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Following the Jemdet Nasr or final Uruk period is the Early Dynastic period, so-called by Jacobsen because it corresponds to the period during which we can place the earliest Sumerian dynasties recorded in the texts of this and later periods. There is a standard subdivision into ED I, II, IIIa and IIIb on the basis of some variations in the material remains. This division was originally based on evidence from excavations in the Diyala region but is now known to be applicable also to the southern regions. The classification is not universally accepted; there is sometimes held to be a division of the ED I period into an earlier and a later period, and continental scholars occasionally use a system invented by Moortgat which, however, assumes a disputable chronology for rulers in this period. 

The absolute chronology is reasonably well agreed. There follows a sampling of starting dates from various authors. 

	
	Lloyd

	Postgate

	Porada
 
	Hallo/Simpson
 

	ED I 
	2900
	3000
	2900
	2900

	ED II 
	2750
	2750
	2750
	2700

	ED IIIa 
	2650
	2600
	2600
	2500

	ED IIIb 
	
	
	2500
	

	End of ED 
	2370
	2350
	2370
	2300




Early Dynastic I

Pottery 

In this period the characteristic pottery is the ‘scarlet ware’, a buff or yellow slip with red designs outlined in black. They are found especially in the Diyala region but also east of the Tigris in the south. The designs divide the surface into panels in which are found geometric, human and animal figures. Typical forms are wide jars with short necks and lugs attached to their shoulders. 

It is especially to be noted that this is the last style of painted pottery to be produced in the south. 
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Figure 1

Scarlet Ware.

Architecture 

This period produced a characteristic style of brick which was flat on the bottom and convex on the top. These ‘plano-convex’ bricks were often laid in a peculiar and not particularly effective herringbone fashion. As the ED I period progressed the prevalence of this style of building material increased. Unfortunately, our knowledge of ED I architecture is poor and significant buildings have as yet only been found in the Diyala region. Two well known and characteristic examples are described here. 
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Figure 2

The method of construction using plano-convex brick.

Sin Temple (Khafajah) 

A temple had existed on this site since Jemdet Nasr times. Because it was in a built up area the surrounding houses restricted its shape and development. Nevertheless it is recognisably a standard low temple with a tripartite and bent-axis plan and a long sanctuary. In the ED I period the temple underwent its fifth rebuilding (Level VI), resulting in the forecourt being extended and enclosed. It then included a gatehouse and outbuildings. 
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Figure 3

Sin Temple VI from Khafajah.

Archaic Shrine (Tell Asmar) 

This temple was also built on the site of a Jemdet Nasr temple. It would have been a typical tripartite plan except that there was only one row of side rooms. 
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Figure 4 
Abu Archaic Shrine II at Tell Asmar.

Sculpture 

Sculpture in the round is not known from this period,
 and even relief sculpture is very rare. There is one example which is mentioned occasionally, and this is the ‘personnage aux plumes’ relief on limestone found at Telloh. It takes its name from the depiction of a figure wearing some sort of feather headdress or head decoration. The same sort of decoration is seen on many later objects. 

Cylinder Seals 

Cylinder seals of this period are quite tall, continuing a tradition seen in the geometrically ornamented seals of the Jemdet Nasr period. At this time they adopt the ‘brocade style’ in which the design is largely abstract and without figures or scenes. The designs use the patterns suggested by animal shapes as well as purely geometric ornament, and it is this latter feature with its resemblance to textile art which gives the style its name. Just as in that latter art too the design is evenly spread across the surface. The designs do not usually have any obvious start or stop - which means that a sealing does not have to be some whole number of rolls of the seal in order to appear aesthetically complete. This is an effect known from the earlier period, and indeed the brocade style has been seen as a reassertion of the older style. 
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Figure 5

ED I ‘Brocade’ style seal impression.



Early Dynastic II

Pottery 

Scarlet ware continues to be produced but is gradually replaced by a plain ware with incised ornament. The ornament is of many kinds and the pottery forms are also varied. 

Architecture 

Our evidence for the architecture of this period is somewhat better than for the preceding period as we now have examples from both north and south. By comparison we are able to convince ourselves that a common style existed in both areas. The use of plano-convex bricks continued, the courtyard plan became established and certain new features began to appear. For example, columns are found both at Khafajah (Sin VIII) and Nippur (Inanna VIII) but none are known from the previous period. 

Sin Temple VIII (Khafajah)
An interesting development of the previous ‘low temples’ (not placed upon platforms) on this irregularly shaped site. It has architectural features that would also feature in the ED III palace at Kiš; including columns, as mentioned, niches in the façade, and an approach with steps.
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Figure 6

Sin temple VIII at Khafajah.

Square Temple (Tell Asmar) 

This temple shows the standard temple plan for this and the following period. The earlier Archaic Temple was replaced in this period by a structure which had three small rectangular shrines about a courtyard. This temple is best known for the collection of 21 votive statuettes discovered buried beneath a pavement beside an altar. 
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Figure 7
The Square Temple at Tell Asmar. a. priests’ room; b. shrine 1; c. hearth; d. shrine 2; e. entrance; f. ablution room; g. shrine 3; h. courtyard. The famous group of votive statues was found beside the altar in shrine 2.

Inanna Temple (Nippur) 

This building, like many others, may have been raised on the site of a prehistoric temple. Like the Sin temple at Khafajah its development was also restricted by the surrounding city. The temple of this period (Level VIII) was large (275’ x 85’) containing two shrines and three courtyards as well as several other areas. Two of the courtyards had pairs of columns made of segmentally shaped plano-convex bricks in a mud plaster coat. These columns were up to 3’ 8” wide so nowhere near the girth of the Uruk columns. 

[image: image9.jpg]



Figure 8

ED II (Level VII) Inanna Temple at Nippur.

Oval Temple (Khafajah) 

An oddity unique to the ED period first appears at this time when we find that a temple had been surrounded by an oval containing wall. The temple itself was a typical platform design which occupied about half the enclosed area. Outbuildings around the remaining space created a rectangular courtyard. Possibly also in the ED II period a second oval circuit wall was built which created space for a large house – probably the priest’s – and an outer courtyard. Another rare and interesting feature of this temple is that the temenos had been excavated to about 4-6 metres and filled with desert sand to create a ‘pure’ foundation. 
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Figure 9
The Oval Temple at Khafajah. The reconstruction is actually of the ED III structure. The differences from the ED II structure are insignificant: in ED IIIa the outer wall was thickened and buttressed, and in ED IIIb the impressive gate area was added.

Sculpture 

In the round

Frankfort’s studies of statuary from the Diyala region of the ED period identified an ‘earlier’ and a ‘later’ style.
 The former is now recognised as the characteristic style of the ED II in that area. It is distinguished by a formalization of the shapes of the component parts of figures. 

1. The commonest type of statue from this period is the votive, examples of which were found in almost every temple excavated. Typical of these are the statues found in a group buried carefully in the ‘Square Temple’ of Abu at Tell Asmar. 
The group consists of twelve figures all of whom have their hands clasped before them, many holding cups but some branches or flowers, in an attitude identical to that of the Khafajah woman from the Sin IV temple dating to the Jemdet Nasr period. The statues also all feature large eyes which have been taken to be related somehow to their religious function. The group has; 

· 8 standing men with curly hair and beards, dressed in long skirts with a fringe. The hair and beards are uniformly long and are modelled with corrugations. 

· 1 standing male priest who is dressed as the others but is bald and clean shaven. 

· 2 standing females with ‘halo’ plaits and chignons, dressed in simple dresses draped over the left arm leaving the right shoulder bare. 

· 1 kneeling male priest wearing a headdress but otherwise naked 
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Figure 10
Votive statuettes from the Square Temple at Tell Asmar.

2. There are also examples of sculpture with non-human subjects which have their own points of interest. For example, the statuette of a resting cattle beast from Khafajah is of interest for several reasons. 

· It shows the animal with its legs tucked under and its head turned to the left. The posture is clearly derived from the earlier Uruk period statuettes such as the ram support from Warka, which indicates that Khafajah in this period was a part of that tradition. 

· It is shown wearing a false beard with the strap clearly shown passing over its nose. This motif of a bearded bull is common in various places in this period and later but its meaning is not known. If the beard is supposed to be symbolic of something it is odd that its artificiality is so emphasised. The same thing is seen in many other depictions but not in all. Possibly related to this, there are locks of human-like hair descending behind the horns. 

· The style of carving is quite distinct from that of the human figures mentioned. The figure is well-rounded with none of the human angularity, and the representation of the beard is quite distinct - in fact the curls at the end point towards the style of the ED III period. 

· It was found in the temple of the goddess we know from later texts as Nintu, Lady of Births, and seems to fit a pedestal on its altar. It seems, however, to be an emphatically non-female beast and may possibly be taken as a representation of a consorting male power. On the other hand if the beast is a cow then it may represent some aspect of the goddess herself. 
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Figure 11
Sculpture from Khafajah: (a) from the armrest of a throne, (b) a bearded bull.

It is possible that the proposed ‘earlier’ ED style is merely the result of a lack of technique but its execution seems to argue against that. There has not yet been confirmation of this style from southern sites so that it is also possible that it represents a local style. The statuary of the late Uruk period of Sumer and of the following ED III period both show a tendency to realism rather than abstraction which at least indicates that this style was not in the mainstream of Sumerian development. Some, such as Edzard,
 suppose that it is a style associated with the Semitic Akkadians who dominated the north. Similar votive figurines occur at Mari and Aššur which is consistent with the idea that the style had its origins outside the Diyala and was a cultural import there. Such an import might be associated with an increased political influence of the north in the Land, and/or with a demographic phenomenon. 

In relief

Wall Plaques

In this period reliefs appear upon a class of wall plaques which now become common. They are of stone or slate, square and with a central hole presumably to allow a peg to fix them to a clay or mud-daubed wall. Supposing this to be so, flanges on some examples seem intended to be covered by mud for extra security. A series of such objects found in levels VIII and VIIb of the Inanna temple at Nippur (corresponding to periods ED II and III) was studied by Hansen
 who distinguished two phases. 

i. In the first phase, which Hansen places in the first half of ED II the designs are not actually modelled but are simply incised. Moreover the designs are themselves very simple and are comparable to the cylinder seal designs of the period. 
ii. In the second phase, which extends into ED IIIa modelling becomes more sculptural and the designs more complex. This phase will be discussed as part of the ED III culture since the best examples come from there. 
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Figure 12
fragments of plaques from the Inanna temple at Nippur. Note the use of drinking tubes in (b).

Vases

In contrast to the very light relief, or incision, of these early wall plaques some of the sculpture on vases and vase holders recovered from temples is in very deep relief - sometimes almost in the round. Such deep relief is reminiscent of the modelling of some of the vases from the Uruk period from the Kleinfunde. One notable example is a pot stand from Tell Agrab which depicts a hero holding two lions by the tail in a scene which is well known from cylinder seals. The hero is naked but for a belt and boots. 
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Figure 13
Pot stand from Tell Agrab (ht. 20 cm.) Note the spots on the lions.

Bowls

Also notable in this period is the class of flat-bottomed and vertical-sided chlorite (previously thought to be steatite) bowls. These are of particular interest because of their wide distribution from Mari to the Gulf and Mohenjo Daro. The evidence of the designs suggests that the point of origin of the style was in the east since they often feature zebu bulls which were not native to Mesopotamia. In fact, at Tepe Yahya there was what appears to have been an industry producing them from a local source of stone. 

The best known of these bowls is from Khafajah; it is of Mesopotamian manufacture and is of great interest because of the complexity and probable mythological significance of its design. This is spread evenly over the surface, possibly reflecting a development of the ED I Brocade style of seal decoration. There are three main scenes. Moving left to right they are as follows. 

· A man kneels upon the hindquarters of one of a pair of standing zebu bulls facing away from each other. In each hand he holds a stream of water which flows over the head and finishes in front of each bull. Plants grow from the right stream, plants grow behind the left bull, and a plant grows in front of each bull. Above the man are a rosette, a crescent and (possibly) a snake. Above the left stream is some sort of carnivore, perhaps a panther. 

· An identical man stands behind or between two couchant panthers, rears together and tails raised but heads turned to face each other. In each hand he holds a snake; by his head is another rosette. 

· An eagle and a lion attack a bull which is lying on its back. Plants grow from behind the lion. To the left of this group is a scorpion. Below the lion’s hindquarters is a scene of two bears standing about a date palm licking their paws. 
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Figure 14
Development of a bowl decoration from Khafajah.

The combination of plants and animals is common in Mesopotamian art and is assumed to be related to fertility concerns. An example in support of this is the Uruk vase’s lower registers. The rosette is a known symbol of Inanna, and is usually read as such in the iconography. The crescent moon is here shown in an unnatural orientation which is nevertheless quite common and may be intended to emphasize its similarity to the horns of a bull. The snake is usually interpreted wherever it occurs as a chthonic symbol because it lives in holes in the ground, and as a symbol of immortality because it sheds its skin and apparently rejuvenates (it has this rôle in the later Akkadian version of the Gilgameš story, for example). The scorpion also occurs often elsewhere but its precise meaning is not known. The conflict between the lion, eagle, and bull is an example of an Animal Conflict which becomes a dominant theme in the cylinder seals of the period (q.v.). The action of the bears is quite obscure, though the date palm may be related to Dumuzi, Inanna’s mate, who is sometimes known as ‘the power in the date’. As far as the action of the men and the water are concerned we can only guess that it is referring to the importance of irrigation in making the land fertile. 

Cylinder Seals 

The style of cutting in this period is not much of an improvement in sculptural terms over that of the preceding period. Just as before too, the seals of this period are elaborations of a theme which first appeared in the Predynastic seals. In this case it is the ‘Animal Conflict’ which occupies almost all the attention of the seal cutter. In this period the seals also occasionally carry archaic inscriptions. 

The emphasis in the previous ‘Brocade’ style designs on evenness of density continues in this period. Wherever a space appears between main figures it is relentlessly filled. Many of these space fillings seem only marginally related to the main action - but of course we cannot be sure that this doesn’t simply reflect our own ignorance of the meanings of the designs. Some devices however are quite clearly simply intended to increase density, such as the common crossing of figures and the inversion of some. The latter technique also helps increase the interest in the lower half of the design which might otherwise contain only the legs of the participants. 

The designs typically feature lions attacking domesticated herbivores such as bulls and goats, but other participants are also seen. 

· ‘Heroes’ may be involved in opposing the lions. The hero is bearded and often features a very peculiar headdress which appears as a halo of circles on stalks.
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Figure 15
Seal scene of hero defending livestock from lions.

· The ‘Bull-Man’ acts on the side of the Hero. The nature of this creature is unknown and he does not appear in the recorded and preserved mythology. The earlier tendency to identify him with Enkidu, the companion of Gilgameš, is now less favoured. 
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Figure 16
Seal scene from Khafajah showing Nude Hero and Bull-Man fighting lions.

· Other mythical figures, such as the Imdugud-bird, also appear, but often enough they seem to be merely filling gaps in the pattern. 
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Figure 17
Seal scene of ‘Naked Hero’ and the ‘Bull Man’. Note the bird figure at lower left.

The significance of the Animal Conflict scenes is not agreed. They may refer to defence of the herds from wild animals, which would have been a common enough concern in those early times, but the mythological connections are obscure. On the other hand, the presence of stereotypical heroes and mythical figures indicate that they are not to be read as secular designs. 

The few seals which do not deal with the animal conflict show scenes such as the ‘God in a boat’ or ‘Banquet’ which become much more important in the next period. Such seals dated to the ED II period may be transitional (if they are not misassigned), or they may indicate that the ED period is more appropriately divided at some point in our ED II into, say, ED A and ED B.
 Since they are more characteristic of the later period, they will be considered in that context. 

Metalwork 

Familiarity with the process of casting was shown in this period, as can be seen especially in the free standing figures recovered from the northern sites. Their style of representation is quite different from that employed on the sculpture of the same place and time. It shows a feeling for modelling which Frankfort supposes is attributable to the Sumerians’ common use of mud for so many things. There follow some interesting and significant examples of the Sumerian art of this time. 

Free standing

1. At Khafajah were found three copper figurines intended as temple furniture. We know this because they come with attachments for supporting plates etc. The largest of these is 30” high and is of a bearded man, naked but for a belt or girdle and with hands clasped in the Sumerian attitude of prayer. The beard and hair are interesting in that their curliness is indicated by the same corrugation technique as on the Abu Temple statues described above. The flatness of the chest may also suggest the statuary style but there are no other significant similarities. The figures appear elongated in a way which reminds one of the figures from the Indus valley civilisation. 
Figures such as these are common in this period and may represent the same Hero as appears in the seals. The evidence of a foot from Tell Agrab suggests that near life-size statues of the same sort also existed, though these were probably not made entirely of copper. 
2. From the ‘sacristy’ of the Šara Temple at Tell Agrab comes a small copper figure representing a king on a chariot drawn by four onagers. The figure is of special interest because it is the earliest known example of casting by the ‘lost wax’ method. 
Also of interest are some details of the means of using these chariots which are not apparent from their representation in profile. The driver stands on two strips above the axle and must raise his dress to grasp a fleece-covered central rail. Confirming the evidence of other representations the reins are connected to rings through the animals’ upper lips. In this case we note that the reins are not passed through a rein loop as other evidence shows was the common practice. 
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Figure 18
Copper figures from (a) Khafajah (41 cm.) and (b) Tell Agrab (ca. 7 cm.)

In relief

1. At Al ‘Ubaid was found a relief of standing bulls and kneeling calves in copper. In fact the bulls are modelled in the round over a core of wood and bitumen, but the calves are in true relief with only their heads having been cast separately. The practice of attaching separately cast heads to figures was quite common in this period, as we can surmise from the large number of discovered heads. The faces of the animals are turned towards the viewer so that both the subject and the posing of the relief are reminiscent of Uruk period stone friezes. 
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Figure 19
Bull statue from a relief for the temple at Tell al ‘Ubaid.

2. Also from Al ‘Ubaid is one of the most interesting and striking pieces of art from this time; this is the huge copper panel (106 cm high) showing the Imdugud-bird holding a stag in each claw. Once again the heads are cast separately while the rest of the piece is constructed of copper sheeting over a wooden core. 
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Figure 20
A copper plaque which decorated the temple at ED II Eridu (Al ‘Ubaid.) (Height ca. 102 cm.)

This group and others related to it are extremely important symbols appearing very often in the seals. It is particularly noticeable in the arts of Lagaš and has been taken as a characteristic symbol of that city. Even if that was the case, however, the group was not restricted to that city but appears almost everywhere. 



Early Dynastic III

Pottery 

The Plain ware which began to appear in the previous period continues but the Scarlet ware is no longer produced. 

Architecture 

Building materials became more sophisticated and the first palaces appeared. 

Ninhursag Temple (Al ‘Ubaid) 

This temple is unusual in that we know its founder: Aannepada of Ur. It was built upon a platform with stone foundations and ascended by two stone staircases. The temple itself has not been preserved but we can see that the plano-convex bricks of the façade were sometimes baked. Unusual architectural practices seen in ED II are shown not to be anomalies by their recurrence in this temple. For example columns were found at the top of the steps and the whole was found to have been enclosed within an oval circuit. The site is also important for the number of objets d’art found there. 

[image: image25]
Figure 21
The Ninhursag Temple at Al ‘Ubaid.

Palace A (Kiš) 

At Kiš a structure of great size (ca. 110m x 75m) has been assumed to be a palace for the city’s ruler. It appears to be a secular building but the architecture shows features previously seen only in temples, such as buttressed and niched façades. The palace complex consists of a fortified gate with towers and two narrowly separated buildings. The larger northern building has a thick double wall around its western extension at least, and also in that section there is a large courtyard. The second building is notable for a hall at its western end in which the roof was supported by a line of four columns. Four more columns formed a type of ‘loggia’ at the eastern edge. 
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Figure 22
Plan of Palace A from Kiš.

Palace (Eridu) 

Another double palace was found here but this time the two buildings are almost identical. Each was 65m x 45m with an outer wall 2.6m thick separated by 1.6m from an inner wall. Façades were again buttressed and niched in the ‘temple’ style and also incorporated two main gates. The rooms were arranged about a square courtyard, and there appears to be a throne room or audience hall adjoining it. If that is so then this is the earliest known example of an arrangement which became the standard. 
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Figure 23
One half of the twinned palace in Eridu.

The Royal Burials at Ur 

The most famous archaeological discovery in Mesopotamia is the collection of Royal Burials uncovered at Ur by Sir Leonard Woolley in 1927. So much beautiful, horrifying, and baffling material was discovered here that it is worth going into some detail.
 

The site was located outside the temenos of the early city. The burials found there were of two main types: Common, numbering about 2000, and Royal, numbering just 16. Some graves of the Common type occupying one section of the cemetery are believed to be Military burials. 

Common Graves

The bodies were placed at the bottom of a rectangular shaft, arranged so as to be bent at the back, hip, and knee, and with the hands at the mouth. The body was covered with matting or in some form of container. Mats also usually covered the food and drink offerings and small grave goods which were placed beside the body. 

The Military burials were all male, all had weapons, and all had a particular type of large seal carved in white shell showing a hunter and a lion killing a ruminant. 

Prince Meskalamdug 

One grave of the Common type stands out as larger and much richer than the others. The body was in a wooden coffin which may have lain upon an embossed shield. About the head and sides were spears and flint arrows, two gold-mounted daggers, copper daggers, tools, vessels of silver, copper, stone and clay. Inside the coffin were an electrum axe head, fine jewellery, a gold shell-lamp and three gold bowls, one of them in the hands. On the body itself was what remained of a silver belt, from which had hung by a gold ring the Gold Dagger and a lapis whetstone. It wore the famous Gold Helmet. 

On the lamp and two of the bowls was the inscription ‘Mes-Kalam-Dug’ – ‘Hero of the Good Land.’ The name is found as that of a king in another part of this cemetery but there is no claim to kingship here. The guess is that this is a minor member of the royal house. 

The Royal Graves

These showed more variety than the Common graves but are always distinctive. The royal corpse was placed in a substantial structure of stone and, occasionally, brick. This tomb might have one or several rooms. In the royal chamber would also be several other corpses. Graves with single roomed structures would also have a ‘Death Pit’ and access ramp where human sacrifices and offerings would be laid. Their equivalents would occupy different rooms in the other graves. The number of sacrifices ranged from six to seventy or eighty. 
[image: image28.jpg]



Figure 24
Royal tombs and death-pits from ED III Ur.

King Abargi and Queen Pu-abi 

The Death Pit of Queen Pu-abi (formerly read ‘Šub-ad’) (tomb 789) was found six feet above that of the King (tomb 800) but the two tomb chambers were at the same level. Moreover the King’s chamber had been broken into from the Queen’s tomb and plundered and the access hole had been covered by a wooden chest. The Queen’s tomb was inviolate. It seems that she was intended to rest beside Abargi, probably her husband, who had died before her. In the course of the preparations for her burial robbers were able to loot the older tomb. 
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Figure 25
The tombs of King Abargi (left: a. door, b. dromos, c. wagons) and Queen Pu-abi (right: a. tomb 800B, b. chest, c. chariot, d. dromos, e. pit, f. lyre).

Queen Pu-abi 

We know the queen’s name from a lapis lazuli cylinder seal found just above her tomb chamber. The collapsed chamber had been roofed with a vault of brick ring arches. Inside were vessels of gold, silver, copper, stone and clay, silver lamps and offering tables, and cockle shells – real and silver – filled with green cosmetic paint. There were three bodies; that of the queen was laid on a wooden bier, and those of two woman attendants were crouched against it at the head and the foot. 

The queen had worn a waist length cloak covered in beads of gold, silver, lapis, carnelian, agate and chalcedony. She also wore the famous gold and lapis headdress. Beside her were a golden cup, gold pins with lapis heads and fish and gazelle amulets in lapis and gold. There was also another headdress consisting of a background of thousands of lapis beads upon a (probably) leather band and a foreground of gold animals, plants fruits and rosettes. Twisted gold wires hung from the band. 

Beyond and above the queen’s tomb was her Death Pit. Upon the ramp were found five bodies side by side with no possessions but copper daggers and the occasional clay cup. Immediately within the Pit proper were the bodies of ten women in two rows whose only possessions were their headdresses of gold, lapis, and carnelian: less ornate versions of the queen’s gear. At the end of the row the gold-crowned body of a harpist lay across his instrument. The sounding box of this harp had a mosaic trim and a gold and lapis bucranium. Further into the Pit were the remains of a wooden sledge chariot drawn by two asses with their grooms at their heads. The chariot had a mosaic trim and gold and silver bucrania. The silver head of the rein pole was topped by a model donkey. Near the chariot were a gaming board, tools, weapons, copper and soapstone vessels and more bodies. A large (3’ x 6’) box, now empty, probably held clothes. It covered the entry to the tomb below. Behind the box were two silver lions’ heads and a hoard of vessels in all sorts of materials. 

King Abargi 

The chamber was located in a corner of its associated Death Pit and had an arched doorway. The robbers had left very little, but it seems that there were several bodies in here too. The king’s name was found upon a cylinder seal. By a wall were a copper and a silver model boat. 

On the ramp of the Death Pit were five soldiers in two rows. They had their copper spears with them and were wearing copper helmets. Just in the Pit proper were two four wheeled wagons and their teams of three oxen each. The grooms were at the heads of their teams and drivers were in the wagons. The reins had long lapis bead decorations and passed through silver rein rings topped with models of bulls. The wheels had been solid wood with leather tyres. Bodies of women and men filled the space between the wagons and the tomb chamber. One of the men had four gold-headed spears, two had sets of four silver-headed spears, and another seems to have had a shield of which all that remains is a copper relief showing lions trampling men. Against the wall of the tomb were the bodies of nine women wearing headdresses like those of the women in the queen’s Death Pit. Upon these ladies had been laid a harp of which there survived the copper bull’s head and the shell plaques from the sounding box. In the narrow area between the chamber and the Pit wall were soldiers with daggers, and women. Upon their bodies were found the remains of another harp. This harp is the famous instrument whose reconstruction is so often illustrated. 

Sculpture 

The representations in sculpture show a wide variety of fashions in this period, but there is little support for the idea that any of the fashions can be identified as regionally or racially distinctive. They tend to appear from Mari and Aššur to Ur. In general the representations show that hair styles in this period were quite varied. We particularly note the striking fashion of shaving the head while having a full beard. We also begin to see represented now the kaunakes; a garment – usually just a skirt, but fuller versions are also seen – which appears to be covered in tufts of wool. 

The return to a naturalistic style in the tradition of the last Uruk period of Sumer, and the generality of its adoption from the gulf to Mari has been interpreted as a reassertion of Sumerian cultural superiority in this period after the northern dominance of the ED II period. 
In the round

Frankfort identified the ‘later’ ED style on the basis of votive statuary from the Sin temple of Khafajah, but it is seen also in the south and also in upper Mesopotamia. This ‘later’ style has been found to belong to the ED III period. The style is much more naturalistic than the ‘earlier’ style of ED II, with properly modelled shapes in the figures - especially in the faces. The eyes, however, continue to be exaggerated which reinforces speculation that they have religious significance. It is also typical that when beards are shown their curls are modelled with wavy lines and emphasized with drill holes. 

There are two notable examples of this style, both of which were in fact recovered from the Ištar temple at Mari. They both show seated figures according to a tradition which has been seen also at Khafajah. 

1. The statue of the temple supervisor Ebih-Il in kaunakes and beard with shaved head. 
2. The statue of the singer Ur-Nanše. This has provoked much comment because it is not clear whether it is a male or a female or something in between. The hair is long and parted in the middle, the face seems rather delicate and no beard is worn. There seem to be small breasts. On the other hand it is dressed as a male, but in a kaunakes/breeches garment which is unusually capacious. It may be that it represents a sexually ambiguous person such as we have reason to believe found a place in the temple hierarchy as gala-priests. The inscription on the statue describes Ur-Nanše as a ‘singer’ at the court of king Iblulil. 
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Figure 26
Statues from Mari of (a) Ebih-Il and (b) the singer Ur-Nanše from the Ištar temple.
In relief

Wall plaques

The stone wall plaques which appeared in ED II have by now become true bas reliefs. Their designs are now typically arranged in two or three registers and show ritual scenes. Some of the designs were standard and appeared all over the Land. 

1. An example of a standard scene is the ‘Royal Feast’. A good example of this is the plaque from Khafajah which has a piece missing from its third register but which can be completed by fitting to it part of a plaque from Ur. The sculpting is quite light and may represent a transitional stage before full sculptural values are embraced. This plaque, like many of its type, is in three registers with the hole occupying the middle of the second register. From top to bottom the contents of the registers are as follows 
· On the left a seated lady with a cup and a leafy branch is attended by a serving girl with a fan and a wine jug, and by a servant facing her with folded arms. Frankfort suggests that he is dancing to a tune from the harpist standing beside him. At the right a seated man holding a bunch of dates is handed a cup by a servant. 

· At left two men carry a huge wine jar slung from a pole. One also holds a pot stand for it. At right a man with a knife and a load on his head approaches a goat. Above the goat’s back is a star. (The pair may represent Inanna and Tammuz.) 

· A spear carrier leads an empty chariot whose reins are held by a groom who walks behind it. At left is a man holding a pole on his shoulder which probably has a pot hanging from it. 

There are several variants of this plaque. The chariot may be a boat, or the lowest register may show scenes of merriment or action. Deities and attendant priests may occupy the top register. What the significance of this category of plaque may be is not known, but it certainly seems to be more stereotypically ritual than commemorative. 

2. Not all designs were so stereotyped however. A famous plaque of Ur-Nanše, ‘divine bailiff of Lagaš,’ found at Telloh, commemorates the construction of a temple. The carving in this case is much cruder but we note the kaunakes is worn and that the hairstyle favoured is clean-shaven baldness. The scene is in two registers which ‘wrap around’ the central hole. From top to bottom: 

· Ur-Nanše bears a basket of bricks on his head and is a accompanied by smaller figures - his sons and attendants 

· Ur-Nanše is seated and drinks from a goblet. He is again attended by smaller figures. 
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Figure 27
Wall plaques: (a) from Khafajah (with the missing lower left corner completed by reference to a plaque from Ur) and (b) from Telloh.
 
Stelae

Relief sculpture was also used on a monumental scale but there are very few examples of this. The ‘Stele of the Vultures’, however, obviously comes from a mature school of sculpture. (The name refers to the birds depicted in one graphic scene) The occasion of this stele is the victory of Eannatum of Lagaš over the city of Umma, which dates it to ED IIIb. It is much to be regretted that it has only survived in fragments. 

On the ‘obverse’ there are four registers. From top to bottom: 

· The king leads a phalanx of warriors with shields and spears who trample the king’s enemies, while on the right vultures and lions consume more of the same. 

· The king in his chariot leads his spearmen. He raises his spear to strike. 

· The dead are buried, libations are poured over vases which contain branches and a bull is sacrificed. 

· The small fragment of this register shows a spear striking a bald head facing left looking over a series of bald pates heading right. Frankfort proposes that this depicts the rout of the Ummaites. 

The scenes just described show the human face of the events recorded. On the ‘reverse’ the divine aspect is represented. There are two registers of unequal size; the lower and smaller of which merely shows a chariot scene. In the main register Ningirsu carries a mace and grasps the emblematic group of an Imdugud-bird with two lions in its claws. Below them, and possibly even hanging from them, is the feared šušgal-net holding the naked enemy. A smaller figure follows the god and there is a trace of an Imdugud-bird standard. 
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Figure 28
The ‘Stele of the Vultures’ from Telloh (height 182 cm.)

Bowls

The decoration of the chlorite bowls which were such a feature of the ED II period is now much cruder. It no longer features figures but seems restricted to showing reed-built buildings - or even just the reed-patterns seen in such structures. The bowls typically are lower than before. Their distribution nonetheless remains wide with examples from Mari, and from Pu-abi’s grave at Ur, and from Mohenjo-Daro.
 

Maces

Maces were popular votive gifts from leaders to gods. The mace heads which have survived from this period show some interesting designs. 

· The top of the mace dedicated by Mesilim, King of Kiš, to Ningirsu at Lagaš shows an image of the Imdugud-bird, and around the head is a series of lions each biting the animal ahead of it. 
· On another mace the Imdugud-bird features again, appearing four times around the mace head gripping gazelles each time. About the top of the head is a multi-headed serpent of a type which also occurs on cylinder seals. 

(a) [image: image37.jpg]




(b) [image: image38.jpg]



Figure 29
(a) Macehead of Mesilim. (b) Imdugud pattern on a macehead. 

Cylinder Seals 

The seals of this period are more highly modelled than in previous ED periods. We seem to see now a return to more sculptural values such as prevailed in the Predynastic period. It can also be remarked that the division of the impression into registers is not unusual in this period. There are several broad categories of design. 

1. There is continuing interest in the Animal Conflict scene and the same mythical and semi-mythical figures continue to appear. There is also an extension of the cast of characters such as stags amongst the herbivores and panthers amongst the carnivores. In these scenes inversions and crossings continue to be used for effect, and in fact it seems that aesthetic values often overwhelm considerations of iconographic consistency. For example, animals who ‘should’ be allies are seen depicted in conflict, and purely decorative patterns of figures appear. Of the latter we can particularly note a circular pattern of four intertwined lions each attacking the other on a seal from Šuruppak. Another seal shows four naked men running in a circle, each holding in his left hand a knife and in his right hand the left ankle of the man ahead. That same seal we should note uses the scorpion figure as a space filler, shows the Hero in conflict with a bull, and shows another male figure in a kilt and beardless supporting a stag. 
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Figure 30
ED III seal showing animal conflicts, a plumed hero, and bull-men.
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Figure 31
Seal scenes from ED III.

2. Narrative scenes occur which appear to be mythological. These are quite rare but the following scenes are very significant. 

· The God in a Boat. This is the only scene which occurs in several versions. The core of the image is the God in a boat holding the steering oar. On an Akkadian seal this god is identified as the sun god. Also apparently essential are three objects pictured in the field; a quadruped, a spouted jug, and a plough. There are also commonly included a variety of chthonic or fertility symbols such as snakes, scorpions, and even the scorpion-man. The scorpion occurs often in ED art and seems to be some sort of dangerous chthonic symbol. The scorpion-man is mentioned as a ‘guardian of the dawn’ in the Akkadian Gilgameš. Since a star and a crescent are also reasonably common images it may be that the representation is of Utu’s nightly journey under the Earth. The connection to fertility in this is not apparent to us however. A curiosity of these scenes is that the boat is sometimes given an anthropomorphic prow. As it sometimes wears the horned crown it may represent the divine nature of the god’s boat; perhaps as the deity Sirsir.
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Figure 32
God in a Boat. An exemplary seal scene actually from the Akkadian period.

· Slaying the Hydra. In a seal from Tell Asmar
 a seven-headed serpent has lost two of its heads to a hero who holds them. Beside this action is an unidentified quadruped. The greater part of the seal is occupied by images of scorpions. The myth concerned may be Ninurta’s struggle against Kur or Asag. 
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Figure 33
Slaying the Hydra.

· The Prisoner. An unprovenanced seal shows a god in ‘handcuffs’ surrounded by snake forms looking towards a male figure shown behind a meshed bench - possibly a prisoner in a dock. Approaching him is a naked male figure holding a three-headed serpent; and behind him is a god holding ‘tridents’ (a storm god?) standing upon a serpent-tailed quadruped. The only mythical scene which this seems to fit is that of Dumuzi taking the place of Inanna in the underworld. This would be consistent with the chthonic snakes, but the storm god seems misplaced. 
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Figure 34
The Prisoner.

· Fighting the Bird. An early seal, which may even be ED II, shows a man struggling with another figure whose head shows a sharp nose and a comb-like hairdo. Collon calls these ‘bird-like features’; if so then this may be an ancestor of the Zu/Bird scene popular in the Akkadian period. Between them is a small figure. Behind them a man offers a cup to a seated god. 
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Figure 35
Fighting the Bird.

3. Ritual scenes; such as the following 

· Presentation scenes; in which a worshipper is presented to a god by an intermediary priest or deity. Common. 

· Marriage scenes; in which two figures are seen to share a bed or engage in sex. They are accompanied by appropriate fertility symbols. Rare. 

· Building scenes; in which a tower is shown being constructed. A figure may hold up a brick for inspection by a god. Utu may sail overhead. Figures of carriers and builders may occur. 
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Figure 36
Building scene on a seal from Tell Asmar.

4. Banquet scenes, often with musical accompaniment and sometimes with an animal orchestra. This is a subject much favoured also on the wall plaques of the period. Since boats and chariots occur in both plaque and seal representations it seems that travel to these banquets is an important part of the theme. Perhaps they represent some category of foreign visit, such as religious festivals or diplomacy. 

Collon distinguishes three types of scene
: 

· Drinking through tubes: a scene favoured in the south, 

· Drinking from cups: also mostly seen in the south, and 

· Dining at a table; largely a north-western style 
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Figure 37
Seal scene of a banquet – with cups.

Metalwork 

From this period we do not have any examples of free standing cast figures, nor any true relief work, but there does not seem to have been any decline in the skill of the metalworkers. Indeed, the treasures of the Royal Tombs are some of the finest objects we have from Mesopotamia. From the Royal Tombs and Death Pits were recovered, of course, quantities of weapons and tool parts and even many domestic items such as clothes pins, but there are also some obvious art objects which are noteworthy. All but one of the following examples were found there. 

1. A gold ‘dagger’ with lapis lazuli handle, which may actually be a knife for ceremonially carving meat. Such knives appear in this context in inlay illustrations and similar knives also occur in the context of a service at Tell Agrab.
 One side of the gold sheath has a filigree patterning imitating a presumably traditional reed construction. 
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Figure 38
A gold dagger and sheath from Ur.

2. From Lagaš comes the Silver Vase of Entemena. It is decorated in two registers. 

· In the lower register it has engraved around it four Imdugud-birds. The pattern is similar to that seen on the macehead mentioned above except that the animal pairs gripped in this case are lions, goats, lions and oxen 

· In the upper register is a series of calves posed like the calves on the copper frieze from Al ‘Ubaid save that the heads here are in profile. 
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Figure 39
Entemena’s silver vase from Lagash.
 
3. A headdress worn by Queen Pu-abi is notable for its fine workmanship. It consists of many gold leaves which by overlapping formed a sort of skull cap; and rising from behind are three rosettes.
4. The Golden Helmet of Meskalamdug was hammered from a single piece of gold. The shaping and engraving are in imitation of a hairdo. There are a series of holes along the edge which were intended for attaching a lining. A very similar helmet is worn by Eannatum in the Stele of the Vultures. 
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Figure 40
(a) The headdress of Pu-abi.
 (b) Meskalamdug’s golden helmet from Ur.

Inlay 

Many examples of this decorative technique have been found from several sites. Clearly it was a popular technique with which the artists had become quite familiar. Nevertheless the evidence suggests that as a distinct art form it was an invention of the ED III period. In earlier times rudimentary inlay had been seen used to provide highlights and to decorate other objects such as the chlorite bowls mentioned above, or, more impressively, the Uruk head. In the Uruk period too we have seen that the cone mosaic technique had led to insertion of panels into walls, but the most plausible inheritors of that tradition are the copper friezes of Al ‘Ubaid and the stone votive wall plaques. In fact many friezes which were inserted into walls were themselves enhanced by inlaying carved figures of white limestone into their grey slate. Such friezes were thus an opportunity for inlay rather than a form of that art. 

The most characteristic examples of inlay are seen decorating small, mostly secular objects such as game boards, boxes, or anything else with a flat surface which could be used. They are formed from any of several materials – such as shell, lapis, limestone, bone, etc. – and are typically set in bitumen over a wooden base. 

Many inlay patterns are purely geometric but we shall be more interested in those which show figures. Figures which are carved for inclusion in an inlay could also be detailed by engraving upon them and filling those lines with red or black paste. The earliest figures carved for this use are found in the Palace A at Kiš but the same style is found from Mari to Ur at this time. 

The interest of the inlays for historians is in the clues which they provide to Sumerian non-material culture; along with engravings and sculpture they can be used as a check on the evidence of the texts, many of which are of much later origin. The following examples from the Royal Tombs of Ur are important documents in this sense. 

1.
The Standard of Ur is probably the most famous piece of Sumerian art. It is in the shape of a box and its purpose is not known but it has often been supposed to be the sounding box of a musical instrument. It is 20cm high with two main side panels and the ends are narrower at the top than the bottom so that these panels slope together. The two sides are completely covered in inlay of shell and lapis. Strips of diamond-patterned lapis between shell edges divide each side into 3 registers and also form a border around each side. The ends show mythological scenes and the sides deal with two subjects; on one side, called the ‘War’ panel, a victory in battle, and on the other side, the ‘Peace’ panel, a victory feast. 

Consider first the War Panel from top to bottom. 

· The King’s chariot stands empty at the left; there are several attendants, including a dwarf, between it and the King who is inspecting captives being brought before him naked. We note that many of the attendants carry axes of just the sort found in the Ur tombs. 

· On the left spearmen march forward to kill or capture and strip the enemy. On the right wounded spearmen march offstage. These may be the enemy in flight since they also wear a distinctive dress while all the other figures wear a typical kaunakes 

· Chariots are driven over naked, dead bodies. The equids which draw the chariots are shown in increasing active poses, from walking at left to galloping at right. This is no doubt supposed to suggest gathering frenzy as we read the strip from left to right. 
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Figure 41
The Standard of Ur: War.

Now consider the Peace panel from top to bottom. 

· The King is seated at the left surrounded by his servants and other seated men. They all have cups in their hands. At right is a musician playing a bull-headed harp of the sort also found in the Ur Tombs, and another figure which may be a singer. The last is log haired where most others are bald. 

· A procession of animals is led, driven or carried. These may be being taken to be sacrificed in thanks for the victory, or to be prepared for the feast, or both. At least one figure is notable for his curly hair and thick beard. 

· The bottom register may show booty of war being carried away. This interpretation is suggested by strings of equids which are being led off. The porters carry large loads on their backs in racks with straps passing across their foreheads. The dress of these porters is very variable; only one is dressed as are the figures in the other registers. Five wear the dress of the supposed enemy in the middle register of the War Panel, and two of these also wear some sort of feathered headgear, as does one other figure. They may also be part of the booty being boasted of. 
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Figure 42
The Standard of Ur: Peace.

The Standard is not unique in Sumerian art for a similar work has been found at Mari, though not so well preserved. 

2.
On the soundbox of a harp was found a particularly interesting set of scenes. From top to bottom 

· A bearded Hero, wearing a girdle but otherwise naked, holds two human-headed bulls 

· A wolf carries a table bearing heads and a leg of mutton. He wears a belt into which is tucked a knife looking just like the Golden Dagger described above. Behind, a lion carries a bowl and a large jar. Thus food and drink are being provided. 

· An equid plays a bull-headed harp very similar to the one which bears this decoration. Unlike the bucranium of the harp itself, however, the bucranium of the harp illustrated does not have a beard. A bear also holds onto the harp. At the bear’s feet a small creature shakes a rattle and plays on its lap a flat instrument which may be a tambourine. 

· A scorpion-man holds an unidentified object. A gazelle follows with two cups. In the back a large jar holds another of the unidentified objects. 
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Figure 43
(a) Inlay on the soundbox of a harp from Ur, and (b) the bucranial decoration above it.

These scenes are quite mysterious. The man-bulls and the Hero we know well enough from cylinder seals but not at all from texts. The scorpion too we have seen before, though his function here is surely quite different from either his sun-related or chthonic functions. The animals feasting and playing are queer but they are also known from other reliefs and seals. They may be some sort of remembrance of totemic or even shamanistic rituals. 

Composite Objects 

In the sophisticated state of the arts of the ED III period several techniques could be combined to create a single object. The most outstanding examples of this come, of course, from the Ur Royal Tombs. 

1. Several musical instruments of the harp or lyre type were found. They consisted generally of a sounding box and a frame to which strings could be attached. They appear in illustrations from the period so we are quite confident of their general appearance - even if the reconstruction of any particular instrument is disputable. The sounding boxes and frames were of wood and decorated with inlay. These decorations were usually geometric but we have seen that figured designs are also found. It is suspected that the Standard of Ur was such an object. 
The sound boxes also bore modelled heads of animals. The heads of bulls, cows, goats and calves are found. These heads could be cast metal or metal foil over a wooden shape with more inlaid decoration. Frankfort suggests that the tone of the instrument is indicated by the type of animal whose head is attached. 
2. The ‘Ram Caught in a Thicket’ is an offering stand, one of a pair, which consists of a wooden upon which stand images of a tree and a billy-goat. The base is covered in lozenge inlay set in bitumen. The tree is covered in gold foil and consists of a single trunk with two branches at the top, each of which then splits into four. A leaf tops the trunk and leaves end several of the branches. Two of the branches end in rosettes. The goat stands upright with his forefeet upon the two main branches and looks through the foliage. His hind legs are covered in gold; the body is formed of wood and the fleece is modelled by attached pieces of carved shell and lapis lazuli. There is an extension of the body’s wood above the goat’s back which is covered in gold foil and which served as on leg of a tripodal support for an offering bowl. The other two supports were provided by the goat’s horns which are covered in lapis. 
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Figure 44
Reconstructed objects from Ur: (a) a harp, and (b) the Ram in a Thicket.

The combination of plant and animal is no surprise in this period. It is usually taken to indicate a fertility theme. In support of this assumption we note that the rosettes are symbols for Inanna and her mate Dumuzi is described under the name Tammuz in an Akkadian reference
 as ‘the leading goat of the land.’ The particular combination seen here is also seen on an Akkadian seal impression in which a goat is shown standing with its forefeet on a god’s knees and eating from a branch which the god offers. It is interesting too that a similar object without a tree is shown being used as an offering stand on an ED seal. 
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