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Conclusion


For archaeologists the Predynastic period is distinguished from the Early Dynastic by certain modifications in the material culture, most importantly the use of the plano-convex brick. It is a happy coincidence that this material change roughly coincides with the end of the prehistoric period. Writing became recognisable as such at the end of the Uruk period after a period of development from primitive forms of unknown length. Almost immediately we find recorded the names of rulers, some of whom are known from much later texts, so that history proper can be said to have begun. With this our interest shifts away from the purely material culture to the more inclusive complex of cultural elements which constitute Sumer. We now have a considerable knowledge of the Early Dynastic Sumerian culture and the knowledge that this developed from the Predynastic Uruk culture. It is not always clear, however, how the Sumerian forms can have developed from the forms suggested by the material remains of Uruk. 



Writing

In the Uruk Eanna IV level appear clay tablets which are the first evidence of writing. Further tablets of the same sort occur in Eanna III and in the contemporary levels of Jemdet Nasr.
 At Susa there were found proto-Elamite texts of about the same age.
 Tablets found at Ur in a rubbish stratum predate the Royal cemetery of truly Sumerian times yet by arguments of stratification at least appear to be later than the Uruk tablets mentioned.
 The most recent and last major sites of Archaic tablets are Fara and Abu Salabikh. The order of these sites is supported by epigraphy as well as stratigraphy.
 

The method of writing remained remarkably stable through thousands of years; a conveniently shaped mass of washed clay was prepared and the characters were marked upon it using an obliquely cut reed stylus. The only major change was in the way the reed stylus was used to mark the characters. When dried, and even more when fired, the clay tablets became quite durable. It is possible that we do not possess examples of the earliest forms of Mesopotamian writing if they were originally set upon more perishable materials such as wood. The earliest known forms are, however, so primitive that they probably do represent the original invention, and they also fit neatly into the schema of the evolution of writing which has been proposed and which now seems fairly certain. 
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Figure 1
Archaic economic tablets from stages IV and III of Uruk. Note that the figures on the tops sum to the totals at the bottom.
 
Internal development

The signs upon the earliest tablets are produced by using the stylus simply to draw iconic designs, many of which seem to be pictographic, and there are also impressed symbols for numbers. It is generally accepted that the earliest of the drawn signs are derived from the shapes of clay tokens used in a system of accounting popular in the near east from about the 9th to the 2nd millennium BC.
 Originally the system involved enclosing tokens representing quantities or commodities in clay bullae with validating seal impressions. Later the bullae were also marked on the outside by images of the numerical tokens held. The tokens clearly became redundant, and the bulla was left empty and collapsed into a mere tablet. The origin of the tablet is reflected to begin with in the cushion form of the early tablets where a flat surface would be more convenient.
 Tablets with numerical and seal impressions have been found over a wide area; in western Iran at Susa, Choga Miš and Godin Tepe, and in northern Syria at Tell Brak and Habuba Kabira, as well as Nineveh and, of course, Uruk.
 It is interesting to note that the two Tell Brak tablets show pictures of a sheep and a goat each accompanied by the sign for 10. Since these pictures are complete whereas the Uruk tablets always abbreviate such commodity signs to heads, it seems more than likely that the Tell Brak tablets represent an earlier stage in iconographic development. Moreover the proto-Elamite texts from Susa are of a type found as far east as Seistan. This indicates that the early evolution from token accounting to pictographic accounting was a process occurring over a wide area and a long time. Certainly there is no evidence that the process was centred on Sumer (let alone Uruk) at this stage. 
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Figure 2

Bulla and enclosed tokens from Susa. Note the token impressions on the bulla.
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Figure 3

Cushion-shaped archaic tablets from Uruk. (Note shape of numerical signs.)
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Figure 4

A selection of token types matched with archaic Sumerian pictographs.

When more specifically Sumerian texts begin to develop we find that the same signs occur on nearly contemporary tablets from Jemdet Nasr and ‘Uqair; so there seems to have been a common corpus. The Uruk scribes appear to have used a large number of different signs, perhaps as many as 2000,
 but the number decreased over the next thousand years.
 This initial profligacy probably reflects the difficulty of providing sufficient distinct individual symbols to completely represent the language. The partial solution was to create new signs as a combination of other signs.
 For example the combination ‘woman’(NIN) + ‘mountain’(KUR) meant ‘slave girl’ (geme) because most slaves came from Persia as booty. Another technique was to extend the range of meanings by association of ideas. Thus the sign for ‘sun’ (UD) could also mean ‘day’ or ‘white’. This process, however, could not lead to a real solution. 

The earliest tablets are identifiable as economic record in most cases (ca. 85%) the few others being lists for educational purposes. They are often divided by lines into sections containing apparently formatted groups of characters - numbers and signs.
 The nature of the texts allows us to suppose that in some cases the signs associated with the numerals in the marked sections represent the names of parties to transactions. It can hardly be believed that all Sumerian names of this period were representable pictographically and so we assume that a ‘rebus’ principle was already in operation. This represents a step from logographs representing specific words to phonetic signs where the coincidences of the base language are used to extend the semantic range of the writing system.
 

Phonetic devices of this sort have been recognised in archaic tablets of Uruk III and Jemdet Nasr
. The group of tablets from Ur of ED I-II mentioned above are from this stage, when Sumerian scribes began to develop the use of many signs as a syllabary. The best known example of this is the sign depicting an arrow and meaning ‘arrow’, or ‘ti’ in Sumerian, which came to be used for ‘life’, in Sumerian ‘ti(l)’, as in the phrase en-líl-ti, ‘(the god) Enlil (gives) life’. Another important use for syllables was to create a writing for unrepresented closed syllables such as ‘gud’ by combining two open syllables such as ‘gu’ and ‘ud’. In all cases the base language was Sumerian. 

When the script came to be used for Akkadian, which is a Semitic language with a quite different form from Sumerian, there was an added pressure towards the use of signs as a syllabary. In fact, by the early 2nd millennium Akkadian was mostly written syllabically and Old Assyrian scribes only regularly used about 70 signs.
 

Clearly such a use of signs would lend itself to ambiguities and a device was required to distinguish the usages of any particular sign. Signs used in this way are called ‘determinatives’. The sign for ‘ti’ for example, when it meant ‘arrow’ would be proceeded by the sign which would in isolation be read ‘giš’ and mean ‘wood’, but which when used as a determinative would not be pronounced at all but would indicate that the sign it determined referred to a wooden object. In the same way are place names determined by the postfixed sign ‘ki’, meaning ‘earth’, and the names of gods by the prefixed star sign for ‘dingir’, ‘god’. Other signs used as determinative prefixes were: ‘na4’, ‘stone’; ‘urudu’, ‘copper’; ‘uru’, ‘city’. A vertical wedge signifying ‘lú’, ‘man’, preceded personal names. Determinative postfixes included: ‘mušen’, ‘bird’; ‘ku6’, ‘fish’. 

Another way of disambiguating a sign was by the technique of ‘phonetic complements’.
 The star used to represent ‘dingir’ also represented ‘an’, meaning ‘heaven’, but they could be distinguished, if not by context, then by writing STAR + ‘na’, read ‘an-na’, or by writing STAR + ‘ra’, read ‘dingir-ra’. Of course, just for good measure, STAR could also represent the phoneme /an/ as in the word ‘ba-an-dù’, ‘he built’.
 

External development

The original signs were written from top to bottom in columns beginning on the right (and sometimes the columns themselves were arranged in rows which were to be read from top to bottom). To continue on the other side the tablet was flipped left/right (and if there were rows of columns they would begin at the bottom). Possibly because the tablets tended to be smudged by the scribe’s arm following his writing hand, it became customary to tilt the tablets by a ¼-turn anticlockwise and to write from right to left in lines from top to bottom (columns of lines were, of course, read from the left). Falkenstein argued that this change probably occurred around the end of the Early Dynastic period because some tablets from Girsu of that period have animal pictures on them which need to be viewed in the older direction. Another inscription from the ED, however, requires the later orientation. Presumably the change was gradual, but the fact that until the mid 2nd millennium all seal inscriptions and most inscriptions on stone monuments were written in the old direction indicates that that orientation had had time to establish itself as prestigious.
 (Today, the greater familiarity with the new style means most old inscriptions are published incorrectly oriented.) 

The method of marking the signs also changed. We have seen that the early pictographs were drawn with the point of the stylus which allowed curves to be used. These gradually were replaced by systems of straight lines at first drawn and at last impressed in the clay with the end of the stylus. By the end of this process the original pictographs were not recognisable in the characters. The prismatic shape of the stylus created a characteristic wedge shape from which the script has its name (Latin; ‘cuneus’ = ‘wedge’). For convenience of writing, vertical wedges came mostly to have their heads at the top and horizontal wedges to have their heads to the left. Many wedge elements of characters which found themselves head-down after the great tablet rotation simply disappeared. 
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Figure 5
The development of cuneiform characters. The stages shown are from between about 3000 B.C.  to 600 B.C. The signs shown are (1) a star: an – heaven / dingir – god; (2) ki – earth; (3) a man: lu – man; (4) pudendum: sal – pudendum / munus – woman; (5) mountains: kur – mountain; (6) 4+5: geme – slave-girl; (7) head: sag – head; (8) marked head: ka – mouth / dug – speak; (9) bowl: ninda – food; (10) 8+9: ku – eat; (11) river: a – water, in; (12) 8+11: nag – drink; (13) leg: du – go / gub – stand; (14) bird: mušen – bird; (15) fish: ha​​​​ – fish, may; (16) ox-head: gud – ox; (17) cow-head: ab – cow; (18) barley: še – barley.

Alphabetization
There are various problems in trying to represent such a system in our own quite different script.
 The following give some idea of the natures of the problems and the solutions. 

· The logograms, the signs themselves, need to be named. Usually they are denoted by their original phonetic value written in capitals, sometimes in a smaller font. Thus the star sign is called AN from the phoneme /an/ which it came to represent. 

· The signs may be polyvalent, representing more than one phoneme. Therefore we may write the phoneme intended in small letters and possibly place the sign name in parentheses beside it. The phonetic representation may be distinguished; typically by being written boldface or by being written with extra spaces between each letter (e.g. l u g a l) (Note that Akkadian is usually similarly distinguished by being written in italic type. Note also that in transcribing Akkadian texts of the 1st millennium words taken from Sumerian are by custom written in capitals.) 

· There are vast numbers of homophones, different signs representing the same syllable. When written alphabetically the sign involved is indicated by an index system which refers to a standard listing by Thureau-Dangin. If there are, for example, five different signs listed which have the value /ke/, then they will be referred to thus - ke, ké, kè, ke3, ke4. The writing kex indicates that a sign has the value /ke/ but does not occur in a standard list. Note that the accents and subscripts have no phonetic significance. 

· Determinatives are written in a raised position. eriduki meaning ‘Eridu (the place)’ for example. There are also a set of common abbreviations for these determinatives, such as dutu for dingirutu, ‘(divine) Utu’. 

· Phonetic complements may be handled in the same way as determinatives or they may simply be conjoined to the logogram. 



Language

Given that the existence of the Sumerian people was recognised by modern scholars only through the use of their language on the earliest texts it may be as well to give a brief outline of it at this point. The following section is taken from Kramer.
 

Sumerian is an agglutinative tongue, not an inflected one like Indo-European or Semitic. Its roots, by and large, are invariable. Its basic grammatical unit is the word complex rather than the individual word. Its grammatical particles tend to retain their independent structure rather than become inextricably attached to the word roots. In structure, therefore, Sumerian resembles no little such agglutinative languages as Turkish, Hungarian, and some of the Caucasian languages. In vocabulary, grammar, and syntax, however, Sumerian still stands alone and seems to be unrelated to any other language, living or dead. 

Sumerian has six vowels: three open vowels, a, e, o, and three corresponding close vowels, á, ê, u. The vowels were not sharply articulated and were frequently modified in accordance with a law of vowel harmony. This was especially true of vowels in grammatical particles, which were short and unaccented. At the end of a word, or between two consonants, they were often elided. 

Sumerian has fifteen consonants: b, p, t, d, g (hard), k, z, s, sh, ch (as in the Scottish “loch”), r, l, m, n, and g (like the ng in “lung”). The consonants were amissible; they were not pronounced at the end of a word unless followed by a grammatical particle beginning with a vowel. 

Sumerian roots are monosyllabic in large part, although there are a considerable number of polysyllabic words. Reduplication of roots is used to indicate plurality of objects or actions. Substantives frequently consist of compound words: lu-gal, “king” (“big man”); dub-sar, “scribe” (“tablet-writer”); di-ku, “judge” (“judgement-determiner”). Abstracts are formed with the help of nam (English “-ship”): lu-gal, “king”; nam-lu-gal, “kingship”. The substantives have no grammatical gender. Instead, they are divided into two categories, animate and inanimate. Animals belong to the inanimate category, grammatically speaking. 

The Sumerian sentence consists of (1) a series of substantive complexes related to the predicate either as subject, indirect object, dimensional object, or direct object; (2) the grammatical particles expressing those relationships; (3) the predicate consisting of the verbal root preceded by a thematic particle and a series of infixes recapitulating the relationship between the root and the substantive complexes. The substantive complex may consist of a noun alone or of a noun and all its modifiers, such as adjectives, genitives, relative clauses, and possessive pronouns. The relationship particles always come at the end of the entire substantive complex and are therefore known as postpositions. 

Sumerian is rather poor in adjectives and often uses genitival expressions instead. Copulas and conjunctions are rarely used; the relevant words, complexes and clauses are usually arranged asyndetically. There is no relative pronoun in Sumerian; a nominalizing particle is used at the end of the clauses instead. Relative clauses, moreover, are used to a limited extent only; their place is often taken by a passive participle which is identical with the infinitive in form. 

In addition to the main Sumerian dialect, which was probably known as Emegir, “the princely tongue”, there were several others which were less important. One of these, the Emesal, was used primarily in speeches made by female deities, women, or eunuchs. 

Others
 consider the Sumerian vowels to have been a, e, i and u, with the half-vowels w and y. We should note also that the evidence of Semitic loan words and phonetic changes has led to speculation that the Emesal dialect developed quite early in the north. Moreover, the possibility must be borne in mind that the many homonyms which we see in our transcriptions of Sumerian words were actually distinguished in speech by tonal differences.
 Some have felt, however, that the number of homophones is too great to be credible. For example, there are 16 words read as gar and 18 as gur, and aš means both one and six. It may be that many of these are due to corrupted transmission of the Sumerian language which had been dead for several centuries before our first Sumerian/Akkadian bilingual texts were written. It may be that the tablets from Ebla, if they are earlier, will provide useful help in this area.
 



The ‘Sumerian Problem’
There is just one major cultural transition dividing the Uruk culture, which is beyond any doubt the foundation of Sumerian civilisation, from levels marking the earliest occupation of Southern Mesopotamia. That transition is from al ‘Ubaid to Uruk. The other transitions may be regarded as minor variations on the ‘Ubaidan culture. It is accepted that the ‘Ubaid culture, and therefore the population carrying it has its roots in Khuzistan, being closely associated with the Mehmeh phase of that region. The question remains whether the transition corresponds to a new element in the population. 

Material Evidence

The evidence of the material remains is unambiguous. 

· ‘Ubaid levels are found at the bottom of all the major Sumerian cities; therefore there was a continuity of occupation. 

· Temple sites are usually stable for all that time so there was a continuity of religious focus. Indeed, the ‘Ubaid level temple at Eridu appears to have been sacred already to a god at least corresponding to Enki – the later acknowledged owner of Eridu. We may therefore venture to suppose a continuity of religious tradition. 

· Buttresses, a platform, an altar, an offering table, a central space with surrounding rooms; all these features of architecture made their appearance in ‘Ubaid times and became characteristics of Sumerian religious building. 

· The temple was the main building in all periods from ‘Ubaid to Historical times. We might call this a continuity of preoccupation. 

Skeletal remains demonstrate
 that there is no distinguishable division in the racial composition of the population. From earliest times they are largely mediterranean with a considerable degree of Armenoid influence. Coon describes them as “rather heavy boned prognathous and large-toothed mediterraneans.”
 In later times the Sumerians called the people of the plains sag-giga, ‘the black-headed people’ without distinctions. 

Linguistic Evidence

In fact the problem derives entirely from linguistic considerations. It is apparent that from the very earliest historic times there are at least two, and possibly three, identifiable linguistic groups occupying the country and it is an obvious step to attempt to match the linguistic and material cultures. 

Sumerian

The Sumerians proper are distinguished from the other people of Southern Mesopotamia only by their speaking Sumerian, although the actual name ‘Sumer’ is due to the Akkadians who from the time of Rimuš used it - or, more, accurately, ‘Šumer’ - to refer to part of the southern flood plain. They wrote it with the signs KI.EN.GI, which has been translated as ‘Land (KI) of the Lord (EN) of the Reeds (GI)’ but may also be a corruption of ‘ki-eme-gi(r)’, ‘the Land of the Gir Language (emegir)’, which was the name the Sumerians gave to the main dialect of their tongue.
 

There is no doubt at all that the Uruk culture is due to the Sumerian-speaking element of the population for it is seamlessly joined to the historic period. In fact we know that Sumerian was the language behind the logographic tablets of Uruk.
 The supposition is often made that only the Uruk culture is to be associated with them, and that they represent a new element recently arrived from the Zagros Mountains region.
 It is unfortunate that Sumerian appears unrelated to any other language so that we cannot trace it to its source, but it may be significant that there are no traces in the Sumerian literature of traditions formed in any area but Sumer. 

Semitic

The second major group is speakers of a Semitic language. A language akin to Akkadian was widely spoken in the early third millennium. Amongst much other evidence of this we note especially that: the Sumerian King List shows that several early kings of Kiš had Semitic names, the early tablets from Abu Salabikh were written by scribes with Semitic names who occasionally slipped some Semitic vocabulary into their texts (such as ‘u’ for ‘and’), a Semitic language was used at Mari, and the administrative tablets from Ebla in the ED III period are written in a mix of Sumerian and a Semitic language we call Eblaite. It seems from all this that Semitic speakers of various sorts were the majority population in the north and had a significant minority presence in the south, perhaps especially about Kiš.
 It is generally assumed that they had been filtering slowly into the area from the west, and perhaps the south, in just the same way as they continued to do during historical times.
 It is possible that the cultural break in northern Mesopotamia between Halaf and Northern ‘Ubaid corresponds to the appearance of Semitic-speaking people in Syria, the area from which later ‘waves’ of Semitic-speakers would originate.
 

Japhetic

A third linguistic element is sometimes proposed, but if it existed it was very minor in comparison to the others. There is not claimed to have been a speaking community belonging to the language in historical times but it is supposed to have left its mark in the names by which Sumerians called their world.
 The argument is that since Sumerian words tend to have monosyllabic roots and the Semitic languages have a well known vocabulary (and their words characteristically have triliteral roots) then words which do not seem to fit either patter must be from another source. Words which have been so identified include idigna (idiqla) and buranun (purattu) by which the rivers Tigris and Euphrates were called by the Sumerians (Akkadians). Delitzsche, however, suggests that both are in fact Sumerian. idigna is possibly from *id(i)gina meaning ‘running river’, and the ‘bur’ element is also seen in Khabur, which is not impossibly Sumerian. The same claim has also been made for the names Eridu, Ur, Larsa, Isin, Adab, Kullab, Lagaš, Nippur, and Kiš. However, this too is weak evidence because we have no idea of the original form of most of these names before we eventually see them written phonetically for the first time by scribes in Semitic language texts of the second millennium. By that time they may have had several thousand years of use and have been correspondingly altered.
 

Further claims are made for the following words: 

engar,
farmer,
udul,
herdsman,
apin,
plow,
šuhadak, fisherman,

apsin,
furrow,
nimbar,
palm,
sulumb,
date,
tibira,
metalworker,

simug,
smith,
nangar,
carpenter,
išbar,
weaver,
addub,
basketmaker,

pahar,
potter,
damgar,
merchant,
šidim,
mason,
ašgab,
leatherworker.

The implication of this list is that the elements of civilisation named therein originated with the speakers of this third language and thus predated the Sumerians. Landsberger
, who identified this group, called them the Proto-Euphrateans. They are supposedly to be identified with the creators of the ‘Ubaid culture. Others
 know them as ‘Ubaidans and their language as Japhetic. 

Heroic Ages

A series of compositions dealing with the exploits of legendary kings of Uruk have been found in Sumerian sources. They have been described as ‘epics’ and the period which they describe – supposedly about the time of the undoubtedly historical first dynasties of Kiš and Ur – has been called an ‘Heroic Age’. The idea of Heroic Ages as objectively identifiable periods which result in epic literature had been formulated and analyzed by Chadwick with special reference to the Greek, Indian and Teutonic examples. Amongst the common features which he identified as characteristics were two which Kramer
 has suggested are relevant to the Sumerian Problem. In each case the Heroic Age coincided with a period of migrations and in each case also the Heroic Age followed the contact of the barbaric society with a declining advanced civilization. 

Proposed Predecessors

Those who accept that Sumerian civilisation was the product of a new people generally associate their arrival with the appearance of the red and grey Uruk wares. This introduction overlaps, of course, with the Late ‘Ubaid period. 

A variant of the King List
 claims that the first antediluvian city to which kingship was lowered from heaven was not Eridu but HA.A.KI which possibly indicates an older tradition. In Akkadian translations this is rendered šu-bar-ri or ku-u8-a-ra, which may or may not represent variant pronunciations of Kuara.
 If Šubari is acceptable then it may be that the later Subarians can be identified with at least a section of the Proto-Euphratean population, the original ‘Ubaidans, and the founders of Sumer’s oldest cities.
 



Urbanisation

Specifically city-centred life is characteristic of Sumerian civilisation but the archaeological and linguistic evidence shows that the development of cities began long before an identifiably Sumerian culture appeared. It has been supposed that the necessity of organisation for irrigation was a driving force for this, but we know nothing of the development of this art.
 It is known that irrigation was practised in a small way in Khuzistan in the Hajji Muhammad period. There is no evidence, apart from the increase in population assumed from the rapid northern spread of their culture that it was then practised in southern Mesopotamia.
 By Late ‘Ubaid times, however, there were many settlements making use of canals 3-5 km long, which is a modest enough size that they might still be built and maintained by a ‘kin group’.
 The later importance of irrigation is, of course, undoubted; rulers of Sumerian cities were often concerned with the state of their canals as a sign of their good stewardship of the god’s property. 
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Figure 6

Settlement patterns of the Uruk period.
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Figure 7

Settlement patterns in the Jemdet Nasr (Late Uruk) period.
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Figure 8

Settlement patterns in the ED I period.
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Figure 9

Settlement patterns in the late ED period.
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Figure 10

Settlement patterns in the Ur III – Isin-Larsa period.

It is known that Eridu, Ur, Uruk, Nippur and Girsu developed from prehistoric settlements and it is likely that the other cities which were centres of early Sumerian civilisation did so too. Such were Badtibira, Lagaš, Nina, Umma, Kiš, Sippar and Akšak
. The distance from Eridu to Akšak is less than 200 miles and this defines the limit of Sumer proper, though not the eventual extent of Sumerian civilization. We should note in this context that the cities of Aššur and Mari seem from very early on to have been a part of the culture despite being located far up the Tigris and Euphrates respectively and being Semitic cities.
 
In all cases the nucleus of the city was the temple displaying a remarkable stability in rite and site while the city transformed itself about it. Were we not sure that the origin of civilisation had a material base we might have agreed with the Sumerians that it was a gift of the gods. The centrality of religion in later Sumerian life is signalled by the centrality of the city shrine in the settlements. All about the temple were clustered the houses of the residents, and we may guess, though the excavations are not complete enough to be certain, that the pattern of later cities existed here. 
The population at this time is difficult to estimate. By the Late ‘Ubaid the city of Eridu covered 12 ha and Ur 10 ha. Wright estimates that that the population of Sumer cannot have been more than about 2500-4000. In the Uruk period, with the earliest formation of city states, the population became concentrated, so that although the cities became much larger the population did not grow past about 6200-10,000. In the north this concentration is less pronounced. Assuming a population density of 100-125 persons per hectare of actual site it is estimated that in the Early-Middle Uruk period 36,000 people were living in the 360 ha of settlement in the environs of Nippur-Adab; twice the population supported in the south on a settlement basis of 170 ha.
 Since the northern area was almost unpopulated in Late ‘Ubaid times this represents a very significant increase in just a couple of centuries and may have been due to immigration of settlers and/or the spread of the sedentary ideology. The movement is then reversed in the Late Uruk period when we see that the population of the north halves while that of the south doubles. At this point over 50% of the Sumerian population may have been urban, living in ‘cities’ of very various sizes. Most settlements were no more than 2 ha in size but Uruk covered over 100 ha and was twice the size of any other city. Its population may thus have been as much as 12,500. By the time of ED I Uruk had reached 400 ha and must have contained about 50,000 people. To feed a population of this size would have required cultivation to a distance of 14 km from the city centre
, and therefore well beyond the range of the city-dwelling population. Thus subsidiary settlements seem to be indicated theoretically; Oddly enough, this occurs just when the evidence seems to show that rural settlement is contracting from a peak in the Jemdet Nasr period. 

Distribution of Site areas by Period and Region

	Period 
	Region 
	Numbers of sites 

	Early-
Middle
Uruk 
	Uruk 
	12
	12
	5
	3
	1
	2
	3
	2
	
	1
	1
	1
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	Nippur-
Adad 
	65
	16
	11
	7
	9
	6
	4
	2
	2
	2
	
	1
	1
	
	
	
	1
	1
	
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Late
Uruk 
	Uruk 
	22
	19
	15
	8
	6
	8
	6
	2
	2
	1
	2
	1
	1
	
	
	
	1
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	Nippur-
Adad 
	6
	8
	6
	5
	1
	3
	2
	
	
	
	
	1
	2
	
	
	
	1
	1
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	ED I 
	Uruk 
	12
	14
	15
	6
	3
	6
	3
	4
	4
	2
	4
	
	2
	
	
	
	1

	
	Nippur-
Adad 
	15
	1
	6
	2
	1
	4
	1
	1
	
	1
	
	3
	
	
	
	
	

	Size in ha 
	0.5
	1.0
	2.0
	3.0
	4.0
	5.0
	6.0
	7.0
	8.0
	9.0
	10
	12
	14
	16
	18
	20
	25
	30
	35
	40
	50
	60
	70
	80
	100
	200
	300
	400


Until very late the city was open to the surrounding countryside which we have seen it must have controlled for its economic base. As populations grew and the areas which each city was required to claim for itself became greater frictions between neighbouring cities must have increased. Finally, at the dawn of history, Gilgameš is praised because 

Of ramparted Uruk the wall he built. 
From his time onward it is the ruler’s duty to maintain the city walls. 


Forms of Leadership
en

The en-ship was the first of the mes listed in the mythological list of Sumer’s cultural essentials, and the word is in fact known from the Jemdet Nasr period.
 As a title for the leader of the city it is of very restricted currency, occurring only at Uruk. (Enšakušanna of Uruk describes himself as en of Sumer, but this is an oddity which we don’t quite understand.) As a title for a ruler we translate it as ‘Lord’ but it was originally a religious title, and as such we translate it as ‘High Priest’ – or ‘High Priestess’, for the en-ship was open to both men and women. The en in that case was seen as the spouse of the relevant divinity. 

The Sumerian ideal of society had the service of the gods as its organizing principle, and the temple as its pivotal institution. In the earlier periods when this ideology was a closer description of the actual society, and no competing centre of power existed, the leader of the temple community would have been de facto the leader of the whole community. In all likelihood it is this religious rôle of the city leader which is depicted on the cylinder seals of the period.
 In Uruk we see the protagonist of many seal scenes dressed and coiffed in a style associated with known later rulers; dressed in a ‘net skirt’, bearded and with his hair in a chignon or wearing a flat cap. Uruk was the city where Gilgameš was en at an early date. 

The ruler of Aratta in the epic tradition is also known as en, but as the epic tradition is focussed on Uruk this may simply be a literary device. On the other hand, the tablets from Ebla make it quite clear that the ruler of that city was called its en, and possibly many other cities in northern Syria had ens too.
 It should be noted that there is no indication that the Syrian cities were organised upon the Sumerian temple-centred model; so that the use of en in this way probably represents only the usage of the time and place which was the model for imitation when these Sumerian elements were taken up. The evidence strongly suggests Uruk in its predynastic ascendancy as that source. 

ensi

In historical times at least, the commonest name by which a ruler might be known was ensi(k), which is translated now as ‘governor’. The ruler of Lagaš, for example, was so titled. It is written (and was previously transliterated) as PA.TE.SI which some claim signifies ‘overseer laying the foundation’.
 The origin of the institution of ensi would thus seem to be in some sort of supervisory office in the temple dealing with essentially non-religious duties
; and ensi always retained this sense of ‘manager’. For this reason, perhaps, ensi never appears compounded in the names of deities or royalty as en does. Despite appearances, en and ensi appear to be unrelated words, and we know little of the ideological relationship between the offices. We do know, however, that the title of ensi became associated with rulers who were subordinate to a king. 

unken

There are indications that the original political institutions of Sumer were not focussed on a leadership figure but were corporate/democratic. The primary historical evidence for this is a description of the ‘First Bicameral Congress’
 in the epic of ‘Gilgameš and Agga of Kiš’ set down about a thousand years after the supposed events. The relevant passages are; 
The lord Gilgameš before the elders of his city
Put the matter, seeks out the word:

. . .

(Gilgameš) took not the word of the elders of his city to heart.

. . .

A second time Gilgameš, the lord of the Kullab,
Before the “men” of his city put the matter, seeks out the word:

Taken literally, this says that there was a lord (en) of the city Uruk, that there were two assemblies, one of “elders of the city” (AB.AS-uru) and the other of “men of the city” (guruš-uru or mes), that the lord had veto power over the assembly of elders, and that the decision to wage war required the consent of the assembly of “men”. We need not, however, take too seriously the epic’s view of parliamentary procedure. It is enough to suppose that between the ruler and the ruled was an intermediate level of authority occupied by a form of ‘assembly’ (unken). This is said on other evidence
 to be composed of lu-tur-mah, ‘the small and the great’. 

The elders seem to have been the heads of families since they are called by the Sumerian word abba, ‘father’.
 This suggests that they are a link to an organization of society by kinship groups. Jacobsen has apparently found the sign for ‘elder’ and ‘assembly’ upon semipictographic tablets of the ‘proto-literate’ period
, showing, perhaps, that the arrangement is of real antiquity. This may indicate that the kinship organization is an older form, but it does not help us determine whether it survived as a significant form into historical times 

On the evidence of mythology it is further supposed that at an early stage than any to which we have access the assemblies ruled directly. The Old Babylonian epic Enúma Eliš presents a picture of the gods in which decisions were made in assembly in a place called the ubšuukkinna, a name later applied to the assembly hall at Nippur.
 We note that goddesses participated equally in these assemblies, but there is no other evidence that the city government included women. The meeting was preceded by festivities;
 

They entered before Anšar, filling [Ubšuukkinna].
They kissed one another in the assembly.
They held converse as they [sat down] to the banquet.
They ate festive bread, poured [the wine],
They wetted their drinking-tubes with sweet intoxicant.
As they drank the strong drink, [their] bodies swelled.
They became very languid as their spirits rose.
For Marduk, the avenger, they fixed the decrees.

lugal

The title which we translate as ‘king’, because it seems often to imply a domination of other rulers, is lu-gal - literally, ‘great (gal) man (lu)’. The lugal was never associated with the temple but was always a purely secular figure. The word, and probably the institution as we see it in later times, existed from the very beginning of Sumerian history. The inscription of Enmebaragesi is evidence of this.
 In the Enúma Eliš again we may have a rough description of how the institution of kingship has developed from an office subordinate to the Assembly of the City. It describes the situation of the gods who are under threat requesting Marduk to take charge. To them Marduk replies;
 
If I indeed, as your avenger,
Am to vanquish Tiamat and save your lives,
Set up the assembly, proclaim supreme my destiny!
When jointly in Ubšuukkinna you have sat down rejoicing,
Let my word, instead of you, determine the fates.
Unalterable shall be what I may bring into being;
Neither recalled nor changed shall be the command of my lips.
It seems that the lugal acted as the agent of the assembly for the duration of the crisis; and the idea that election was a legitimate way of gaining power was not unknown as late as the Akkadian period, for when Kiš revolted against Naram-Sin:
 
In the “Common of Enlil”, a field
belonging to Esabad, the temple of Gula,
Kiš assembled
and Iphurkiš, a man of Kiš
... 

they raised to kingship. 
It can be imagined that such a position would attract the type of man who would be loth to relinquish power. 

We would also expect that the assembly had power to revoke its grant of kingship, but the evidence for this is not good. Jacobsen notes that the gods are prepared to let the kingship pass from a city but this is not the same thing as dethroning a king in favour of another from the same constituency. 

This picture of Early Sumerian leadership is supported by the lack of evidence for palace structures in prehistoric settlements. More indirectly the word lugal has not yet been found in any ‘protoliterate’ texts.
 



Royal Burials: A Dead End

Woolley’s excavations at Ur uncovered a cemetery containing 16 so-called ‘Royal burials’ which are important because they demonstrate a custom of human sacrifice which we would not otherwise credit. They also provide evidence for a view of the afterlife which is quite different from that which is presented in classic Sumerian literature. 

Contents

The Royal burials contained a great deal of material, including most of the most impressive Sumerian artwork, such as the Bull’s Head Harp, the ‘Ram Caught in a Thicket’, and the ‘Standard of Ur’. An associated burial, possibly of a prince, also yielded the Golden Helmet. The most useful finds, of course, were the inscribed cylinder seals and bowls naming the occupants of the graves. It is, however, quite noticeable that specifically religious symbolism is absent from these graves despite the clear ritual nature of much of the furnishings – such as the universal possession of drinking tumblers.
 Nevertheless, the provisioning of all the graves points toward a belief in an afterlife not too different from the life enjoyed on earth. In particular, the Royal graves are evidently intended to contain all that will be required for the royal personages to assume their appropriate stations. Such a view of the afterlife differs considerably from that presented in all the later Sumerian literature where it is most common to see the underworld as a dark dry place where dust is one’s food and to which one goes naked. In this respect the graves may represent an older conception of the afterlife. 

The isolated instance of the model boats in the tomb chamber of Abargi is not sufficient to support the claim that there was a belief, such as was held later, in an underworld waterway which had to be navigated. If that were so then such equipment would have been a regular feature and they would probably have supplied full-sized boats, as was done in the Akkadian period.
 

Human sacrifices

The human sacrifice which these burials involved is their most outstanding feature. Those humans who accompany their sovereign into death are not accorded a burial in their own right but are expected to function for the benefit of the royal figure just like the rest of the grave furniture. From the condition and attitudes of the bodies it has been claimed that the deaths were peaceful.
 This may be straining the evidence. We know that attendants tidied up the Death Pits before the earth was replaced, and the condition of the bodies does not allow close inspection. If we cautiously suppose that the victims were not unwilling then clearly they could not have seen death as a hardship. The only evidence for this practice from non-archaeological sources is a confused passage in a fragmentary text taken to be a redaction of an old Sumerian epic tale concerning ‘The Death of Gilgameš’. This, episode, however, concerns the death of a king of Uruk where no such burials have been seen. If the idea of a human sacrifices to accompany kings was striking enough to be remembered in an epic tale, whether that tale was part of an Ur-centred tradition or not, it is very surprising that there is no other reference in literature or figurative art. 

The proposition that people would readily follow their sovereign into death has been thought to indicate a belief in their divinity.
 This argument is often made with a reference to Egypt, but the evidence from there is that sacrifices might also be made to accompany mere officials, who certainly made no claim to divinity.
 Therefore divinity is not necessary to justify human sacrifices. We might also expect, if these kings were divine, to see the dingir (‘divine’) determinant affixed to their names. Such was common in later times when Sumerian or Akkadian rulers claimed divinity, but it is not seen here. 

Occurrence

A class of burials seen at Kiš has been linked with the type of extravagant burial practices seen at Ur.
 For example in grave Y259 there was found a selection of well-made copper objects – such as long spoon, a dagger, vases, etc. – as well as 2 or 3 wheeled vehicles. These ‘Chariot Burials’ are dated by pottery finds to ED II or IIIa and are therefore roughly contemporary with a similar burial found at Susa and, of course, with the Ur burials. The most significant similarity of the Kiš with the Ur burials is, however, the remains of human sacrifices. 

Royal burials of this sort occur only at Ur and Kiš (and the latter are much less elaborate) and only for a relatively brief period, perhaps as brief as two generations.
 The practice then appears to be abandoned without trace. It is odd that the practice is evinced only at two sites at opposite ends of the Land. It may be that this short-lived custom was of purely indigenous derivation, but it is also possible that the idea of such burial practices was derived from Egypt. There was contact between the two civilisations at this period but the evidence is in the form of influences of Mesopotamia upon Egypt rather than vice versa.
 

There is occasionally a suspicion that the custom of human sacrifices to accompany the dead was revived in the Ur III period. On this view, the supposed mausolea of Ur-Nammu, Šulgi and Amar-Sin each covered two chambers, one of which was to contain the king and the other of which, lacking any other clues to purpose, is supposed to be for the human sacrifices. This is not considered very likely.
Because of the evident literacy of the society of the Royal Cemetery and the fact that the names of the buried kings do not appear in the Sumerian King List, it has generally been believed that they ruled some time before the First Dynasty of Ur. Woolley also notes that seal impressions naming Mesannepada were found in rubbish above the area where cylinder seals naming both Meskalamdug and another king, Akalamdug, were found.
 This stratigraphy also supports the early dating, possibly circa 2750-2650 BC.
 



Neolithic and Chalcolithic Religion

Elements

By the time that written descriptions of Sumerian religion become available the original faith whose material traces we have noted in the archaeological record must have been much changed. We cannot be at all certain how the Olympian theology we find later can have developed; indeed, we cannot even be sure that that later form was actually a development of the earlier rather than something introduced from elsewhere. The evidence presented above does seem to suggest a degree of continuity however and on the assumption that this is correct we can then use the evidence of early art, particularly that of the cylinder seals, and the testimony of very much later mythological records, to sketch the probable path that this development took. 

Mother

It is assumed that the female figurines noted as part of the ‘Ubaidan cultural assemblage are religious in inspiration, possibly indicating the worship of a ‘Mother Goddess’. Female figurines of a rather different sort were also to be found in the somewhat earlier Northern Mesopotamian cultures of Halaf and Hassuna
 but it is certainly debatable whether there is any connection between these and the former in their significance. 

There is evidence that the female aspect of divinity preoccupied the early Sumerians. We find that depictions of males comparable to the ‘mother goddess’ figurines are very rare. Furthermore Bottéro has noted
 that the gods which receive the epithet ‘old’ are all, in fact, goddesses. Their names are Gatumdug (of Lagaš), Nisiba (of Ereš), Nunbaršegunu (of Nippur), Belili (sister of Dumuzi), and Bilulu. These names appear to be Sumerian. We may also note that many of the older cities were owned by goddesses. Such were Gatumdug/Bau at Lagaš, Nanše at Nina, and Nintu at Keš. Many of the gods who were male in the later period have names composed with nin, ‘queen’, which suggests that they were originally conceived as feminine powers. Such were Ningirsu, Ninšubur, and nin-DAR. Clearly these features do not reflect the patricentric society of historic times so the assumption is made that they tell us something important about the prehistoric society. 

The Sumerian goddess of motherhood was Ninhursag whose name means ‘Lady of the mountain/foothills.’ Her temple at Ur, excavated at tell al ‘Ubaid, was in ‘Ubaidan times a little outside the city and surrounding it we find burials dated to the very earliest times.
 Other names for her were Ninmah, the ‘Exalted Lady’, and Nintu, the ‘Lady who Gives Birth’. In this latter aspect she was considered the mother of all living things. The earliest name we are aware of for this mother goddess was Ki, ‘Earth’, and under this name she was made the consort of An, ‘Heaven’. The Sumerians knew this pair as the parents of all the gods. These things make it appear that Ninhursag is the most likely successor to the prehistoric Mother whose preoccupations were supposed to have been both Death and Fertility. 

Mountain

The mountain of which Ninhursag was the mistress was a central conception in later Sumerian thought. Her connection with it possibly indicates her chthonic nature and may even point back to a time when the mountains (of Iran, say) were the home of her people as well as herself. In the ziggurats there are references to this element and the symbolism of the mountain had a long gestation in prehistoric times. The ziggurat of Enlil at Nippur was called e-kur, ‘the House of the Mountain’, which makes the association plain.
 The same temple was also called the dur-an-ki, ‘Bond of Heaven and Earth’, which, if it refers to the Divine and Human realms respectively shows that the mountain was supposed to be a link between the two realms and was therefore an appropriate focus for religious activity. 

A myth indicates that Ninhursag’s ‘mountain’ was that which stood above the kur (mountain), the underworld of Sumer. The mountain of Ninhursag we guess had some association with death and it is probably this mountain which became the tomb of the Young God in winter shown on seals.
 This appears to have left no trace in the symbolism of the ziggurat for tombs are not associated with these structures. 

Beasts

An unusual element in some of the arts of Sumer appears to be a reference to totemic dances practised by the Neolithic ancestors. On the harp found in the Royal Grave at Ur is a shell frieze which shows a series of apparent ritual scenes in which animals are the main actors. These animals, however, possess human hands, and one of them is quite clearly a man in a scorpion disguise.
 This is the best example of only a few instances.
 In a sealing from Ur a lion sits on a throne and is attended to by other animal figures, including musician donkeys. There are two animal orchestras of a very similar type to be seen in later stone reliefs from Tell Halaf, but it is of a more primitive type, for the animals show no human features. A related scene on a sealing from Tell Asmar has a lion and an ass drink together from tubes in a jar. We may suppose that these animals were of primary importance in the religion of the mountaineers. 

There are very faint remembrances of this in the lion priests of Babylon and in fish-clothed Assyrians.
 There is also just a possibility that the amphibian Oannes of later legend was a misinterpretation of a priest dressed in a fish suit. Oannes was supposed to have provided the kings of Sumer with all the necessities of civilisation
, but in an earlier myth this was attributed to Enki, to whom, significantly, fish appear to have been ‘sacred’. Oannes may then derive from the image of a priest of Enki disguised as his totem. 

There may be similar explanations for the appearance of other man-beast creatures in the Sumerian artistic tradition. The Bull-Man, and the human-headed bull who often accompany a hero figure, for example; and the bearded bull which often occurs in ritual art. The Bull-Man, in particular, was previously taken to be an image of Enkidu, and the hero as Gilgameš, but this is no longer accepted. 

Sanctuary

It seems that the aspect of Ninhursag signified by the name Nintu was represented by her manifestation as a cow.
 This must be considered her ‘nurturing’ aspect. She could supply ‘the holy milk of Ninhursag’ to those such as Eannatum ‘whom Ninhursag had constantly nourished with her milk’. To supply this milk a sacred herd was kept at Lagaš, and doubtless elsewhere too, which appears in many images. With the growing importance of settled husbandry it seems that the goddess of the mountain and of motherhood became connected with the byre which protected the kine from marauding beasts. With this connection the nature of the goddess began to change. A relief shows a herd of goats approaching a shelter above which is a pair of oddly bound reed bundles. These apparently derive from the form of the door posts of the byre but came to stand for both the byre itself and the goddess to which it was sacred. We see it prominently upon the Alabaster Vase from Uruk for example. An equivalent symbol with the same derivation and usage is the looped pole seen on the shelter of the sacred herd. The symbol of the looped reeds became the pictograph and then the cuneiform sign by which the name of the goddess Inanna was written. This aspect of the mother goddess seems therefore to have gained its own identity under that name. 

Storm

One of the names of the ziggurat of the air god Enlil (Lord Wind) was the ‘Mountain of the Storm’
. The mountain was the place where the rains fell and swelled the rivers, whose flooding brought life to the plain. The storm was seen to fertilise the earth just as a male impregnates a female, and so we might expect to see the Storm become associated with the male principle. In the Sumerian cosmogony Enlil is supposed to carry off Ki from her former consort An, in which episode we may see a memory of the usurpation by the Storm of the male rôle. 

Enlil as a type of the storm was not unique. Considered as an aspect of the Mountain the Storm came to be represented as an eagle, usually with a lion’s head, and is known as the Imdugud, ‘Mighty Storm’. It is seen holding two stags in a copper relief from Al ‘Ubaid and two lions on a vase from Lagaš, but their significance is uncertain. Another form of the Storm god was called Ninurta; and at Lagaš a specific form of that Storm god was worshipped as Ningirsu, owner of the city 

This destructive aspect of the Mountain may be more generally represented by the symbolic lions so popular in sculpture. A monstrous sculpture of a lioness shows on its back the form of the paired reed bundles which are the sign of Inanna. In very many cases we see depicted some form of ritualised combat between lions and bulls or bull-men (often including an eagle, or perhaps it is a rudimentary Imdugud-bird) which may illustrate the struggle between the two contrary natures of the universe as manifested in the attack of wild beasts upon the domestic animals. Such struggles would have had great resonance for primitive herdsmen as terrifying events which might occur in their own lives at any time. 

Bull

As a cow the mother goddess seems to have attracted a bull as her consort. The bull is related to her fertility and her generally civilised nature as we might guess from its common opposition to the lion.
 A tiny bucranium appears in the upper register of the Alabaster Vase which deals with a fertility rite of marriage involving Inanna but there are few other evidences. The theme seems thus to be of little importance in the later period but bucrania have been popular wall decorations since Hajji Muhammed times.
 

Possibly referring back to the Mother-Mountain nexus, cylinder seals show bulls couchant beside a mountain, sometimes also associated with the Imdugud-bird or with a winged lion/monster
 (both of which are weather demons). 

The horns of the bull came to have a separate symbolic existence. They appear most obviously upon the crown which marked the wearer as a divinity.
 It is further suggested that they appear in the crescent surmounting the entrance of the byre and that they were assimilated to the crescent of the moon
 and are known, personified, as the moon god Nanna, though this connection is not easily traced. 

It is possible that the Moon-Bull is also related to An, the ancient father of the gods. An does seem more closely connected to the night sky than the day. The stars are called the ‘Soldiers of Anu’ and a section of the sky is called the ‘Way of Anu’ (though this is no unique distinction, Enlil too has his ‘Way’ and other gods have their possessions above. This would support the proposition that An and Ki were espoused and were the original parents of all the gods. The Sumerians in fact called the world Anki, heaven-earth, in their honour. At Uruk the ziggurat of An had a shrine to Inanna at its foot and we have seen that Inanna is an aspect of Ninhursag. Also at Uruk, the paired temples in her own temple precinct may admit of a similar interpretation. 

Marriage

We have seen the bull involved in the marriage rite of Inanna, but it is definitely a subordinate element. It is likely that this was connected to the propitiation and reestablishment of fertility. It may well be that the Bull and the Mother (as Cow) were the original actors in the drama as analogies from other cultures would indicate, but by the historical period the personages involved were named as Dumuzi and Inanna. Dumuzi was held to be a shepherd god and has few bovine associations, so we can suppose that the fertility aspect had come to be more closely associated with the domesticated sheep and goats. This may have been part of the general shift in emphasis in Mesopotamian religion towards the concerns of the settled animal farmers and away from the pastoralism of the earlier cultures, though it has to be admitted that sheep and goats are also typical animals for pastoralists. Possibly the shift is concurrent with the increasing mythical importance of the sanctuary noted above. The marriage ritual itself came to be central to the sacred cycle of the Sumerian year, though there is no evidence for its enactment in these early periods. 

Mythology

If myths were recorded in the Predynastic or Early Dynastic periods those records have not survived. Evidence from those periods bearing on the mythology is therefore indirect and its interpretation is quite uncertain. There are two possible sources: firstly, the illustrative arts of the period use scenes which can be interpreted as mythological; and, secondly, epithets of persons and gods preserved in ED building inscriptions can be mined for suggestive references. 

Art

In the art of the Uruk period there are many scenes in which symbolic elements are combined, but in no case is it clear that a myth is being illustrated. There are scenes, especially on cylinder seals but also on the Alabaster Vase for example, in which figures carry things toward temples. Mortal figures in boats are seen symbolically accompanied by deities; for example, in the form of a bull carrying on its back a pedestal structure bearing two Inanna posts. It is usually felt that scenes like this are more likely to refer to rituals than to myths. There are also depictions of combats between symbolic figures - such as the Bull-Man and lions. Again, these may be mythological but it seems more likely to be a form of iconography which has its own source of meaning 

The same caution applies to any supernatural figures which appear in these scenes. As well as the Bull-Man we find on cylinder seals an eagle which is occasionally lion-headed (the Imdugud-bird). The latter is also seen to occur as an amulet in the Kleinfunde. These figures appear again in later periods but the same does not seem to be true for a cyclops figure that appears on a cylinder seal holding two lions by their hind legs, nor for a pushme-pullyou stag on another seal. 

The seals of the ED period (q.v.) introduce more scenes which are candidates for a mythological explanation. Chief amongst them is the ‘God in a Boat’. The best guess is that this represents Utu’s nightly subterranean journey. Parrot points out, however, that in some cases the god may not be Utu; when it is shown with a flail for example, or when it is accompanied by other figures in the boat. The boats themselves also show features not easily explained as part of the Utu myth. Their prows and sterns can be shown as gods or animal heads, or the boat may be entirely replaced by a dragon.
 

The other likely myth scenes occur only in single examples and their mythical content is very uncertain. If they can be matched at all with known later mythical episodes the only candidates seem to be Ninurta fighting Asag from the Deeds and Exploits of Ninurta,
 Inanna in the Netherworld from Inanna’s Descent,
 and Enki and Anzu from the tale of ‘Ninurta and the Turtle.’
 Despite the best efforts of Frankfort
 especially it is not believed that the Epic of Gilgameš is illustrated on any of the cylinder seals which we know of. 

Inscriptions

The evidence of the epithets is even less informative than that of the art.
 They tend to be of the form ‘X, his king’, or ‘Y, his divine lady’; the Lagaš I ensis tend to talk much of Ningirsu ‘the ursag of Enlil.’ This is about as much information as is ever given about the relations of the gods to each other and to men. Such claims are more likely to be honorific than mythological. At the very end of the ED period Lugalzaggesi tells us that Anu is Enlil’s beloved father - but we only accept this as not simply honorific because later myths confirm the claim. 

Conclusion

It therefore seems that mythology in the early periods was either unformed or not felt to be a particularly attractive subject for recording in any form. Guesses as to the correspondence of some illustrations with myths are very uncertain and even in the case of the God in a Boat the Utu myth which is proposed does not occur as a narrative but is merely mentioned in a late text. 
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