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General Timeline of Mesopotamian History




	SOUTHERN MESOPOTAMIA
	NORTHERN MESOPOTAMIA



	3500–3100 BC
Formation of Uruk, the first city
	



	c.3400
Invention of proto-cuneiform writing
	



	c.2900–2350
Early dynastic period (first kings, expansion of Sumerian city states)
	



	2112–2004
Ur III period (centralised Sumerian state)
	2350–2150 BC
Old Akkadian period (Sargon of Akkad accedes 2334 and builds first Mesopotamian empire)



	2004–1595
Old Babylonian period (Sumerian dies out, Akkadian takes over)
	2000–1600
Old Assyrian period (abundant evidence for international trade, trading outposts established in Turkey)



	1792
Accession of Hammurabi (builds first Babylonian empire)
	



	1595–1155
Middle Babylonian period (Hittites sack Babylon and the city is taken over by the Kassites)
	1365–1056
Middle Assyrian period (Assyria becomes a substantial territorial state)



	c.1200
Collapse of many states in the eastern Mediterranean; beginning of textual dark age
	c.1200
Collapse of many states in the eastern Mediterranean; beginning of textual dark age. Assyria weakened and shrinks to its heartland.



	1155
Elamites sack Babylon; the city is ruled by native dynasty once more
	911–609
Neo-Assyrian period (Assyria rises again)



	626–539
Neo-Babylonian period (Nabopolassar breaks away from Assyria and founds his own dynasty in Babylon)
	612
Fall of Nineveh



	539–331
Persian rule of Mesopotamia, until Alexander the Great takes Babylon
	








Timeline of Events in This Book

Summer 705 BC – death of Sargon in battle

July 705 – chief scribe Nabu-zuqup-kenu copies out Tablet XII of the Epic of Gilgamesh (see Chapter 7)

July 705 – accession of Sennacherib (15 days later)

November 689 – Sennacherib’s destruction of Babylon

In the years following, Sennacherib rebuilds the Ashur temple in the image of Marduk’s temple in Babylon (see Chapter 2)

January 680 – murder of Sennacherib

March 680 – accession of Esarhaddon

May 672 – Ashurbanipal named crown prince of Assyria and Shamash-shum-ukin crown prince of Babylonia

672 or 671 – Ashurbanipal’s sister writes to his young wife scolding her for not being good enough at writing cuneiform (see Chapter 1)

Late 671 – conspiracy against Esarhaddon becomes public

March 670 – conspiracy crushed

April–June 670 – Esarhaddon’s most serious period of illness

April 670 – the king despairs to his physician Urad-Nanaya, asking why his illness cannot be diagnosed or cured. Early May – the king is at his lowest point; his advisers collectively beg him to stop fasting and come out of isolation; his physician confronts him about his inability to trust anyone (see Chapter 4)

June 670 – the queen mother falls ill

June 670 – the king’s exorcist Adad-shumu-utsur performs anti-witchcraft rituals for the queen mother (see Chapter 3)

March 669 – argument among the astrologers over whether Venus or Mercury has risen (see Chapter 6)

November 669 – Esarhaddon dies. In the next month Ashurbanipal ascends the throne of Assyria

March/April 668 – Shamash-shum-ukin ascends the throne of Babylon

664 – Elamites invade Babylonia

Ashurbanipal pushes the Elamites out of Babylonia. Usurpers take control of Elamite throne and the legitimate heirs flee to Nineveh where Ashurbanipal grants them asylum for a decade. Continuing tensions erupt in the battle of Til-Tuba in 653 (see Chapter 8)

September 653 – Ashurbanipal’s defeat of the Elamites at Til-Tuba

May 652 – Shamash-shum-ukin rebels against Assyria and war breaks out later that year

20 October 651 – the diviner Dannaya asks the entrails whether Shamash-shum-ukin is fleeing to Elam (see Chapter 5)

Autumn/winter 648 – war ends with the capture of Babylon

In the aftermath Ashurbanipal performs ritual laments in Babylon to appease the gods (see Chapter 9).

Autumn 647 – Ashurbanipal invades Elam and destroys Susa

631 – death of Ashurbanipal?

323 – death of Alexander the Great in Babylon

Babylonian scholars try to save him with the ancient substitute king ritual (see Epilogue)




Dramatis personae

Assyrian names can seem long and complicated, because each name is a miniature sentence – ‘Ashurbanipal’, for example, is actually a simplification in English of the Assyrian ‘Ashur-bani-apli’, meaning ‘The god Ashur is the creator of the heir’. Many of the names used in modern parlance are based on how they were transcribed in the Hebrew Bible. Though the shorter versions still sound strange to our ears, they are more familiar than the Assyrian ones, so where they exist I have kept them. The scholars, who are less well known, will be called by their Assyrian names.

The Family

Ashurbanipal

The scholar-king who curated the library. Often called the last great king of Assyria, Ashurbanipal ruled 669–631 BC.

Sargon II

Sargon II was Ashurbanipal’s great-grandfather and the founder of the dynasty. His death in battle in 705 BC was a disaster for Assyria.

Sennacherib

Sennacherib was Ashurbanipal’s grandfather and, like Ashurbanipal himself, had a troubled relationship with Babylon. He suffered personal tragedy after his eldest son was kidnapped from the city and put to death, and reacted by razing Babylon to the ground.

Naqia

Naqia was Ashurbanipal’s grandmother, and the wife of Sennacherib. Her name means ‘pure’ in Aramaic, which betrays the fact that she was not of Assyrian descent but came from the west. Naqia was one of the most important women in Assyrian politics. Astonishingly for the time, she was involved in the daily affairs of government and was the recipient of letters from the scholars about political matters.

Esarhaddon

Esarhaddon was Ashurbanipal’s father. He was plagued by ill-health and sedition, had a reputation for being paranoid and constantly wrote to his advisers worrying about the omens, but this same paranoia was what kept him on the throne and could equally be understood as due diligence.

The Scholars

Balasi

Balasi was Ashurbanipal’s chief scholar and had been his personal tutor while crown prince. He was primarily an astrologer, but was also well-versed in many different types of omens and rituals. He had a close personal relationship with the king, and this enabled him to speak his mind in a way that few others could.

Adad-shumu-utsur

Esarhaddon’s chief exorcist, whose career continued into the reign of Ashurbanipal. He was part of a family of experts who worked at court – his son Urad-Gula was also an exorcist.

Urad-Nanaya

Esarhaddon suffered from a mystery illness that no one else had managed to diagnose or cure; as his chief physician, Urad-Nanaya had the unenviable task of performing the seemingly impossible.

Dannaya

Dannaya was one of many diviners in the palace who specialised in interpreting the omens from sacrificial sheep. He was a eunuch, which was unusual for someone of his position, since only those who were physically perfect were allowed to approach the gods.

Nabu-zuqup-kenu

Sargon’s chief scholar, descended from an illustrious line of royal advisors, and father of Adad-shumu-utsur. He reflected on the king’s death by copying out Tablet XII of the Epic of Gilgamesh.

Nabu-zeru-iddina

A lamentation priest whose job was to sing to the gods in the daily rituals in the temples, as well as lament on special occasions such as when an eclipse was coming. Nabu-zeru-iddina’s father had served as chief lamenter under Esarhaddon, and trained his son to follow in his footsteps.
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Preface

Nineveh, 612 BC. The chief scribe looks down from the citadel at the wave of destruction coming towards him like a massive flood. Swarms of troops move through the city, their shields red with blood as they batter down the defenders. Chariots flash through the squares and streets like lightning, aiming for the palace, sweeping towards him up the hill.1

The tablets are sitting on their shelves when it happens. They are stacked neatly in rows, as the sound of flames begins to crackle. Smoke seeps under the door as the sound grows louder and louder, from a distant hiss to a mighty roar. Soon the fire breaks down the door; it climbs the walls, and tears through the cedar beams as the roof crashes to the ground; the burning wood leaves a sweet scent mixed with bitter tar in a giant offering as if this were a sacrifice to the gods. The library has become a kiln: as the heat intensifies the clay tablets begin to bake and harden, setting their words almost as if in stone. In places the heat is so extreme that it liquefies the clay, which bubbles and turns to glass.

As all the buildings catch ablaze, the scribe turns and flees. But he has not left his knowledge to die. After the inferno cools, piles of tablets lie in heaps like rubble. Broken like pots and mixed with fractured wreckage, then slowly covered up by the debris of ages, the tablets bide their time. The fire that destroyed their home has ensured their preservation, hardening them to survive in the ground, waiting for the archaeologist’s spade.

Nineveh has since fallen into obscurity. Some today might recall it as the place where the Old Testament prophet Jonah was travelling to when he was swallowed by a whale. Many will remember the destruction caused there by the so-called Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), who broadcast images of their vandalism across the world. But Nineveh was once the most splendid city on earth, the seat of a powerful empire home to astonishing wealth, art, and culture.

The terrible wars Iraq has suffered in recent decades paint a bleak picture of the current state of its heritage. We have read of the looting of museums and desecration of archaeological sites, and seen videos of cities being bulldozed and blown up with dynamite. Given such dire reports, we might think that the destruction has been total, and that all is lost. Despite the considerable damage, there is much that we can still learn from what remains. Nineveh alone had already been excavated many times by teams from the UK, France, America, and Iraq itself between 1846 and 1990; and in 2019 archaeologists returned to resume conservation work and continue exploring the site. While ISIS did its best to publicise the destruction of the most visible ‘idols’ in their territory, such as the winged bulls that guarded the gates of Nineveh, Iraq has over ten thousand archaeological sites, many of which were protected by locals who took pride in guarding their heritage. And when ISIS destroyed the tomb of the prophet Jonah on the citadel of Nineveh, they unwittingly uncovered new parts of the Assyrian palace lying underneath it, including a rare frieze depicting Assyrian women. With so much material already excavated, and a tremendous amount of exciting excavation work ongoing, we are better placed than ever to reconstruct this amazing civilisation.

All too often it is destruction that makes the news. Most of us have heard only reports of disaster from this part of the Middle East, but for thousands of years Iraq has been a centre of learning, scholarship, and wisdom. It is time to focus on its achievements rather than its calamities, its wonders instead of its disasters. To do so we will enter the largest library of the ancient world prior to that of Alexandria, a library that has not been lost to history but sits on museum shelves in London as scholars piece it back together; a library that some two and a half millennia ago went up in flames and yet can be accessed today precisely for that reason.

[image: ]

Nineveh is located on the outskirts of Mosul in modern-day northern Iraq. The suburbs of the modern city have grown up around the centre of the ancient one. Today the ancient citadel is not much to look at – a grassy, rubble-littered hill, surrounded by houses and major roads looking out across a modern city. Yet on this site once stood one of the greatest collections of knowledge in history, containing the collected wisdom of the region we call Mesopotamia in ancient Iraq. Holding more than thirty thousand tablets, this library was assembled by King Ashurbanipal, a ruler who aspired to gather all the knowledge of his day under a single roof. Ashurbanipal scoured his empire for texts to add to his collection, obtaining copies from temples in times of peace and confiscating personal libraries in times of war. His library contained everything from the essential documents he would need to govern his lands to the most esoteric lore explaining how to read the future. It had vast stores of medical knowledge, ranging from dentistry to gynaecology, as well as prayers, songs, and great works of literature. There were accounts of victories in battle, and ancient dictionaries that have helped modern scholars to decipher cuneiform, the world’s first writing system. In the royal archive there were letters between the king and his advisers, governors of faraway provinces and rulers of other states, and records of the everyday running of the palace and the empire. The library gives us a unique and extraordinary wealth of information about this culture – not only are the highest forms of scholarship of the time found here, but the voices and everyday experiences of the individuals who used it are also preserved in the letters that they wrote to the king.

Ashurbanipal assembled his library in the seventh century BC, but he was part of a much larger story: the Assyrians were conscious of their debt to those who came before them and were just as concerned about safeguarding ancient knowledge as we are today. Therefore, as well as being a snapshot of the state of knowledge in Ashurbanipal’s time, the library is a window into the even more remote past. It helps us to understand nearly three millennia of history, preserving all kinds of texts that stretch back to the ancient states of Sumer and Babylonia and giving vital context to the centuries that follow. Ashurbanipal was the ruler of the Neo-Assyrian empire, which was not the first empire in the ancient Middle East. Two millennia earlier the region had been home to Sumerians who developed city states from the south of Iraq to northern Syria. The Babylonians and Assyrians then built their own kingdoms and vied with each other for power. ‘Mesopotamia’ is a general term that refers to this whole area, inhabited by different peoples at different times. Many developments took place in this vast time span, yet many aspects of the culture were shared and carried on. Its history is significant not just for Ashurbanipal or the Middle East, but for the whole world, as Mesopotamia witnessed numerous developments that have influenced us all in profound and often surprising ways, earning it the title of the ‘cradle of civilisation’.

As the birthplace of writing – a revolutionary technology that facilitated the keeping of records, the growth of states, and the preservation of knowledge – Mesopotamia is literally where history begins. Mesopotamian scribes wrote on clay tablets, a simple and cheap medium that has also proved to stand the test of time. Consequently, we have a huge number of sources that give us a fascinating view of the earliest literate societies in the world – the number of tablets excavated so far has been estimated at over half a million. It is often assumed that the contents of these tablets are rather dull; mostly accounts and receipts. Mesopotamia does indeed have many sources of this type, which is how we know so much about its economy and enterprise. But it also has much more: cuneiform tablets document almost every facet of human existence, from the letters of ordinary people to the calculations of advanced mathematics. Mesopotamia, then, was the seat of a rich and complex culture, much of which is represented in Ashurbanipal’s library.

Although many languages were used in Mesopotamia, two were dominant: Sumerian, the first attested written language, and Akkadian, which is an umbrella term for Babylonian and Assyrian, slightly different but mutually intelligible dialects. These languages use the same writing system, cuneiform, just as the Latin alphabet is used to write various European languages, regardless of whether they are related. In fact, the cuneiform world is even wider than Mesopotamia, for its writing system was also adapted by its neighbours for Ugaritic on the coast of Syria; Hittite in what is now Turkey; Urartian in modern day Armenia; and Elamite and Old Persian in Iran. This is testament to Mesopotamia’s power and influence in the ancient world. Indeed, Akkadian was even used as the international language of diplomacy among the Bronze Age kings of Egypt, Turkey, Syria, and the Levant, such was its international prestige.

Writing is not the only legacy of Mesopotamia. Many concepts indispensable to civilisation originated here, including the city, banking, and law. Our division of hours into sixty minutes is based on the Mesopotamian mathematical system, and the constellations we look for in the sky were first grouped and named by the Babylonians. The Assyrians had aqueducts before the Romans, and the Babylonians had a version of Pythagoras’ theorem a thousand years before Pythagoras. Mesopotamia was the cradle of civilisation not just in its very earliest origins but in its ongoing contribution to knowledge over three thousand years.

Yet this ‘cradle’ metaphor is problematic, predisposing us to view Mesopotamia as primitive. If Mesopotamia is the cradle, by implication it can’t be as sophisticated as the civilisations that came after it. In this narrative, the Mesopotamians invented the basics before passing them to Greece and Rome who added the important parts. We regard ourselves as being at the most sophisticated point in this historical timeline, having passed through the Enlightenment and the Industrial Revolution, and having acquired other trophies such as quantum physics, postmodern philosophy, and the internet. However, there is a dangerous tendency for us in modern times to be a little too self-congratulatory, a little too in love with our own achievements, and to see people in the past as somehow lesser beings. We should not underestimate people who lived long ago; when we compare them to ourselves in any real detail what actually emerges is their impressive intelligence. Babylonian astronomers were able to calculate the exact positions of any planet at any time on any day in the future, with no instruments to measure the sky but their bare hands. These intellectuals were versed in not one but two dead languages, which they used for scientific and religious purposes in the same way that Latin and Greek were used in Europe until only a few hundred years ago. For the earliest farmers of the Near East, the invention of irrigation took considerable skill, requiring the development of new techniques to control their challenging environment and manage it to their advantage. The people of Mesopotamia were astonishingly clever, not just in the long view of history, but in ways that we can easily recognise today. Their heritage is a world heritage whose influence has left its mark across the globe.

Despite its importance for world history, scholarly work on Mesopotamia has scarcely reached the popular domain. Most of the books written by academics focus on the grand sweep of history – the development of civilisation, the rise and fall of Mesopotamia’s various states and empires, and its rediscovery in the Victorian era. This book will not repeat those stories, though it will cover them where necessary. Instead, it will illuminate Mesopotamian culture through the people who lived it, seeking to understand how they thought and putting their knowledge in its human context. Ashurbanipal’s library is extraordinary in that it preserves the voices of the people who used it as well as the knowledge itself, giving us a unique opportunity to see Assyria through Assyrian eyes. Inescapably, this viewpoint is limited to the elite and literary classes who wrote and used the tablets. Much of ordinary Mesopotamian culture would have been oral, but the library still reflects the society’s broader traditions and concerns. Our journey will be an adventure that takes us to the heart of what it means to be human: so often we will see that the Assyrians asked similar questions to ours, and even arrived at similar answers, in curious and unexpected ways.

[image: ]

I first discovered Mesopotamia by chance. Browsing in a bookshop one day in my late teens, I saw a new translation of the Epic of Gilgamesh and thought it looked like the kind of thing I would like. I bought it and read it in one sitting. I was struck by the familiarity of its themes and the strangeness with which they were expressed. There was something so recognisable and universal in this poem’s story of a man’s struggle to come to terms with his own mortality after the death of his best friend, and the quest for knowledge that he consequently embarked upon to the ends of the earth. This was a powerful work of literature that had connections with the classical world I knew, yet it was also mysterious and challenging, all the more for its strangeness. I ended up studying both Classics and Assyriology in sequence, journeying into the ever-remoter past.

Above all, it is the strangeness of Mesopotamia that draws me to it, and the desire to make that strangeness understandable once more. Assyriology is a quest to rediscover how the seemingly inexplicable does make sense, and to bring what was once obscure back into the light. To be an Assyriologist is to reconstruct some of the world’s most significant ancient cultures, bringing back to life civilisations that have been lost for more than two thousand years. It is a quest as exciting as that of Gilgamesh himself, and one that remains as exhilarating today as when I first began.




Introduction: A World Rediscovered

Ancient Mesopotamia covers the area of modern-day Iraq, and falls within the so-called ‘fertile crescent’ which also encompasses Syria, the Levant, parts of Turkey, and south-west Iran. ‘Mesopotamia’ is a Greek word meaning ‘between the rivers’, referring to the Tigris and Euphrates. Many different peoples lived here over the centuries, beginning with the Sumerians and followed by the Akkadians, the Assyrians, and the Babylonians. The region was a melting pot of cultures but nevertheless was loosely held together by a shared literary and religious tradition, first and foremost the use of cuneiform writing. The cuneiform sources for this culture span from c. 3400 BC up until c. AD 80, a continuum of time so vast that Assyriologists specialise not by decade or century but by millennium. Even after Babylon fell to the Persians, cuneiform culture endured. Under foreign rulers, from the Persians to the Greeks and even the Parthians, priests continued writing calculations in cuneiform and singing to their gods in Sumerian. This culture endured for more than three millennia, meaning that from the Middle East to the West more than half of human history is written in cuneiform.

Mesopotamian culture began with the Sumerians. Sumer is an area in the south of Iraq where the first city states of Uruk and Ur were formed, effectively the first mega-cities and bureaucracies in the world. The Sumerians dominated the region for over a thousand years, but by the second millennium BC their language had fallen out of use and Akkadian had taken over.

Eventually this landscape was inherited by the Babylonians in the south and the Assyrians in the north. The Assyrian people were indebted to the Babylonians much as the Romans were to the Greeks: Assyrian culture owes so much to the Babylonians that the two can be difficult to disentangle. For this reason I will use the term ‘Mesopotamian’ to refer to aspects of the culture that are shared between the two, as well as with even older Sumerian texts. The fortunes of the two empires rose and fell in more or less alternating patterns over the centuries. The Assyrians traced their ultimate ancestors back to the Old Akkadian empire based in northern Iraq, made great by Sargon of Akkad in the twenty-third century BC. Later, Babylon became a great city and centre of learning in the eighteenth century BC, when King Hammurabi conquered the surrounding territory and the old Sumerian cities to the south and forged the first Babylonian empire. ‘Hammurabi’s law code’ is one of the most iconic monuments of the ancient Near East – carved out of sleek black basalt, it is inscribed with 282 laws that deal with accusations of murder, assault, professional misconduct, misbehaviour of animals, inheritance, and much more. As often happens when any one object from Mesopotamia becomes famous it was labelled as ‘the first’ law code, even though there were others that preceded it. But Hammurabi’s is the most beautiful, and the best preserved, and so justly deserves its limelight. It can be seen today in the Louvre.

Relations between Assyria and Babylon in the first millennium BC were tense. The first few centuries were disastrous for Babylon as it repeatedly suffered from enemy invasion and internal turmoil. This is when Assyria rose to prominence. In the tenth century BC the Neo-Assyrian empire took off, with king after king adding to its territory until, by the time of Ashurbanipal, it was the largest empire the world had ever seen. Babylon was one of the cities conquered by the Assyrians, along with its surrounding regions (known as Babylonia), but the Babylonians resented being under Assyrian domination and frequently rebelled. Babylon was a source of constant trouble to most Assyrian kings, who tried various strategies to pacify it, none of them successful. In fact, it was the Babylonians who eventually brought about Assyria’s downfall, teaming up with other tribes to sack Nineveh in 612 BC following centuries of Assyrian rule.

The events of this book take place in a relatively short window of time, in the reigns of the last prominent Assyrian rulers: Sargon II, Sennacherib, Esarhaddon, and Ashurbanipal. These four kings lived dramatic lives, and their library bore witness to some extraordinary events.

Sargon II was the founder of the dynasty, who expanded the empire to limits it had never reached before. Our story begins with his unexpected death in battle in 705 BC, a traumatic event that casts a shadow over the rest of his dynasty. When his son Sennacherib ascended the throne, he did all he could to distance himself from his father, hoping to escape being haunted by his past. But all of the Sargonids would go on to suffer both personal and political crises, which led at least one of them to question whether the source of their troubles was a sin committed by Sargon against the gods.1

Like so many Assyrian kings, Sennacherib’s reign was marked by conquest. He became famous for his campaign against Judah, which was memorialised in the Bible and in a poem by Byron, ‘The Destruction of Sennacherib’. But it was the struggle over Babylon that defined him most of all. The city had been conquered by the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser III in 729 BC, but the Babylonians did not come quietly, and continually rebelled against Assyrian rule. Sennacherib tried various strategies to control them, culminating in installing his son and heir Ashur-nadin-shumi as king of Babylon, but this failed spectacularly when his son was kidnapped after six years on the throne and never returned home. Sennacherib’s retaliation was brutal, and he destroyed the city in 689 BC. It was a shocking act of violence on Assyria’s mother culture that many must have had mixed feelings about, and that his descendants would grapple with for generations, another long shadow over the Sargonid dynasty.

Like his father and son, Sennacherib too had an untimely death. The disappearance of his designated heir caused fatal problems for the line of succession. It seems that an older son, Urdu-Mulissu, had been expecting to succeed Sennacherib, yet it was Esarhaddon who was nominated by their father, a choice that seems to have surprised everyone. Shortly after the announcement was made, Esarhaddon was sent away for his own safety, but he was not the one in danger – Urdu-Mulissu took his anger out on his father, teaming up with another brother and murdering Sennacherib in an attempt to seize the throne. Yet two months then passed while the brothers fought among themselves over which of them should become king. In that time Esarhaddon stormed back to Nineveh and drove his brothers out, taking his place as king of Assyria in 680 BC.2

With such a tumultuous start to his reign it is no wonder that Esarhaddon was vigilant about possible threats to his rule, constantly on the look-out for ill omens and portents. He also suffered from a mysterious illness that waxed and waned for years and that none of his physicians could diagnose or cure. This was a serious problem for an Assyrian king, politically as well as personally, since in Assyrian eyes his illness made him look weak. A sick king could not be a legitimate one – regardless of his successes – and when news of his illness got out it sparked a conspiracy to unseat him from the throne.

Esarhaddon ultimately faced down three conspiracies – from a challenger named Sasi, from the chief eunuch, and from the mayor of the city of Ashur – and retaliated by executing much of the top level of his administration. This purge was hugely damaging as it left the country without enough officers to govern it – years in Assyria were named after the top official, and for the first months of 670 no one was in a position to give their name to it.

The crushing of the conspiracies must have made everyone in Esarhaddon’s court extremely jumpy, but there were more exhausting events to come. A few months later the king’s illness reached its worst crisis and his physicians and exorcists alike became increasingly desperate in their attempts to bring him back to health. As soon as the king recovered, his mother Naqia fell seriously ill, which was thought to be the work of witchcraft. She recovered too, and the entire royal family were exorcised as a precaution. But the next year Esarhaddon died on the way to suppress a rebellion in Egypt, most likely as a result of the illness which finally got the better of him.

Esarhaddon had taken measures to ensure a smooth succession and tried to set things up to spare his sons the troubles he had faced. He divided the kingdom, making Ashurbanipal king of Assyria and his elder brother Shamash-shum-ukin king of Babylonia, hoping that each would be content with their own domain. Unfortunately after their father’s death the strategy failed; although the brothers got on at first, eventually hostilities broke out and they went to war in 652 BC. The result was a conflict that lasted four years and ended with the Assyrian defeat of Babylon for a second time in living memory.
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Though famed in antiquity for its wealth and sophistication, and remembered in the Bible as the home of Abraham, the tower of Babel, and the whore of Babylon, for millennia Mesopotamia remained as distant as myth. All that people knew of this ancient civilisation came from garbled references by classical authors, passed across continents and down through time like Chinese whispers, and from polemical biblical writers with an axe to grind against the Assyrian and Babylonian kings who had conquered them.

After two thousand years of silence, Mesopotamia emerged again in the nineteenth century AD to speak with its own voice. Sensational archaeological discoveries in the Middle East uncovered the cities of Assyrian kings with their magnificent palaces and extraordinary sculptures and reliefs, which were brought back to the British Museum in London and the Louvre in Paris. Babylon itself was excavated by German archaeologists and its dazzling gate of blue-glazed bricks reconstructed in Berlin. For the first time, readers of the Bible could look upon the faces of the conquerors who appeared in its pages, such as Shalmaneser III and Sennacherib.

Even more exciting were the written sources that were discovered. The decipherment of the cuneiform writing system in 1857 finally allowed us access to the conquest of Judah from Sennacherib’s perspective, Nebuchadnezzar’s boasting in his own words, and a Babylonian flood story strikingly similar to the one described in Genesis. Later identified as the Epic of Gilgamesh that would captivate me as a young adult, the Babylonian account of the deluge caused such a stir that the Daily Telegraph funded an expedition to search for the missing pieces of the tablet. It was like looking for a needle in a haystack – small pieces of clay in a site containing thousands – but extraordinarily, another version of the same story was indeed found. George Smith, a self-taught scholar of modest origins, who identified it, was so excited when he read the description of a ship resting on a mountain top and sending out a dove to look for dry land – so uncanny in its echoes of the Bible – that he is said to have started undressing himself and running around the British Museum study room in elation. This story is recorded by E. A. Wallis Budge, a curator who had a long-standing dislike for Smith. Most likely intended to mock him, it had the opposite effect, not only because it is such an eccentric thing to do but for its capturing of the exhilaration of those early days of discovery.

The field of scholarship that covers all this is called ‘Assyriology’. The name is misleading, since it encompasses not only Assyrian culture but everything from Sumerian literature to Babylonian economics. The term was coined when the Assyrian palaces were discovered in the nineteenth century, and remained even when excavations continued to unearth older and older states and cultures. As it became clear that the excavators had only scratched the surface of Mesopotamian history, further sub-categorisation developed. The Assyrians were renamed the ‘Neo-Assyrians’. There were also Old Assyrians and Middle Assyrians, as well as Old, Middle, Neo-, and Late Babylonians, not to mention the earlier Sumerians and Akkadians. But by then the name ‘Assyriology’ had stuck.

What had begun as a kind of biblical archaeology seeking to establish the veracity of the Old Testament quickly became an independent field of interest in its own right, with sources reaching much further back in time than any biblical writings. Scholars struggled to keep up as these sources continued to be unearthed at an incredible rate. Many tablets discovered in this era still languish in museum storerooms waiting to be transcribed and published, while archaeologists continue to add new artefacts from fresh excavations. Put simply, too few people are trained to read cuneiform for us to be able to cope with the demand, simply because not enough people are aware it is possible to study it at university.
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It was in this thrilling period of discovery in the nineteenth century that Ashurbanipal’s library came to light. The library would prove foundational for the study of Mesopotamia more widely, since it was largely thanks to the tablets held there that its languages were deciphered, and it is those tablets that form the core of our knowledge about Mesopotamian scholarship – Assyrian, Babylonian, and even Sumerian.

The library emerged in stages, as its tablets were found in several places through a series of different excavations. Since Iraq was under Ottoman rule at this time, the site was known by the name of Kuyunjik, a Turkish word meaning ‘little sheep’ that implies it was then used as a place for grazing. But this great mound of earth covered the ancient citadel of Nineveh and the palaces of the Assyrian kings. French and British expeditions began digging at Kuyunjik in 1842, but the French did not find anything initially, and abandoned the site in favour of other Assyrian cities. The first major discovery at Nineveh was Sennacherib’s ‘Palace without Rival’, found by the British archaeologist Austen Henry Layard and his local assistant Hormuzd Rassam, working for the British Museum, between 1847 and 1851. In 1850 a sensational find was made: while tunnelling through the earth, the excavators reached a room filled with cuneiform tablets, which Layard named ‘the chamber of records’, describing it as follows:


The first doorway, guarded by the fish-gods, led into two small chambers opening into each other, and once panelled with bas-reliefs, the greater part of which had been destroyed. On a few fragments, still standing against the walls, could be traced a city on the shore of a sea whose waters were covered with galleys. I shall call these chambers ‘the chambers of records’, for … they appear to have contained the decrees of the Assyrian kings as well as the archives of the empire … The cuneiform characters on most of them were singularly sharp and well defined, but so minute in some instances as to be almost illegible without magnifying glass.3



Spurred on by this discovery, the British Museum continued its work at the site. The next expedition was led by the diplomat Henry Rawlinson, who had a keen interest in the language of the tablets and would play a key role in deciphering cuneiform. The Ottomans divided the rights to excavate Kuyunjik between the British and the French – the French were given the north side, the British the south. It was the local assistant Rassam who made the breakthrough. He had a hunch that the British should work on the north side of the mound, where the French, to his frustration, were not exploiting their right to dig. Rassam decided to take matters into his own hands and excavate on the French side secretly, at night. This hunch proved to be correct, and in 1853 he discovered Ashurbanipal’s North Palace, and many more cuneiform tablets. The French conceded their rights to the British in return for some of the reliefs from the palace, which is why Ashurbanipal’s library is now housed in the British Museum. Thousands of tablets were uncovered in a series of excavations over the next fifty years. A selection can be seen in gallery 55, while the bulk of the collection is stored in the Arched Room, a study room filled from floor to ceiling with trays of texts.

We do not know what the library looked like, as many of the tablets were not found in their original locations. What Layard grandly named ‘the chamber of records’, for instance, turned out to be a bathroom next to the throne room – the invading armies who sacked the palace must have dumped the tablets there after taking their pick of what they wanted. To complicate matters further, early excavators often did not record exactly where they found the tablets in the first place. Another large cache was found in Ashurbanipal’s North Palace, which is now thought to have been the location of the library proper, and we now know that Nineveh was in fact home to at least two other libraries, belonging to the temples of the goddess Ishtar and Nabu, god of scribes. All of these have been mixed up under the museum label of ‘K’, standing for Kuyunjik, making it difficult to always know which tablets came from which building. Thankfully the ancient scribes themselves were often diligent about classifying the works; many tablets were inscribed with the label ‘Palace of Ashurbanipal, king of the world, king of Assyria’, marking them as his property.

Although the library has not been excavated as a physical place, we can imagine something of its character based on other libraries that have been unearthed elsewhere. In 1986, a library was found in a temple in the city of Sippar, with tablets still on the shelves. The library was a small room with fifty-six rectangular niches built into the walls in a grid-like pattern, the ultimate purpose-built storage. Each niche was 30 cm wide and only 17 cm high, but, perhaps surprisingly to us, 70 cm deep, meaning not all of the tablets could be seen at the same time. The tablets were stacked like books, two or three rows deep, and each niche could hold sixty of them. This small room, only a few metres square, could easily have held 3,360 clay tablets. It does not seem to have been a place for reading like a modern library, but rather was a place for storage, like a closed stack. Cuneiform tablets would be difficult to read indoors in any case, since one needs a bright light to make them easily legible. Most likely the reading and writing of them would have taken place outside in the courtyard.

Assyrian libraries probably had a similar layout. Another temple dedicated to the god of scribes at the Assyrian city of Khorsabad also had these niches, as did an archive at Sennacherib’s palace in Nineveh. Another royal archive in the city of Kalhu stored tablets in brick boxes similar to modern filing cabinets. At Nineveh we know that groups of tablets were labelled so that they could be found more easily, perhaps similarly to modern library shelves, since two of these labels for different omen collections have actually been found.

Clay tablets come in various shapes and sizes, depending on how much and what kind of text was written on them. It was easy to make a tablet to fit the occasion. Letters and reports can be quite small – about the size of a mobile phone; smaller if there was less to say. A library tablet would be much larger, perhaps the same size as a modern paperback, but the text would be written in columns only half as wide. The number of columns could be expanded, so that some tablets have as many as four columns across and are more of a landscape format, while others are just a single column, slim and elegant. A work of literature would consist of several different tablets arranged in a numbered series, each one corresponding to one ‘chapter’ of the story. They range from one tablet long (e.g. The Descent of Ishtar to the Netherworld) to twelve (The Epic of Gilgamesh). Scholarly works were often much longer – the series describing omens from everyday life is 120 tablets long. When the palace burned and the tablets crashed to the ground they broke into pieces, but the fragments have all been diligently collected, and many have been put back together in what has been described as the world’s largest jigsaw puzzle. This work continues today, and finding a missing piece is still one of the great joys of the Assyriologist; artificial intelligence now helps us position the smaller fragments, some of which are the size of a postage stamp. The discovery of new parts of texts is one of the things that makes Assyriology so exciting, and is a regular occurrence – even during the writing of this book, new tablets have become known that could radically change our understanding of the texts they witness, while entirely new compositions also frequently come to light.

As well as clay tablets, the library contained writing boards – wax tablets like those used in the Roman empire, which could be smoothed over and reused. Only a few have survived, but judging from library inventories there must have been thousands in the library in total. Despite the potential for editing in this format, we know that many of the texts we find on tablets were also written on boards – standard reference works on divination, medicine, and ritual. When scholars in the city of Borsippa in northern Babylonia were asked to contribute to the library, they sent writing boards instead of tablets. As well as being easier to carry around than heavy pieces of clay, they could be prestigious items – one that was found in a well in the Assyrian city of Kalhu is made of ivory and has hinges that allow it to be opened and closed like a book. Amazingly, some wax is preserved on the board, with cuneiform signs still visible.
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For four decades Ashurbanipal ruled an empire stretching from Iran in the east to Egypt and parts of Turkey in the west. He was the last great king of Assyria, the last of his line to control such a vast territory, and the most powerful Assyrian king who ever lived. He sat on the throne from 669 to 631 BC and during that time crushed Assyria’s traditional enemies in Elam (a kingdom in western Iran), put down an Egyptian rebellion, and besieged Babylon. Yet there was more to Ashurbanipal than the list of his victories, as is shown by his vast and varied library.

Every Assyrian king was expected to wage war, and Ashurbanipal was no exception. His own accounts of his conquests of foreign lands portray him as an indomitable warrior who had no rival, who cut down all who were foolish enough to resist him, and who brought breakaway territories back into the fold. But unusually for Assyrian kings, Ashurbanipal was just as much a scholar as a military man. Reliefs in his palace show him spearing lions from his chariot yet carrying a stylus in his belt, as if the instruments of writing are as necessary for him to carry as the instruments of war.

Ashurbanipal even sometimes promotes his scholarly identity above his martial prowess. In a famous inscription where he speaks of the gifts that the gods bestowed on him while he was still in the womb,4 Ashurbanipal mentions his broad mind, extensive knowledge, and scribal learning before his power and physical strength.5 It was usual for Assyrian kings to be literate, but Ashurbanipal boasts to have studied to the same level as his scholars, a claim made by no other Assyrian monarch:


I learned the craft of the sage Adapa, the secret and hidden lore of all the scribal arts. I am able to recognise celestial and terrestrial omens and can discuss them in an assembly of scholars. I am capable of arguing with expert diviners about the series called ‘If the liver is a mirror image of the heavens’. I can resolve complex mathematical divisions and multiplications that do not have an easy solution. I have read cunningly written texts in obscure Sumerian and Akkadian that are difficult to interpret. I have carefully examined inscriptions on stone from before the Deluge that are sealed, stopped up, and confused.6



Here Ashurbanipal lays claim to the totality of Mesopotamian academic wisdom, a secret knowledge accessible only to the highly trained. He claims to be proficient in divination, which was among the most fundamental tools of government – the ability to read the will of the gods, in the sky, on earth, and in the entrails of sacrificial animals, was crucial for navigating difficult situations, both political and personal. Not only could Ashurbanipal interpret these omens in his own right, but he could discuss them with experts and argue about their meaning. Unlike previous rulers, perhaps, this was not a king who could be misled by technical jargon but one who could check it for himself, and who understood the reasoning behind the advice given to him.

Ashurbanipal then claims to be equally proficient in mathematics, a highly sophisticated Mesopotamian art whose achievements would be absorbed by the classical world following Alexander the Great’s conquest of Babylon. He is also, we learn, a linguist: many of the texts he mentions were written in dead and difficult languages – Sumerian had died out as a spoken language more than a thousand years before Ashurbanipal’s time, and even Akkadian was not easy for everyone to understand, since more and more people were now speaking Aramaic as their mother tongue. Finally, Ashurbanipal claims to have studied inscriptions on stone from before the deluge, the flood – a legendary event that separated myth from history and marked the beginning of historical time. This shows that the Assyrians themselves were conscious of the incredibly long span of their civilisation, and Ashurbanipal’s library contains texts that date to at least a thousand years before him, carefully copied and preserved through the ages.

Aside from his scholarly persona, what else do we know about Ashurbanipal? The inscriptions that tell the stories of Ashurbanipal’s campaigns preserve something of his own voice, since their tone matches that of his private letters. He sees himself as magnanimous and merciful, as when he declares that ‘I Ashurbanipal, king of Assyria, the magnanimous one who performs acts of kindness and repays good deeds, had mercy on [the Egyptian pharaoh] Necho, a servant who belonged to me, and forgave his crime.’7 Yet he inflicts humiliating punishments on his enemies, justifying them as ‘the command of the great gods, my lords’, for instance when he places the king of Qedar in a dog collar and makes him guard the city gate.8 He rewards those who are obedient to him with gifts and kingdoms, the disloyal with obliteration. Nothing riles him more than ingratitude. His bitter complaints about the Elamite king echo those he had made against his own brother when he rebelled against him: ‘He forgot the kindness that I had done for him, in having sent aid to him, and constantly sought out evil.’9 A common theme is his anger when people fail to enquire after his health: ‘As for the people living inside it [Bit-Imbi, a royal city of Elam], who had not come out and inquired about the well-being of my royal majesty, I killed them. I cut off their heads, sliced off their lips and took them to Assyria to be a spectacle for the people of my land.’10 This was not a king you wanted to cross.

Ashurbanipal’s library was not open to the public and tablets were not lent out. Instead, it was more of a private collection, made for the use of the king and his scholars. The tablets themselves tell us this, since the labels inscribed at the end of the texts declare they belong to the palace and often contain remarks seemingly from the king, such as: ‘I have written, checked and collated this tablet in the assembly of scholars, and placed it in my palace for my royal consultation.’11

Whether or not Ashurbanipal really wrote out all of these tablets himself (and this statement appears on a suspiciously high number of tablets for this to be the case) the label attests to his personal interest in their contents and implies he would have consulted them himself, just as he boasts in his inscription. There are some tablets which we can identify as being written in the king’s own hand: a letter sent to his father while he must have been still very young,12 but also a list of medicinal plants, and a technical glassmaking recipe which does indeed belong to the realm of obscure knowledge that he claims to have mastered.13 The king’s writing is twice the size of that on most tablets in the library, which implies that they were written during his training, a subject we will return to in Chapter 1.

Making allowances for his royal hyperbole, Ashurbanipal was still more of an expert than any king who had come before him. This may well be the reason why he emphasises his scholarly interests as much as or more than his military achievements, for they truly did set him apart. He was personally involved in acquiring material for his library, which makes it a collection that reflects his interests. Letters survive that discuss the acquisitions – one astrologer reports that new tablets have arrived and asks for direction about which ones he should copy,14 and later asks the king to tell him what to remove and what to add from the copies that are to be made.15 These letters also show us that the king genuinely was interested in safeguarding knowledge: ‘The tablets I am speaking about are worth preserving until far-off days,’ writes one scholar.16

Ashurbanipal actively sought out works for his collection, ordering other libraries to send him copies of what they owned. It was especially important to acquire texts from Babylon, the seat of Mesopotamian learning, and it is common for Assyrian tablets to bear the statement ‘written and checked according to an original from Babylon’ as testament to their bona fide origins. On one occasion Ashurbanipal wrote to the scholars of the city of Borsippa ordering them to make copies of all the scribal learning in the Nabu temple and send them to him, but the scholars replied that one of the texts he asked for was not available anywhere but in the temple of Marduk in Babylon itself.17 Ashurbanipal’s war against his brother, the king of Babylon, provided opportunities to access these scholarly riches, as tablets were confiscated as war booty. Inventories from the year the city fell record the delivery of tablets and writing boards of all different genres, surrendered by Babylonian scholars. Some of these scholars were brought back to Assyria and forced to work on the copying of texts for the library, kept in chains between jobs.18

The library was ultimately a resource to support the workings of government, to be used by both Ashurbanipal and his advisers. A letter from the king to the governor of Borsippa hints at this when it asks him to send texts to the library including ‘whatever is good for the kingship’ and ‘whatever is needed in the palace’.19 The purpose of the library is reflected by its contents also – uniquely among Mesopotamian collections, it contains more texts on divination than any other genre; this field of study would have been key to making decisions and helping the king run his empire. The collection is also heavy on magic and ritual, important technologies for ensuring the king’s safety and keeping the gods onside. In fact everything in the library turns out to be useful in some way, whether for practical or educational purposes. As we will see, even the poems and works of literature communicated important messages about kingship and the gods, and were related to the arts of the ritual practitioners. From an educational standpoint, the library had a role in training the next generation of advisers, since Ashurbanipal also discussed revising the teaching curriculum with his diviners.20 It seems that apprentices, scholars, and Ashurbanipal himself all benefited from the royal collection.

Ashurbanipal made the library what it was, but it was probably based on a collection that had been started earlier. His great-grandfather Sargon was already assembling a palace reference library, as we know from the ivory writing board mentioned earlier (see page xxxvii), which was labelled ‘Palace of Sargon’, and many tablets belonging to Sargon’s chief scholar ended up in Ashurbanipal’s collection. The library also contains other tablets that date to earlier Assyrian periods, and the royal archives preserve letters written by many of Esarhaddon’s advisers referring to all sorts of scholarly texts, including requests for their collection and copying. Ashurbanipal may have been the most learned of all Assyrian kings, but he was building on the efforts of others before him, intensifying a process that had started generations earlier. For this reason, we will follow not only Ashurbanipal in these pages, but his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather too.

We will study Ashurbanipal’s library thematically, first exploring how the Assyrians viewed the cosmic significance of writing and the all-pervasive influence of the gods. We will then dive into its manuals on magic, medicine, and divination using media from entrails to the stars. Poems and literary works are also found on the library’s tablets, as are historical accounts of war and the lamentations that took place in its aftermath. We’ll also explore how daily routines could also be shaped by the knowledge found in the library by following a fictional day in the life of Ashurbanipal, showing how these ways of thinking were relevant to all human activity. Finally, we will take a look at the incredible influence Mesopotamian culture has had on the wider world, and its resonance for us today.
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Assyrian scholarship was divided into five main branches: astrology, exorcism, medicine, entrail divination, and lamentation. Each of Ashurbanipal’s advisers specialised in a particular area, but they often studied other disciplines as well. Marduk-shapik-zeri, a lamentation priest who wrote to the king from prison begging to be reinstated, claims to be qualified in a number of different subjects:


I fully master my father’s profession, the discipline of lamentation; I have studied and chanted the Series. I am competent in … ‘mouth-washing’ and purification of the palace … I have examined healthy and sick flesh. I have read the astrological omen series and made astronomical observations. I have read the series of anomalous births, the three physiognomical works, and the terrestrial omen series … All this I learned.21



Such interdisciplinarity was not unusual. Both lamenters and exorcists knew some divination, while diviners themselves often advised on broader cultic matters. The chief scholars had expertise in all these fields, as Ashurbanipal claims for himself. Therefore, although their responsibilities were divided up, the advisers were part of an interconnected sphere of knowledge.

Ashurbanipal’s court was a place of competition and rivalry as well as collaboration – some teams worked together to get results for the king, while others had fierce disagreements. It could be a cut-throat place, too – many surviving letters speak of gross mistreatment at the hands of senior officials and beg the king to intervene. There are complaints from people who have been evicted from their homes by the city governor,22 from informants about crimes who fear for their lives,23 and from an astrologer whose field has been seized by a military official and his crops destroyed.24 One diviner claims to be dying of cold because he has nowhere to live – despite the king saying that he was to be given a house, no one has acted upon his instruction.25 And one astrologer writes in despair because the king has not summoned him for a long time and he doesn’t know why.26 We do not know whether these pleas were answered, and while those closer to the king must have had more of a chance of having their grievances heard, even they were not immune from abuse. A chief diviner rages that a governor has robbed him of his field, and it is surprising to hear that even Balasi, Ashurbanipal’s most senior scholar, was harassed – on one occasion the servants of a military commander snatched his orchards and chased his people away.27 Scholars may have been indispensable to the king, but this did not ensure their popularity with others.

In these letters to the king, human concerns shine through. Highly skilled professionals complain about being overworked and underpaid, claiming other members of the court are better off.28 Scholars complain that being forced to do extra work is distracting them from their research and teaching, in a way that is all too familiar to modern-day academics.29 Likewise, today’s medics will empathise with a royal court doctor who is exhausted from working non-stop with no time to himself, and complains that he desperately needs a holiday.30

One of the great pleasures of encountering the past is seeing how similar ancient people were to us. In the grand scheme of things, not all that much has changed. Then, as now, people experienced grief, love, anxiety, and joy. They had concerns about job security, disputes with in-laws, jealous rivalries, and profound friendships, and questioned the meaning of life.

It can be deeply moving to recognise our own emotions experienced by a person who lived three thousand years ago. Yet we should not project too much of ourselves on to them. We find many aspects of their culture deeply strange (and the feeling would have been mutual). For instance, the fact that Mesopotamians saw the will of the gods written in the entrails of dead sheep, or blamed dead ancestors for troubling them with illnesses, can make them seem far removed from Western culture. However, anthropological studies show that many of these practices are not at all uncommon and can be found in numerous other cultures across the world. All too often, when we dig deep enough, it emerges that underlying these beliefs is some desire, fear, or other motivation that we also express, but in keeping with the ‘rules’ of our own culture, which also turn out to be not quite as rational as we first thought. In fact, often it is we who are the strange ones. Our attempts, for instance, to foresee the results of elections are notoriously unreliable, but this does not stop us from trying; during the 2010 football World Cup an octopus in Germany was famously better at predicting the results of matches than professional forecasters (and even received death threats as a result). Whenever we come across an aspect of Mesopotamian culture that seems bizarre, a closer look reveals that it reflects our own society and values, holding up a mirror to our own attempts at rationalisation and certainty.




1.

The Scribal Art

Ashurbanipal’s sister Sherua-etirat is irked. She holds a letter from her brother’s new wife, Libbali-sharrat, written in sloppy handwriting and simple signs, a tablet full of mistakes that looks like it is from the hand of a child rather than that of the future queen of Assyria. This will simply not do. Ashurbanipal is the crown prince, heir to the greatest kingdom on earth, and needs a wife who is worthy of him in status. His wife’s accomplishments reflect not only on her husband but also on the whole royal family, and Sherua-etirat is embarrassed to have a sister-in-law who is not yet proficient in the scribal art. She will have to tell her to step up.

Sherua-etirat picks up her stylus to compose a reply. She unwraps a ready-made clay tablet, taking it out of the damp cloth it has been stored in to keep it moist, and begins to press signs into its soft surface: ‘Why don’t you write on your tablet and do your homework? For if you don’t, they will say: “Can this be the sister of Sherua-etirat, the eldest daughter of the succession palace of Esarhaddon, the great king, mighty king, king of the world, king of Assyria?’1

The scene is imagined but the letter is real, written perhaps in 672 or 671, shortly after Ashurbanipal became crown prince, a few years before he ascended to the throne. Sherua-etirat really did admonish her brother’s young wife for not working hard enough at her writing, telling her in no uncertain terms. By Ashurbanipal’s time in the seventh century BC the cuneiform writing system had been in use for around two and a half thousand years, though change was afoot. More and more people were speaking Aramaic as their mother tongue rather than Akkadian, especially in the countryside, and Aramaic would eventually take over as the dominant language in the Near East and replace the cuneiform writing system with an alphabet. In the cities and at the royal court people continued to speak Akkadian, and many would have been bilingual – in the seventh century we find records in both languages, showing they were used side by side. The Aramaic alphabet was much simpler to learn and to write than Akkadian cuneiform, but it was Akkadian that still stood for power, and Akkadian was the language of letters between the king, his advisers, and his family, as well as the scholarly texts in the library. As the letter shows, learning cuneiform was no easy endeavour and required hard work and persistence that was obviously lacking here, though we only have Sherua-etirat’s word for it since no letters from the future queen herself survive.

Cuneiform was far more than a writing system in Mesopotamia. It represented an age-old cultural tradition encoding knowledge that stretched back thousands of years. With knowledge of cuneiform came great prestige, since it was the key not only to communication but to wisdom handed down by the gods themselves. For this reason, the Mesopotamians referred to it as ‘the scribal art’, a writing system that required great skill to truly master. The scribal art consisted of far more than competence in reading and writing, for the complexities of cuneiform meant that it imparted information beyond the simple sounds and meanings of words. In Mesopotamian philosophy, language bound the world together, and in language the connections between all things could be found. Mastery of writing, then, was the key to understanding the secrets of the universe. For Ashurbanipal, who frequently describes himself as king of the universe, it was a crucial domain to have under his control.

From cuneiform’s invention all the way back in the fourth millennium BC to its decipherment in the nineteenth century AD, when Victorian scholars learned to decode it once more, we find scholars grappling with its complexity, a complexity that at times seems baffling to a modern audience. Yet as we will see, for the Mesopotamians this complexity was beautiful, celebrated, almost worshipped. In complexity was strength, making the writing system itself an object of study and of endless fascination, both to Mesopotamian scribes and to those of us who encounter it today.

[image: ]

The Assyrians were well aware of the antiquity of their writing system. The library held tablets that were extremely old, and they were not only treasured but also actively used. One scholar discussing a ritual with the king informs him that he has fetched from Babylon an ancient tablet made by King Hammurabi, who ruled more than a thousand years before Ashurbanipal.2 In that time much had changed – not only did the signs look very different, but the dialect of the language had changed too. Yet the fact that a tablet so old was not treated as an ancient relic but in fact was understandable and used in contemporary rituals is testament to the extreme longevity of cuneiform culture, and the careful transmission of knowledge through the ages.

Despite the remarkable continuity of the cuneiform tradition, its earliest origins passed into a legend very different from the reality. The Mesopotamians came up with their own myths about the invention of writing, the earliest of which is preserved in the Sumerian poem Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta.3 This particular poem was not held in Ashurbanipal’s library, but modern scholars have reconstructed it from tablets dating to the second millennium BC when the poem was first written down.

Enmerkar was a legendary king of Uruk, Sumer’s first great city. He was the grandfather of Gilgamesh, the ultimate Mesopotamian hero. As such, Sumerian rulers in the late twenty-second century BC looked back to Enmerkar and his successors as the inventors and champions of many aspects of Sumerian culture, claiming them as their ancestors in the hope that some of their glory would rub off on them. This is most likely why the stories about Enmerkar and his family were written down and are still with us today.

In the poem, Enmerkar is in a contest with the king of Aratta, to determine which king the goddess Inanna truly favours. Rather than a military contest, it is a battle of wits and ingenuity as the king of Aratta lays down a series of riddle-like challenges for Enmerkar to solve. The challenges are seemingly impossible: to transport grain in nets, or to make a sceptre out of a completely new material. Enmerkar finds a clever way out of each of them, seemingly inventing a kind of proto-plastic along the way. Caught up in his victories, he wants to send a message to the king of Aratta, reiterating his boasts and threats to destroy the king’s city. However, the message that he sends is so long that the messenger who has been running back and forth between these very distant kingdoms cannot remember the whole speech he is supposed to relay. The solution Enmerkar comes up with is the most ingenious of all: he invents writing:


Because the messenger, whose mouth was tired, was not able to repeat it, the lord of Uruk patted some clay and wrote the message as if on a tablet. Formerly, the writing of messages on clay was not established. Now, under that sun and on that day, it was indeed so.4



The messenger takes the tablet back to Aratta and transmits the message. After repeating Enmerkar’s words he shows the tablet to the lord of Aratta, who looks at it in incomprehension: to him, the cuneiform signs incised upon it are ‘just nails’.5 Most people today confronted with cuneiform for the first time would sympathise.

After this point the story becomes difficult to interpret, as the tablets are broken in many places, so it is unclear how the contest ends. Yet the Sumerian narrator shortly afterwards refers to Enmerkar as ‘the clever champion’6 – in their eyes he has clearly won.

The invention of writing is presented as the ultimate proof of Sumer’s superior culture. It was the cleverest of all Enmerkar’s inventions, a technology that gave the Sumerians superior power. While it is a romanticised image, there is a grain of truth in its message, since the invention of writing did indeed take place in Uruk and enable the growth of cities and states, and the spread of Sumerian culture all over the Near East.

Contrary to this story, writing was not invented by a single person at a single time, but evolved over a period of many centuries. One of the great advantages of cuneiform tablets is that they have survived from every stage of that evolution, allowing us to trace these shifts in detail. Cuneiform was not invented to win battles of wit, or write down great stories, but rather more prosaically to aid bureaucracy. Before writing – as early as 8000 BC – people in the Near East used to keep track of transactions with clay tokens. These came in many different shapes and sizes, with one token corresponding to one commodity – a sheep, a goat, a jar of oil, et cetera. Tokens were often enclosed in clay envelopes as a means of storing information about each individual transaction. Sometimes tokens would then be impressed upon these envelopes, so that it was possible to see what was inside without having to break them open. Eventually the tokens themselves were no longer handed over; rather, people made flat clay tablets and impressed the tokens on to those. These numerical tablets represent the first stage of writing’s development. Since there were no signs to represent individual numbers yet, one impression stood for one object. For example, if you wanted to record three jars of oil you would impress the relevant token three times on the surface.

Proto-cuneiform emerges at the end of the fourth millennium BC when scribes begin to incise pictographic signs into the clay tablets instead of impressing tokens. Each sign is a drawing or abstract representation of an object, but now we also have signs to represent abstract numbers, with different number systems depending on what you are counting. It is not clear whether these signs are directly based on the tokens that preceded them – there are only a handful of tokens that look like the proto-cuneiform signs for sheep, for example, which is rather odd given that sheep were central to the Mesopotamian economy. Nonetheless, the transition from token to sign is clear, though it takes a few hundred years for the tokens to become obsolete.

The earliest proto-cuneiform tablets were written in Uruk, which by the fourth millennium was a massive city of 250 hectares and home to at least fifty thousand people. At the heart of the city was a monumental precinct boasting temples, great courts, and a ziggurat – a pyramid-like structure that was the main temple of the goddess Inanna, the city’s patron. Most of the tablets were discovered in the temple complex, showing that this was the nerve centre of the administration where the scribes were based. The development of proto-cuneiform coincides with the so-called Uruk expansion when the city itself grew and its people founded colonies all over the Near East, taking their culture with them – Uruk-style pottery has been found as far afield as northern Syria and eastwards in Iran, where the legendary land of Aratta was supposedly located. Bureaucracy was well and truly established, and was here to stay.

It can’t be shown for certain that proto-cuneiform records the Sumerian language, since these tablets count objects rather than write full sentences. In fact, proto-cuneiform may not record language at all, but may rather convey meaning through symbols in the same way that today a skull and crossbones is a recognisable sign of danger regardless of what language you speak, and the icons on modern road signs can be understood by anyone who has learned to drive. Yet when proto-cuneiform becomes cuneiform proper by around 2800 or 2700 BC, then the words it spells out are distinctly Sumerian. By this time pictorial signs have been replaced by wedge-shaped signs. It is quite difficult to drag a stylus through clay, but cut the reed into a triangular cross-section and one impression of the stylus creates a beautiful, elongated wedge with just one quick tap. Those original pictorial signs are now drawn with wedges and start to look more abstract. At some point in the third millennium the signs rotated 90°, so that by the time the signs are made with wedges the pictures have turned on their side

Imagine you are a Sumerian accountant in the Inanna temple of Uruk. You are quite used to keeping records of commodities going in and out, using tablets that look a bit like modern spreadsheets, divided up into grids with each piece of information in its own square. It’s easy enough to draw a stalk of barley to represent grain, a bowl to represent a ration for each worker, and a person’s head plus the bowl for the disbursement of that ration, which is after all just giving the bowl to a person in real life.

To write down an individual object you just need to draw it. But how would you write more abstract concepts? How would you draw the word for ‘to live’? That is not so easy, but ‘to live’ in Sumerian is til, which sounds similar to the word for ‘arrow’, ti, which is something you can draw. The drawing of the arrow therefore stands for both the noun ‘arrow’ and the verb ‘to live’. Whoever read the tablet would have to work out which one it referred to from the context, but that usually is not as difficult as it sounds.

Similarly, to write the verb ‘to stand’, pronounced gub, you draw a picture of a foot. But then you also need to write the word ‘to go’, which is gen, and a foot seems the most logical way to draw that as well. The verb ‘to go’ has many forms, so it will be pronounced differently depending on the tense, e.g. whether it means ‘went’ (also gen), or ‘will go’ (du). If multiple people are going anywhere the word sounds different again, and so you write the plural versions su, er, and re with two foot signs on top of each other. In this way one sign can be used to write lots of different sounds.

Sumerian also has words that sound identical when spoken but have very different meanings. In these cases the scribes write these words with completely different signs so there was no confusing them, in the same way that in English ‘bear’ and ‘bare’ or ‘which’ and ‘witch’ sound the same but look different on the page. When transcribing these signs into Roman characters Assyriologists use numbers to tell them apart – kiri3 meaning ‘nose’ and kiri6 meaning ‘orchard’ are easily distinguished in cuneiform, but both are pronounced kiri.

Now that sounds are linked to pictures it is possible to write the sounds when they appear in other words that have nothing to do with the original objects. For instance, to write the grammatical element ‘of’, which is pronounced a, you draw a picture of water, also pronounced a. This works very well with the Sumerian language, which is agglutinative, meaning that it is mostly made up of single-syllable elements that are stuck together to make bigger words. For example, if you want to say ‘the temple of the god of the city’ you write ‘temple god city of of’. While this is strange from the perspective of most European and Middle Eastern languages, agglutinative languages make up a quarter of all languages spoken worldwide, including Turkish, Hungarian, Basque, Swahili, and Japanese.

One sign standing for lots of different sounds came in useful when Akkadian speakers came along and adapted cuneiform to their own language. Akkadian is completely unrelated to Sumerian but belongs to the same family as Hebrew and Arabic. The resemblances are still clear today, and speakers of these modern languages can easily recognise the connections with their ancient cousin. Because Akkadian and Sumerian are so different, Akkadian scribes had to be creative to make the writing system work for them. They used the signs to spell out words syllable by syllable rather than using one sign for one concept. But they also retained many Sumerian words as what we call logograms – a single symbol that stands for a whole word. For example, instead of spelling the word ‘god’ in Akkadian as i-lum (necessitating two symbols), the scribes wrote a single symbol representing the Sumerian word for god, DINGIR (which Assyriologists conventionally render in all caps to signal the presence of a Sumerian word in an otherwise Akkadian text). But because one symbol can have many meanings, they also used this same sign for the syllable an when writing other words. This proved a major headache for the decipherers of cuneiform in the nineteenth century, since it took a while for them to realise that they were dealing with two different languages in the same text rather than one. It would be like coming across the word ‘pain’ in an English text and suddenly realising it actually was French for ‘bread’. Realising this was a major breakthrough, and the pace of decipherment accelerated soon after.

Akkadian speakers made further changes to the script as well. Over time the signs became simpler to write, with fewer and fewer wedges so that by Ashurbanipal’s time the pictorial origins of the script are barely recognisable. Most notably, Akkadian has sounds that Sumerian does not, so signs took on even more values to represent these sounds that had not been needed previously. But over the centuries signs continued to acquire more and more values, even when it was perfectly possible to write words without them. It is as if we are seeing meanings proliferate for the sheer joy of it, exploiting all the possibilities it offered to the max.

For us with our ideals of efficiency and our simple alphabet of twenty-six letters this is the complete opposite to what we would expect – why introduce unnecessary elements into a system that already worked well without them? In fact, this points to a fundamental difference in values between us and the Mesopotamians – efficiency and simplicity are not the point. Complexity is an advantage, as it gives more options to choose from, a freedom of choice that expands possibilities not only in the way the Mesopotamians wrote but also in the way they thought. The Western tradition of analytic philosophy, ultimately based on that of the ancient Greeks, prizes precision and the narrowing down of possibilities in order to find one truth. For the Mesopotamians, truth was not contained in any one definition, and concepts were connected in many different ways, all of which were equally valid. For them flexibility, multiple meanings, and choice were privileged in a way that can be compared to postmodern schools of philosophy – Derrida’s theories of language with their emphasis on the written sign may even have been partly inspired by cuneiform. Instead of narrowing down, they expand.

Assyrian scholars believed that connections between signs and sounds in the writing system reflected fundamental connections in the universe. If one sign sounded similar to another, or looked similar to another, this was not merely coincidence but an insight into the nature of reality itself, which was constructed through language. Puns became an important tool for interpreting difficult texts, and a serious object of study. A great many commentaries survive explaining the deeper meanings of well-known works according to these principles. For instance, a court astrologer used one to explain the logic behind the following omen:


If the moon’s horns at its appearance are very dark: it means disbanding of the fortified outposts, retiring of the guards; there will be reconciliation and peace in the land.7



We may well wonder what the connection is between the omen and its meaning: why should dark horns of the moon point to peace in the land? The scholar is keen to tell the king exactly why: it is because there are similarities between the sounds and shapes of the words used to write ‘dark’, ‘well’, and ‘stable’, a series of puns that works across both Akkadian and Sumerian. Hence darkness is inherently connected to stability and all things being well, because of similarities between the writings of these concepts. That the astrologer quoted this text when writing to the king shows that this was not only an abstract game, but had a practical application, helping to reassure the king that the omen really was a good one.8 Here, then, is another difference in values: for us puns are humorous; for the Mesopotamians they are a window into the secrets of the universe.

We can see this in action in the way that Sumerian is translated into Akkadian in the first millennium BC. To take one example, in the Sumerian poem we know as The Return of Ninurta to Nippur, found in the library, about the conquests of Mesopotamia’s greatest warrior god Ninurta, we find the word ‘essences’ translated as ‘battles’. These two words are written with completely different signs, but they sound the same when pronounced in Sumerian. The unusual rendering is unlikely to be a mistake but rather indicates that to the Akkadian translator both options were possible, and the alternative translation indicated a different way of understanding the text on a deeper level.

Eventually Sumerian faded out of use as Sumerians and Akkadians intermingled and Akkadian took over as the dominant language of Mesopotamia.
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