Piotr Michalowski
They Wrote on Clay, Wax, and Stone: Some
Thoughts on Early Mesopotamian Writing

Abstract: The ancient Mesopotamian cuneiform writing system was used for
almost three and a half millennia until other scriptural traditions eclipsed it at
some time in the first or second century ct. The ubiquitous use of clay as a me-
dium of writing has defined Mesopotamian manuscript cultures, but here we
focus selectively on other media, including various kinds of stone and perisha-
ble wax covered wooden boards, as well as other fragile media. Stone, however,
was often reused or relocated by natives and by plundering armies and while
clay is quite durable, because of vagaries of ancient archive preservation and
modern looting we must work with documentation that is fragmentary and
incomplete in its own idiosyncratic manner.

1 Introduction

The virtuoso musician Eric Dolphy famously mused ‘when you hear music, after
it’s over, it’s gone in the air. You can never capture it again’. For tens of thou-
sands of years, perhaps as long as a million or more, this has been true of those
most human of all abilities, language as well as making music. The first known
attempts at capturing in some form the kind of communication associated with
natural language were relatively recent, going back approximately 5,500 years
ago. A more precise dating is not possible: humans expressed themselves sym-
bolically for millennia, but at what point such articulations intersected with
language and to what extent, it is impossible to say.

True writing, defined as a formalized autonomous sign system that seeks to
represent natural language, was independently invented only four times, in
Mesopotamia, Egypt, China, and Mesoamerica. Most such systems that have
spread and developed throughout the globe had their roots in Egypt (the roots
of most alphabetic systems) or China. Before the Chinese invention of paper
some time before 179 BCE and its spread west, most writing was done on other
plant-based materials such as papyrus, birch bark, silk, or palm leaves, on
waxed surfaces, on pottery shards, stone, or on processed animal bones and
skins (parchment). Many of these were awkward, heavy, or expensive to make,
limiting their use. To make matters worse, nature, blind to history, is an efficient
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recycler so that organic materials have little chance of long-term survival under
normal circumstances. As a result, manuscripts often persist by accident in dry
caves or graves, in oxygen-deprived bogs or waterlogged deposits, and under
other unusual circumstances.

Eschewing clumsy organic resources, the residents of southern Mesopota-
mia chose clay as their vehicle for material communication and here, as in other
cases, we must be grateful for mud.' Building on various forms of pre-writing,
by the last quarter of the fourth millennium BcE, they had developed a complex
writing system exploiting two ubiquitous elements of their environment: clay
for the writing surface and reeds as the inscribing tool: a stylus cut at an angle
to create a point that was used to impress sequences of wedges,? as described in
detail by Cécile Michel in her contribution to this volume. From today’s vantage
point, the choice of clay was felicitous, indeed: objects made from dried or fired
clay can survive over the millennia in the earth and sands of Western Asia. The
cuneiform writing system, first applied to write the isolate Sumerian and then
the Semitic Akkadian (Babylonian and Assyrian) in Mesopotamia, was then
adapted by neighbouring cultures to write other languages such as the Indo-
European Hittite in Anatolia, the isolate Elamite in Iran, and the related but
otherwise unconnected with any other known language Hurrian and Urartaen
tongues. The beginnings of cuneiform can be dated to the middle if the fourth
millennium and it is last documented in small numbers of tablets that may be as
late as the second century CE.

In terms of sheer numbers of documents and a time span of roughly three
and a half millennia, the durable clay medium has proven to be more lasting
than anyone could have imagined; the only other ancient manuscript culture
that one can compare with greater Mesopotamia in terms of longevity and vol-
ume of writings is early China. But numbers by themselves do not tell the whole
story. As is the case in all manuscript cultures, the cuneiform record is uneven
vertically and horizontally, both in time and in space.

For example, the century or so when the Third Dynasty of Ur (c. 2110-2003
BCE) ruled southern and central Babylonia is extremely well documented, with
almost 100,000 published records documenting accounts from a select small
number of archives, most dated by day, month, and year, covering six decades
or so of economic activity. During its last years, while the Ur III polity was slowly

1 See Balke et al. 2015. Simon Franklin, writing on the preservation of letters on birch bark
found in north-western Russian city of (Great) Novgorod, declared explicitly that ‘we should be
thankful for mud’ (Franklin 2019, 1).

2 Cammarosano 2014.
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collapsing, a new dynasty emerged further north in the city of Isin and eventu-
ally took over some degree of hegemony over central and southern Babylonia,
but its beginnings are sparsely represented in the currently available documen-
tation. Aside from a few literary compositions attested in later copies, the reign
of its first king, IShi-Erra (c. 2019-1987 BCE), and the first three, perhaps four
years of his son’s time on the throne are only known from remains of a craft
archive, mainly involving leatherworking, currently consisting of nearly a thou-
sand documents, illegally excavated, possibly in the city of Isin, and scattered
over several modern collections, not all of yet published. After that, the docu-
mentation is even sparser, eventually picking up in the later years of the dynas-
ty, but never remotely approaching the abundance of the Ur III accounts.
Similar patterns are encountered throughout the three and a half millennia of
cuneiform documentation: some periods of time are well-documented, others
less so or not at all; some are known from large numbers of tablets from a few
archives, others from fewer tablets from a broader spread of places of origin.
Moreover, while clay tablets can persist for millennia, many examples in mod-
ern collections are broken and incomplete, having suffered in antiquity but also
more often than is supposed at the hands of modern looters, excavators and
transporters.

The availability of new cuneiform texts is very much dictated by the vagaries
of contemporary geopolitics. Thus, the recent history of Iraq has resulted not
only in the surfacing of large new archives from looting, but also in limited re-
sumption of archaeological activity that has provided some epigraphic surprises.

It is impossible to estimate the full extent of what was written in different
times and places in cuneiform to any degree of accuracy. What we do have is
very much dependent on the manner in which archives were treated in antiquity
and in the circumstances of their modern recovery. The vast majority of cunei-
form tablets are accounts of various sorts and as such were not intended to be
kept indefinitely but were periodically sorted and discarded. As such, they are
often found in secondary contexts, in trash deposits, used as fill in walls, floors,
and even in clay benches and other domestic furniture. Often, they have been
discovered in destruction layers of houses, palaces, or temple complexes, scat-
tered by the victors or systematically sorted and selectively removed.

2 Other writing media

The ubiquitous use of clay as a medium of writing has defined Mesopotamian
manuscript cultures for us moderns, and in such contexts, it is customary to
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exemplify this by citing the first half of the title of one of the best semi-popular
books on the subject written by a scholar, Edward Chiera’s They Wrote on Clay.?
But as abundant as they were, we well know that clay tablets were not the sole
medium for Mesopotamian writings. Materials such as papyrus, parchment, or
potsherds (ostraca) were used for writing Aramaic and possibly other languages
in the first millennium, but these are different habits that will not be of concern
to us here. Rather, our focus will be on cuneiform writing media made of other
materials, often limited to specific inscriptional types. Thus, for example, tab-
lets made of precious materials such as various stones such as alabaster and
lapis lazuli, copper, lead, silver, and gold were used in various periods in foun-
dation deposits, mostly inscribed with short royal dedicatory inscriptions, alt-
hough anepigraphic ones were utilized on occasion. During the first
millennium amulets with short incantations or excerpts from a poem about the
god of plague were fashioned from stone or clay,’ perforated to be worn around
the neck or suspended at a gate to ward off evil, although there were occasional
examples that are earlier.® Some amulets with incantations, however, were
made of clay because this made it easier to make holes and slits in the sides to
accommodate medicinal herbs.” Stone was also used for other amulets such as
those that carried with incantations to ward of Lamastu, a disease-causing de-
mon, while inscribed clay cylinders were hung around children’s necks to ward
off fevers.®

2.1 Stelae, statues, and monuments in stone

Such special usage aside, the two main writing media used in the cuneiform
tradition aside from clay were stone and wooden or ivory boards covered with
wax mixed with yellow ochre (or possibly written in ink).® The fragmentary
nature of the record that has come down to us is particularly acute in the matter
of large, inscribed stone monuments. As noted by Moorey, southern Mesopotamia

3 Chiera 1956. On the problematical issue of defining Mesopotamia as a manuscript culture,
see Cécile Michel’s contribution to this volume.

4 Pearce 2010.

5 Reiner 1960.

6 Wasserman 1994, 55.

7 Panayotov 2018.

8 Finkel 2018; for more various types of amulets see Heef3el 2012.

9 On Akkadian kalii as yellow ochre see most recently Thavapalan 2019, 187 n. 43, with earlier
literature.
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was devoid of stone, save gypsum, limestone, and sandstone, although the
annual flooding of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers bore with them boulders of
other stones as well, while the north had ready access to limestone, sandstone,
basalt, and marble.”® The surrounding regions, however, provided an abun-
dance of more durable and attractive materials and these were acquired through
barter, trade, and plunder. Some materials were obtained through indirect con-
tact from as far away as Afghanistan, as was the case with lapis lazuli, which
could be transported in manageable portions, by land, although traffic by sea
cannot be ruled out. The procurement of larger stone pieces that could be used
for life-sized statuary and other big monuments was a more complicated matter.
The hard lustrous black olivine gabbro stone, much prized for such purposes,
could be found in south-western Iran and in Oman, and the transport of large
blocks was a logistically complex issue. As such, it was best suited for royal
concern, best exemplified by the example of the late third millennium king
Manistusu (c. 23342154 BcE), who led an expedition to Oman where he pro-
cured large amounts of olivine gabbro, and ordered the fashioning of numerous
statues of himself in standing and seated position as well as possibly other
types of monuments that were set up in temples throughout his realm as well as
elsewhere, thus playing out, to human as well as divine audiences, the herald-
ing of his imperial reach."

Other kings erected inscribed and illustrated stelae, statues of goddesses
and gods as well as of their own likenesses, and yet few such large monuments
survive from the earlier period of Mesopotamia history, because the scarcity of
the required materials made them much sought after for reworking by later
generations, although clay tablets with copies of such inscriptions provide am-
ple evidence of their existence. The ones that were not smashed by conquerors,
broken down for reuse in later times, or stolen by latter-day robbers, survived
either by chance, in places that were abandoned and not built upon in antiqui-
ty, or in the collections of ancient plunders. Here, I refer only to three emblem-
atic examples.

Gudea, a twenty second BCE king of the southern Babylonian Laga$ polity in
southern Babylonia, undertook many building and rebuilding activities during
his reign, most prominently the complete renewal of the temple complex of
Ningirsu, the titulary deity of Gudea’s capitol city of Girsu.” In the process, he
also installed his own stone life-size representations, standing and seated, in

10 Moorey 1994, 21-22.
11 Eppihimer 2010.
12 Winter 1992.
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the major shrines of the city. Soon after his death, the city lost its independence
and was incorporated into the larger territory ruled by the kings of the Third
Dynasty of Ur; its further fates are largely unknown at present, but eventually
during the eighteenth century BCE, at the latest, it was abandoned until the third
century BCE when a Seleucid governor by the name of Adad-nadin-ahhe built a
palace on the site, had his people dig up ancient Sumerian antiquities and came
across Gudea’s statues. These were brought out of their original locations and
set up together with glazed bricks of the new master of the site, who had them
inscribed in Greek and Aramaic, albeit in a manner imitating Gudea’s original
captions.? We know nothing of Adad-nadin-ahhe and even less of his motiva-
tions: was his native language Aramaic or Greek; was he well enough educated
to read cuneiform and to be able to appreciate the two-thousand-year-old Sume-
rian texts or was his interest purely antiquarian and/or aesthetic? Sébastien Rey
(2020), has argued, on the basis of new information gleaned from recent excava-
tions at Girsu that this was an element of an ancestral cult honoring ancient
Sumerian rulers. Whatever impulses led him to seek out, preserve but also ap-
propriate these ancient statues, he gave them new life in an arrangement that
can be seen reproduced in the Louvre Museum today. Here the combination of
lack of rebuilding on the site that may have led to the destruction, removal, or
simple reuse of the statuary, combined with some form of much later antiquari-
anism and appropriation resulted in the survival of a unique set of Mesopotami-
an statuary.

The second case briefly invoked here concerns a hoard of Mesopotamia
stone monuments discovered during the French excavations in the city of Susa,
the seat of power of a series of Iranian polities that had a complex, often conten-
tious relationship with Sumer, Babylonia, and Assyria." The collection included
royal and elite monuments, but no divine statues. It has often been anachronis-
tically described as a museum, but that misses the mark, as Potts has ob-
served.” Several major pieces in the display had new Elamite labels inscribed,
making them as plunder from Babylonia, asserting Elamite royal power and
dedicating the objects to the main god of the city. Such markers of hegemony
and might can be superficially viewed as a semantic link with the European
colonial concept of the museum, but that is not enough to define it in such an
anachronistic manner. There is no ancient narrative describing the motivation
or the process of acquisition of these artefacts. Moreover, the manner in which

13 Parrot 1948, 152-156.
14 Harper, Aruz and Tallon 1993.
15 Potts 2018, 620.
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they were excavated and documented would never meet current standards and
therefore one cannot establish with any precision how they were arranged, if
indeed they were all accumulated under orders of the same monarch, and if
they were in fact all on exhibit in the same place.

The Susa collection was created at the command of the Elamite monarch
Sutruk-Nahhunte (1184-1155 BCE)*® although some of his successors may have
added artifacts as well, and in addition to objects of Mesopotamian origin it
numbered Elamite monuments among the holdings.” We know that this ruler
invaded Mesopotamia and put his own son briefly on the throne of Babylon,
and that it was this military expedition that resulted in the plunder of Babyloni-
an monuments from several cities and their removal to Susa.’® Although Elam-
ites had invaded Mesopotamia before, the preceding decades show no hostility
between the two polities, as noted by Potts;” indeed, the royal houses of both
were linked by a steady pattern of intermarriage over more than a century, cul-
minating with the marriage of the oldest daughter of the Babylonian monarch
Melisihu (1186-1172 BcE)® to Sutruk-Nahhunte sometime around 1190 BcE.2 The
details of this series of royal marriages became apparent to historians with the
publication in 1986 of a much later copy of a letter, found in Babylon and writ-
ten in Babylonian, in which a king of Elam describes the history of these mar-
riages and his claim to the throne of Babylon.? The name of the sender is not
preserved, but it is now generally accepted that it was none other than Sutruk-
Nahhunte.” The authenticity of the letter is open to doubt, but that is of no con-
cern to us here, as the general pattern of the relationships between the two royal
houses only serve as the background to the events that led to the Elamite inva-
sion. Apparently, the royal line in Babylon that was allied with the kings of Susa
was interrupted by the one-year reign of one Zababa-Suma-iddina (c. 1158 BCE),
who was not of the same lineage. As stated succinctly by Potts, ‘Shutruk-
Nahhunte’s resentment at not sitting on the Babylonian throne himself [...],
coupled with Zababa-shuma-iddina’s arrival on the scene and his own (i.e.,
Shutruk-Nahhunte’s) father-in-law’s overthrow (by whatever means) would

16 Henkelman 2012.

17 See the list in Potts 1999, 235.

18 Potts 1999, 233-236; Devecchi and Lippolis 2020.

19 Potts 2006, 117-118.

20 Harper, Aruz and Tallon 1993, 178-179.

21 A black limestone monument inscribed with a land grant to Meli§ihu’s son was also includ-
ed in the Susa plunder; Harper, Aruz and Tallon 179-180.

22 Van Dijk 1986.

23 Henkelman 2012, 370, with references to earlier discussions.
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certainly have given the Elamite king ample justification for launching an as-
sault on Babylonia’.*

Judging by the inscriptions on the pillaged objects found in Susa, the Elam-
ite army came into Mesopotamian down the Diyala valley and then down to the
Tigris River, plundering the cities of ESnunna, nearby Agade, then moving on
south-west to Sippar and Babylon and possibly other towns as well. It is impos-
sible to know if these targets were opportunistic, located on the march towards
Babylon, or if Sutruk-Nahhunte and his officers had specific objectives in mind.
Certainly, Agade and ESnunna were of no strategic or military value. The former
had been the capitol of a large territorial state a millennium earlier, one that
had acquired legendary status by this time, but had since been of little im-
portance and its precise location remains unknown to us today.” ESnunna,
modern Tell al-Asmar,” had a long history going back at least as far as the latter
part of the fourth millennium BCE, both as an independent polity and as part of
larger territorial states, but was conquered by the Babylonian king Hammurabi
in 1763 BCE, after two and a half centuries of independence, never to rise again.
Thus, in approaching ESnunna, either on the way to Babylon or on the return
journey, Sutruk-Nahhunte’s agents encountered a long-abandoned city; the fact
that they remained there rummaging in the ruins suggests a premeditation and
agency behind the search for precious artefacts destined for removal to Susa.
The major source for much of this plunder may have been the Ebabbar temple in
the city of Sippar.”

Among the hundred or so objects exhibited in the temple complex of
InSushinak in Susa, three stand out for sheer size, authority, and unique status
in modern views of ancient art and philology. The earliest is a grand four-sided
block of black olivine gabro with a long inscription that details the acquisition
of ¢. 3400 ha of lands by the Old Akkadian Crown - in this case in the name of
the already mentioned king ManiStusu — from elites that had come under the
control of the central government in Agade.” While formulated as a purchase,
the sellers likely had no say in this, and it provides vivid evidence of the consol-
idation of power by the Akkadian polity and the side-lining of old elites in fa-
vour of followers of the royal family during the time of ManiStusu. There are

24 Potts 2006, 118.

25 Ziegler and Cancik-Kirchenbaum 2017, 147-228, including Paulus 2017 for the period under
discussion here.

26 Reichel 2013.

27 Gelb, Steinkeller and Whiting 1991, 22.

28 Gelb, Steinkeller and Whiting 1991, 116—-140.
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other scraps of evidence for this policy, but nothing compares with the detailed
information contained in this ‘obelisk’. Other such monuments undoubtedly
existed and provided vivid public demonstration of the scope and range of this
centralization of power, but none of them have survived and we can only specu-
late about the full range of this policy and its long-term consequences.

Another monument that was part of this collection was a stone relief with a
martial representation of the next king of Agade, Naram-Sin (c. 2253-2198 BCE),”
wearing a horned crown that signalled his elevation to divine status, charging
up a mountain leading his troops against his enemies, who are seen falling
down from the slopes in battle. The Elamite king was justly proud of his acquisi-
tion and had his own inscription added, flowing sideways on the mountain,
similar to what he had written on other procurements from his raid on Babylonia:

I am Sutruk-Nahhunte, son of Hallutush-Indushinak, beloved servant of the god
InSushinak, king of Anshan and Susa, who has enlarged the kingdom, who takes care of
the lands of Elam, the lord of the land of Elam. When the god InSushinak gave me the or-
der, I defeated [the city of] Sippar. I took the stele of Naram-Sin and carried it off, bringing
it to the land of Elam. For InSushinak, my god, I set it as an offering.*

The compositional acuity and the vivid plasticity of the carving, especially of
the dominating idealized figure of the young king, is generally considered as
one of the great masterpieces of Mesopotamian art and has justly been the sub-
ject of numerous studies.” It is hard to question such appreciation, as anyone
who has stood before the actual monument now standing against the wall in the
Louvre can well attest. In the present context, however, there are certain ques-
tions that one cannot avoid raising: was the Naram-Sin stela unique, or was it
just one of many, was it truly a chef d’oeuvre of Akkadian art as it seems to us
today because of its uniqueness, or was it just ordinary by the standards of its
time? These are necessary, if somewhat futile interrogations, for they will never
be answered, unless some fortunate archaeologists stumble upon the hitherto
unidentified city of Agade, capitol of the Akkadian polity, and unearth a pletho-
ra of preserved stone monuments that may provide a useful overview of the
artistic production of the time of Naram-Sin.

The Akkadian monuments found in Susa are not the only ones that have
acquired special status because of their uniqueness. Undoubtedly, the most
famous among them is the stela with the so-called Laws of Hammurabi, a tall

29 Harper, Aruz and Tallon 1993, 166-168.
30 Konig 1977, 76; Van De Mieroop 2007, 188.
31 See for example Feldman 2009; Winter 1996 and 2002.
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black olivine gabro stele with a long inscription in monumental script topped by
a representation of the king standing before the seated sun god Samas, master
of justice, that is one of the most famous of all Mesopotamian objects, celebrat-
ed, quite incorrectly, in popular and political lore as the oldest law code on the
planet. This particular exemplar most likely stood in the temple of the Sama3 in
the city of Sippar, and by default it is often treated as unique, but there are rea-
sons to believe that Hammurabi’s administration had similar stele erected in the
major cities of his realm. While tablet versions of the text that was engraved on
the stele circulated in Mesopotamia down to the latter part of the first millenni-
um, used for schooling but also deposited in library collections,* no such other
monument has been ever found in Mesopotamia.® And yet the excavators of
Susa did recover stone fragments that must have belonged to two or perhaps
more stone objects that were undoubtedly similar to the one reportedly plun-
dered from Sippar,* suggesting that they had been taken from other cities as
well. It is difficult to know exactly what they might have looked like because
there is reason to believe that the one complete exemplar known to us, the fa-
mous stele standing today in the Louvre, had been partially altered by Elamite
stoneworkers.”

One early ancient collection that is entirely missing was distributed around
the courtyard of the Ekur, great temple complex of the god Enlil in the city of
Nippur. There are good reasons to believe that over centuries Mesopotamian
rulers with larger economic, territorial, and political ambitions would commis-
sion the erection of elaborate stone monuments in this abode of the god who
controlled politics and hegemony in the universe, but they also left inscribed
stone objects in other temples throughout their realm. These are known to us
today because of eighteenth century BCE copies, mostly from the city of Nippur,
although there are also similar copies made from objects dedicated in the central
temple complex in Ur and elsewhere.*® The inscriptions from some of these
monuments were copied by a few literati and their students, but the circum-
stances of these labours are unrecoverable at the present time, although it is
possible that they were created when Nippur and Ur took part in a rebellion
against the Babylonian Crown. Perhaps this was part of a preservation project as

32 Maul 2012, Greco 2019.

33 A fragmentary document from the Nineveh libraries may record the acquisition on a version
inscribed on a wooden writing board, although this is far from certain, see Lambert 1989, 96.
34 Nougayrol 1958, 150.

35 Ornan 2019.

36 Michalowski 2020, 694-696.
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citizens in both cities awaited the armies of King Samsu-iluna (1749-1712 BCE),
which did indeed retake both, exacting vengeance, as documented in the
archaeological record.”

Just about the only clue as to the precise original location of such inscribed
objects in Nippur is found on a fragmentary copy of an inscription in the name
the Akkadian ruler Rimus (c. 2276+ BCE) that ends with the annotation ‘from the
courtyard of Ekur’, similar to another such tablet that ends with ‘in Ekur, as
many as there are’,*® although some may have stood in nearby areas of the com-
plex. None of the originals have survived, undoubtedly cleared out in later
times, some of them recycled in the service of other monarchs, because no such
monuments were found during modern excavations of that Enlil’s temple. Other
than this and other Nippur copies of third millennium inscriptions that were
likely of similar origin, the Ekur accumulation, which must have constituted a
veritable chronicle of the power aspirations and self-representative strategies of
late third and early second millennium polity leaders, is simply unrecoverable,
erased from memory by latter-day Mesopotamians.*

2.2 Wooden writing boards

The other writing vehicle used in Mesopotamia, besides the ubiquitous clay,
was the wooden board covered with wax that was mixed with yellow ochre, in
the first millennium at least. While there is sporadic evidence that may possibly
suggest their occasional use of such as early as 2200 BCE, the systematic exploi-
tation of this medium is only documented during the middle of the second mil-
lennium.” The signs of early utilization are somewhat elusive. The Sumerian
word most often used to designate such boards, le-um (most likely a copy from
Akkadian lé’tim) is rare before the middle of the second millennium. As far as
one can determine, there is no direct evidence currently available about the
topic before Ur III times at the very end of the third millennium. A poem that
celebrated the rebuilding by King Gudea of the grand temple complex of
Ningirsu, the main god of his capitol city Girsu, mentions the appearance of
Nisaba, the goddess of writing, accounting, surveying, and agricultural plenty
holding such a le-um that is qualified as za-gins, the Sumerian word for lapis-

37 Michalowski 2020, 695-696.

38 Michalowski 1980, 239.

39 On these monuments and for an attempt at a reconstruction of one of these, see Buccellati
1993.

40 Cammarosano et al. 2019, 129-131.
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lazuli, but which could also be used in metaphorical adjectival use as ‘shining,
sparkling’. This is unique: in other contexts, she held a lapis starry tablet that
figuratively designated the night-time sky with stars as cuneiform signs. Refer-
ences in the abundant Ur III administrative record are conspicuously meagre, as
noted by Volk and Steinkeller, who provides a full documentation, while also
calling attention that there is hardly any evidence for the use of wax during this
period in Southern Babylonia,” and we learn from Volk’s detailed study of
beekeeping in Mesopotamia that it is unlikely that bees were kept in the south
in early times;? further references from newer publications are provided by
Derksen.”

An early specific literary reference comes to us from the Sumerian poem The
Curse of Agade (Sanki Gida Enlilake), in which it is reported that the goddess
Inana strove to raise the city to hegemonic status so that ‘(even the Iranian land
of) Marhasi be re-entered on the (tribute) rolls (le-um-ma)’,* a line plagiarized
in a later forgery of an inscription of an imaginary earlier ruler named
Lugalanemundu.” The Curse was composed during the Ur III period or just
before it, and this would suggest that at the time foreign tribute was registered
on such materials, whatever they have been at the time. The matter is compli-
cated by the fact that the Sumerian word le-um was also used in a technical
sense for a part of a plow,* and it is not always easy to discern which meaning
is in play in an account text.” In a somewhat later royal poem composed for
didactic use, written in the name of King Lipit-IStar (c. 1936-1926 BCE) the
aforementioned goddess of writing and accounting Nisaba, confers upon him
the cubit measure and writing board that ‘provide discernment’.*® This suggests
that in these times writing boards were specifically used in the field as a porta-
ble writing device and this also explains the Gudea passage cited above, in
which the goddess appears in a dream with a metaphorical surveying note tak-
ing board as she instructs the king to build a temple. The small number of refer-
ences in such early texts in Babylonia throughout the first half of the second

41 Volk 1999, 284-285; Steinkeller 2004, 75-76.

42 Volk 1999.

43 Derksen 2017, 109-112.

44 Cooper 1983, 50-51, 1. 20.

45 Giiterbock 1934, 40, 1. 5.

46 Civil 1994, 81.

47 A similar term #da, which in later times was used as a Sumerogram for Akkadian l&’tim in
Ur III times designated boards of various kinds, but was never, as far as [ am able to discern,
used with the meaning ‘writing board’.

48 Vanstiphout 1978, 36 37, 1. 24, 24a.
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millennium may be indicative of rare usage or it may simply indicate that they
were most often utilized outside of the standard archival contexts. But there are
some indications that they might have been more common further north in what
would later become Assyria and the further easy in Anatolia.

Excavations at the ancient Kane$ in Anatolia, where merchants from the
city of Assur lived and traded among the local population, have unearthed more
than 22,700 tablets,” many of them letters that provide abundant testimony
concerning their affairs and their dealings with family members back home who
were associates in business during the late twentieth and nineteenth centu-
ries BCE.>*® Two tablets found there mention an object designated in Akkadian as
a tuppum Sa iskurim, ‘a wax tablet’.”! These have now been discussed anew by
Veenhof: one is in a letter written in Assur, while the second is an entry in an
inventory of what appears to have been a private chapel, listed together with
various cultic objects, including tools, so he suggests that these tablets ‘were
symbols of the god who would see to it that in his presence accounts were set-
tled in a honest and fair way’.”? The locals, however, were native speakers of the
closely related Indo-European Luwian and Hittite languages, even if they occa-
sionally used Akkadian inscribed on clay with cuneiform characters for written
communication.

Some of their accounts were in the form of texts referred to in Akkadian as
isurtum, literally ‘drawing’ that were apparently documents provided by the
local palace or by local businessmen to Assyrian merchants, but as far as one
can ascertain, not a single text of this type has been found. Waal has proposed
that they were in fact wooden boards or tablets that were painted or inscribed
with an early form of an indigenous writing system that is known today as the
Anatolian hieroglyphic script, later used only for the Luwian language.”® The
earliest recovered examples of this writing system date from the thirteenth,
possibly fourteenth century BCE (some would say earlier), but Waal has persua-
sively argued that its roots go back to the end of the third or beginning of the
second millennium BCE.** Veenhof, while sympathetic to Waal’s thesis, has
raised some important questions that still need to be answered if we are to fully
accept it.”> Wooden boards, some covered with wax, were used in later times in

49 22,627 as of 2015, including those from early illicit digs, see Michel 2015, 525.

50 Larsen 2015; Michel 2020, 1-38.

51 Veenhof 2010, 100-101; Barjamovic and Larsen 2008, 153, 1. 2; Derksen 2017.

52 Veenhof 2020, 242-243; see also Derksen 2017 for two references from Kanes to wax itself.
53 Waal 2012, 292-296.

54 Waal 2011 and 2012.

55 Veenhof 2020, 243.
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the administration of the Hittite polity and in throughout the Levant, but this
must remain of no concern to us here.*®

The scarcity of references to wax in third and early second millennium
Mesopotamia is puzzling, since we know that it was used in various forms of
manufacturing, most prominently in casting metal objects with the lost wax
technique and, of course, the scattered mentions of wax tablets suggest regular
use. It is possible that this is a reflection of utilization outside of the purview of
the accounting systems. Many questions about bees and their products remain
unanswered: indeed, the Sumerian and Akkadian names for these wonderful
insects remain unknown,” there is not a shred of evidence for beekeeping in
southern Babylonia (although the matter is different further north), the ancient
words for ‘honey’ are contested, with good reasons to question its use in early
times,*® and there are lexicographical uncertainties about words for ‘wax’.*®
These are complex matters that require complex technical study that belongs
elsewhere.

The earliest evidence for more systemic use of wooden boards comes from
the middle of the second millennium from further north in Assyria where the
climate was more conducive for beekeeping. As noted by Postgate in an essay
on bureaucratic documentation, in reference to Middle Assyrian management,

unfortunately one significant part of the record is missing, and that is what was written on
wooden writing boards. We know, from references in the clay tablets, that these were used
within the administration, probably only as unilateral documents, listing both people and
commodities. It always raises the question in my mind, to what extent the clay tablets of
the Mediterranean constitute the complete written record.*

This, and other circumstantial matters prompted another scholar to suggest that
gaps in the written record somewhat earlier, in mid-second millennium Babylo-
nia, may be explained by a switch from clay to perishable materials such as
wooden boards or palm frond ribs, but such an explanation must remain hypo-
thetical at best.*

56 Symington 1991.

57 Volk 1999, 280.

58 Powell 1996, 107; see now in general Maiocchi 2012.

59 The Sumerian term lal-hur, used after UrIII only in literary texts, otherwise replaced by
tuh-lals, was discussed by Civil 1964, 74-75, with some clarifications by Sallaberger 2012, 301;
see also Maiocchi 2012, 12, n. 7.

60 Postgate 2001, 193.

61 Dalley 2020, 18-19.
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Writing boards became more much more common in the first millennium,
when they were apparently made of sissoo, walnut, tamarisk, or cypress, but
also of ivory.®* All but a few, mostly fragments, have perished in the Mesopota-
mian earth, but the occasional illustration of scribes at work and a few surviving
pieces of walnut and luxury ivory boards from Assyrian palaces in Nimrud and
Assur can be reconstructed to provide a general idea as to how these looked and
functioned: usually, they seem to have had two, three, or four leaves, connected
with hinges.*® Textual references likewise document their extensive use in first
millennium Babylonia and Assyria.

A full study of the use of writing boards is yet to be written, but there is
much scattered information on their use in various libraries and archives; a few
examples will suffice here. The libraries of Assurbanipal in Nineveh, already
referenced above, offer the best example of the extensive use of such boards for
writing scholarly and literary texts.®* Moreover, it is evident that they were used
widely beyond the library settings, as observed a quarter of a century ago by
Parpola

it is necessary to keep in mind that under the Sargonid kings a large part of all official
documents and records were drawn up on materials other than clay: wax-covered writing
boards, papyrus and leather. There is every probability that exactly the kind of documents
that were liable to be stored in state archives (international treaties and correspondence,
war diaries and sketches made during military campaigns, architectural and engineering
plans and other documents relating to military, administrative and economic planning
etc.) were largely written on such materials, which of course means that much if not most
of the contents of these archives is now irretrievably lost.®

Writing boards continued to be used in the subsequent Neo-Babylonian period
(626539 BCE), perhaps best exemplified by Michael Jursa’s detailed discussion
of their use in accounting in the administrative records of the complex holdings
of the Ebabbar temple estate in the city of Sippar.®® Wooden boards, as well as
parchment and papyrus that may have been painted or incised with Aramaic
alphabetic script, were used for various types of accounts and were apparently
kept for some time, so that not all of them contained ephemeral data that was
eventually copied onto clay tablets or discarded, with the boards erased and

62 Frame and George 2005, 82, n. 5.

63 Jendritzki, Streckfuf3 and Cammarosano 2019.
64 Parpola 1983.

65 Parpola 1986, 225-226.

66 Jursa 2004, 170-178.
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reused another day. Some daily ledgers and transactions were apparently only
registered in this manner and will therefore never be recovered.

The almost exclusive use of boards for specific types of information extends
beyond accounting. Illustrative is the example of a Late Babylonian clay tablet
with mathematical problem texts from Uruk that was copied, according to its
colophon, from a wooden writing board. As observed by its editors Friberg,
Hunger and al-Rawi,

since no mathematical texts inscribed on wax tablets have been preserved, it is welcome
to have here firm evidence that mathematical texts were not exclusively confined to the
medium of (cuneiform script on) clay tablets. The deplorable fact that relatively few math-
ematical cuneiform texts from the first millennium BC are preserved can perhaps be ex-
plained in this way. Cf. the mentioned observation that the organization of metrological
tables suggests that scribes during the NB/LB period were used to write Aramaic, for which
the medium was not clay tablets but wax-covered tablets, leather scrolls and papyri.®’

Because Aramaic was invoked here, a brief follow-up may prove to be illustra-
tive as well. From the eighteenth century BCE onwards, alphabetic writing in
Aramaic become used more and more in Assyria and then in Babylonia along-
side cuneiform writing in the Akkadian language. Eventually, Aramaic would be
written on clay tablets, incised with a metal stylus, but much of it was brushed
with paint on papyrus, leather scrolls, and on wooden tablets, none of which
survive in the Assyrian ground, but also occasionally on pottery sherds, other-
wise known as ostraca. The sole Neo-Assyrian letter in Aramaic was found in the
city of Assur and is likely to be dated to the time of Assurbanipal in the seventh
century. It was painted in red ink on an ostracon; Fales®®, who has presented the
most complete interpretation to date, suggested that the letter was in fact a draft
of a message that was intended to be copied out on a scroll, presumably made of
leather or papyrus, that would have then been sent to the addressee, and this
explains its unique status. To once again exemplify how lack of data leaves
matters open to various interpretations, it is instructive that Radner® viewed
these matters differently, suggesting that Neo-Assyrian Aramaic letters on os-
traca might have easily been missed during archaeological excavations or
erased by mistake during their cleaning in the field.

67 Friberg, Hunger and al-Rawi 1990, 546.
68 Fales 2010, 198.
69 Radner 2014, 85-86.
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3 Final thoughts

All these selective cases were chosen to illustrate the use of materials other than
clay for written communication in ancient Mesopotamia, with a focus on the
concomitant loss of information that limits our reconstructions of the past as an
important corollary to the ever-increasing masses of clay tablets available for
study. This abundance is nevertheless fragmentary, but not unlike the poet and
classicist Anne Carson we confront and embrace the fragment and adjust our
narratives accordingly.

But not all written traces of the past are as fragmentary as others. Just re-
cently Robson and Stevens have made a case that first millennium Babylonian
scholarship was characterized by what they term the ‘distributed library’ that
encompassed tablets and writing boards kept in various contemporary loci,
often moving between them as needed.” In other words, seemingly incomplete
tablet collections must be considered in aggregate, rather than as fragmentary
assemblages, and as a result we have a much more complete picture of the
scholarship and literature of the time than assumed until now.

In this sense, the Assurbanipal library was unique in that it was intended to
be complete in itself, a summary of existing written knowledge. Ever prescient,
Irving Finkel, writing in the same essay volume as Robson and Stevens, gave
this an additional twist in concluding his essay on Assurbanipal’s library with
words that inspire the imagination. Commenting on the precision and all-
encompassing labors of the king’s scribes and scholars, he drew attention to the
conservative, backward-looking nature of the results:

[...] it is possible that there was a general reluctance to use cuneiform on clay for innova-
tion or speculation or non-conformist writing. Perhaps, if such writings ever saw the light
of day at Nineveh, it was in ink on parchment, or scratched in the wax among the un-
counted thousands of wooden tablets that have perished forever. This we will probably
never know.”!

Eric Dolphy would have liked that.

70 Robson and Stevens 2019, 339, building on Maul 2010.
71 Finkel 2019, 386-387.
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