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INTRODUCTION

There was a time, before the Ancient Greeks and the Romans, when
other more ancient civilisations existed. Of course, the Greeks and
Romans gave us many riches such as iterature and drama, science,

maths. law and democratic rule but the civilisation | want to concentrate

on, the Sumerian civilisation, gave us just as much and yet we are not
taught about it in our schools and in the media. This is nothing new-
even the Father of History, Herodotus, did not fully recognise the
importance of the people of Sumer: the individuals behind the wheel,

who developed writing and ended the age of the hunter-gatherer. After

they became farmers and traders, they formed the first towns and cities
and began to lead lives that are recognisable to us today. No wonder
that the land of the Fertile Crescent between the rivers Tigris and

Euphrates, Mesopotamia, is known as the Cradle of Civilisation




became
British Museum in London and taking @

2 - a knowledgeable and enthusiastic guide wh

free guided tour In
o made me want to find out

SR gs: the Royal Graves of Ur. CL Woolley and
. ” L aven Agatha Christie! During the tour, | also began to feel a connection
R Mth the ordinary people of Sumer as | 'ooked at the Standard of Ur (the
inel was in Japan when | visited). | have spent hours looking at

ures of the Standard since and | think it is an amazing primary
& ncal source.
tour the British Museum guide told us that hundreds of clay

1 tablets stored at the museum are being slowly interpreted by
2d researchers who even come in at weekends to work out the

>f the Mesopotamian past. This project is my attempt to do the
ﬂw record some of what is known about the mysterious but

3umenans | hope you enjoy my discoveries.
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In the Uruk period (3500-3200BC), a ground breaking invention arrived in Sun
Thanks to King Ashurbanipal who kept many of these ancient clay tablets in |
Nineveh, but also Nebuchadnezzar and world museums today, we have

world of the Sumerians.

The first Sumerian writing used pictograms (Figure 1); simple pictures to
objects and these were read right to left at first in portrait orientation then lai
then in columns. Gradually, these pictograms were simplitied into a f
| used wedge-shapes. This writing is known as cuneiform (
g represented syHablm which could he ombined to MaKe

fepresent a complete word, | ventually, there wi
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‘Clay was used for everything as there was a plentiful supply of thick mud from the
blet, which

. flooding of the Tigris or Euphrates. Damp clay was formed into a flat ta
could be held in one hand. The writer pressed a stylus made from reed from the river

_ banks, wood or ivory into the clay to make the cuneiform symbols then left the tablet
" in the sun to harden and to make a permanent record for us today.

I o begin with, the clay tablets were used to keep an eye on trade and food supplies

., and were often just lists of administration but later stories such as the tale of
~ Gilgamesh were written down.
** i
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j.if ‘think the ‘inventiory_ of writing in Sumer went hand in hand with people’s need to
. become wealthy and comfortable and that has not changed much over the
~ centuries! The abundance of clay and its creative use is an example of history
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' happening in the right place at the right time in my opinion.
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As the Sumerians started to develop writing to communicate W ith eacl o .
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shortcuts and quick, easy to use technology similar to Twitter, FacebOOK OrT |
seal was born. The seals were made from calcite

expensive and often worn around the neck by a cord.
atail on

clay records (Figure 3). The patterns on these seals often had amazing detail Ol
combinations were possible and these were not easily copied. This was important in trade
chasing of wealth which the Sumerians seemed keen on! Later, some seals became more apout

stories and heroic myths and again were very elaborate and looked similar to tn
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Greek vases many centuries on.
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Maosopotarria 15 the area of land between the Hive
Fuphrates and the River Tigris, In ancient times, DOLN rive

s o DYy 8 often flooded the surrounding land, Each thme the
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floodwater decreased, it leftt behind a layer of

the river banks, just like the River Nile did

Around GOOO B( people '.ltJI:[u-fi being nomads and began
fu‘t'j} .IHHII.l". .Illti HIow IIH'H SAVAR rops on 1‘“;- h-m;'ﬂ. r 1\ ¢
soil in northern Mesopotamia, In the south, where the

climate was dry and hostile, they built canals to brine
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| fhrmers settled in one place near the rivers and lived in :anm_H villages. '11'\14.31';:* \S n._

(in the British Museum; Figure 5), preserved in bitumen t.rczm the N111&?11@1‘&33.‘;_\}?_& |

% ing scene with cows being milked, calves standing by looking r:r'n R ijd w\*_n;;‘st \f:u__w\a.:ﬂ, h'\u_ A
centre and butter ma king going on. It looks just like any dairy farm from modern
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nple ,

evels in the soil started to increase, bariey-

L enimer alco erew wheat and when the sa _ g
' r a‘;odg{)eeer and bread! Once again, the clay cuneiform tablets tell us even more-
always had be Other crops showed that the diet of the peopie of Sumer

eas, lentils, lettuce, leeks, dates, onions
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ng was done by the women.

£ | . 2 0 hiCkp
> and actually quite delicious. They ate C B
R Sery faf:.'gnqwere used to flavour food. There are some temple votive figures which
istard and saff | 5 >ir mothers
o aq od that new born babies were breast fed by their mothers.

sh Museum which show



- Some of the villages grew into towns, and in turn some of the towns grew into wealthy cities suc

.~ Uruk and Eridur. These cities had city walls for secu rity, streets, canals and suburbs. Ther Was
4 temple with stairways to the city god or goddess called a ziggurat (
i ’-f;;_;_l"' Egyptians, Mayans and Aztecs. The ziggurat to the moon goddess
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This safe and comfortable
lifestyle meant that in only 500
years the Mesopotamians went
| from farmers to literate, rich
o A | E businessmen. The Sumerians
Map of Bt | lived in southern Mesopotamia,

Ancient N ) : AN the Akkadians, and then the

.

1l_f§potam,‘a e Babylonians, in central

S Mesopotamia and the Assyrians
In northern Mesopotamia.
These areas today include \raq,
north east Syria and part of
south east Turkey (Figure 7).
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0 “ ' P earea of Ur, a cemetery was duscovered by Woolley. He realised, a bit like
' ‘times who have looked through the sewers at Herculaneum, that wondertu
10S unattractwe places' 1800 graves were excavated and 16 tomi some
vitr extremely valuable objects were found. In Trench A, known as the wa d
ic Roval Tombs (Figure 9) were discovered and in them clay pots, jewellen

IL"IF‘- "_' '."'-"'; :-F'Ii;
I 1A

SV found There was evidence that some tombs had belonged to kings a
a of Ur. It seemed that like the Egyptians later on, people w :re
r rtant peOple in the afterlife. Perhaps this inspired the writer Agatha
' '_ 2 potamla » ofter she visited the Woolleys in Ur. The tour guide at the
characters in the book is thought to be based on Katherine
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er- The Stands
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s - Femdding oo B el Fentves ’ : . haa o
i One of the most important findings in the Royal LEMELe Ji ne o _
1 { = — . F i .‘".-_‘ 1 : ,I.-h. 'L' b = vy Py, 'i“-'"_ ] a ol [ F - Y - . & 7
 { largest prwate graves (PG ) In The corner OfF Lhall s &) e ILE : JINE ¢ we 1
@ B | Lk I'l. ] ¥ : r___‘ . -~ :_' - i — = . - = ¥ & A o
| right shoulder of a man. Leonard Woolley thereiore though rht be a standard ;
. ‘ : - : j! T _;—.p: I‘~ iy e -"1! — e o -~ -: - - = il 1 & 1 & . 3 !-— -~ - | -
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hAav for a3 miicical instri oyt
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When the Standard was first founa, it had been crushed [
using an ingenious wax technique, Woolley was able to restore the paneis Of she
limestone and lapis lazuli. The Standarad has two sides- one shows a war scene and the
other a peacetime one. All the figures are in profile just like Egyptian art was :_.h:_# i
For me, the Standard of Ur is one of the beautiful things in the British Museum It ic
_ - ~— o Fiuocu
guite small and | found it much more useful to study each section of it onlir :
annotated my observations of the Standard and in doing so was able to lir
D @V ¥Wdo aUIT { \ :
and then dispiayed in the British Museum

findings with objects excavated
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Backpack carrying figures; supported by headbands; what is in the backpacks- whq
/wool? Are these slaves or free men”




> n in the temple votives of this time; bald (cooler in the heat) men;

-
|.'
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A musician playing a lyre with a bull head; a bard next to him- long haired or is it a
~woman?
i\

A B

Music, drink and someone as the centre of
~attention- just like any party today!
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o | f? tanda rd of Ur: War Side

Tallest figure with spear is the king having enemies presented 1o him
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‘Naked enemies-trampled underfoot or may have become slaves of the Sumerians and
were probably traded




onkeys known as onagers (horses not domesticated) wifhi Fiiige
the chariots look like they may be made of woven reeds.

g

P - = Infantry men in leopard skin cloaks with spears and axes and soft heimets,

perhaps of leather. Seem to be in uniform. Look like the Lewis Chessmen!

Very ordered marching seen; probably professional soldiers.
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Animals and nature were very important to the Sumerians as they provided food and raw
materials. Clay and reeds have already been mentioned as products from nature but also
goats (milk, wool, meat); cows (milk, meat, glue and leather) and sheep (wool and meat)

were crucial for survival in the villages, towns and cities. There were also many wild animals
living in the areas around the cities such as lions, leopards, wild dogs and horses and these

- appear in Sumerian art. | am not sure whether ostriches were wild or domesticated but the

IS @ wonderful ostrich egg shell vase in Room 56 of the British Museum with a shell

lazuli rim which | think is ingenious (Figure 13).

re
and lapis

g -'ééi;‘Dne of the animals that | think the Sumerians prized highly and perhaps was sacred was the
. ; : There is a tiny but beautiful shell Inlay plaque in the British Museum (Figure 14) bf 3 |
g *‘ with their front legs up in the air and it is a similar Image to the famous Ram in

(Figure 15) discovered by Woolley in the Great Death Ppit in Ur. ;
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This exquisite piece is one of a pair as well and is in fact a goat not a ram which Woolley admitted before his
death. He fel_t the {':an":e Ram in a Thicket fitted better because of the story in the Bible when Abraham was
going to sacrifice his son to God but then was allowed to kill a ram instead.

The “ram™ has his front legs entangled in 3 gold flowering plant. Gold is also used in the face, ears and legs
of the ram and must be pure gold as it has not decayed. The body fleece is made of shell and lapis lazuli as
are the horns. There is a gold cylinder attached to the back of the ram which could mean this piece was
perhaps part of a small table. In any case, whoever made this put in a lot of effort and spent a lot of money
to use many imported materials such as lapis lazuli from Afghanistan and gold from Turkey and the Gulf and
perhaps India. This piece tells me that the Sumerians were beginning to possess some “bling” and enjoy
luxuries as their lives became easier. They were trading right across the Gulf and beyond in their wheeled
carts and boats and were not content to stay “between the rivers’

. They remind me in their
adventurousness of the Vikings who are better known for their

aggressive ways than their trading!




Other laxuries include the stunning jewellery (Figure 16) found in the Royal Graves of Ur and
made from precious metals and jewels such as carnelian from India and lapis lazuli and beaten

gold. The jewellery was often in repeating patterns and in leaf shapes and the blue and gold

;;e necklaces are very similar to the ones seen in the tomb of Tutankhamen many years later! Gold
:}' Earrings hung over the ears, gold hair ribbons and rings and amulets of stone and shell ones

* showing leaping leopards, birds and fish again show that the Sumerians were willing to import
and trade to keep up appearances.

.

Ihe Sumerians also decorated their houses and ziggurats to brighten up all those mud bricks.
L example, they made clay cone mosaics (Figure 17) of red, black, white and blue which look
almost like woven reed hangings but non perishable ones. Rosettes of white and pink limestone
- with black slate were a common sight and may have been symbols of fertility.
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I C 'S 4 create art and poetry
» not only to play music on lyres anc .

ve time . %\ The o
h (Figure 18). There is

- srians now seemed to | 2 L
A v The Sumerians - ed the Royal Game of Ur by Leonard Woolley

v but also to play a board game, I 1€
{,’} ,-'} an example of this in the famous Room 56.
| ‘ The game is on a stunning wooden board inlaid with shell, Li‘,l.’ria lazuli and red _Ium‘aitm‘:v_q_r‘m u.-;_a_:. e
| ' obviously created by someone very skilled and j:{‘{lllh"ll'\/- IH.HH'it“E'i. [ he agvvn .udmn 1€ 1| circula :. game
. | pieces are made of shell and often have 5 dots on Hn'-m_n.mnf;u' to on a d_n;u Of tm‘iqy. Ihe pli‘a'g.-'m;
| :-"‘ squares are decorated, some with rosettes, and a cuneiform tablet helpfully explains the rules

,
T
g Ji. / -
I i ‘g:j r‘
h { A

A

/:z - This game is also played in Egypt and called Senet. One of
my favourite games, and one | really enjoy with my

/  grandfather, is Ludo, a game nearly every child in the
world knows about. Ludo is very similar to the Roval

ﬂ Game of Ur. Ludo was incredibly popular in India when my

. i grandad was a child and he says it has been pl
long as he can remember
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Ml Game of Ur, the people of Sume

byu:em:as”y accessible. BBITQUGIH MusIc, games and drink| ing w
. HIERsSumerians lived in decorated houses, wore m ok
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W seemed to be i ing
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lbusmesses Yet by 1600 BC, the Sumerian civilisation had

¥ but it may have been due to iInvasion by neighbour!

garies and so was open to attack. Other possibilitie
dﬂsses of Sumerians perhaps as food supplies decrea S

REropIallure: water evaporation caused the soil to become t

e e

horley 160 not think anyone is entirely sure what happen:
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wthe.artefacts they left behind, we have a window into
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wh BHOULD WE LEARN ABOUT THE SUMERIAN
e CIVILISATION?

af Sumer was a creative and technological place, rather like a
ey of ancient times. Without the Sumerians, the life we kKnow

iy of regular food supplies, housing, jobs, art and literature would not
umerians developed trade and economics. the first wheel.

atn. lcs using base 60 and 12 and astronomical observations such
Funar calendar. The first great piece of literature, Gilgamesh, (who
mther like Herakles to me) was also created at this time. once

ad gone beyond simple pictograms on clay tablets. The famous
murabl where rules and punishment came from a central

01 rather than individuals, was founded on Sumerian law and is
of our codes of honour even to this day.



Inately at the moment it is almost impossible to per‘form
J l digs in “the land between the two rivers”. It is

g to see the suffering of the people and also the museums
bemg destroyed and beautiful artefacts shattered into pieces

2d anc sold on the black market. | really do hope that these

. -;l.,""h.
A e

dfi S will stop very soon so we can all visit and admire these
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agam What is ironic to me is that the silt from the two

O .:s ably kept many artefacts buried deep underground and
Il be the only way of keeping them safe during these
Pﬁhaps one day, we will once again be free to visit the
jlopotamians and another CL Woolley will come along and

- __ me about the fascinating people of Sumer. | hope I'm
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RESOURCES

Julian Reade (British Museum Press)

attack” 2015: BBC4; presented by Dan Cruickshank

sopotamia.co.uk/menu.html
af Civilisation” presented by Michael Wood (YouTube)
useum. org/explore/.../room_56_mesopotamia.aspx
rdic n com/culture/2010/nov/10/ancient-world-mesopotamia
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