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The civilization of Sumer was centred on the city in a way that is reminiscent of the Greek orientation toward the polis, and in the Early Dynastic period the society of the city reached its mature form. This form is not, of course, static, but enough elements show enough continuity through enough time that a general model of the city and its function can be presented. The information for any of these features is unfortunately not continuous through the period from ED I to Ur III, therefore the construction of this model depends to a great extent upon the assumption that features developed smoothly from the past into the future. Where that is not the case or is contentious, it will be noted; and in any case, wherever possible, the temporal context of the evidence to which the model appeals will be given.
The City (uru)

Ideology

Urban life was the focus of Sumerian society, but the society was not restricted to the urban area proper; those who lived in the countryside but who were organized only with respect to the city were also a part of it. Only those like the nomadic Amorites and the barbaric Zagros tribe who did not recognise the authority of the city were excluded.
 The states which the cities created in most cases included the smaller neighbouring towns. Each city belonged to a particular god who acted as the chief of the gods inhabiting the city
 and it was the duty of the citizens, acting through their temple communities, to attend to the needs of the city’s god (See, for example, the myth ‘Enki and Ninmah’.) This focus is reflected in the symbols seen on the ‘city seals’. A set of these impressions dating from ED I was found by Woolley in the ‘seal impression strata’ of Ur.
 On them each city is represented by an altar topped by some city-specific totem; the sun for Utu’s city Larsa, a doorpost for Inanna’s Zabala, etc. 
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Figure 1
Seals representing the cities of Sumer. (a) A set of city seals on a single impression. (b) A selection of seals representing: (1) Eridu?, (2) Larsa, (3) a snake, (4) a bird, (5) Ur, (6) Der?, (7) Keš.

The seals indicate that the cities worked together, or, at least, that they interacted as entities, and they saw themselves as constituting a larger society in the Land (kalam) of the Plain. Being part of such a society involved recognising certain obligations, such as advertising important political actions. When, for example, a peace treaty was made between Lagaš and Umma the gods of Nippur, Keš, Eridu, Ur and Larsa were notified by the release of anointed doves.
 In fact some have gone so far as to suggest that the cities of the Land constituted a so-called ‘Kengir League’ centred at Nippur
, which is a city both sacred to Enlil and near the geographic centre of the Land. If that were so there is special significance to the mythological and ritual ‘Journeys to Nippur’ of the various gods: they would mark both an obeisance to Enlil and a renewing of political commitment to the Land. These journeys form common scenes in myths and on cylinder seals, and they are mentioned in Lagaš texts. From later Ur III texts we can confirm that most southern gods made journeys to Nippur (or Eridu) doubtless continuing the old tradition. It was also customary for cities to send offerings to Enlil’s temple at Nippur. In fact, the co-operation may have been even closer than the above indicates, because administrative texts from Šuruppak list hundreds of workers from other cities such as Nippur, Adab, Umma, Lagaš and Uruk. 
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Figure 2

An Uruk seal scene possibly representing the procession of a god (Inanna).
 
Structure

In general the City proper consisted of three definite parts.
 A city might lack such a well-defined structure if, for example, it had developed as a conurbation of originally separate sites as can be seen in Ur, Kiš and Sippar.
 Otherwise the pattern is; 

1. The inner city: the city within the walls, including the temple, palace, gates, and houses of the citizenry. According to the ‘Epic of Gilgameš’ Uruk also had date plantations and brickpits, indicating that space was not always maximally used.

2. The outer city (uru-bar-ra): contained houses, farms, gardens, cattle-folds, fields, etc. Very little is known of these areas archaeologically. Their occupation was always intermittent.
3. The harbour (kar) 

We cannot be sure that these areas showed further structure – in a division into craft quarters, for example – but there are some indications that they might have been. The record of deposits at Uruk suggests that there were areas in which pottery makers or workers in semi-precious stones were concentrated. Moreover, the tells of the southern cities are always multiple mounds, and wherever this has been investigated it is found that between the mounds were ancient watercourses. It appears therefore, that the cities of the Land were divided by canals or rivers. In this case the waters would naturally divide the city into quarters, the crossing points would naturally be foci of the city, and there would also be natural connections of the inside to the outside. Harbours have even been found inside the walls at Ur and Maškan-Šapir.

The inner city had already begun to raise itself above the level of the plain upon the accumulated debris of its past. Its structure as outlined tended to emphasise the separateness of the power centres of Temple, Palace and Gate, and to discount any idea of a city-centre. The temple itself was walled off from the rest of the city, separate even from the city walls, and both temple and palace were tightly hemmed in by streets and private houses.
 There is some dubious archaeological evidence which can be interpreted
 as indicating that the residential area was itself divided into a collection of enclosures grouping together several households reflecting a social order in which extended/augmented families were central. 
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Figure 3
The ancient plan of the city of Nippur.

Urban Government
We know that there were certain centres of power in the city such as the palace and the temple, and authority must have devolved from those sites, but those are relatively detached entities. It is not clear how the city was run from day to day and who were the immediate authorities. We have seen that there is some evidence for rule by assembly in earlier times
 and that organisation may well have continued into ED and later. If so there must have been a place for the assembly (unken) to meet (which may have been called the ubšuukkinna,) but we do not know where that was; perhaps in the temple courtyard, perhaps by the city gate. In an Akkadian text we hear of the assembly of Kiš meeting “In the ‘Common of Enlil’, a field belonging to Esabad, the temple of Gula.” Evidence from just a bit later than our period indicates that subdivisions of the city and of the citizenry also had subordinate power structures. The OB Code of Hammurabi mentions certain duties or responsibilities of the ‘wards’ of the city which must also have had some sort of assembly, and we also see that associations of merchants or craftsmen formed assemblies to pursue their communal interests. It is possible that something like this would have been true in earlier periods too.
 
The Justice System
An essential role of the urban government was its administration of justice, but we know nothing of the actual administration of justice until the Akkadian and Ur III periods. At that time, we find that the legal system was hierarchical and there was a process (unclear to us) by which decisions of lower level courts could be appealed to higher level courts. The lowest level of the justice system was probably by one of the local councils mentioned earlier, but which we only see referenced in documents relevant to the appeals process. Above that was a level of judges who, in the Ur III period, sat in panels of seven, probably in the temple courtyard or the city gate. The specific occupation of Judge is known to exist as early as the Akkadian period,
 and court records are known from that far back. We also see that the hazānum (a term often translated mayor in later periods) decides much at the local level. Above these judges was the sovereign ruler of the city, be he ensi or lugal. When the city ruler was politically subordinate to another ruler as in the later imperial ages, that function continued relatively unchanged within the relevant province, except that they were no longer the final court of appeal.  That privilege went to their king.
  
Apart from the judges themselves, the court also employed a barber; but more importantly there were court officials, called maškim, responsible for organizing the procedures of the courts – oaths, ordeals, punishments, etc. – and for recording what had gone on in a final summary known as a ditilla (‘completed lawsuit.’) From these records we learn that the court process was not adversarial, but rather inquisitorial: the court would try to find the truth of some disputed matter, and the means which they would use were usually, in their general nature, recognisable to us. They could take oral or written testimony from principals or interested parties or witnesses. Oaths would also be administered, to which more weight was given than is usual now. There were also, however, methods not seen in our systems: for example, if the truth about a sorcery, adultery, or homicide case remained uncertain after all other methods had been tried, then a river ordeal was considered a proper final test. In Akkadian times, the river ordeal was also used for trivial matters of debt ownership, but the increasing use of written records for such things meant that decisions could usually be reached by other means.

Construction

The city was built almost entirely of mud bricks. The style of these bricks underwent some changes over time The earliest bricks were rather small and were laid in horizontal courses of headers (riemchen, a German word), but beginning in the ED period the preferred bricks were of the characteristic ‘plano-convex’ type – with an equally characteristic style of use which is used as a marker for buildings of the ED II and III periods.
 They were mostly sun-dried but with increasing use of kiln-fired baked bricks. This firing made them much more durable, so that they could serve as pavement surfaces and when set in bitumen were much used for weatherproof façades.
 

The use of burnt brick facilitated the use of the arch, such as appears in Ur’s Royal Cemetery, and even in the doors of private houses. But the Sumerians never did solve the problem of spanning large spaces which had to be covered by timber
 so that their architecture always tended to narrowness internally. 



The Temple (é.dingir)

There were temples to several gods in each city for the worship of the gods living there.
 The temple of the city god attempted through its splendour to do honour to that god and to the city, and incidentally to flatter the citizens. As a slight indication of the splendour of these temples at this time we have the example of the small town of al ‘Ubaid. There the copper Imdugud relief was set above the door and on the walls there were copper figures of bulls, coloured stone rosettes on the inset decorative cones, and inlay of shell. By the entrance there were copper lions. There were palm trunk columns about an open portico which were wrapped in copper or set with mother-of-pearl mosaic.
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Figure 4

The decoration on the temple at Tell ‘Ubaid.

Architectural Development

At about this time the temples, with their supporting elements, isolated themselves from the rest of the city behind walls. Earlier temples still tend to be preserved within the platforms of their successors. Some things remain from the earlier period - such as the orientation, the complex buttressed façade, the central rectangular sanctuary, the altar in front of a niche, the placing of altar and entrance on adjacent walls in a bent-axis design - but the standard temple plan is now apparently replaced by the ‘courtyard’ plan.
 

The evolution of this pattern is well displayed in the temple of Sin in Khafajah. Levels I - III from the ‘Jemdet Nasr’ or final Uruk period have the old plan, but also a small open space. In levels IV - V the courtyard increases in importance, and by level VI it is central, bounded on three sides by rooms and with an enclosing wall. The succeeding levels also show an increasing number of shrines in each enclosure. The form of the Khafaje temple itself was constrained by the limitations of its site, hemmed in by residential buildings, so that the mature courtyard form is better seen on more accommodating sites - such as the ‘Square Temple’ at Tell Asmar, or the Šara Temple at Tell Agrab. This courtyard plan for the house of the god is strongly reminiscent of the contemporary plans of private houses. Unique to this period is the oviform enclosure with central rectangular platform seen in the ED II - III ‘Oval Temple’ at Khafaje and at al ‘Ubaid. 
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Figure 5
The development of the temple at Eridu from the Ubaid to the last Uruk period.
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Figure 6

A proposed reconstruction of the Uruk period temple of Eridu.

Economic Rôle

That the temple was the original centre of administration in the city is a contention supported by the observation that the very earliest tablets are economic records found in the temple at Uruk. For the ED period our best source of information on temple operations is the roughly 1600 tablets from the temple of Bau/Baba at Girsu in Lagaš. They show that the temple was a very considerable economic power with interests in ‘finance,’ manufacturing, and agriculture. The temple’s religious rôle only gradually became separated from the secular power, but the temple remained a great landowner, with the power to levy labour. One interpretation of the institution of imrua sees it as referring to the ‘constituencies’ of various temples. Every citizen was held to be a member of one of the temple communities so that the citizenry was divided by the affiliations to particular gods. Those, for example, in the community of the temple of Inanna would be known as the ‘people of the god Inanna.’
 

Finance

No private loans are actually recorded from ED times
 but we know that various forms of indebtedness did occur. We know, for example that states could owe debts to other states as Umma did to Lagaš; but we are quite ignorant about collection or penalty arrangements for such loans. We also know that loans were made between individuals for the usual reasons, and with the usual results. Loans seem most often to have been made on the security of the debtor’s labour on the creditor’s land during the harvest when labour was in short supply. Of course this would very likely lead to further impoverishment of the debtor if his own crop could not be got in. There is evidence of increasing disparity of wealth in the population in this period (in house sizes for example) so the social effects of oppressive financial régimes may have been a concern of the authorities of the period. There was a royal prerogative of annulment of debts (amargi, ‘return to the mother;’ or andurarum, ‘freedom of movement’) as early as Entemena of Lagaš. It is usually taken to refer to the freeing of debt slaves and the alleviation of onerous burdens placed on foreign cities. He is even shown freeing and returning foreign nationals. This annulment could surely not apply to normal commercial debts. 

The rôle of the temples in this system may have been to use its economic dominance and huge reserves of wealth to act as a central bank in regulating the rates of interest. The temple of Utu at Sippar records interest rates of 20% on barley and 6¼% on silver, which seem quite reasonable (in pre-modern terms) so quite possibly others offered loans at higher rates.
 All complex transactions must have been further complicated by the lack of a standard medium of exchange or token of value. These functions were often performed by barley, though later various (and variable) weights of copper, silver and gold were used. Nevertheless, barter must have developed sophistications of its own to cope with the deficiency. 

Manufacturing

As a manufacturing enterprise the temple produced textiles, leather goods, and all sorts of objects made of wood, metal and stone. These are occupations which demand a good deal of floor space not all of which can have been found inside the temple walls in most cases. There would typically have been operations distributed about the city. The ‘North Palace’, for example, at Ešnunna is now believed to have been a weaving works associated with the ED III Abu temple.
 We also know that the Sin temple at Khafajah had establishments located in the outlying villages of its state. 
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Figure 7
The ‘North Palace’ factory at Ešnunna. The Abu Temple with which it is associated is at the South West corner. (This plan is of the Akkadian period structure.)
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Figure 8

Weavers with a loom on a seal impression of the late Uruk period.

Distribution

Corvée labour and rationing played in Sumer the rôle which taxation and state works play in more familiar states. Most of the population of Sumer was eligible for conscription for varying periods to labour for the temple. The temple provided supplies, equipment, and administration for the corvée work on the nigenna lands (see later section) and the irrigation infrastructure. The produce of this labour was stored and used by the temple and it in return distributed (unequal) rations of goods amongst (a disputed proportion of) the citizens.
 

The ration system itself has been studied in detail in a few cases that are accessible, and seems to have become relatively standardised. Certainly by the time of Ur III this was the case. It included three most important provisions of barley, oil, and wool, and in one important late case 
 has the form shown in the following table. Note that the names of the types of ration are formed with the word ba, ‘to apportion’. 

	Name 
	Commodity 
	Schedule 
	Men 
	Women 
	Children 
	Measure 

	še-ba 
	barley 
	monthly 
	60 
	30 
	25, 20, 15, 10 
	quarts 

	ì-ba 
	oil 
	annual 
	4 
	4 
	2, 1½, 1 
	quarts 

	síg-ba 
	wool 
	annual 
	4 
	3 
	2, 1½, 1 
	pounds 


There were other regular rations too that we know of; such as zíz-ba, emmer; ninda-ba, bread; zíd-ba, flour; túg-ba, cloth. We also know that there were other items distributed less regularly, on special occasions, or as supply allowed. Such were, for example, various types of dairy meat and produce, vegetables and fruits and beer and wine. There seems to have been a large surplus which was available for smoothing the supply cycles and also for emergencies. The temple stores were stocked with almost all the products of the Land, and the raw materials and tools needed to produce them. They were distributed to the workers for the temple as required. 

The distribution system required extensive record keeping but its economic function was handicapped by the lack of a standard of value which could make all the factors commensurable. In order to form a budget a toolkit of heuristics was applied, involving guesses at yields, productivities, exchange rates, and so on. These heuristics must have been more sensitive to ease of use than to accuracy. 

Religious Rôle

In Sumerian religion, as in all primitive religion, ritual was all important. Although private chapels are not yet found we can guess that private rituals were important. On the other hand, there is no doubt that the rites of the temple were the focus of the worship which the god required. Given the theocentric orientation of the official Sumerian ideology it is very odd that we have no contemporary descriptions of rituals, and are forced to make assumptions on the basis of oblique literary references, seal illustrations, and temple furnishings. 

Offerings

From the construction of the altar we guess that there were libations or sacrifices, both also depicted on cylinder seals. At Tell Asmar, for example, the altar was topped with slate or stone, and at Tell Agrab a terracotta drain led to a concealed jar. In the midst of the sanctuary was typically a brick platform which is assumed to be an ‘offering table’. At the ED III ‘Single Shrine Temple’ at Tell Asmar there was a small annexe with a bread oven, and presumably this was a common way of providing the god with food offerings. A god, however, could not live on bread alone, though it was undoubtedly an important part of its diet. Regular offerings (sa-dug4) of a variety of foodstuffs were made in stone bowls such as are shown on the Alabaster Vase. In Nippur we know that Enlil in the Ešumeša temple received bread, lardy-cake, emmer-flour, beer, fishcakes, and wine. Oddly enough everything related to the god might appropriately be offered such gifts, even the temple drain-pipes. What this could possibly involve in the way of ritual is not known.
 There are also known to have been offerings ad libitum, called arua, as tokens of gratitude. These could be statues, boats, bitumen , wool, rings – or animals or even people.
 Offerings which the god did not consume were distributed amongst the staff.
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Figure 9
The altar from the Sin VI temple at Khafajah, with bowls to receive the overflow of libations at the sides.
 
On the Alabaster Vase and on cylinder seals and wall plaques of the Predynastic/Early Dynastic periods the ‘priest’ figure making offerings is shown nude. This practice does not continue after this period, but the custom of nudity may have developed into the fashion of a tonsure such as worn by Gudea. In this context, note that the barber (šu-i) was a common member of the staff. Other requirements of ritual purity are met by ceremonial washing for priests.
 

(a) [image: image11.jpg]




(b) [image: image12.jpg]



Figure 10
(a) A libation and animal offering scene on a plaque from Ur.
 (b) An offering scene from the Uruk Vase.

Cult Statues

The god itself was represented by a cult statue placed in the niche behind the altar. Unfortunately, possibly because of the intrinsic value of these statues, none have survived that we know of. In cylinder seals gods are shown seated on a platform and this probably reflects the form of the god’s statue in the sanctuary. In the Ištar temple at Aššur fragments of a small painted gypsum plaque show a goddess reclining, and it is supposed that this is inspired by the posture of the cult statue of that temple. Rituals associated with these cult statues, such as the later (Ur III) ritual of ‘the opening of the mouth’, are alluded to in literature and date formulae. There are also other rituals mentioned, unfortunately, all rather late.
 There were also the inter-city visits mentioned elsewhere. Some of these would have been related to regular festivals or special occasions, as we know such a procession occurred for the consecration of the temple at Girsu. 

Votive Statues

Other statues were placed in the sanctuary to perform the continual supplications which the busy Sumerians who left them felt were required.
 The best known example of such votive statuary is the collection found carefully buried by the altar of the ED II Square Temple of Abu at Tell Asmar. We know from evidence found at the Ištar temple at Aššur that such statues were also placed on the benches which are common in these sanctuaries. 

Divination
No actual Sumerian omens are recorded, but we do know that various methods were used. Particularly popular was extispicy, in which the entrails of a slaughtered animal were inspected for signs. This became highly technical. A model of a liver with instructions for reading the signs thereon is known from the Old Babylonian period. Also from that period, a face of Huwawa as formed from an intestinal tract seems also to be a divination model. On the reverse an inscription reads: ‘if the entrails look like the face of Huwawa…’
 Given the number of dream episodes in the myths and epics, it would not be surprising to find that oneiromancy was also practised at this period. Geštinanna, the sister of Dumuzi, was said to be an interpreter of dreams.
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Figure 11
Liver models from Mari. Each model shows a type of liver and interprets it.

Miscellaneous furnishings

Other furnishings are found which are also very probably ritually significant. Such are the pottery stands which contained some sort of plant material. At Khafajah and elsewhere there are stone or copper figures which supported vases or incense bowls; at Kiš we find copper ‘rush-lights’; at Aššur there were terracotta model buildings which are also thought to be some kind of offering stand. 
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Figure 12
(a) ED seal impression showing temple furniture. (b) ED copper offering stand from Tell Agrab.

Holy days

There were occasions which required special ceremonies, sometimes of several days’ duration and involving public processions. One such was the festival of ‘first fruits’ whose procession was by boat and involved a first fruits symbol. Festivals on fixed days are supposed to account for month names like the ‘Month of the Eating of the Barley of Ningirsu’, the ‘Month of the Eating of Gazelles’, or the ‘Month of the Feast of Šulgi’. Festivals might differ from city to city and at different periods; those just named are of Ur from the Neo-Sumerian period. It was, however, common to celebrate the eš-eš festival on the 1st, 7th, 15th, and 25th day of each month.
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Figure 13
Ritual celebrations on a bowl from Lagaš.

The central point of the rite, the Easter of Sumer, was zagmuk, the (spring) New Year celebration. In it occurred the sacred wedding between the king, often representing Dumuzi, and a priestess, representing a goddess, often Inanna. The purpose was to ensure by a sympathetic magic the return of fertility to the fields, and prosperity to the city. Mythologically, Dumuzi was thought to have died taking the fertility of the land with him over winter. This seems to have been a common Sumerian belief, and lamentation for his descent was widespread: the sixth month at Lagaš was named for this festival of lamentation.
 Dumuzi may originally have been a real king of Uruk who somehow came to represent the male principle in the kingship of Uruk, and whose constant participation in the city rites led to his apotheosis. The rite then became popular beyond Uruk. The first mention of this hieros gamos occurs in the reign of Iddin-Dagan of Isin from a much later period, but the evidence of Early Dynastic and earlier iconography strongly suggests that some related ritual took place in those periods. 
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Figure 14
The gifts being offered to Inanna (note the ring posts) in this Uruk period seal include a marriage girdle.

Personnel

Religious offices

The main priestly offices were as follows: 
  en: the spiritual head of the temple who certainly lived in the temple area proper. This priest might be male – as was the head of the Eanna temple of Inanna at Uruk, or female – as was the head of the Ekišnugal temple of Nanna at Ur. It may have been a feature of Sumerian religion that the temple heads were of the complementary sex to their gods. The en (Akkadian en (m.) or entu (f.)) lived on site in the gipar (giparu), which was also the administrative headquarters of the household. 
  išib-priest(ess): (pašīšu and ramku) may have been responsible for libations and lustrations. 

  gala-priest: (kalŭ) the ‘lamentation-priest’, probably temple singers specialising in balag-songs. Gelb has argued that these had “certain feminine characteristics”. It is not known what this sexual distinction might signify but it may be relevant that the famous statue of ‘Ur-Nanše the singer’ is notorious for being of indeterminate sex. These priests may have been homosexuals or hermaphrodites, or even eunuchs. The possibility of a eunuch class is considered doubtful; we would expect the existence of a class of eunuchs to be a little more obvious. On the other hand we must note that becoming a gala was a serious business which was accompanied by ceremonies, usually in the 9th or 10th month.
 
  nar-priest: (nāru) musicians: solo praise-singers who accompanied themselves on instruments. 

  mašmaš-priest: (mašmaššu, ašipu) magicians. 

Other priests whose functions were even less certain were the following: 

  guda: (pašīšu) was the commonest cultic title at Ur in the Ur III period and seems to be divisible amongst several holders (at that late time anyway.) Each is associated with a particular deity so that the term is translated ‘priest of X’.

  mah: possibly an ‘ecstatic’
 

  nindingir 

Associated with all such posts were allocations of food. 

Non-religious staff

  sanga: the administrative head of the temple community. He assigned the tasks in the communal work.
 

  nubanda: the steward, supervised the labour, stores and administration.
 

  ugula: the foreman (supervised the work groups?). 

  sag-engar: supervised a work group. 

  engar: A specially appointed official who saw to the distribution of rations and the delivery of produce to the temple. 

In keeping with the temple’s vast spread of activities, all sorts of workmen were engaged by the temple - carpenters, bakers, shipwrights, potters, sculptors, brewers, millers, fishermen, etc - often in large numbers. On the basis of the accounts of Lagaš’s Bau temple there may have been as many as 1200 dependents
, and a temple workshop at the Guabba at Lagaš had 6000 women and children workers. We also know that for the defence of Bau’s temple 500-600 men could be put in the field. However, the largest workforce was probably associated with agricultural labour. It has been estimated that the temple workforce consisted of something in the order of half to a third of the total able-bodied population of the city.
 For temple work the citizens were organized in groups of (multiples of) 10 led by sag-engars. 

Amongst the workers in the temple were slaves as well as freemen. In Lagaš’s Nanše temple were 188 slavegirls, and in the Bau temple were 180, of which 127 were employed as woolworkers, 18 as spinners - although the wool-plucking was done off the temple grounds. There was an area of small, poor houses just outside the temenos which may have been the residential quarter of the temple slaves.
 Most of the rest of the staff must have lived outside the temple area too, and we don’t know whether they had a special quarter or not either. 
As far as the actual organization of the temple staff goes, we have little general information, although an overall hierarchical structure is fairly well-accepted. Our best indication comes from Gelb’s analysis of the records of Lagaš in the Ur III period.
 This yields the following chart:

1. ab-ba-ab-ba-me, ‘elders’ = top officials.

· Managers:

· 1 sanga, ‘priest’, or 1 sabra, ‘temple steward’

· Officials, Class 1:

· 1 GA-dub-ba, ‘archivist’.

· 1 sag-du5, ‘field surveyor’.

· 1 ka-gur7, ‘grain-store supervisor’.

· 1 nu-banda erin-na, ‘overseer of workers/soldiers’.
· Officials, Class 2:

· 1 dub-sar gud-apin, ‘scribe of the plough animals’.
· 1 sár-ra-ab-du, ‘treasurer(?)’.
2. engar nu-banda gud-me, ‘chiefs of plough teams and overseers of plough animals’.

· 2-28 nu-banda gud, ‘overseers of plough animals’.

· 4-100 engar, ‘chiefs of plough teams’.

3. 8-450 erin-me, ‘workers/soldiers’.
4. Miscellaneous personnel.
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Figure 15
The Ur III period gi-par-(ku) at Ur: living quarters of the priestess and administrative centre of the temple complex.



The School (é.dubba)

The school was the ‘house of tablets’ where the difficult cuneiform script was learnt by the prospective administrators of the city. It is not known when the school first emerged as a distinct institution, but educational tablets are known from the very beginning of the ED period, and schools were very important in the last half of the 3rd millennium.
 It was originally an annex to the temple for it was the temple that required their services, but it became more secular later. Most of the following section draws on information from the tablets of much later periods, but it is likely that the rough outline of the school was then much as it had been in the past. 

The schoolhouses of Nippur, Sippar, and Ur are identified as such only on the grounds of the presence of large numbers of associated tablets.
 They otherwise appear as normal house rooms. Now, from time to time the accumulating rubbish in the streets of the city raises the level of the street well above the level of the floors of the houses, leading to flooding when it rains. For this reason houses were periodically reconstructed and their floor levels raised. The presence of the tablets may merely indicate that the occupants of those houses used the discards of the schools for filler material. Nevertheless, the schools did exist to produce this useful débris. There is an obscure riddle from Ur which indicates that there may have been some difference from normal houses
: 

(What is it:)
A house which like heaven has a plow,
Which like a copper kettle is cloth-covered,
Which like a goose stands on a base,
He whose eyes are not open enters it, 
He whose eyes are (wide) open comes out of it?
Its solution is: It’s the school.
The population of the school was as follows
:
  The ummia, ‘expert’, was the head of the school. 
  The abba edubba, ‘school father’, if this was not another name for the head of the school, was the second -in-command. 
  There were teachers responsible for particular disciplines, such as the dubsar nišid, ‘scribe of counting’; the dubsar ašaga, ‘scribe of the field’ (probably teaching geometry); and the dubsar kengira, ‘scribe of Sumerian’, who was the most important of the teachers. 
  The ‘big brother’ was the assistant to the ummia. 
  There were other staff in charge of attendance and discipline. 
  The pupil was the ‘school son’. Most of the pupils were from wealthy families and they were probably almost all male though women could also become scribes. The former pupil was known as the ‘school son of days past’ 

The method of instruction tended strongly to the use of rote learning. The pupils were expected to be able to reproduce many lists of words and phrases produced by various systems of linguistic classification. In the morning the pupil revised the previous day’s work. Then the ‘big brother’ would prepare a new tablet for the pupil to study. The copies made would be checked by the ummia and the ‘big brother’. Discipline and accuracy were encouraged by generous use of the cane. Attendance was from sunup to sundown over many years. 

The models, their textbooks, and the copies they made are a great source of our knowledge of what they knew. There were also worked problems in mathematics, surveying, etc. Other products were copies and imitations of literary works, again invaluable for our knowledge of Sumerian culture. 
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Figure 16
Educational tablets: (a) a Sumerian-Akkadian lexicon from Nippur; (b) geometrical problems.



The Palace (é.gal)

Development

Large non-temple buildings had existed since ‘Ubaid times, at Tell ‘Uqair for example
, suggesting administrative centralization and/or increasing secular power; but during the final period of the Uruk and the Jemdet Nasr period their frequency increased. An example is even known from Jemdet Nasr itself. In the tale of ‘Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta’ it seems that the sovereign-en Enmerkar of Uruk lived in the gipar, which is known elsewhere and later as the residence for the sacerdotal-ens. On this evidence we suppose that it was customary in the earlier periods for the ruler to live on the temple grounds, but if so it has left only this slight remembrance, which suggests that the custom had declined long before our records begin. At any rate we now see, beginning at Kiš and Eridu, the development of the palace as a physically separate centre of power. 

There are two ED palaces known from Kiš. One, known as Palace A, was near the temple; but the other, the so-called ‘Plano-Convex building’, was nearly 2 km to the west. It was apparently always the case that to find space for their large new buildings new rulers were often forced to look outside the central area. This is more true of the cities of the south than the north where the temples were possibly less dominant. This may indicate that the palace was an early feature of northern settlements and only later spread to the south.
 It is difficult to test this however since so few palaces have actually been found. Good examples are known from Kiš, Eridu and Mari, from which we abstract what we hope to be their standard features. 

Just as royalty had usurped the functions of the priesthood, so the palace adapted the forms and autonomy of the temple. The rectangular throne room or ‘audience hall’, which we can recognise from the Eridu Palaces on, and the royal seat therein corresponded to the cella and dais of the god, and likewise opened off a square courtyard. Both temple and palace borrowed this arrangement from the reception halls of contemporary houses. It was decorated to impress with stone and shell mosaic friezes at Kiš A, and the later Mari palace of Zimri-Lim is painted to suggest wall hangings (which have not survived anywhere.) Also common was a monumental entrance. The palace necessarily contained residences for royal persons and their dependants, function rooms, offices, workshops, and storehouses. It supported a great retinue of slaves, scribes, administrators, soldiers, craftsmen, merchants, and farmers who worked the extensive royal lands. 
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Figure 17
The ‘Investiture Scene’ mural from the courtyard of the Old Babylonian period palace at Mari. Note the tassels pattern at the bottom.
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Figure 18
Akkadian - Ur III period ‘Palace of the Governors’ (left) and temple of Gimil-Sin (right) at Ešnunna. (1) sanctuary, (2) altar, (3) great hall with vaulting, (4) throne-room, (5) courtyard, (6) private court, (7) ablutions, (8) palace chapel, (10) sanctuary, (11) toilet.
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Figure 19
The ‘Plano-Convex Building’ at Kiš.

Kingship

lugals, ensis and ens always ruled only in the name of the true sovereign, the city god: their relationship was as nubanda to sanga. The title ensi may even indicate that the bearer gained his political power by virtue of being the leading cleric of the city.
 This supposition is supported by the fact that the leader was required to participate in the religious rituals of the city. On the other hand the lugal may theoretically have been dependent upon approval by an assembly of citizens, though the typical route to accession was by inheritance, and if it was achieved by some other means then it had to be justified as divine favour. Such were the cases of Urukagina and Eannatum amongst many others. We can see how completely the tables were turned when we find that the presentation of bowls to a temple by a king is intended as a claim of ownership. These presentations are known for Enmebaragesi, Mesilim and Lugalzaggesi. For the ceremony the king would take a special name
, his bur-gi or ‘bowl-presentation’ name. 

Notwithstanding this de facto dominance, monarchy never gained the legitimacy of priesthood. In the attempt, however, and by usurping the privileges of the temple, the rulers created an institution which could rival the temple. Perhaps because it was based on usurpation it was prone to oppression. We know this could be a problem because of the example of the reforming ensi Utuhegal who set out to right the wrongs. The ‘Manifesto of Urukagina’ certainly indicates that the promulgation of regulations was an established part of the ruler’s responsibility, but we have as yet found no law-codes from the period. It is nevertheless clear that the ruler stood at the top of the judicial hierarchy, and would often be appealed to by his subjects requiring justice. 
The symbols of kingship were the crown (aga), the throne (gu-za), and sceptre (u3-luh), which occur in literature and pictorial art. Rulers received these attributes in ceremonies at their accession. As late as Ur III the iconography shows that the crown is still merely a flat cap, and the throne is a fleece-covered seat. The title lugal-kiši, king of Kiš, was adopted by any ruler who claimed the hegemony of the Land. It probably derives from the prestige of the Kings of Kiš who may well have exercised such power at the beginning of the heroic age. Their pre-eminence is remembered also in the Sumerian King List, the Tummal Inscription and the epic tradition. 
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Figure 20
(a) Seal impression of King Ibbi-Sin of Ur. (b) ‘Me-barage-si, King of Kiš’, one of the earliest royal inscriptions.

Military Rôle
The basic function of the ruler, the sine qua non of the institution of kingship, was war. It should be remembered that the southern plain was a small place - so small that the neighbouring cities were often visible to watchers on the walls. Naturally vigorous societies were going to clash. This period gives the impression of constant inter-city war but it is possible that lack of resources made them less devastating than later wars would suggest. The ruler could call upon an army made up of levies of several hundred men by each temple.
 Such armies would certainly have been organized hierarchically: by the time of Ur III we find ranks from šagina (general), to nu-banda (captain – distinguished as senior and junior), ugula-géš-das (officers in charge of 60 – a ‘centurion’ perhaps) and érin (soldier). On the ‘Stele of the Vultures’ and the ‘Standard of Ur’ this army is seen to be divided into chariotry and infantry. 

Chariotry

The chariots were four-wheeled, hide-covered, high-fronted, drawn by onagers four abreast. It was guided by reins which passed through a rein ring attached to the chariot pole and through a notch in the front. Each carried two occupants, one to drive and the other to fight. The fighter used hand or sling-thrown spears. The chariot had a high protective front with a quiver for extra slinging spears. We have no record of how they were used in battle, nor do we know who, apart from the ruler, could have used them: perhaps only the professional soldiery, or the wealthy who supplied their own gear. There have been found no stores of chariots either in the palace or the temple. 
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Figure 21
The lower (first) register on the ‘war’ panel of the Standard of Ur.

Infantry

The foot soldiers were armed with axes, adzes, or thrusting spears, but not with bows and arrows which seem to be used only for hunting (as on the ‘Lion Hunt Stele’ of the Uruk period). Swords might also be used but they were not popular until much later when iron became available. They wore helmets of copper or bronze of a design which is seen in a luxurious form in the Helmet of Meskalamdug. On the ‘Stele of the Vultures’ they are shown carrying large, square, embossed shields. 
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Figure 22
The infantry scene on the Stele of the Vultures.

Usages

The stele shows the infantry formed into a phalanx. The chariots do not appear to be at all manoeuvrable, they are better described as carts and if it were not for the image on the ‘Standard of Ur’ we should hardly credit them as more than fighting platforms. It is unlikely that tactics played much part in any battle. 

Siege operations against city walls are unrecorded in historical texts, and though the tale of ‘Gilgameš and Agga’ takes place in a siege setting it tells us nothing about it. Cities may have been most commonly conquered by following in a routed enemy, though we do not hear of this either. Eannatum boasts on the ‘Stele of the Vultures’ that he pursues the defeated soldiers to their city wall, but his story goes no further in that direction. 

When cities were taken by some means in these wars between the cities of the Land, the temples were generally left unmolested. We know, however, that Lugalzaggesi did not observe this restriction in Lagaš; and the rules of war were probably not applied in wars against foreigners such as the Elamites or Martu. 

Defeated soldiers fared less well than their defeated gods. If they were not killed on the spot they were stripped naked, bound together with their elbows tied together behind them, and taken as slaves. The worst practice of the Sumerians was the common one of blinding prisoners to make them tractable. 
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Figure 23
(a) An Akkadian scene of prisoners. (b) Piling up the corpses (a scene from the Vulture Stele).

Economic Rôle
As the palace increased in cultural importance and separated itself more fully from the temple (preparatory to its full subordination,) the economic significance of the palace institution increased likewise. We have already observed that the palace grew to include workshops and storehouses. By the time of the late Sumerian period of Lagaš II and Ur III the palace may well have played a role in the economy of significance similar to the temple, though we cannot be sure of that. Part of this doubt is because with the temple lands and industries and administrative roles having been increasingly incorporated into the palace power structure, by the time of Ur III it is not always possible to be sure that some enterprise is to be assigned to the temple or the palace, or whether the distinction even holds. In any case, the palace was able to pay wages or to requisition labour for corvée and to make recompense by applying the same standard system of rations that were originally developed for the temple’s redistributive function.


The Gate (ka.gal)

Form

The defensive wall (bad) of the city which appears now had been the responsibility of the ruler since Gilgameš’s time. When they existed they dominated the architectural form of the city, probably more so even than any ziggurat. The walls of Uruk, for example, were 9 km of plano-convex bricks enclosing 400 ha.
 Typically the walls were constructed using wide curves or in rectilinear fashion. There was also a tendency to symmetry in the design, though this could not have taken precedence over the limitations of the site.
 

The gate through this wall was the point at which visitors would first experience the city, and it was also the point of theoretical vulnerability. Both aspects would lead to architectural emphasis on the site; in the second case as an exercise in defensive engineering, and in the first case as a monumental focus. In larger cities there would typically have been more than one gate in the wall. Gates were often named after a god or the foreign city towards which the gate pointed. 

Function

As an entry point to the city the gate would be expected to strongly influence the system of roads within the city, but excavations, which tend to focus on the centres of sites and major structures there, have not told us much about this. 

The gate is one of the possible sites of immediate civic administration, and a place where citizen’s assemblies might have met.
 Where there were several gates each would serve a particular sector of the city called the dag.gi4.a. 

The gate would seem to be the natural place for buying and selling produce, but as we have no evidence that this occurred
 we must assume that markets were not a feature of Sumerian city life. There is therefore a problem of distribution in our understanding of the Sumerian economy. 



The Residential Area
Inside the city was a non-monumental area in which the town’s people lived their urban lives. The area was not usually marked off in any way from the monumental areas associated with the temple or the palace. Nor were the citizens typically divided into neighbourhoods by their wealth: rich and poor lived side by side.
 Though it seems that the primary function of this area was residential, we know that it also included workshops, some garden areas, cemeteries, parks, and even waste ground.
The Street
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Figure 24
Street plan of a part of Ur in the Ur III period. Here the separate houses are emphasised

The streets were mostly unpaved - except by pottery sherds and other rubbish - and with a tendency to irregularity. There are mentions of a sacred way in Uruk connecting the main temple to an external sanctuary
 which probably developed into the processional routes of later times. The structures tended to agglomeration rather than separation, as is typical still of the area. So also is the custom of presenting a blank wall to the street. Apparently there were open urban spaces called sila dagala, ‘wide street’
, and we are told in several places how people could amuse themselves in the public squares. (See the myth of The Marriage of Dumuzi and Inanna for example.) These public spaces have not yet appeared in the archaeological record – certainly not in any Early Dynastic sites anyway. 
City Wards
As can be seen from the map of the residential area AH at Ur above, many of the streets were dead ends and might well have been gated. If so, and if that were common, that would indicate a natural subdivision of the city. In some cases we know that there were such subdivisions and they were even privileged to have their own walls. At Abu Salabikh in the ED I period, for example, were found 4 coexisting compounds which occupied most of the site.
 Maisels connects these compounds with similar enclosures known from northern sites such as Tepe Gawra and Erbil, and traces the form far back to the ‘Ubaid period.
 Such architecture must reflect the social order of its users, but through paucity of evidence we cannot yet be sure that it is not an intrusion of Semitic or other non-Sumerian customs from the north. If so then it may be of little importance in the Sumerian south. 
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Figure 25
ED I residential compound at Abu Salabikh.

Such subdivisions may be what are referred to in Akkadian as babtum, or ‘city wards,’ which, in OB times at least, are known to have had a measure of self-government and to have had certain responsibilities for the maintenance of order. The Laws of Hammurabi, for example, mention that the ward was responsible for determining the chastity of a woman seeking divorce (§143) and for notifying a man that his animals were a public danger (§251.) Unfortunately we know nothing of the procedures or history of this institution.

Industrial Zones
Private enterprises were conducted in the residential area, but they were not, apparently, randomly distributed throughout the city. Evidence from several sites indicates that some quarters of the city were preferred for certain industries. Text evidence speaks of quarters of jewellers, tanners, fullers, etc.; and archaeological evidence suggests the same for scribes, metalworkers, and ceramic workers. In the south, at least, these zones were not strictly separated, but elsewhere they may have used the internal canals and walls to emphasize these divisions. In Larsa, the potters were located so that prevailing winds would take their noxious odours away from the rest of the residential area. Similar considerations led to other crafts being pursued in the extramural suburbs.
 We have no evidence that this was the result of conscious town planning or the designs of the city government, but it is certainly possible.
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Figure 26
Maškan-Šapir. The second capital of the kingdom of Larsa. Its plan is preserved by its abandonment in about 1720BC.



The House (é)

In all periods house designs seem to have provided the conceptual model for the temple designs, probably quite deliberately. To judge from sites outside Sumer proper, such as Tell Abada of the ‘Ubaid period, or Habuba Kabira and Jebel Aruda of the Uruk, both the courtyard-centred and the tripartite designs were used. In the Early Dynastic period the evidence comes from the Diyala towns of Tell Asmar and Khafaje and from Abu Salabikh near Nippur. On all these sites we find that, just as with the temples of the period, the tripartite house design no longer occurs.
 House sizes seem generally to decrease after the ED period; at Fara (Šuruppak) and Abu Salabikh they were not uncommonly over 400 m2 in area while in Old Babylonian Ur we find them averaging only about 100 m2.
 House sizes began to vary greatly. The sizes of the houses in level Va at Tell Asmar ranged from 248 m2 to 44 m2, and this is taken to be a reflection of the stratification of ED III society. 
A new feature is that many of the Diyala houses now include brick tombs, sometimes vaulted, and some Abu Salabikh houses have graves below them. A typical example is the ‘Arch House’ beginning at level Vc at Tell Asmar. It is a rectangular courtyard plan oriented NW-SE. The arches occur over the several doors onto the courtyard which has a bench and an area paved with gypsum. About the courtyard are rooms, one of which was a kitchen, another a foyer, and some must have been bedrooms but there is next to no evidence by which to judge use.
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Figure 27
House plans from: (a) Jebel Aruda in the Uruk period, (b) Tell Asmar, the ‘Arch House’, in the ED III period, (c) an Akkadian tablet, (d) Tell Taya in the Akkadian period (A: courtyard, B: kitchen, C: cellar.)

It is unlikely to be misleading to extend this description of the Sumerian house by including some reference to those of later periods. The best site for this purpose is the residential quarter of Ur of the Ur III period (and later) excavated by Woolley.
 Here private residences were built of mud brick with flat roofs, low, arched doors and small windows set high and fitted with either wooden bars or baked clay screens.
 The typical house continued to group rooms around a central courtyard. The houses of prosperous families would also have a reception room, kitchen, lavatory, and servants’ quarters. They would be plastered and whitewashed inside and out. In a back room or a basement there might be a family mausoleum. The roof directed rainwater into the courtyard whence it drained into a sump.
 Although household shrines appear in these Ur III houses there is, surprisingly enough, no evidence of such installations before this time. 

In Tell Taya in the north there is evidence of private houses having a second storey in the Agade period. The rooms of house S1 appear to be too small to be the whole establishment and there is débris from above.
 In Ur too, on the slim evidence of lack of space, a support base in 3 Gay Street, and the example of traditional architecture in the region, Woolley supposed that there were also multi-level houses.
 The family room would have been on the upper storey. They could be reached by stairs, which have been found, to a wooden balcony over the courtyard - but the stairs may also have led merely to the roof as is not unknown in the region either. 
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Figure 28
Number 3, Gay Street, Ur. Ur III period. (a) plan, (b) possible elevation.

There are very few internal furnishings recovered but we suppose that “floors and walls were covered with reed mats, skin rugs, and woollen hangings”
, presumably on the analogy of palace decorations of the period. Moreover, we believe there were “low tables and high-backed chairs, and beds with wooden frames”. The beds were substantial pieces of furniture and although we have no surviving examples, even from the tombs, they do occur in illustrations of married life (or more likely of the hieros gamos). 
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Figure 29
A bed scene terracotta.



The Harbour (kar)

The centre of commercial activity, especially overland trade, though much of this may actually have been organised from the temple or palace. Foreign merchants lived there, notably from Meluhha. It had administrative independence and the inhabitants had special legal status. Tablets from Ur describe its functioning.
 Ur’s harbour was located outside the walls which was probably typical.
 

Trade

The extent of trade indicates that there was considerable scope for private initiative and acceptance of private wealth and advancement.
 There was a distinction drawn between the merchant (damgar) and the foreign trader (gaeš or garaš).
 The former was concerned exclusively with distribution. Import/export was, however, the limit of the merchant’s recognised activity. There is no documentary evidence that they were involved in intra-city trade but it is supposed that they were responsible for the foreign goods found in the private houses - like the ubiquitous hard stone grinders. The temple does not seem to have commonly distributed such items. 

Given the relative poverty of resources of the Sumerian Land, it was up to the traders to provide the many goods which the Sumerians desired. They brought back
 stones, gold, copper, lead, wood, aromatics, etc. To judge from the amount of natural nickel in it the copper came from Magan, which we know as Oman, or from Sinai. The gold was alluvial, so mixed with silver, and may have come from Armenia, Meluhha, or perhaps Nubia. Lapis Lazuli, as always, came from Badakhšan. Carnelian could be found around the gulf but was more common in those places where the Harappans found it, in the north-west of India. Bitumen came from Hît.
 Cedar came from the ‘cedar mountain’, the Amanus range. In return they exported raw materials such as grains, dates, onions, etc., and manufactures such as textiles and metal goods. Unfortunately, however, no such manufactures have been found in Magan or Meluhha yet. 

In general the most used route was along the rivers. The road up was the harder one, and the river and the extensive network of connecting canals made coming down much easier. There were three forms of craft for trade: 

  A solid, keeled, wooden boat, like a belem of Iraq today, up to 9m long with lateen sail and oars which could be built in the north and which might be broken up for its wood when it reached its destination in the south. Such ships were also used for trade with Dilmun, Magan and Meluhha. In this period they could hold about 25 tons of grain.

  The coracle, similar to the quffa that is still in use, which carried cargo and asses and which could be disassembled to be carried back upstream by the asses. 
  Rafts with inflated skins, like the kelek of today, also eventually broken up. 


The Suburbs (uru.bar.ra)
The walls of the city were created early in its history – no city could reach much size without a defence – but the population of the city would not usually remain always below the level of the time of construction. At times the population exceeded the residential capacity of the city within the walls, at which times the city would have grown a surrounding residential area with presumably much the same mix of functions as the internal. At other times the population of the city would have declined and traces of the suburbs would quickly have disappeared. The occupation of the suburbs was thus always a temporary affair.
A significant restriction on the growth of suburbs must have been their vulnerability to attack. For short periods a suburban population might be sheltered within the walls, but this could not be a long-term solution. If population continued high and suburbs were not possible, smaller walled towns surrounded by walls would appear very close to the main centre to serve the same function. Thus the northerly town Sippar had another Sippar just 5 km away.
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Figure 30
Plan of Tell Taya

Because of the lack of monumental remains, and the difficulty of even locating these suburban areas, they have been very little studied. In the south, Ur is known to have possessed one, but in the north Tell Taya’s suburbs have been extensively excavated and is thus taken to be the exemplar of the type. Here the residential areas are divided by two small wadis and several roads lead down to them. There are two large streets apparently concerned to give access to the country surrounding the city. Their termini close to the city do not actually lead into the citadel. In general the streets followed the same irregular sort of pattern that we saw inside the walls, and the structures within are also tightly packed – choosing, therefore, not to make use of the greater space available. There are also non-residential structures of some sort – it is not known what. There is obvious evidence also of industrial activity, but it is not clear that there were such specialised quarters as we saw inside – though the likelihood is high.
The density of housing allowed a clear limit to the city to be defined by the outermost ring of houses. There are three such bands marking the extent of the suburbs at different periods. This outer band, though not a wall, must have had some defensive value. We also see here that where main streets pierced those bounds they were defended by semi-circular walls and even a tower.



The Land (sahar)

Possession and Use

The basis of the economy was agriculture rather than industry and consequently many, probably the great majority, of the citizens owned and worked fields - though this need not have taken up much of their year. The sort of field preferred then was the same as that of recent times: long strips perpendicular to the watercourse, an arrangement which would minimise the number of turns to be made in ploughing a given area, and would maximise the number of plots which could have direct access to the water. As always, there were advantages in large landholdings. Besides mere economies of scale it is easier to irrigate and to use oxen on larger plots. Family or village cooperative arrangements could make use of these advantages to some extent. 
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Figure 31
Land parcels reconstructed from Ur III texts.

For the case of Girsu in greater Lagaš where the records of the Bau temple are our most extensive in this period, and which is supposed to be typical of temples in the Land, the extent of the territory of the city is estimated
 at 3000 km2. A large part of the land, perhaps as much as 20%, was owned by the temple, and this was used in three different forms, none of which could be alienated. 

  nigenna 

(Also written níg-en-(n)a
) The ‘Land of the Lord’ was land reserved for the maintenance of the temple, cultivated by the community as a whole. In a case we can check it did not exceed ¼ of the total.
 Work in these fields was assigned to all classes of citizens by the temple. 
  kur 

(Also written GÁN-šukura
) The ‘Food Land’ was distributed amongst the citizens, including priests and women, as allotments. For some unknown reason not all allotments were the same size, ranging from 120 acres for one known nubanda, down to 1 gan (about an acre). We note that even the latter would have been sufficient to support a man. The necessary condition to qualify for an allotment was to render some service to the temple. 
  uru-lal 

(Also written GÁN-apin-lá
) The ‘Plough Land’ was leased at a rate between a sixth and a third of the yield. This could not be paid entirely in kind since some silver was also required.
 Much of this land was also leased to the temple personnel. 

The evidence suggests that much land was owned privately. The élite, and especially the royal family, probably had estates of hundreds of acres worked by their clients or dependents. Urukagina’s ‘Manifesto’ forbad priests from “the poor man’s garden”, so land ownership was not too restricted. 

The first land purchase that we know of was by Enhegal, and, in fact, all the purchasers of land we hear of in the Lagaš records are associated with the royal family.
 Nevertheless the sale of land as such is not there considered extraordinary so we can assume that it was common amongst the less recorded classes as well. The purchase of each piece of land seems to have required the witnessing, consent, and rewarding of several people to various degrees. This has been taken to indicate that a type of family-based ownership was most common, and those participating in the sale on the vendor side were representatives (lu-sa(g)-pa(d)) of the family. In these transactions both silver and goods were given in payment; but the deal was not done until a contractual peg had been ceremonially driven into a wall. 
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Figure 32
An hypothetical diagram of land uses.

Produce

Plant

Cereals produced the bread and beer that were the staples of the Sumerian diet. Barley was the main crop; others were millet, spelt, emmer, wheat, and sesame. Because barley is less affected by soil salinity it gradually displaced all the other crops as this increased. The method of growing barley is given in great detail in the ‘Farmer’s Almanac’ where we note that the use of a seed funnel attached to a plough is explained. This method of sowing would have made it easier to calculate expected yields. Sesame was the source of oil and was regularly distributed in rations.
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Figure 33
Detail of an ED III seal showing a seed-plough in use.

The gardens were largely within the bounds of the city
 and their products included chick-peas, lentils, vetches, onions, garlic, lettuce, turnips, cress, leeks, mustard, cucumbers, melons, beans, and peas. The technique of using trees to shelter the gardens was well known. A type of harrow was called the ‘garden’-harrow, but the hoe was the most used garden tool.
 

The temple owned cane brakes and various woods, mostly date groves but also apple orchards and timber plantations.
 In those woods there were also grown grapes, figs, pomegranates and mulberries. Reeds were also harvested. The date palm, known to have been domesticated since ‘Ubaid times at Eridu
 was an important crop as reflected in the over 150 names known for palms and their parts. Luckily it grows well enough in stagnant and salty water.
 It was the source of lovely lal (honey)
, fruit, wood, fibres and matting and wine.
 Even the stones were used as fuel. Most impressively, the technique of artificially fertilising the female palm was applied. 

Animal

Animals husbanded were sheep, goats, cattle, oxen, asses, onagers, pigs.
 Texts from Ur III indicate that cross-breeding was occasionally practised, presumably with wild animals to improve vigour or gain some other characteristic.
Sheep and Goats

As the source of wool for the hugely important textile industry sheep were the most important stock. We can appreciate the size of the industry if we just note that a single text from a temple of the ED IIIa period in Abu Salabikh records 14,000 sheep and goats.
 As confirmation of their importance we also observe that over 200 names of types of sheep are recorded.
 The sheep were plucked in Spring just before they began to shed their Winter coats. The steppe will support sheep in Spring but not generally in Summer so the flocks had to be fed on barley from the temple stores in hard times. Sheep and goat meat was eaten and the milk and cheese of both was used. A good list of the uses of ovine products can be found in the disputation literature which compares the worth of shepherds and farmers. Sheep were much used also in sacrifices, and professional ‘sheep-fatteners’ existed to make a sheep worthy of the honour. This occupation was possibly a sideline for the temple brewers who had ready access to the stores of barley. 
Cattle and Oxen

Cattle were relatively rare because the land was not often good enough for grazing, so that they often had to be grain-fed. Milk-fed bulls and bullocks were, however, used in sacrifices – though sparingly because of their value. Once again it seems that there were those responsible for fattening in preparation, probably the same as fattened the sheep. Notwithstanding the Uruk period iconography there is little evidence for the common existence of temple herds,
 although we know that Nanna, not surprisingly, kept cows at his Ekišnugal at Ur. Beef and veal were eaten, milk and cheese were made, and hides were taken. Oxen and asses were the beasts of burden. Oxen were especially necessary for ploughing when they might be yoked in teams of up to four, though 1 or 2 was a more usual number for a small farmer. These animals often became part of the family and were named - very often with names which referred to Nanna/Sin. We note that Pu-abi’s cart in the Royal cemetery of Ur was drawn by oxen, which was probably typical for non-military uses. 

Equids

Unruly onagers which roamed the steppes, perhaps crossed with donkeys, were used for pulling the military chariots.
 They had been a source of hides. 

Pigs

Pigs were raised in the marshes or fattened. Their meat was popular and the fat and skins also valued. There were specialised swineherds and pork butchers. It is not known why there are no representations of pigs in Sumerian art but the animal was not at all the despised creature it later became. 

Dogs

Dogs were known and probably used for guarding and hunting.
 The typical dog depicted in art on pottery etc. seems to have resembled a Saluki. 
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Figure 34
Images of dogs: (a) saluki’s from Tepe Gawra, (b) a mastiff and her pups.

Game Animals

Deer boars and gazelles - as well as hares and other rodents - were hunted, and birds were netted.
 
Fish

Sumerians ate fish more than meat
; with about 50 names of fishes known it seems their choice was very great. The texts distinguish fishermen of the canal, river, coast and sea. The accounts of the minor temple of Bau in Lagaš indicate that it employed about 100 fishermen.
 There were also fishponds both private and belonging to the temple. 


The Water (a)

Sumer, like Egypt, was the gift of a river: in this case the Euphrates. That river ran more slowly and with less water than the Tigris and consequently could be more easily controlled. It also had a steeper gradient which meant it carried a richer load of silts. For these reasons the early plain settlements tended to be along its banks. We can follow its early course by the traces of the levee which it created and by the pattern of sites of the settlements which it supported. 
Water Control

The river was not perfectly suited for agriculture however, because the floods occurred in March/April when the winter-sown crops had already begun to sprout and the summer sowing was complete. Inundation at this stage would have been disastrous. On the other hand the rivers are at their lowest in autumn, just when the fields require the greatest amount of watering prior to ploughing and sowing. The success of agriculture and the prosperity of the city were therefore dependent upon careful management of the water resources; and the most important element in this was the system of canals, dykes, regulators and reservoirs. 

· Canals (I7/íd/narum which also mean river) created controllable extensions of the river for water distribution. The unit of land watered by the branch of a canal was a pa5/atappum. 
· dykes (eg/ikum) held back the floods so that water was available through summer and allowed the rivers to be tapped all year round. Etymologically related to the word for dyke is iku, a measure of area approximately equal to 3600 m2, which we guess is the area typically enclosed by a dyke.
 

· regulators constricted the flow of water, thus raising its level and making it easier to tap it. 

· reservoirs were another means of storing water for later use. 

The tapping of the rivers was also assisted by the gradual raising of the level of the riverbed as silt was deposited. Of course this meant that the waterworks needed constant modification; and we can guess that as the river raised itself further above the surrounding land so any floods became correspondingly more disastrous. Another very important effect of the creation of levees was that the quality of the land along the river varied in a regular fashion with distance from the river, and this led to regular patterns of use. Close to the river the land was high above the plain and sloping, so that it was well drained but with easy access to fresh water. Dates and vegetables were grown in this area while cereals were relegated to the poorer land further out.
 

The canals were also means of communication and transport, trade routes, fish reservoirs, and boundaries, and communal projects requiring massive co-operation. Agriculture always suffered in times of disorder because the irrigation systems could not be maintained adequately on a local basis. Because of their importance claims of canal construction and maintenance are always simultaneously claims to legitimacy for whatever power was making them. In point of fact, however, there are surprisingly few mentions of the actual construction of canals. 

Canal Routes
Although the ancient course of the Euphrates is now fairly well known, the course of the canals is still very doubtful. The following are the canals and their courses so far as they are known from literary reference, geographical survey, ceramic survey, etc.

i. Zubi: effluent of the Euphrates. S-E from just north of Sippar; passes Deir; S after Jemdet Nasr; rejoins Euphrates north of Abu Salabikh.

ii. Irninna: effluent of the Euphrates. S-E and S from Sippar; passes Kutû; passes S of Jemdet Nasr; joins Zubi.
iii. Arahtum: effluent of the Euphrates. From the right bank near Sippar; through Babylon.

iv. Apkallatum: (Pallacotas) effluent of Arahtum. S from a point south of Babylon; passes E of Aktab; through Abiak; continues S.
v. me-den-líl-lá: effluent of the Euphrates. From the right bank at Kiš; continues to Wannat es-Sa’dun (Marad).

vi. Iturungal: effluent of the Euphrates. From a point one day upstream from Nippur; E then S; passes Bismayah (Adab), Jidr, Ibzeikh (Zabala), Jokha (Giš), Umm-el-Aqarib (Umma), Mansuriyah, al-Mada’in (Bad-Tibira); W over Able and Senkereh (Larsa); rejoins Euphrates there and the canal name may be used for the river below that point.
vii. íd-ninaki-gen-a: effluent of the Iturungal. From the left bank near Ibzeikh; passes Telloh (Girsu), Al-Hiba (Lagaš), and Surghul (Nina).
viii. (?) dnanna-gú-gál: effluent of the Iturungal. From the left bank north of Mansuriyah; passes east of al-Mada’in; S to another al-Mada’in. A branch from the right bank here continues to Sifr (Kutalla).
ix. Isinnîtum: (íd-SAL.SILA4.SIG) effluent of the Euphrates. From the right bank north of Nippur; S-W past Seyyid Ridha, Išan Badra, and Danghuz; to Išan al-Bahriyat (Isin). 

x. íd-edin-eridugaki: (Susuka) effluent of the Euphrates. From the right bank at a point below the confluence of the Iturungal; S past Eridu.

xi. íd-uríki-ma: effluent of the Euphrates. From the right bank at Diqdiqah.

xii. íd-en-erín-nun: effluent of the Euphrates. From Diqdiqah.
xiii. íd-nun: effluent of the Euphrates. From the right bank at Diqdiqah; S-E past Ur; to (?) Tell Lahm (Kisisga).
xiv. íd-dnanna-šita4: effluent of the Euphrates. From Diqdiqah.
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Figure 36
Canal system of Lower Sumer.
 (Ancient-modern place-name equivalences shown on the map are corrected in the text.)
Salinisation

The flood waters also carried salt and gypsum which would cause salinisation and infertility in the soil if the water was allowed to stand and evaporate. The lack of fall in the land made drainage very difficult - 400 km from the gulf the land is still just 20 m above sea level. Moreover, because the water table is high the damp soil draws up the ground water with its salts too. This had previously been thought to have resulted in a gradual increase in soil salinity over the years
, contributing to the movement of the centre of power away from the southern plain. More recently it has been argued
 that this interpretation is based on a mistaken view of the Sumerian agricultural accounting system so that animal fodder and income were included in the seed totals. On the revised view the Sumerians were able to counteract the salinisation by leaving land fallow, by applying water to fallow land to leach salts away, or by letting excess water onto cultivated crops to create an hydraulic gradient which would cause the water with its salts to flow into a neighbouring field left idle for the purpose. 
Drinking Water
Ready access to clean drinking water is one of the fundamental necessities of life, yet we are not certain how this was achieved. The rivers and canals might have been used, but they were also used for industrial process and for sewerage disposal. In that case they could very quickly have become unsafe in and downstream from major population centres. Moreover, although most cities had a river branch or a canal running either beside the walls or within them, these must have been quite inconvenient sources. In the first place, the watercourses were few enough that the daily trip to them would involve covering a considerable distance – and this was doubtless a female task involving carrying water back to the house. In the second place, the tendency of the city to rise on its tell above the water level would have meant that accessing the water would probably have involved a steep and dangerous climb. 

An alternative source of water might be wells, and we know that they were used, but they do not seem to be at all common. Perhaps safe water really was hard to come by and this helps explain the Sumerian fondness for beer.
 


The People (sag-giga)

The principal identity of the people seems to have been with the city itself. One sign of this is the tendency to take names incorporating the name of the city.
 There is no evidence that alternative identities actually opposed to the city played any significant role in Sumerian history. The idea that there might have been a ‘racial’ distinction felt between semitic-speaking Akkadians and their Sumerian compatriots was once conjectured, but is not now credited. There is no evidence at all of such super-city identities as the oligarchs and democrats in the Greek cities, with the dire effects that that often had. On the other hand, they were always keen to distinguish themselves from the (semi-)nomads that surrounded the civilised areas and frequently appeared within it. (The myth of the Marriage of Martu gives evidence of their attitude.) There were, however, many other normal divisions that might appear within the city population itself. These divisions do not seem, for the most part, to imply inimical relations more than usual.
Kin

Tribe

If the Sumerians had ever been organised tribally those structures had disappeared over the millennia of their urban existence leaving no trace. We can be fairly confident, however, that nomadic peoples who settled in the cities would retain some degree of tribal identity at least. This would especially be the case in the north of the land where the Semitic and recently nomadic element was significant and where the pressure to conform to Sumerian norms would have been less. 

Clan

The evidence of land sale practices from this period, and also as seen on the Akkadian ‘Obelisk of Maništusu’, suggests that the extended and augmented family was an important economic unit. This implies, of course, that it was also an important social division. The evaluation of the precise degree of its importance in this period depends largely upon whether we accept that housing enclosures seen in the north were standard in the south. The evidence for this is not very strong, and it does not improve as we look into later periods. Records of house sales in Šuruppak may suggest that neighbours were relatives, while studies of documents found in adjoining houses in OB Ur suggest quite the contrary.
 If it is accepted then it is likely that the population of the city was sharply divided into family communes or hierarchical extended families. This has been argued for by Diakonoff
, and Jacobsen has even suggested that the institution of lu-gal is a development of the rôle of the clan head and that the é-gal is a bloated version of his extended household.
 

Associated with the family core in such an organisation of society would also be a more or less extensive periphery of dependants. This would include cadet members of the family, slaves, retainers, persons of no family who would seek incorporation as a form of social insurance, and many others. Not all of these would need to be living in the actual enclosure. 

Family

As with us, the nuclear family appears to be the basic social unit. Men and women at this time were more approximately equal than at almost any other time in the history of this area. Men were the heads of their families but women had property and business rights, and could qualify as witnesses.
 Marriage was theoretically a business arrangement by the parents involving a money gift, the ni-mi-usa, to the bride’s father to cover the cost of the wedding.
 It could also involve a written contract. This aspect of marriage may lie behind the proverb ‘A joyful heart – the bride; a sorrowful heart – the groom.’
 Nevertheless, the tone of the literature in general suggests that marriages were also contracted for reasons of the heart. The tales of Inanna show two lovers determining their own marriage and a proverb also states ‘For his pleasure – marriage; on thinking it over – divorce.’
 Divorce seems to have been relatively easy and equitable. Children are, of course, supposed to be absolutely submissive, but isn’t this always the case – and literature indicates that it was no more realistic an ideal then than in most other times.
 Wet nursing and adoption were common.
 
Imrua

There is an institution of im-ru-a which we hear mentioned but not explained.
 A tablet of ED Šuruppak, for example, speaks of 539 boys from 7 imru, and Gudea of Lagaš began the E-ninnu temple with labourers from 3 imrua. In the Lagaš case the imru were all represented by a standard (šu-nir) named after a major deity: Ningirsu - ‘the king smiting the foreign land’, Nanše - ‘the pure bow of the ship’, Inanna - ‘the rosette’. Such a scheme of names may indicate that these groups were associated with the temples of those gods, and organised through them; but the term seems to mean ‘family,’ so it may have referred to a clan organization within the city.
Classes

The population of the city seems to have become much more stratified in this period. We have seen this reflected in house sizes, records of indebtedness, and, most strikingly, in the Royal cemetery at Ur. The researches of Diakonoff
 indicate that the population was divided into four categories; nobility, commoners, clients, and slaves. Others are inclined to see the distinction as a gradation of liberties and to use the vocabulary of free, semi-free and slave. In any case, these distinctions were not those drawn by the Sumerians themselves, and we sometimes have difficulty matching their vocabulary to our functional vocabulary. Partly this is because the meanings of the relevant Sumerian terms changed over time, and partly because our main clue to class differences below the nobility is in the different kinds of ration schedules that are applied by the temple or palace to their workers according to their status.
First Class
The nobles and commoners of the first division are the free people of the second. At most times the greater part of the population of the Land were formally free. There seems to have been no other distinction between nobility and commoner except wealth. Kramer suggests that the two groups were the source of members for the assemblies of ‘old men’ and ‘young men’ respectively, but this is merely a guess. In any case, to be free is not to be without formalised obligations to the society: taxes had to be paid and there were doubtless other duties required. Amongst the classes that we hear of as free are the officials and the engar (peasants.)
Most free citizens were eligible for corvée for the temple or palace, for which they received rations and sometime special supplements according to the standard ration system originally established for the temple. But these rations, even when supplemented, could surely not have sufficed for a healthy diet, since, as we have seen, the food rations were mostly cereals. We must assume that the recipients of these rations, and the citizenry in general, also had other sources of food and goods. Unfortunately we know almost nothing of this domestic economy.

We do know that essential to the status of freedom was the ability to provide for oneself (and family.) Thus for most of the period, free citizens must have had access to the usufruct of the land, whether as a rent or as a freehold farmer. Other possibilities are, of course, craft industries or trade or employment as an official with whatever recompense that brought. It was not until Ur III that we begin to see hired labour, lú-hun-ga, working for wages, á. 
Second Class
The clients were of three sorts: 

· Higher dependents of the temple, like administrators and some craftsmen.

· Lower dependents of the temple who were much more numerous. 

· Dependents of the nobility. 

The typical terms at this time for adult serfs were guruš for the males and gemé for the females. They were generally occupied in the agricultural or manufacturing sectors. They formed the personnel (gìr-sė-ga) of households – be they temple, palace, or private – which might specialise in certain industries, such as weaving, milling, etc. Those who specialised in certain crafts were the giš-kin-ti of that household, working in special workshops, and we know that they could follow various trades, such as smith, carpenter, leather-worker, reed-mat maker, upholsterer, mason, potter, fuller, shipwright, and so on.

In ED Lagaš a dependent class existed called the lu-kur-dab-ba. Of this class a subset were eligible for corvée or military service. These were called the šub-lugal, ‘royal subjects’. This class seems to have been very extensive and included most of the able-bodied population. State service was required in monthly turns, though in times of stress the working period scould be extended. It was performed under institutional control in groups of 10 (or multiples thereof.) Workers were then said to be ‘serving their turn’ (erín bala guba,) and while they were so employed they would receive a ration. When the workers of this class were ‘sitting out their turn’ (bala tuša) they received á, a wage.
 
In the early period the term erín was applied to generally foreign male prisoners of war who survived their capture and were then set to work alongside the native guruš in the agricultural sector.
 By the time of Ur III the term was used more generally to refer to the class formerly known as šub-lugal. In references to the erín class, their dual soldier/worker role is emphasised by the coincidence of terms for their organization: for example, nubanda as captain or overseer, and ugula as sergeant or foreman.
 
Others sections of the dependent class worked for rations for greater parts of the year. The distinctions here are as yet unclear, but we see evidence that there were two kinds of personnel working for any household: those like the male igi-nu-du8 or the íl, who were rationed each month of the year, and those who were not.

Third Class
Slavery existed but seems to have had no great effect upon the economy or political structure.
 In fact, the prevalence of slavery is much debated. Male slaves were arád and females were gemé, but female serfs were also called gemé. Thus many apparent references to female slaves may only refer to serfs.
 The inscriptional etymology of gemé (from ‘mountain’ + ‘woman’) suggests that they were very often prisoners of war. The slaves arád and sag also seem to have been booty of war whose status, however, seems often to have been merely temporary until they could be properly integrated into their new homeland.
 In other cases we know that slavery could be the result of one’s own indebtedness or of having been sold off by one’s guardian to repay their debts: children could be sold into slavery by their parents, or mothers could be sold by their sons. This seems to account for about 2/5 of the slaves known, and would become more prevalent in the age that followed Ur III. Slaves might be marked by a special hair style – perhaps a tonsure – or by a fetter if working outside. 

Slaves are known to have been held in private houses where they did domestic chores for the family, but they played a more economically significant role in the larger institutions attached to the temple or palace where more tractable females were employed in quite large numbers. At many periods it was possible for slaves to accumulate the price of their release, so some personal space was allowed to them. Indeed, the fact that the relationship of the ruler to the god, and of the people to the god, and so on was taken to be a trope expressing their mutual obligations, indicates that the life prospects of a slave were not as dire as the term suggests to us today.
 Slaves had no actual rights to good treatment by their owners, but nothing is said of brutality being used on them. Most male prisoners of war were, unfortunately, either killed on the battlefield or blinded to make them harmless. Such men could still be useful as drawers of water or as workers in orchards apparently, but they could hardly aspire to an independent life. With that exception then, slavery for most seems to have been merely an unpleasant stage in one’s life with independence by manumission or by self-purchase at the end of it. Perhaps for this reason, we hear of few cases of slaves running away. 
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