fall of Ur had visited upon Babylo-
nia. Here it should be realized that the demise of the House of Ur was much more
complete – and probably also even more unexpected – than that of the Sargonic
empire.⁴⁹⁹ It was very likely this horrific event that called for a radical re-evalu-
ation and re-arrangement of the existing symbols. “A linear sequencing of events
did not make sense any longer: while the fall of the suspect Akkade could be
comprehended, no existing explanation might have accounted for the demise
of the seemingly perfect Ur. And so history had to be given a cyclical pattern,
in which kingship circulates among a number of cities in a fairly regular se-
quence, never staying in one place for long” (Steinkeller 2003: 285‒286).

 According to Hallo, “the fall of Ur was thus not as cataclysmic an event as the [city] lam-
entations, for their own reasons, made it out to be, and certainly not a watershed event on a par
with the fall of Akkad earlier or the fall of Babylon at the end of its First Dynasty” (2001: 204‒
205). In my opinion, the situation was just the opposite.
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What happened, therefore, is that the existential perspective that had been
gained from the fall of Ur was read back into the past, all the way to the begin-
ning of history.What the Old Babylonian redactors of the SKL are telling us is the
following: history moves in cycles, no political center is able to hold on to power
forever. It was always like that.

And certainly the political realities of post-Ur III times, when Babylonia was
subdivided among a number of warring states that no longer shared a common
city-state ideology (such as existed in southern Babylonia in the Early Dynastic
period) reinforced this view of history still further.

In my view, the conceptual shift from a linear to a cyclical understanding of
the course of history I have proposed is best illustrated by a juxtaposition of
“The Curse of Akkade” with a number of post-Ur III compositions. The
“Curse,” whose composition assuredly belongs to Ur III times, organizes events
in a sequential fashion, attributing the rise of dynasties and kings to divine favor
and election:

sag-ki gid₂-da ᵈEn-lil₂-la₂-ke₄
Kiški gud-an-na-gim im-ug₅-ga-ta
e₂ ki-Unugki-ga gud mah-gim sahar-ra mi-ni-ib-gaz-a-ta
<<KI>> ud-ba Sar-ru-GI lugal A-ga-de₃ki-ra
sig-ta igi-nim-še₃ ᵈEn-lil₂-le
nam-en nam-lugal-la mu-un-na-an-sum-ma-ta

When Enlil’s displeasure
had slain Kiš like the Bull of Heaven,
had slaughtered the house of Uruk land in the dust like a great ox,
and then, to Sargon, king of Akkade,
Enlil, from south to north,
had granted en-ship and kingship.
(“The Curse of Akkade” lines 1‒6)

By contrast, the city laments, which offer a poetic vision of the demise of the Ur
III state, operate with a concept of the royal reign (bala) that is unstable and
changeable by its very nature. These changes are unrelated to the performance
of rulers (as the original southern Babylonian ideology had it), being rather en-
tirely dependent on the fickleness of deities. As such, they are totally unpredict-
able, devoid of logic, and, therefore, beyond human comprehension. No turn of
reign will last forever. Though it may be long in some instances, it will exhaust
itself in the end:

Urim₂ki-ma nam-lugal ha-ba-sum bala da-ri₂ la-ba-an-sum
ud ul kalam ki gar-ra-ta zag un lu-a-še₃
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bala nam-lugal-la sag-bi-še₃ e₃-a a-ba-a igi im-mi-in-du₈-a
nam-lugal bala-bi ba-gid₂-e-de₃ šag₄-kuš₂-u₃-de₃

Ur indeed was given kingship; (but) was not given an eternal reign.
From time immemorial, since the Land was founded, until the population became numerous,
who has ever seen a turn of kingship that would take precedence (for ever)?
The turn of its (i.e., of Ur) kingship had been long indeed, but it exhausted itself (in the end).
(“The Lament for Sumer and Ur” lines 366‒369)

bala-ba ud sud-ra₂ na-ma-ni-in-gar-re-eš-am₃

(Ningal speaks): “They (i.e., the great gods) indeed did not assign to me a reign of distant
days.”
(“The Lament for Ur” line 114).

This fatalistic concept of the royal reign presupposes that any tenure of kingship
will unavoidably end in violence and destruction:

a-a ᵈEn-lil₂ nam mu-e-tar-ra galga ba-ra-an-du₈-du₈ …
ᵈEn-lil₂-le dumu-ni ᵈSuen-ra inim zi mu-un-na-ab-be₂
dumu-mu uru nam-he₂ giri₁₇-zal ša-ra-da-du₃-a bala-zu ba-ši-ib-tuku
uru gul bad₃ gal bad₃-si-bi si₃-ke u₃-ur₅-re bala an-ga-am₃

(Nanna speaks): “Oh Father Enlil, the destiny you determined cannot be explained!” …
Enlil speaks true words to his son Suen:
“My son, the city that was erected for you amidst abundance and joy, you possessed it as
your turn of reign –
but also destroyed cities (and) great walls with their leveled battlements are part of the reign!”
(“The Lament for Sumer and Ur” lines 457‒462)

As I pointed out earlier, the same notion of the royal reign appears also in the
“Sargon Legend” Segment A line 8, where, in spite of Ur-Zababa’s good efforts,
the gods decide, suddenly and inexplicably, to terminate his tenure of kingship
(nam-lugal-an-na bala-bi šu kur₂-ru-de₃).

I will conclude this assessment of the SKL by emphasizing that my findings
(if correct) do not necessarily contradict the existence of deeper symbolic pat-
terns in this composition, such as those proposed by Glassner and Wilcke. The
beauty and uniqueness of the myth lies in the fact that it always has multiple
sub-texts, allowing alternative, equally valid readings.

10 I hope that I have succeeded in getting across at least the basic sense of my
argument. The Mythical History I am advocating simply recognizes the fact that
the so-called “historical” sources do not substantially differ from literary texts,
in that both of them are but symbolic negotiations of historical events. But
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this fact does not render all this evidence irrelevant to historical analysis. Instead
of dismissing such symbols as “symptoms of false consciousness” (Karl Marx
and co.), we should treat them seriously, as true reflections of the social matrix.
This, I believe, will provide us with considerable rewards.⁵⁰⁰ As I stressed earlier,
such an approach by no means is entirely novel. But it has not so far been used
in a really focused manner. And this, essentially, is what I am arguing for.

 For examples of such benefits, see Beckman 2005. Having analyzed a number of Hittite his-
torical sources, Beckman demonstrated that these accounts lack historical veracity. At the same
time, he pleaded as follows: “But please note that each of the elements we can now recognize as
misrepresentation in itself tells us something significant about Hittite society or its ideals”
(ibid. 352). Similarly, Van De Mieroop, who, in reference to the “historical-literary” sources deal-
ing with the Sargonic period, argued that “unless we believe that there was a mindless copying
of texts because of antiquarian interests, there should have been a relevance to them when they
were written. This approach allows us to work with the texts in the form that is available to us. It
becomes irrelevant whether they were newly composed, verbatim copies of an earlier manu-
script, or reworkings of something earlier. I contend that that in all three cases the texts still
had a meaning within the society for which the manuscripts were written” (1999: 329).
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List of Abbreviations

1 Bibliographic Abbreviations

Abbreviations used are those of the Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University
of Chicago (Chicago, 1956‒2010) and/or cdli: Cuneiform Digital Library Initiative [cdli.ucla.edu],
“Abbreviations for Assyriology.”

Titles of Sumerian literary compositions generally are those used by ETCSL: The Electronic
Corpus of Sumerian Literature, Oriental Institute, University of Oxford [etcsl.orinst.ac.uk].

2 Other Abbreviations

AKL “Antediluvian King List”
DN Divine Name
ED Early Dynastic
ms manuscript
mss manuscripts
OB Old Babylonian
SB Standard Babylonian
SKL “Sumerian King List”
ULKS “Uruk List of Kings and Sages”
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