Intents


The principal intention in preparing this text has been to present the Sumerian civilization (and its affiliates insofar as they affect its story) as an historical phenomenon. The particular events and archaeological sequences had, of course, always been presented in that way; but too often, it seemed to me, when the synthetic task of presenting the civilization itself was undertaken, an ahistorical attitude was adopted, in which claims were made regarding the civilization which applied to the entire term of its existence but could only be supported by data relating to a tiny part of that term. Little allowance was made – except by purely pro forma qualifications – for the fact that the Sumerian culture extended over at least 1500 years and was not at all static. The impression is thus given, for example, that what can be confidently stated concerning religious beliefs in the Old Babylonian period should also apply to beliefs of the Early Dynastic or Predynastic periods. The nature of family life, or the economic role of the temple, or the farming practices, etc. were similarly treated. Moreover, many of these features were described for the civilization on the basis of evidence which not only referred to just a single period of that civilization, but even came from times long after its passing. I hope that in this presentation the relationship of the cultural descriptions to the times to which they are intended to apply is clear, and that when evidence must be stretched or extrapolated from to cover periods where no contemporary evidence exists, that this procedure has been made absolutely clear and its limits acknowledged.

A secondary intention has been to present for amateurs, the reasons behind some of the claims that are made concerning that civilization, and as far as possible to present the references that would allow the reader to check for himself the origins of these claims. Thus, for example, the reasons for and against taking the Sumerians to be long time natives to Southern Mesopotamia at the time of the supposed origin of the civilization are given; and, at the other end, the arguments concerning the date of the effective death of the Sumerian language are canvassed. A particular effort was made, for the same reason, to include as many of the fundamental Sumerian or Akkadian texts as seemed reasonable to allow the reader to check the historical or cultural claims being made. Thus a fairly large number of complete translations are included in the documentary chapters. 
It’s worth noting at this point what will become obvious pretty quickly, that no great effort has been made to regularise the spellings of these translations or indeed of the text in general. This variety has to be accepted as one of the features of the field. A warning is given where appropriate of the odd system of transliteration sometimes used by the ETCSL, and old uses of patesi have been replaced by ensi, but that’s about it. In particular, I have not attempted to modernise the spellings of most names, so here we still find ‘Urukagina’ where we might have seen ‘Uru.KA.gina’, and where ‘Uruinimgina’ is now preferred. Similar comments apply to ‘Ur-nammu’ for ‘Urnamma’, and for several others. Spellings of ‘sh’ (in Sumerian and Akkadian) are regularised with ‘š’, but there is no consistent use of the other diacritical marks, because my sources were not consistent themselves; and the recent consensus on the use of a character like ‘ḡ’ to represent the palatalised /g/ in, for example, ‘ḡipar’or ‘Utuhenḡal’ has not been followed for the same reason. Those who would require greater accuracy will easily be able to find scholarly materials to eke out these imperfections.
