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Fig. 7.38. The “Sammelfund” where the Uruk Vase was found. Top left: Reconstruction of 
the history of the terraces after the razing of the Uruk IV monuments in the eastern central 
area until the “Urnammu ziggurat” period at the end of the 3rd millennium. Evolution from 
two separate terraces at a diagonal, to an L-shaped one, to a large, almost square structure (in 
yellow). Sammelfund rooms located outside, to the south. After Eichmann 2019: Fig. 16.12. 
Below: drawing of Sammelfund rooms by Heinrich 1936: Abb. 1. Right: L-shaped terrace 
and Sammelfund in the vicinity of the multi-room structure called the Labyrinth. After Nissen 
2021: Abb. 3 (created by M. Haibt, ©DAI). 
 
This vase, and two sculptures (sheep heads) that initially brought more attention than 
the vase itself, were actually found outside the perimeters of Rooms 240 and 241, 
according to Heinrich: 
 
The majority of them were found within the floor plan mentioned above (cf. fig. 1), 
particularly many in the small, roughly square room no. 241 and between the frames of its 
three doors. However, many pieces were also found in the elongated adjoining room no. 240 
and some, especially the most valuable pieces, were found outside the floor plan, such as 
the large alabaster vessel W 14873 and the two sheep heads W 15237a and W 15239. A few 
pieces were even found deep in the Ziggurat tunnel, but within the corresponding layer, such 
as the silver vessel W 15260. Given the context of the finds, one would initially think that the 
building had been destroyed by enemies.173 
 

 
173  Heinrich 1936: 3f, my translation. 
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The excavators were hoping to find metal objects, but they found almost none. 
Heinrich suggests a hypothetical enemy plundering it to hide their disappointment. 
In the filling rubble, beautiful vessels, cylinder seals, beads, shell and stone plates 
composing rosettes or geometric shapes, together with several pendants including 
recumbent animals with the “baggy” scenes carved into their bases—which, as was 
shown earlier (Brak, Susa and Choga Mish), belong to a ca. 3500 BC date—were 
found. We could infer that these rooms were used as storage of valuable old and new 
objects (valuable for their “Uruk III” builders, not for the excavators), and/or we could 
infer that the old objects came to join the new, once these rooms were destroyed by 
flooding. If these storage rooms were attached to or in the vicinity of other structures, 
and connected to the “Labyrinth” compound, we do not know.174 The previous con-
struction stage in the area of the Sammelfund rooms features a few walls and a large 
number of tablets—superimposed over the Limestone Building, one of the earliest 
built structures (see figure Eanna District of Uruk VI-V above)—which has been the 
subject of discussion.175 Given the complexity of the ideological values expressed 
by the cultic procession that tier by tier lead to the representation of a deity-priestess 
and a ruler-devotee at the top, where symbols of fertility and prosperity abound, I am 
inclined to see the Vase as belonging to a very late 4th millennium BC context, one 
where the society of Uruk was being reconfigured,176 just as Susa one millennium 
earlier had faced a crisis with ritual. 

As time went by, multi-roomed architecture returned177 but not the textual 
continuity that is to be expected. Englund gave a 3300-3200 BC attribution to the 
numerical tablets (and the period was subdivided into simple and complex); then 
estimated a 3200 BC dating for the numero-ideographic tablets, left 3200-3100 BC 
for the Uruk IV(a) and squeezed the Uruk III tablets into the following century.178 In 
light of the new radiocarbon dates (see Ch. 1), the CDLI (Cuneiform Digital Library 
Initiative) database has shifted the temporal assignation of the Uruk IV and III phases 
(now, 3450-3200 and 3200-3000 BC, respectively), and has assigned tags or simple 
tablets to an Uruk V or IV dating, arbitrarily. It is highly likely anyway that some 
initial categories co-existed or overlapped. Nevertheless, there is no getting around 
the fact that the tablets assigned to an Uruk III phase were found scattered and mixed 
with random debris. 

 
174  Cf. Nissen 2021. 
175  On Jordan’s “Red Temple” and subsequent interpretations, see Englund 1998: 34-38. 
176  See, inter alia, Suter 2014, who gives a good overview of past interpretations, mostly debating 
the nature of a hypothetical sacred marriage ceremony. She leans towards an expression of royal 
ideology. There is no other evidence to support this interpretation. 
177  Eichman 2019: 104-107. 
178  Englund 1998: 214f. There were also period attributions for the tokens, and the envelopes/ 
hollow bullae, at the beginning of the chronological scale, and a final Early Dynastic I tablet 
period. 
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Fig. 7.39. Early tablets from Uruk. Left: Numero-logographic tablet with seal impression. 
Note the logograms below the numerical notations on the reverse (top). After Boehmer 1999: 
Abb. 51 A, W6881. Right: tablet with simple tabulation, numerical notations and logograms 
on the obverse and one side. The reverse shows additional notations, seal impression, and 
logograms. After Boehmer 1999: Abb. 66, W21074,1. Below: “Uruk V” tag. ATU 5, Pl. 115, 
W 9656, in Artifact Entry (2001) 2023. CDLI July 3, 2023. https://cdli.ucla.edu/P001664  
 
The Stampflehmgebäude that was gradually built throughout the late Early Dynastic 
to the east of the terrace (roughly in O15)179 yielded one tablet of a late 4th millennium 
date, one tablet that may be early 3rd millennium and an older one, two sealing 
impressions of late Early Dynastic or Sargonic attribution (so ca. 2400-2300 BC), 
and a fragment of a stone inscription badly preserving a name (maybe lugal-
kigidudu).180 Perhaps the administrative activities at Uruk were transferred during 
the reconstruction of the center to a different location and we may find more tablets 
only through excavation, at the bottom of heavy anthropogenic deposition. But I also 

 
179  See Eichman’s comments on the intrusive nature of this building and its possible attribution 
to the Sargonic period in 2021: 118f. 
180  Nissen 2021: 309f, and references therein. Nissen assigns W21906 to an Ur-archaic period, 
but the CDLI has given it an Old Akkadian (Sargonic) dating. See Boehmer 1991: Tafels 22 and 
23 for the sealing impressions. 
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think that Urukeans may have experienced one or two periods of decline, one around 
3200 BC, the other at the beginning of the 3rd millennium BC. The first one may 
have triggered a small-scale migration northwards, to other locations in southern 
Mesopotamia, and it may have been the consequence of catastrophic flooding and 
the increasing coercive nature of Urukean rulership. Migrants took their knowledge 
of the writing system with them, one that would continue evolving in Uruk itself for 
a while. The second period of decline was regional, so it is highly likely that not 
every community that had adopted the writing system continued using it. The first 
half of the 3rd millennium BC picture is virtually an enigma, not only due to the 
apparent lack of activity but to unexplained geographical differences that come from 
very scarce and confusing sources separated in time and space. The whole delta, 
especially on the Tigris side of things, was also undergoing change, as has been 
shown in Chapter 1. What we should be doing is paying attention to diversity, gra-
dualism and change. Instead, we are assuming that on the seventh day the gods 
created civilization, everyone saw that it was good, and ancient Sumer was born.  
 
 

7.4. The writing system and the ‘origins of civilization’  
discourse 

7.4.1. Challenges to investigating ‘origins’ 

In order to understand how Uruk acquired such impressive growth and then declined, 
readjusted and continued to moderately grow for a span of approximately one 
thousand years, we need more than traces of architecture and scattered material. We 
need to know how people lived and organized themselves, even if a complete 
understanding of how the different groups contributed to the whole may be forever 
beyond our grasp. While the pooling of resources would have been an attractive 
reason for people to join, participating in the festivals and communal life organized 
at the monumental centre of the city would have been the real attraction. It would 
have provided a sense of belonging and pride. The imagery of submission and 
slavery transmitted on the sealings and bullae that moved around—dispatched from 
peripheries to the centre, or between two different processing facilities—suggests, 
however, that an opposition between ‘us’ and ‘them’ developed very quickly. That 
antinomy may have been represented by original groups and newcomers or by Uruk 
at large and external competitors for land above the water table. 

Furthermore, relationships with alterity were fundamentally changed with civi-
lization, and both the Susiana and Uruk illustrate very well how the objectification 
of the multiple Other accompanied the split of the natural world. The defense of 
communal fields, pastures and pens, of fisheries and hunting grounds, led to a three-
tiered cosmology: the built space, the hinterland, and the wilderness. What was not 
useful for ‘us’ became a potential enemy. 

However, we do not know what the situation at other locations was like. Exca-
vations at one of the cities of the future state of Lagash, Tell Zurghul, have revealed 
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nothing of note at the transition between the 4th and the 3rd millennium BC.181 We 
need to consider that we may be dealing with two types of absence: one caused by 
the hydrological changes at this time, and later taphonomic processes; and a true 
absence in the sense of outstanding development, slow growth and a diverse com-
position of these southern communities living on the fringes of a future delta, and 
even more diverse further north into the alluvium and up to the Diyala. When this 
absence, this silence, ends (leaving the unique case of Ur, its mortuary rituals, and 
its tablets aside)182 between ca. 2500 and 2400 BC,183 the picture we actually have is 
one of extreme heterogeneity. Inscriptions on statuary, vessels and plaques are found 
at different geographical enclaves, but only Fara and Abu Salabikh yield archives. 
And it is far from certain that the texts from these sites belong to institutional 
archives, although this is a discussion that does not pertain here. 

Yet, out of sheer frustration, or because of the assumptions that we have inherited 
from past scholarship, we (archaeologists and Assyriologists alike) are still por-
traying the origins of civilization as if they had happened in a smooth, well-ordered 
manner, almost as if “predestined”. The discourse that glorifies the grand monuments 
of Uruk; the irrigation works; the rationality of a writing system, at the service of the 
administration of the State; the fortunate or unfortunate but always inevitable social 
stratification, …; that discourse, in a nutshell, cannot afford to give a more nuanced, 
more gradual, more “imperfect” narrative. The lynchpin to maintaining this patently 
obsolete discourse is the writing system. Since it somehow evolved and survived—
seems to be the reasoning—, surely it must have been transmitted by expressing the 
same language,184 naming the same actors—with identical roles and competences to 
future offices—, referring to the same kind of territory (proto-Sumer), and articulated 
around worship to the same deities185? According to this discourse, five, six, seven 

 
181  Nadali and Polcaro 2020. Building A at Mound A was a multi-roomed building that yielded 
diagnostic pottery, an oven, and sealings made of bitumen, unimpressed. No tablets were found. 
A radiocarbon dating anchored it to 3104-2850 BC. The late 5th –early 4th millennium population 
living at Mound B was a community of fishers. The team’s environmental studies confirm, 
however, that the 4th millennium BC would have been a period of increasingly less frequent but 
more violent floods. 
182  Benati and Lecompte 2016 try to argue for the “Ancient Room” within the “Royal Cemetery 
Area” (Woolley’s nomenclature) as the most plausible findspot for a majority of these texts on the 
basis of records and texts from the British Museum that had not been published. Nonetheless, the 
texts cannot, still, be dated with certainty. 
183  Sallaberger and Schrakamp 2015. 
184  In opposition to Englund 1998, several scholars have defended that some early version of 
Sumerian was transmitted through the writing system. Just the fact that it needs to be debated 
speaks volumes. What no philologist has considered (see Rubio 2005 for an overview) is that 
several dialects of Sumerian and other languages may have been spoken in the Warka region 
during its peak of growth, and that multiple dialects of Sumerian and other languages may have 
been spoken all over the alluvium (and the Susiana, is, of course, included). Only a strong political 
entity controlling a large, centralized territory can have the legitimation and means to impose a 
particular written version of a multi-dialectal language. 
185  Attempts to identify cults to Inanna and other later major deities, by focusing on the reed 
standards that represent an ideogram or are part of a logogram, have been made, without much 
success. Although Szarzyńska included their representation in the glyptic and plastic arts, all that 
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hundred years are inconsequential. The fact that it was a time of huge, revolutionary 
social changes is dismissed, its causes and hows, the motivations and the choices on 
the part of these communities, deemed irrelevant. The existence of ‘Uruk, the first 
city’ renders any additional explanation superfluous. And the survival of a writing 
system after such a long time is not so much felicitous as inevitable. The rationality 
of the first scribes and their students heralds all future amazing developments and 
the ever-continuity of ‘lore’ transmission.  

In the face of our blatant absences, however, how can this discourse persist? The 
simplified answer is: 1) by believing in the alleged provenance of some (archaic) 
tablets; 2) by believing that the lexical lists, symbol of a strong scribal culture and 
reflection of the social structure, became an established tradition in Uruk-South 
Mesopotamia since the end of the 4th millennium BC; 3) by using retroactive inter-
pretations,186 that is, instead of investigating our complicated origins, we are assuming 
that the society in the region during these centuries remained essentially the same 
until the late Early Dynastic period.  

 

7.4.2. Grasping at straws: the example of Jemdet Nasr 

As of today, the most important site of a late 4th millennium date that can aspire to 
offer a counterpoint to Uruk in South Mesopotamia is Jemdet Nasr. The tablets 
published in the MSVO 1 volume,187 however, are far from being a homogeneous 
group, and that heterogeneity cannot be explained by the use of the writing system 
for a prolonged span of time. Given the importance attached to the large building 
from Mound B, the ceramics, the tablets, and the seal impressed on thirteen sealings 
that Matthews used as a basis for his “cities” network theory (see further below) the 
particulars of the original excavations, even if already commented upon, bear some 
further reflection if we are to understand the inherited weight of past scholarship. 
The overview of events, hearsay and comments that has been collated here, drawing 
on Englund’s, Matthews’ and Moorey’s accounts, offers a good opportunity to 
understand the framework of colonial excavations, and the risks of relying on a 
thriving “antiquities market” as concerns the reliability of our sources. 

Jemdet Nasr was excavated by chance because the real protagonist was nearby 
Kish. In his reanalysis of records and material stored at the Ashmolean Museum, 
excavated by the joint Oxford-Chicago expedition at this multi-mound site and 

 
may be concluded is that the reed standards may have been important in cult, or used by different 
clans in communal festivities. This, and other essays related to the archaic writing system, were 
compiled in Szarzyńska 1997. 
186  I call a retroactive interpretation one that assumes that it is possible to “theory-build” any 
aspect of the social experience belonging to the centuries preceding significant change by 
extrapolating the same circumstances seen post-change, only marking it down a notch or two. A 
form of evolutionism is to assume a “proto” scenario with every single aspect of social orga-
nization, whether it is religion, trade, or political power arrangements. Even the labels of these 
spheres become fraught with imprecision, unwanted connotations and biases. This tendency para-
doxically prevents the understanding of change, which is usually gradual, irregular, hetero-
geneous, and complex. 
187  Englund and Grégoire 1991. 
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nearby tells, Moorey also gave a critical assessment of the methods of recording, 
interpretations, and publications that is invaluable.188 Since Mcguire Gibson had 
already published a reassessment of Kish, based on records in the Field Museum, 
Moorey only gave critical information on the more personal details of the mission 
when relevant. The organizers had decided to appoint Ernest Mackay as Field 
Director at Kish over the French engineer Watelin, less experienced. However, it 
was decided that Professor Langdon, an American theologist and a “reader in 
Assyriology” at Oxford since 1908, would be in charge as Director. It was agreed 
that, after the division of objects between the Iraq Museum and the Expedition, 
Oxford was to receive all inscribed objects, and Chicago all archaeological, scienti-
fic, and skeletal material. All accounts of these excavations have emphasized that 
Langdon was mostly interested in finding tablets. Lack of adequate records was 
notorious. Moorey remarked: “De Genouillac’s report offers a very cursory account 
of his work on the ziggurat and adjoining town site, with only the most sketchy plans, 
whilst providing no provenance for the objects listed in the catalogue. (…) Of 
Mackay’s work only second-hand reports ever went into print, largely contributions 
by Langdon to general reviews of current archaeological work. Even the popular 
account published in the first volume of Excavations at Kish, including the plan, 
were worked up by Langdon from Mackay’s reports by letter from the field and 
suffer from his ignorance of the actual excavation”.189 Langdon was not present at 
Tell Ingharra during the third season, but he returned as the expedition was 
excavating at Mound ‘W’ in December-January 1925-26, “to mine for tablets”. This 
was immediately before he focused on Jemdet Nasr. Langdon had already realized 
the potential to obtain “literary tablets” at a building in ‘W’ (1924), but he had com-
plained about their condition.190 The tablets would be later dated to the Neo-Assyrian 
and later periods. Langdon not only left erroneous notes on the stratigraphy and 
objects found here, but moreover he left no records of the tablets. The reason why 
may be understood by Moorey’s reconstruction of excavations at Jemdet Nasr: “He 
published the tablets [allegedly found at Jemdet Nasr], almost certainly his primary 
purpose in excavating, and a very cursory general report in German in a periodical 
now increasingly rare”.191 It is highly likely that Langdon chose Der Alte Orient to 
publish this report because of the ongoing and successful German excavations at 
Warka.  
  

 
188  Moorey 1978. Moorey also refers to de Genouillac’s previous small-scale excavations, in 
1912, when necessary. “Owing to difficulties in studying the finds, which had been sent to Istanbul 
as required by Ottoman Law, de Genouillac was unable to publish his report until 1925”. By then, 
the Oxford-Field Museum Expedition was well under way, with “little or no regard for the 
Frenchman’s earlier efforts”. Moorey 1978: 13. This anecdote serves to illustrate the climate of 
competition prevalent at the time. 
189  Moorey 1978: 21. 
190  Ibid.: 48. 
191  Moorey 1978: 147. 
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Mackay’s work at Kish, maybe because he had to do all the work but someone 
less capable took all the credit, also left quite a lot to be desired. According to G. 
Possehl on an article dedicated to the life and work of Mackay, published in a Penn 
Museum bulletin (Expedition Magazine),192 this Bristol man had been part of the 
staff of the Field museum in 1922. Earlier, Mackay had participated in Egyptian 
expeditions under Sir Flinders Petrie and been part of an army commission for the 
survey of monuments in Palestine and Syria during WWI. He stayed in Palestine 
after the war, and when his position was at risk, he gained employment as assistant 
curator at the Penn Museum, although in order to assist a Dr. Fisher with his 
excavation at Beth Shan, Jordan. When Dr. Fisher fell ill, Mackay complained that 
he had had to carry out many tasks without help. Dr. Fisher, on his part, was not 
pleased with Mackay’s disposition, and fired him because he was rendering no useful 
service. His photographs were not “up to standard” and the cards had “half the 
necessary information omitted”. Possehl reasons that, given Mackay’s later 
accomplishments at Kish, Mohenjo-daro and Chanhu-daro, Fisher’s remarks were 
inappropriate. During his time at Kish, Mackay remained in contact with the 
Archaeological Survey of India. As soon as the opportunity arose, in 1926, he left 
his work at Kish,193 and embarked for England, then India. Possehl gallantly praises 
his work as an excavator in India, even though he “did not understand stratigraphy 
in a particularly profound way.” As a redeeming quality, he could “understand the 
spatial relationships of artifacts found in the same context”.194 Matthews, who 
revised all documentation available at the Ashmolean Museum for the publication 
of his own excavations at Jemdet Nasr before the breakout of the first Gulf War, 
remarked that the object cards recorded by Mackay were undated and rarely 
registered the findspot.195  

Let us, however, go in chronological order, to track activities at this hill some 30 
km to the northeast of Kish. 

– 1903: a group of 36 tablets allegedly from Jemdet Nasr is sold in Baghdad to the 
German expedition that is then excavating at Fara. These would later disappear 
in the collections of the Berliner Staatsmuseum, and would finally be published 
as an appendix to ATU 1 (first volume on the archaic texts from Uruk) by Falken-
stein. Due to their doubtful provenance, and Green’s claims that they might have 
come from Uqair, Englund decided to republish them later in a separate volume.196 

– 1915: around 25 tablets were purchased by the dealer Géjou and sold in lots to 
the Dumani Frères, the British Museum and the Louvre. The latter would be later 
published by Thureau-Dangin in 1927. The Dumani Frères sold theirs to Breasted 

 
192  Possehl 2000 (“Ernest J. H. Mackay and the Penn Museum”). Possehl was then Professor 
Emeritus of Anthropology at the University of Pennsylvania and Emeritus Curator-in-Charge of 
the museum’s Asian Section. 
193  Moorey notes that Mackay believed that “Langdon was to drop the concession for a year” 
(1978: 14). Later Langdon changed his mind and hired Watelin. 
194  Possehl 2000: 43. 
195  Matthews 2002: 4f. 
196  MSVO 4, Proto-Cuneiform Texts from Diverse Collections, 1996. 
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of the Oriental Institute. The British Museum ones are problematic. Five of seven 
would be later included by Langdon in his 1928 tablet publication. However, 
Langdon described in this publication how twelve of the tablets acquired in 1925 
were then sold to the Louvre, although Thureau-Dangin claimed that the Louvre 
had acquired these in 1924.197 Scheil, having theoretically examined all of the 
tablets before his own publication in 1929, stated that they all came from the 
1915 lot. 

– 1925: local men bearing tablets and painted pots allegedly from Jemdet Nasr 
approached Mackay and Langdon at Kish. According to Mackay, one of them 
may have been an antiquities dealer.198 Mackay and Langdon decide to send one 
of their foremen to Jemdet Nasr to investigate and then they visit the site them-
selves. Langdon’s appetite is whetted. He not only purchases some tablets from 
these men, and probably the collection of “painted pots”, but decides to begin an 
excavation of his own here. 

– January-March 1926: a group of twelve to sixty local men work under the 
supervision of Langdon at Jemdet Nasr. Langdon drives daily to Kish carrying 
the objects found within a building on Mound B, the central of three mounds. In 
the evening, Mackay records the objects on cards. There are neither photographs 
nor cards of any of the tablets or their location. At some point, Henry Field from 
the museum in Chicago happens to be visiting Kish to inspect the human skeletal 
remains. He also visits Langdon at Jemdet Nasr. In a letter sent in February, 
Langdon had asked for money to increase the workforce at Jemdet Nasr, 
mentioning that just the previous week 150 pictographic tablets had been found199 
(in my opinion, to justify the expense). 

– April-May 1926. Langdon falls ill. Apparently, his strenuous, dedicated work—
according to Field he was getting down and dirty with his men, unlike Woolley 
at Ur—took a toll on his health. The details of his dedication we know from the 
letters that Langdon sent to Field and a Mr. Davies from the Field Museum.200  

– March 1928, ten days. Louis Watelin, who had replaced Mackay as Field Director 
at Kish, ends the excavation at Jemdet Nasr with a workforce of over 100 men, 
theoretically finding a few tablets (according to Langdon’s publication, of “post-
archaic periods”), although he leaves almost no records of his work there. From 
the letters that Watelin wrote to Langdon, who was back in Oxford, we learn that 
he was unable to match his own trenches with the earlier ones. This, Watelin 
wrote also elsewhere: “Yesterday we started excavations at Jemdet Nasr con-
tinuing what had been done before. I set the men to work in places which had 
been excavated according to the plan in Der Alte Orient, whose orientation is 
false and whose scale (printed as 1:80) is impossible to understand. I do not know 
how to fit in with the plan rooms which I have cleared. We have found two pots 

 
197  Matthews 1992: 1. 
198  From Hillah (Moorey 1978: 147). 
199  “In the room at the southern corner” (Moorey 1978: 149). 
200  Matthews 1992: 2f. 
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painted overall, but few decorated, many fragments, and some tablets in very poor 
condition. They are not pictographic but very archaic and there are some fairly 
large fragments. Also about 15 cylinder seals and some very old seals, finally a 
small group of two people in soft limestone whose occupation indicates that the 
sensual joys have not changed since 3500 B.C. –the group is a marvel of 
sculpture!” 201 The informal, and from our perspective, quite humorous tone of 
this report can only be understood in context. Watelin was writing to the person 
in Chicago who was giving the final financial backing. Even though it is hard to 
understand what Watelin meant by “not pictographic”, this description stands in 
contrast with the “post-archaic” of Langdon. Englund noted: “According to 
extant Ashmolean Museum records, at least two (…) of the tablets published by 
S. Langdon in JRAS 1931, 837-841, and represented by him as having come from 
the Watelin excavation were in fact accessioned in the year 1924 and may have 
been part of the Parisian Géjou group discussed above.”202 From my point of 
view, it is tempting to think that Watelin actually found numerical-ideographic 
tablets. 

Watelin sent a sketch plan of excavated walls with the letter ‘T’ marking 
several points in a letter.203 Matthews published instead those made by Langdon 
(or Mackay), as published in 1927 in the German journal mentioned above (with 
the title Ausgrabungen in Babylonien seit 1918). These pencil plans of the large 
building—where allegedly the tablets came from—were wrong in scale and 
orientation.204  

 
201  Moorey 1978: 149f. 
202  Englund 1998: 26, n. 23. 
203  Matthews 1992: 3, but Moorey does not quote this letter, only that Watelin enclosed on his 
letter to the financer a sketch plan of his own work on the east side of the large building, where 
he found kilns and three graves (the kilns are compared by Moorey to those found at “Palace A” 
from Kish, of a late Early Dynastic date). 
204  See Margueron 1982: 23-34, for a detailed analysis of inconsistencies and alternatives. 
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Fig. 7.40. Adaptation of Langdon’s 1927 plan of the Mound B building at Jemdet Nasr, 
showing location of Painted pottery, Seals and Tablets. After Matthews 1992: Fig. 1. 
 
– 1989-1990: Matthews conducts excavations at Jemdet Nasr, finding a corner of 

the building: “The southern limit of the building is marked by a substantial 
boundary wall or platform only partly accessible under the spoil heaps from the 
old building excavations”.205 The use of the platform spans the Jemdet Nasr and 
Early Dynastic periods. To the south of the platform, he found an extensive burnt 
rubbish dump. Matthews also excavated at Mound A, where some 4th millennium 
structures and ED graves came to light. Overall, Matthews unearthed stone and clay 
vessels, impressed sealing fragments, seals and beads, small figurines, clay sickles 
and some other material (in a modest quantity, given the extent of the excavation 
time), but no tablets. His classification of the previously acquired pottery, supple-
mented by his own finds, shows a Late Uruk to Early Dynastic III chronological 
range.206 Other material, like the seals or the few metal objects retrieved in the 
1920s, also supports a long span of occupation, of unknown duration. 

 
205  Matthews 1997: 111f. See also Matthews 2002. 
206  Matthews 1992: 17; 2002: Ch. 5. 
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The publication of the epigraphic material by Langdon in 1928 featured 240 tablets. 
Matthews estimates that 215 were actually retrieved from the excavations. The 
MSVO 1 publication by Englund and Grégoire included “those unpublished tablets 
from Jemdet Nasr accessioned by the Ashmolean Museum in 1927, those excavated 
by Watelin in 1928 and a small number accessioned in other years”.207  

It is, however, legitimate, given the account given above, to doubt that the tablets 
sent to the Ashmolean before and after 1926 came all from Jemdet Nasr. I find it 
highly unlikely, given Langdon’s interest and position, that more than two hundred 
archaic tablets were unearthed from this strange building of huge proportions, which 
could actually represent building units belonging to several architectural phases, 
something that Matthews himself acknowledged.208 Why did Langdon not take a 
single photograph of the 150 lot, draw the largest fragments or record the contexts 
where they were found (or had Mackay do it for him)? Why is there not a single 
tablet fragment found later by Matthews, regardless of a hypothetical decline of the 
site after the “Late Uruk” building was burnt? I think that it is very likely that 
Langdon relied on his antiquities dealer contacts to obtain tablets from any location 
in the area, and preferably tablets that resembled the Warka expedition ones.209 

 

 
Fig. 7.41. Sketch plan drawn by Langdon for his 1927 publication showing Jemdet Nasr, Tell 
Barguthiat, and the directions and distance to Cutha and Kish. After Moorey 1978: 146, Fig. Q. 

 
207  Englund and Grégoire 1991: 8. 
208  Matthews 2002: 13f. 
209  Moorey notes that de Genouillac had remarked upon the destruction caused by illicit exca-
vations in the “mounds west of the ziggurat” (1978: 28). 



391 

On his well-known article on slavery, Vaiman relied on a limited amount of Jemdet 
Nasr tablets (MSVO 1, 212, 213, 214, 217, and probably 216), all of them sharing 
an inner consistency that justifies the reading of the sign SAG+MA as a slave.210 The 
sign depicts a head with a horizontal leaf at the neck. Englund connected MA with a 
cord used to hang fruit to dry.211 In combination with SAL+KUR, and sometimes 
SAL+KUR+ERIM—the sign ERIM representing a yoke—these texts seem certainly 
to refer to female and male workers, in relation to the provisioning required for them 
(No. 216), or listing their names as Englund proposed,212 or else the total amount of 
human and other resources required to complete a task. The problem is that 
SAG+MA appears nowhere else in this corpus, although it is attested in another 
unprovenanced tablet (MS 2727, unpublished, CDLI P006120), thought to come 
from Umma.213 By contrast, the sign ERIM is relatively frequent, since it was also 
used in tablets dealing with animals. 

Englund’s proposal that MSVO 1 161-181 represents a closed group seems accu-
rate. Thirteen of these tablets bore the impression, according to Matthews, of the 
“Cities Seal”. The combination AB NI+RU or simply NI+RU is certainly attested in 
sixty-four tablets from a single site, maybe Jemdet Nasr. Together with the occur-
rence of AB APIN or AB UB, we may surmise that some locations in the fields around 
whatever settlement the tablets came from (AB APIN and AB UB) were dispatching 
foodstuffs to the central organization (NI+RU).214 These are small tablets often 
dealing with fruits and vegetables (Englund’s interpretation of MA as string or rope 
is derived from some of these logograms, suggesting they were strung).  

However, this group is still a relatively small number of the total corpus allegedly 
coming from this site. Whether many of these tablets came actually from Kish, 
Uqair,215 Cutha or any of the mounds surrounding Jemdet Nasr or Kish, does not 
matter. What matters is why we choose to trust material originating from unreliable 
contexts to build our theoretical suppositions on the history of southern Meso-
potamia between the late 4th and early 3rd millennium BC. 
 
  

 
210  Vaiman 1989. 
211  Englund 1998: 179. 
212  Ibid.: 176. 
213  See Bartash 2018: 55. Bartash actually disagrees with Vaiman’s and Englund’s interpretations 
on this group of tablets, and postulates that SAGxMA did not designate prisoners (see his 
comments in ibid: 55f). He also found it difficult to identify ERIM in Uruk IV tablets in the context 
of human labor, and impossible in the case of Uruk III texts. 
214  See Monaco 2004 for NI+RU as an administrative department. 
215  For instance, Green discussed a seal impression on a tablet acquired by the Berlin Museum in 
1903, allegedly from Tell Uqair, which corresponds with the “cities seal” from Jemdet Nasr (Green 
1986). 
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7.4.3. The lexical lists and the convenience of retroactive 
interpretations  

At the beginning of the 1980s, the team composed by Nissen, Englund and a mathe-
matician (Damerow) set out to investigate the so-called archaic writing system and 
patiently reconstructed measure systems and commodities. Archaic Bookkeeping 
was published in 1996, with some earlier publications by Englund and Nissen paving 
the way. The different measurement systems and some of the commodities (or their 
nature) had been worked out, and in 1998 Englund gave a thorough overview of the 
work undertaken until then. Since then, apart from Monaco, and Englund himself, 
no scholar has been working on the archaic writing system (four to five thousand 
texts) with complete dedication. More than a decade ago, Lecompte undertook the 
study of the Ur archaic corpus.216 Scholars specializing on the 3rd millennium BC 
have, of course, studied some of the material —mostly by means of the lexical lists— 
in order to focus on some particular issue that cogently manifests from the late Early 
Dynastic period onwards, hence consolidating the image of uninterrupted scribal 
tradition and social continuity. 

Regardless of the fact that we are dealing with four hundred years of initial writing 
development, then four or five hundred years of textual absence except for three 
enclaves whose archaeological and textual material present its own set of difficulties 
(Ur, Fara, Abu Salabikh), how can we assume that the writing system reflected 
complex societies in flux comprehensively and conservatively? We would not 
expect—to give an example—historians investigating the establishment of state 
taxes in early England from Saxon to Norman rule to assume that the reality at the 
end of those centuries was the same as at the beginning, nor that the language, social 
composition, customs, and institutional realities had remained the same. 

As might have been expected, those scholars who have actually spent time with 
the publications of the original tablets have started to see discrepancies. For instance, 
in 2005, Monaco published an article on “unusual accounting practices”, whereas 
Chambon and Lecompte have proposed different mensuration system readings for 
the Ur corpus.217  

With the exception of some very complex tabulations in the “Uruk III” phasing, 
these tablets witness very basic entries and exits of commodities assigned to high- 
and middle-rank administrators, and the people working under their purview, or vice-
versa, commodities that are dispatched for storage purposes, festivals, or sent to 
another department for further processing. Krebernik has recently pointed out: “The 
first writing—like its administrative precursors—was more object-oriented than lan-
guage-oriented”. As concerns the incomprehensibility of signs that belong to either 
‘offices’ names or ‘personal’ names, he remarks: “1) the persons are merely symbo-
lized by the sign, and there is no direct relationship between the sign and the name; 
2) they are representations of non-Sumerian names; 3) they represent Sumerian 
names that do not conform to the usual types of a later date.”218 I also propose a 

 
216  Lecompte 2013. Burrows’ Ur Excavation Texts, II, was published in 1935. 
217  Chambon 2003; Lecompte 2013; Bartash 2015a.  
218  Krebernik 2019: 168. 
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fourth reason. Maybe we are not dealing with ‘personal’ names, but with qualifiers, 
that is, indications to identify who, within the department, actually receives or sends 
the goods on the basis of their work or any other trait that would be known to the 
parties. In other words, the Uruk writing system was meant to be exclusively local 
or supra-local. 

Assyriologists still ignore the meaning of many a sign or combination of signs. 
The immense majority of the tablets are fragments, and their surfaces are frequently 
eroded. Therefore, a reliance on the lexical list texts makes sense to save time and 
avoid frustration. By assigning some commodities a translation or at least describing 
their basic nature, it is possible to understand the general context of an administrative 
text. This does not always work, of course. For instance, the sign ME is featured in 
the Metals list (in the shape of a T, maybe designating a hammer or pickax), but is 
also attested as a managerial position.219 

But the real reason why Assyriologists rely so heavily on the lexical lists is be-
cause they want to “read” society. The aspiration is to go beyond offices and discern 
social stratification, temple administrations, and support for a “king-priest” acting as 
a ruler at this time, and not only at Uruk but in all “Sumerian” city-states. This is not 
only a static, unrealistic way to approach historical change, but also betrays the burden 
inherited from past scholarship, who had less knowledge than we do and for whom 
any kind of continuity regarding perceived features of civilization was taken for 
granted.  

It is from this perspective that ‘composite’ lexical lists belonging to different 
chronological contexts have been presented as standards of reference (as is otherwise 
done with ‘literary’ texts from the Early Dynastic and Sargonic periods). Once the 
composite list stands as a guide, all there is left to do is find tablets that seem to 
“match” the composite list somehow. From my point of view, however, it was 
puzzling to find that the majority of texts assigned to the lexical list category are 
small fragments (fewer than 10 cells or items), because it is a certain indication of 
circular reasoning. According to this reasoning, Uruk scribes and their descendants 
must have faithfully transmitted lexical traditions for five centuries despite the 
appalling dearth of textual evidence until 2400 BC just because future scribes would 
rely on lexical lists. 

As a matter of fact, there may be both geographical and generational trajectories 
that we will never be able to discern. Veldhuis has proposed that there was a Kish or 
a Semitic scribal tradition (from the northern alluvium up the Euphrates to Mari and 
Ebla) on the basis of “ED Lu E and Animals B, as well as some lesser-known 
compilations such as Practical Vocabulary A”.220 This tradition would also include 
geographical lists.221 However, this is only one possible trajectory of transmission. 
That transmission happened is undeniable. That this transmission happened in a 
comprehensive, methodical, conservative manner during a misunderstood develop-
ment of Sumerian city-states is unrealistic. 

 
219  Or as a qualifier, as in the case of W20274,13 regarding EZEN, a festival. 
220  Veldhuis 2014b: 241. 
221  See also Lecompte 2009, unpublished dissertation. 
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Let us approach this category by following Englund and Nissen’s 1993 publi-
cation (ATU 3). They found the following sub-categories or genres: Lú A or pro-
fessions, Officials, Animals, Fish, Birds, Swine, Wood, Tribute, Plant, Vessels, 
Metal, Grain, Cities, and Geography X or unidentified. By the time Veldhuis pub-
lished his diachronic study on lexical lists in 2014, these denominations had already 
changed. Veldhuis presented the following table to inform about their number: 

 

 
Fig. 7.42. Table of archaic stage lexical lists and their number. From Veldhuis 2014a: 32. 
 
The last four categories were created exclusively on the basis of small fragments. 
Furthermore, given the fact that most tablets were not large, even when well 
preserved, there are fundamental differences as regards the following stage (Fara), 
or later. If we reasoned with a non-retroactive approach, we would rather state that 
the transmission of these “thematic” word lists (or practical vocabularies) followed 
trajectories that seem random because we do not know who adopted them (and 
adapted, depending on how many sources were available, then copied and re-copied).  

There is some debate as to the nature of some “word lists” that pertains to my 
discussion here. Civil proposed that the so-called Tribute list, later re-named Archaic 
Word List C, had a mixed composition of words and numerical notations—covering 
different “topics” without a clearly discernible connection—because it was a 
simplified narrative to an already known oral story.222 Not convinced by the literary 
interpretation, Veldhuis proposed that this was a scribal exercise: “Word List C 
includes much that was of immediate relevance for the contemporary practice of 
writing: the administration of food, animals, and agricultural work, including the 
proper use of numbers”.223 A recent diachronic study of this text, with the intention 

 
222  Civil 2010, 2013. 
223  Veldhuis 2014a: 38. For other interpretations, see these authors, ibidem. The telegraphic nature 
of this composition, which Veldhuis designates by its incipit, AD-Gi4, is explained thus by Civil: 
“When the scribes attempted for the first time to write down narrative texts, they simply 
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of discerning the meaning of SAL (according to her, in this and other texts, it should 
be read as a consumable plant, a crop, and not as a female human or animal), shows 
the difficulties hiding behind orthographic changes and illustrates what Civil meant 
with his comment that later scribes did not understand what they were copying.224  

If we approach these original word lists as vocabularies that made sense to 
different groups working at different locations of what we simplistically call a city, 
we would be closer to understanding why the standardization of these lists is far from 
clear or assured. Concerning the Vessels and Garments list, Veldhuis observes that 
the Uruk IV two exemplars do not include—as a few centuries later—prepared 
products and textiles, but instead continue with a section on metals, and one of these 
continues, in turn, listing stone beads. A few Uruk III fragments include a section on 
what may be dyeing materials and cheeses. If the vessels are arranged by content 
criteria, the short textile listing shows a preference for color and type.225  

 

 
Fig. 7.43. One of the practical vocabularies on vessels and metals (ATU 3, Tafel 66). The 
preservation of traces of an official and a total amount on the reverse (see publication) show 
that this may actually be an administrative tablet listing single units. 
 
The largest fragment of the Metals List, as published in ATU 3, preserves 18 read-
able entries and classifies metal tools according to their use. The smallest fragment 
preserves one item. On the Trees and Wooden Objects list, Veldhuis notes that the 

 
enunciated the participants of the narrated event, leaving out the representation of predicates and 
of anaphoric pronouns that tie together various textual elements and give continuity to a narrative. 
The bare enumeration of the core arguments of the predicate (actor and objects), including perhaps 
some circumstantial complement, but without making explicit the predicate itself, can only 
function as a mnemonic trigger that evokes the full plot in the addressee’s mind.” (2013: 17f). 
224  Kelley 2021. Civil 2013: 14, and passim. The subject of the parallel orthography UD.GAL. 
NUN is beyond the scope of this dissertation. 
225  Veldhuis 2014a: 35f. 
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fist 40 lines are quite standardized, but that wooden objects see divergence. Actually, 
even the largest fragments preserving many entries show order divergences when 
compared to the composite list, either in order or with absences. Two of the texts 
included here should be discounted as vocabulary lists, since they are clearly 
administrative tablets. Englund and Nissen qualified the sign of an official and a 
totaling sum on the reverse of several lexical lists as a “Kolophon”, that is, as if 
“signed” by an official, choosing to disregard the total amount given next to it. 
 

 
Fig. 7.44. ATU 3, Tafel 37, W 20495 and Tafel 42, W 20044, 46+55, showing totals and the 
(different) officials responsible for the dispatch or reception of wooden items. The second 
tablet even includes GI (delivery). 
 
Moreover, one of the largest and best preserved fragments also shows traces of a 
final sum (Tafel 38, W 20327,2, complex tabulation). Therefore, here as in other cases, 
we should bear in mind that some texts were actual administrative records, even if 
the amount of each item was one. The three tablets just mentioned mix entries for 
both trees and wooden objects. In the case of two exemplars listed in ATU 3 as 
“Tribute”, the officials noted on the reverse are not the same, although the total 
amount coincides. 

Veldhuis’ comments on the Cattle list allow for a final conclusion on the practical 
nature of these vocabularies. There are also divergences between the listing of Cattle-
related items in archaic texts (all of them, without exception, small or very small 
fragments), and those of the following stage. Only with the help of later texts, we 
can infer that age, sex and color, maybe breed, were deemed important. In this case, 
it is the administrative texts that can serve as a guide to the “Animals” list fragments. 
Cows, bulls, calves, and wild bulls were the main categories. Veldhuis remarks: “The 
text does not list products (such as dairy or leather), nor does it include sheep or 
goats, even though those animals are very important in the archaic record”.226 But 
this is not due to a capricious vagary of preservation. As the glyptic shows (byres 
next to the pastures),227 Urukeans were actively involved with breeding cattle. This 
entails that woolen textiles and sheep/goat dairy products must have been imported 
by southerners from the shepherds who herded their flocks around the marshlands.  

 
226  Veldhuis 2014a: 40. 
227  See Gouin 1993 (frieze from al-Ubaid and related iconography). See references on faunal 
remains in Pournelle 2003: 57, 186, 190. 
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Distance from the core may also be tentatively posited for the manufacture of 
vessels and metals, as well as textiles, at the beginning of meta-communal aggre-
gations, in the satellites. The facilities would have been located on the outskirts, 
where raw materials sent from the satellites could be registered and stored, and the 
core could avoid bad smells and traffic. 

 
7.4.3.1. The “Cities” Seal and Lexical List: the proto-Sumer 

As shown above, and in Chapter 1, the eastern part of the Persian Gulf arch at this 
transitional time may not have been perennially under water, but it was definitely in 
constant fluctuation, as the excavations at Tell Zurghul (ancient Niğin) demonstrate. 
This situation, which must have lasted well into the 3rd millennium, renders futile 
efforts to make heads or tails of alleged geographical names in “lists”, which scholars 
do not see as topographical designations at a concrete enclave, but as a network of 
early cities.228 Furthermore, the configuration of first “cities” followed an ad hoc 
planning approach, as we have seen even for Uruk, which initially may have had 
more than just two parts (the name Kullab being an ED attestation). The spellings 
for ancient Zababa have been recently discussed by Bartash after Almamori’s 
excavations in the Umma region.229 The salient point of this discussion is not whether 
the attestation of UB-meki in some texts corresponds with what city (Almmamori 
suggested Umm al-Aqarib), or rather, with what satellite around a core. The question 
is why we are still interpreting the “cities” lexical list (and even the Abu Salabikh 
“geographical” texts) as maps of ancient Sumer. Very few archaic texts were 
compiled in ATU 3 for this category, and few as well are those attested at later stages: 
one from Fara (SF 23), combining two lists and a god list, a large fragment and a 
small one from Abu Salabikh, and an Old Babylonian exemplar. It is the Fara one 
(most texts may be tentatively dated to ca. 2550-2500 BC) that encourages the view 
of early cities with fully-developed palace and temple institutions, even if the tablets 
at this site—whose surface has been very damaged by erosion—were found in 
domestic contexts.230 
 

 
228  Biggs published the Abu Salabikh fragments (OIP 99: 98, 99) as part of a group of texts that 
he termed “List of Geographical Names”. See, inter alia, Frayne 1992, Selz 2013. 
229  Bartash 2015b. 
230  Martin 1988. 
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Fig. 7.45. Left: Composite cities list. Right, top: ATU 3, Tafel 76, W 20335, 2+4+7+9 and 
below W20266, 74. 
 
The first fragment in the image above is one of the largest preserved ones. The 
second example has a reverse featuring the total and the official in charge, which 
indicates that this is actually an administrative text. There is only one fragment 
preserving the first items of the composite list (W 21126): theoretically, Ur, Nippur, 
and Larsa. The archaeological evidence of these places for the late 4th millennium 
BC is scarce, probably due to their small size at this time.231 Many of the combi-
nations preserved in the seventeen fragments do not show a particular bias towards 
“cultic” identities: the vocabulary is related to agriculture, vessels, tools or profes-
sions. Some of them could very well have designated topographical, or rather, 
organizational features. As far as I know, only Lecompte has considered that the 
archaic attestations need to be matched to the topography of the city.232  

 
231  For the domestic structures witnessed at Ur corresponding to Level H, built over pottery kiln 
debris, see Benati 2014. The first layers of excavations at the Inana Temple area in Nippur, below 
the multi-room building, only revealed “domestic” structures (levels XIX-XIII). See Englund’s 
account on the opinions and hearsays concerning the tablets allegedly from Larsa (1998: 29f). 
Ironically, the main reason that he adduces to believe the antiquities dealer’s claim that this groups 
of tablets came from Larsa over Falkenstein’s claim that they had been stolen from Uruk is this 
fragment of the “cities” list. Parrot, who excavated at Larsa in the early 30s, found little of note 
for this period, apart from fragments of decorative cones (see Parrot 1968: Figs. 9 and 10 “fouilles 
stratigraphiques”, and 12). 
232  Lecompte 2009: 31ff. As he points out (p.37): “Of course, the multi-purpose functions of the 
ABa/b [building on a platform] and E2a/b [lit. ‘house’] institutions, which serve above all as relays 
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The cities network existence seems to be reinforced by what Matthews thought 
was one single seal impressed on thirteen tablets thought to come from Jemdet  
Nasr. 233 Let us first see some examples: 

 

 
Fig. 7.46. Seal impressions on MSVO 1: 161, 163, 172, 173, 176, 178, 180. 
 
  

 
for Urukean administration, make it impossible to distinguish toponyms that fulfil an exclusively 
religious role. The same is generally true of toponyms from the Archaic period, for which we do 
not know whether they refer to a city, a sanctuary, a general administrative body or an extra-urban 
centre”. [My translation] Lecompte strives to find the links to some kind of cultic practice in the 
logogram combinations, even when the semantic fields belong clearly to other spheres (387ff.). 
See also his conclusions, 434ff. He believes that the religious and hegemonic reality expressed by 
the enigmatic archaic “cities” list had disappeared by Early Dynastic III times. 
233  MSVO 1, 161, 163, 166-170, 172-174, 176, 178 and 180. 
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Now, let us see Matthews’ reconstruction of these impressions into a single one. 
 

 
Fig. 7.47. Reconstruction into one seal of the impressions on thirteen tablets theoretically 
from Jemdet Nasr. After Matthews 1993: p. 37. 
 
The preservation of the order, which in the case of the impressions—since the seals 
were stamped on all tablet surfaces, without a particular preference—is not a relevant 
point to be made here. The allegation that there is one single cylinder seal at work 
among the administrators of this community, that is, some kind of mega-seal is, how-
ever, relevant. Matthews claims that the full length survives (?) and that the seal’s 
impression would have been 15.5 cm, with a diameter of 4.93 cm. Not surprisingly, 
he acknowledges that there have been no comparable seals ever found.234 I think it 
is quite evident, when looking at the drawings from all thirteen tablets, that we are 
dealing with several seals (see Fig. 7.48 below). 

Furthermore, with the exception of the first four items (theoretically correspond-
ing to Ur, Nippur, Larsa and Uruk), matched on the Fara tablet listing to Uruk, Kesh, 
Zabala and Eresh, a suspicious reading of Gaburra (8th), the connection of the 9th 
drawn item with the 14th on the written list (BU+BU+NA2), and a theoretical reading 
of the 10th drawn item as KU6+UR2+RAD3 matched to ŠIM3.RAD3 on the list, there 
are no more assured correlations.235 Matthews embarks on a speculative journey of 
iconography and future attested spellings, then on the possible identification of those 
cities to possible archaeological sites.236 

 
234  Matthews 1993: 34. 
235  See Lecompte 2009: 119f. 
236  Ibid.: 34-36. 
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Fig. 7.48. Drawings of sealing impressions on MSVO 1, 169 and 172, showing the presence 
of at least five motifs. Tablet W17729, cn+eq (ATU 3, Tafel 78) has composite list signs for 
ŠIM3.RAD3 and BU+BU+NA2 above. Tablet W21126 (ATU3, Tafel 76) is the only fragment 
preserving the first items of the composite list. 
 
As the figure above shows, the theoretical combination of BU+BU+NA2 and ŠIM3. 
RAD3 is the most frequent motif (also when checking all tablets). The sign BU may 
refer to a standard, as Lecompte points out,237 but the elements composing the written 
logograms of the composite list are also seen in different combinations throughout 
the administrative tablets (e.g. NAGAR, NEx, MUŠEN, GI, reed standards MUŠx,238 
NUN, URIx).  

Therefore, and to conclude, we should let the illusion of a late 4th millennium 
proto-Sumer go. Descola’s description of ‘analogism’ as a continuous search for 
correlations within a closed world comes to mind. Only, in this case, it is not theirs 
(it is still too soon), but ours.239 The scarce fragments of this theoretically thematic 
lexical list indicate that these were practical, variable vocabularies that were later 
copied without being understood. 

 
237  Ibid.: 122f. 
238  MUŠx (Inanna) and TUN compose “Cities 30, Susa”. TUN is a metal tool. 
239  On the basis of one of the Jemdet Nasr MSVO 1 small tablets dealing with fruits and 
vegetables, Steinkeller (2002) suggested that all the major cities of “Babylonia” as shown in the 
“city seal” were dispatching offerings to the triple-deity of Inanna cult at Uruk. 
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Fig. 7.49. MSVO 1, 61 and 63 
 
What does it mean, in the case of the two tablets above, that the sign URU (rectangular 
feature) in MSVO 1, 63 seems to find an echo in its seal impression, unlike in No. 61?  

In the search for meaningful correlations, Matthews also included seals with ab-
stract complex designs from other locations, but mostly from Ur (following Legrain). 

 

 
Fig. 7.50. Selection of seal impressions from MSVO 2. City seals? After Matthews 1993: 
Fig. 10b (from Uruk), Fig. 12 nos.1 and 13 no.11 (both from Ur); after Strommenger et al. 
2014, Taf. 199, 9 (from Habuba Kabira). 
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The glyptic of the early 3rd millennium reveals that people were keener on finding 
connections between the natural and the built world than they had ever been before, 
expanding on a trend first seen at Susa at the end of the 5th millennium BC, as seen 
above.  
 

7.4.3.2. In search of the king-priest and the elites 

I will examine, at last, the most “ideological” of all lexical lists, the list of professions 
or Lú A, which is supposed to render, by extrapolation, not just a radiography of 
communal organization but of society as a whole.  

The majority of these texts are small fragments. Veldhuis warns that at this time 
“the list” was not rigidly standardized, which means that the order may not be 
respected. Moreover, several of these tablets preserve “colophons” (e.g. W20266,1; 
ATU 3, Tafels 2 and 3). 

 

 
Fig. 7.51. Left: LúA composite list (to be read left to right). Right: ATU 3, Tafel 1, W17492 
and Tafel 23, W 9656h. 
 
The second tablet in the image above is a unique list, the only “true” vocabulary 
preserved so far (W9656,h). This tablet, however, does not match the order of the 
composite list. 

A previous reflection on why we expect this list to establish a fixed hierarchy of 
a managerial system—whose degree of institutionalization is unknown—and valid 
not only for Uruk but for all those “unprovenanced” locations, is convenient. We do 
not know how ‘elites’—and once we reach the 3rd millennium BC, we need to talk 
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indeed and for the first time of the agency of elites—tried to subvert the composition 
and functioning of communal organizations for their own gain. We are surprised 
when our attempts to identify the top officials (and, incidentally, what do we mean 
by that: those with the most responsibilities and therefore in charge of entire groups, 
or those allotted the highest number of rations sensu salaries?)240 do not match our 
expectations according to the Lú A list. Hence, Veldhuis observed:  

 
It is generally understood that Lu A starts with the highest offices and continues with titles 
of a lower echelon, thus representing, perhaps, the administrative hierarchy of archaic Uruk. 
The opening section of the list includes numerous combinations with the signs NAM2 
(perhaps meaning lord) and GALa (big, or big one); the initial entry NAMEŠDA, a ligature 
of NAM2, GIŠ, and ŠITA, is translated šarru (king) in much later lexical series. (…) The 
hierarchical interpretation is not without its problems, though. The word NAMEŠDA is 
found with some frequency in archaic administrative texts that do not in any way suggest that 
the referent is holding highest office.241  

 
Furthermore, Veldhuis remarks that in many of these texts NAM2+GIŠ is not the 
first entry. Studying occurrences of NAMEŠDA in Late Uruk texts, Lecompte 
reached the following conclusions: 1) that this managing position appears in texts 
related to grain, textiles, and animals, and 2) that this official received “standard” or 
“average” amounts of foodstuffs.242 

The first six items found on most of the texts are NAM2+GIŠ / NAM2+KAB, / 
NAM2+DI / NAM2 NAM2 / NAM2 URU / NAM2 ERIN. With the exception of GAL 
ŠUBUR (the latter sign designating pigs), the ordering by the logogram for NAM2 
continues down to Lú 11. Although an ordering arrangement by grapheme has been 
recognized, this observation has not led to the conclusion that there is no hierarchical 
principle involved.243 Lú 16 reads GAL UKKIN (KINGAL), and is placed in a 
section with GAL (‘high’, ‘main’) as the ordering component, whereas the first item 
in the “Officials” list (with very few exemplars for this category) is UKKIN, a kind 
of vessel. Officials 7 (only two texts preserve this in ATU 3) reads ŠITA, a unit of 
measure based on a specific vessel. Item 23 in the composite “Officials” list cor-
responds to the first item in the “Professions” composite list (NAM2+GIŠ). The 
combinations with EN in one do not find a match in the other. 244 

 
240  This issue on the nature of rations was already discussed by Prentice for the administrative 
texts (re the barley disbursements) of the É-MÍ managed by the personnel of the queen of Lagash; 
cf. Prentice 2010: 13ff, esp. her reflection on “labour tax” in 39f. There may have been two kinds 
of employees of the, by then, consolidated “pseudo-public” institutions: those permanent, and 
those employed or expected to perform tasks or public works on an ad hoc basis. 
241  Veldhuis 2014a: 34. 
242  Lecompte 2018: 95. 
243  Wagensonner 2012. See also Johnson 2015: 182ff on ATU 6, pl. 58, signed by the official EN 
TUR. Johnson’s argument is that this tablet follows the UKKIN list (Officials). 
244  Regarding the ED Lú A, Veldhuis observes: “Reading and translation of almost every entry is 
disputed or in doubt [citation]. In many cases the titles and professions only occur in archaic texts 
and so it is questionable that they have any circumscribed meaning in Early Dynastic Abu Salabikh 
or in Old Babylonian Nippur.” (2014a: 69). 
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Signs EN, PAP, SANGA, LAGAR or ME occur frequently in administrative 
tablets, but in the majority of cases they are followed by qualifiers. They may occur 
alone, however, if the text belongs to one single department, and the context of the 
tablet is well-known by all parties (see example below).  

 

 
Fig. 7.52. Tablet illustrating the isolated mention of some officials (no qualifier), sometimes 
equated with objects. The totals reveal that a tool (ŠU2), mentioned as a qualifier for GU (a 
harpoon?) in the metal vocabularies, may be the assigned or required commodity. 
 
The first officials mentioned in ATU 5, 23 do not follow the order of the Lú A list. 
Either polysemy or phoneticity may be behind signs EN, SAL, or MUŠ—used in 
this tablet—as qualifiers of animals, plants and objects in multiple texts (this is, for 
obvious reasons, beyond my scope here), but in the case of tablets referring to 
managerial personnel, more often than not we see the designations for “officials” in 
connection to these qualifiers; in the example here, though, they all probably belong 
to the same department so clarification is minimal. The example above illustrates 
that object and person responsible for it may sometimes be equated (e.g. NAGAR 
being a tool and the carpenter) for reasons of economy. 
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Following a hierarchical principle in the Ur archaic texts, Lecompte analyzed the 
use of kiğ-gal  (at the top of the “Officials” list) with no conclusive results.245 
Attempts to find a hypothetical énsi  (PA-TE-SI, future designation for ruler) via the 
sign PA or the combination PA SI seems again a search requiring too much energy, 
unpersuasive results, and a static understanding of history at a time of transition.246 

In conclusion, the writing system (including the first vocabularies) that Uruk 
administrative personnel elaborated for their own practical purposes were trans-
mitted to other locations following several trajectories and probably through direct 
agency, which explains the expansion of this new technology to other enclaves. 
However, the transmission from ca. 3000 BC to 2500 BC was in all likelihood not a 
smooth one, and may have suffered from the limited, circumscribed knowledge that 
those employing it had, and the extent of the knowledge that in turn was transmitted 
to subsequent generations. 

 
 

7.5. Concluding Remarks 
During the 4th millennium BC many communities of Southwest Asia, and a specific 
zone of Southeast Europe, chose to maximize growth and improve their standard of 
living by allying to other groups and conforming one single operative entity, a meta-
communal organization. In order to do that, they needed clever decision-making 
bodies and well-organized management structures. In the southeastern area of this 
large geographical zone—the Mesopotamian alluvium and the Susiana—, these 
heterarchical organizations show signs of a disintegration of the founding principles 
towards an authoritarian superstructure, trying to keep cohesion by the coercive 
superimposition of communal values over individual/group freedoms and identities. 
In the case of Uruk, in particular, this tendency towards authoritarianism came hand 
in hand with significant growth, followed by decline. This decline—maybe due to 
violent flooding episodes—may have triggered disaffiliation and dispersal. An 
ontological shift took place in the areas where coercive force was used to bind meta-
communal aggregation (not seen at Arslantepe or to the same extent at Tell Brak). 
This entailed a split between nature and culture, between the wilderness and 
civilization. Visible in the tools used for administrative purposes, as well as in the 
iconography of the glyptic, we see here better than elsewhere an early tendency to 
objectify, count, and manipulate beings that had been part of the reciprocal relations 

 
245  In his collaboration with Benati (2016), he noticed that this official was involved with the 
distribution of “field allotments” in the texts from Ur (early 3rd millennium BC). In this article, 
he follows this official in administrative texts probably from Uruk that were going to be published 
in MSVO 3 and are available on the CDLI database. In this group, he finds coherence and he links 
this official (and others) to cereal accounts. In some tablets he is allotted big amounts, in others 
he is not. Among his observations: “The persons assigned a certain amount of grain seemingly did 
not pertain to the hierarchy of the Lu2 list nor to the “subordinate staff” –with the exception of 
the NAMEŠDA who receives a low amount– and may be considered of a lower status than the 
KINGAL, although they do not belong to the dependent personnel either. (…) As can be inferred 
from the observations of Englund and Damerow (forthcoming), some of the “agents” of the 
transactions seemingly controlled by the KINGAL occur also in other tablets, in which the main 
person responsible may be a different official”. Lecompte 2018: 105. 
246  Lecompte in Benati and Lecompte 2016: 22ff. 
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with alterity that had existed until then. These sites may have experienced very early 
a successful unification of identity values under the banner of the meta-community, 
the city, but also a very early corruption of communal institutions, who encouraged 
the use of these scenes in containers that were dispatched between the different 
departments/workshops. It remains to be seen whether the inhabitants of the satel-
lites, and the villagers of the hinterland who may have been providing part of the 
resources (sheep, goat and fish products) were also using this kind of iconography. 

The so-called Early Dynastic until the IIIb phase, encompassing roughly the first 
half of the 3rd millennium BC in South Mesopotamia at large, must have represented 
a period of transition that is surprisingly not seen as such by current scholarship. 
After reading about ‘elitism’, ‘prestige’ and ‘corporate groups’ since the emergence 
of sedentism, I find it deeply ironic that at the time when it finally becomes relevant, 
these topics are relegated to the background because of unwarranted assumptions 
about kingship and temples as already unfettered institutions.  

Without going into detail, I will try to offer an approximation of how the demise 
of the communal may have come to be, and how the evidence that we have supports 
a scenario of heterogeneity and gradualism. 

Although at the beginning of meta-communal consolidation in the southern 
regions we would have different groups without relevant affiliation, in time blood 
allegiances may have consolidated and lineages emerged, particularly if it was felt 
that the interests of some groups were no longer represented at the meta-communal 
level. At some point, and even though this process is completely opaque, we may 
postulate that private land ownership became a reality, originating in all likelihood 
as a counter-measure to communal land division or by the initial allotment of com-
munal fields to particulars in exchange for “taxes”, with no possibility of hereditary 
transmission. Until the Presargonic and Sargonic periods we do not see this 
expressed through the writing system, although we can see some early examples in 
the Fara land sale documents and perhaps in the “ancient kudurrus”. 247 In any event, 
from the moment private land ownership appeared, communal organizations were 
doomed. That doom, however, took a few centuries to crystallize. 

As for communal management and its assets, we may reasonably conceive that 
public works became an outlet for the stored surpluses in times of abundance, 
attracting people from the “hinterland”. But at the end of the 4th- beginning of the 3rd 
millennium BC, as large nuclei experienced modest growth, affiliation in exchange 
for permanent work would have been for sale, particularly in the case of people who 
had been uprooted and were no longer in contact with their original communities. 
Professional specialization would have been highly valued. Communal institutions 
became employers, maybe now involving whole families. They continued to provide 
foodstuffs and basics on a daily basis and monthly, depending on the work 
performed. Celebrations were still important, but now, and from now on, “banquets” 
become a very important social arena, as witnessed by cylinder seal iconography,248 

 
247  See now Balke 2016 (regarding a large stone palette and chisel-like object called the “Blau-
Monuments”, the Ušumgal Stela and the “Figure aux plumes” limestone block).  
248  The other one being the “master of animals” theme, with variations, where a mythical hero–
even if a composite figure himself—successfully wrestles with wild monsters. 
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soon transferred to stone plaques (affixed to walls next to doorways), which show 
more variation. Those banquet scenes may be related to patronage and the search for 
affiliation. Renette has noticed how it is not until the end of the Early Dynastic period 
that scenes depict only one or two individuals and feature elements like temple 
façades.249 He also introduced elitism as an active exercise linked to prestige, albeit 
assuming a general framework of loyalty to the royal family: “While at first elites 
used feasts to maintain general loyalty through an emphasis on communality and the 
redistribution of food (integration phase), they gradually began to use the regularly 
recurring ritual feasts as a stage to display their prominent position (distinction 
phase). Ultimately the emphasis changed completely to the role of the king during 
these events, when he made sacrifices and libations to the gods, with whom he 
interacted on behalf of his people”.250 Renette thinks that invited to those feasts 
where the members of temple households.  

However, how do we assess, archaeologically, what domestic contexts are, or 
communal facilities, and what, exactly, is a temple? Could we have an initial 
sacralization of space made by the people to bless their halls, workshops, burials? Is 
that why “votive” objects take so long to be inscribed (as writing slowly became 
widespread)? In particular, the period between ED II and EDIIIa (at some point 
between 2700 and 2500 BC) is full of ambiguity. What should our criteria be? Stone 
plaques? Without an inscription they could be merely functional/ornamental, not 
votive objects. Stone vessels and statues? These are very scarce at Fara. Fara’s 
houses start yielding tablets when the first inscriptions on statues appear elsewhere, 
some qualified by Marchesi and Marchetti as royal, one from Tell Agrab in the 
Diyala, and two unprovenanced.251 At Ur and Fara the seal and sealing impression 
inventory is extensive and includes “banquet scenes” from a very early date, but 
there is hardly any impressive building where pottery assemblages and seals combi-
ned allow for an interpretation as an assembly hall-warehouse. EDIII monumentality 
is sparsely attested, and Khafajah (Tutub) doubtlessly represents an exception in that 
regard (at least so far). Yet here there are no tablet archives. 

We may visualize banquets taking place in outer spaces and courtyards, and 
maybe even private houses, as there is nothing in the pictographic variations of those 
seals that prevents such an interpretation: we see chairs, tables, vessels, animals or 
greenery. None of the structures at Ur next to the Royal Cemetery Area252 or the 
rooms before Level VIII at the Temple of Inanna area in Nippur suggest that lavish 

 
249  Renette 2014: 69. During the ED III, stone plaques focusing on this theme will show banquets 
in more detail, having a variety of attendants, musicians or people in conversation, and having a 
seated man and a woman (as is the case with the seals) at the top or in a privileged position. At 
this point, we start seeing evidence of a “ruling” couple. 
250  Ibid.: 74. 
251  Marchesi and Marchetti 2011: 129f. See their Table 12 (p. 87) and 14 for ED epigraphic 
material. One of the unprovenanced statues mentions a PA.TE.SI of what Marchesi thinks is a 
place name (BÁHAR.É). However, the Fara god-lists include this name (cf. SF 1, VII, 18) and 
Selz translated it as “the Brick-maker (of) the temple (?). Selz 1997: 171, so PA.TE.SI must be at 
this time or in certain areas some kind of supervisor. 
252  See a reanalysis of Pit F at level H by Benati 2014 (glyptic and ceramics, with chronological 
correlations to other sites), and Benati and Lecompte 2016: Figs. 1 and 2. 
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feasts could be taking place there. The cemetery at Ur,253 as Benati points out, may 
signal a preference on the part of the community to be buried in the proximity of a 
sacred place (reflecting on the lack of intramural burials, in contrast to Abu Salabikh 
and Khafajah).254 In the case of the neighbourhood temples at Khafajah or the 
Temple of Inanna at Nippur, we see an abundance of votive objects, dedicated by 
men or women with very specific professional or kinship profiles, after that EDII-III 
transition.255 From the moment votive objects become more commonly inscribed, 
and the name of the deity is preserved,256 we can therefore start assigning a building 
a function as a temple. What we do not find, however, is a correlation between a 
“sanctuary” area and a special accumulation of “votive” material. At the Inanna 
Temple, for example, Evans mentions IT179 as a “sanctuary”, and indeed votive 
objects were buried beneath the floor of this room or laid out “on the benches against 
the short west wall of sanctuary IT 179 and covered with mud plaster”.257 But rooms 
with liquid installations, an oven, and a well were included as depositional loci, too. 

This dynamic picture of temples as houses where different activities take place 
and where all dependencies (gates, courtyards, working rooms, deities’ rooms) may 
be mundane and sacred at the same time will never completely disappear. But what 
of the deities themselves? Three-dimensional anthropomorphic representations of 
deities may have initially been considered either ridiculous or a transgression. It 
makes sense that they started first as flat representations engraved on secondary-
agency objects, like seals and steles. The mouth-opening ritual applied to statues 
may actually be derived from an original worship based on objects.258 From the 
offerings records that the queens of Lagash kept (EDIIIb-Presargonic), we would be 
hard pressed to link statues with deities. Offerings were made by Baranamtara to 
eight identified statues (royal predecessors) and eight unidentified ones in the inner 
quarters of the house.259 As Kobayashi noted, the term for statue (alan) for deities 
is not alluded to in royal inscriptions. Thus Ur-Nanshe merely states: dnanše mu-
tu. The verb tu may be translated as ‘to create’ in the sense of giving birth. So it is 
thanks to the glyptic and the comparison with the treatment granted to royal statuary 

 
253  Woolley and his team excavated around six hundred graves below (going back to the Jemdet 
Nasr period), around and over, even intruding into the shafts built for the sixteen special vaulted 
chamber tombs called “royal” because of the abundance of their finds, the inscriptions on some 
seals, and the evidence for ritual sacrifice. There is already abundant literature on these tombs 
from any conceivable angle. I will merely point out here that neither a cultic personnel nor a royal 
family dichotomy for the identity of the buried ones (EDIIIb) is very helpful. This was a political 
move using religious means. 
254  Benati 2014: 13f. At Fara domestic burials were also recorded. 
255  See, inter alia, Evans 2016, 2019. 
256  See Verderame 2019 for the inscriptions on the votive assemblage at the Inanna Temple of 
Nippur, Level VII, particularly VIIb. Twelve out of twenty-two inscriptions preserve the name of 
Inanna, with or without the divine determinative, while a bowl and a plaque were dedicated to 
Nin-SAR, probably a hypostasis of Inanna, by the chief stonecutter, Lumma. 
257  Evans 2019: 170. 
258  See Selz’s remarks and references on the mouth-washing regarding Gudea Statue R and cultic 
objects in general (1997: 177-179, with footnotes). 
259  Kobayashi 1984: 46. 
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that we can infer that, at some point during the 3rd millennium BC, deity statues were 
fashioned out of precious wood and another line was crossed.260 As Berlejung noted 
when studying the mīš pî or mouth-washing ritual tablets (1st millennium BC, 
though), human intervention is denied by the craftsmen involved in the fashioning 
of the statue of the god: their hands are symbolically cut off, the invocations certified 
that the statues were born in heaven and that Nudimmud/Ea was their creator, and 
the tools were disposed of.261  

In The Holy Drum, the Spear and the Harp, Selz grouped the objects in the Fara 
god-lists into six categories: divine/deified emblems and paraphernalia, deified 
professions/offices, cultural achievements or properties, musical instruments, deified 
animals and varia. From my point of view, we are still very much operating here within 
an animistic reasoning to make sense of the world and to negotiate relationships with 
the powerful Other in old-new ways. The cultural achievements would be later 
“theologized” into the ME conceptual elaborations (but Inanna carries them in 
physical form in the myths). What we already see at this time in Mesopotamia is an 
idealization of occupations or vocations, not in the case of the Fara god-lists, but in 
the following stage. Selz uses the six categories just mentioned for the Lagash 
records, too, and even though it is easy to understand the civilizational, and therefore 
sacred, usefulness of barbers, jewelers, bartenders or shepherds via the tools of their 
trade, we even find divinized tax-collection! 

Undoubtedly, devotion and generosity, channeled through communal institutions, 
were strategies followed by ambitious men and women to attract the loyalty, skills 
or connections of key people in key positions. Until the Stele of Eannatum, though, 
there is no clear sign of a defined single rulership efficiently producing the expected 
ideology, despite our attempts to identify the nature of en-ships, énsi-ships, lugal-
ships and so on. The very presence of a term like lugal , lit. “Big Man”, is already 
pointing towards a situation of increased competition, but not necessarily that of one 
Big Man per city. It quite simply signals that initially these important men were 
capable of commanding people and resources and use them to follow their own 
agendas, whether in their native cities or elsewhere (as the conspicuous Mesilim, 
lugal of Kish, seems to have been). They may have competed between them or with 
other important men who held political sway and who may have held official 
positions as a cosmetic, procedural custom (maybe something akin to “old money” 
or “old power” vs “new money” or “new power”). We may conceive then of a mixed 
kinship and bureaucratic scenario. These top elites may have therefore engendered a 
“religious” need where there was none before.  
 
 

 
260  See discussion on the noticeable lack of archaeologically retrieved divine statues in Walker 
and Dick 2001: 5f, with references. 
261  Berlejung 1997: 61f. Specifics depend on the ritual version, cf. Walker and Dick 2001. See 
also Pongratz-Leisten and Sonik 2015: 9. They embed their observations on this ritual within a 
broader discussion on presencing, summarily defined as “multifarious modes of rendering the 
immaterial –and specifically the immaterial divine– material, accessible, and relatable” (ibid.: 10). 
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CONCLUSIONS 

But the myth of power is, of course, a very powerful myth and probably most 
people in the world more or less believe in it. It is a myth which, if everybody 

believes in it, becomes to that extent self-validating. 
Gregory Bateson 1972 

 
The notion of personhood, which has been readdressed within the category of 

animism, especially in its relational aspect, articulates the conception of a 
“pervasive relational cosmos”, while shedding light upon the actual fluidity 

and sensuous reality of those ancient religions understood as a daily life 
experience. 

Perdibon 2019: 197. 
 
This diachronic journey accompanying the first communities in the world has shown 
how evolutionary narratives prevent a humanistic and informative comprehension of 
people and their motivations. None of the utilitarian and functionalistic approaches 
to any technology or system of knowledge—be it an advanced lithic complex, agri-
culture, pottery, metallurgy or the writing system—has stood the test of time and in-
depth research. They were all socially (contextually) emergent. Empirical and social 
intelligence—extensive and intensive knowledge of the landscape and active 
cooperation instead of competition—defined the behavior of the first sedentists in 
Southwest Asia. Neither family households nor private property are very likely to 
have existed until the 5th millennium BC, and even then, the existence of land 
ownership and territorial domination is never supported by the nature of material or 
the iconography and plastic arts. Village layouts and materiality support, instead, 
cohesive communities who adopted different strategies to weather crises together. 
At most, inequality seems to have followed the respect owed to seniority and skills, 
and to whole sub-groups within communities. Instead of searching for “degrees and 
kinds of inequality”1 or “different kinds of egalitarian societies,”2 applied uncriti-
cally to complex but heterarchical organizations, we should focus on different kinds 
of ‘dividuality’, how individuals and groups expressed their identity and belonging 
to home and landscape. Beadwork and ornaments—including stamps, interpreted as 
seals—seem to have been both connected to relationships and to roles. But the most 
valuable object that I could find in the past under study was intangible: it was knowl-
edge, albeit sometimes hoarded, secret knowledge.  

The burdens of labor, knowledge transmission, migration, and the interplay 
between tradition and innovation—that is, people—should precede the study of 
economies, property devices, trade networks, and technological analysis—that is, 
things. Were I to summarize what has impressed me the most in this long research 
journey, I would choose two observations. The first, the tantalizing possibility that 
several hominin species including ours lived together in eastern or northern Africa, 
in the Levant, Arabia or China before and after the main out of Africa event 
undertaken by our species. The second is that living together, the experience of 

 
1  Drennan et al. 2010. 
2  Frangipane 2016. 
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sedentism, was the prettiest “invention” of them all. For millennia, people con-
sistently chose togetherness and inclusiveness over privacy and neatly defined boun-
daries. This social experience encompassed the living and the dead, humans and non-
humans, the village and the landscape. 

At the beginning of my research, I set out to find out how communal institutions 
could have become so eroded that dynastic single rulership supported by the temples 
in the land of ‘city-states’ came to be. Ideology of any kind is a complex set of beliefs 
that takes time and an enchainment of causal events to slowly grow into coherence 
and take hold in people’s minds. The discourse that Mesopotamian scholarship has 
constructed over time on the Uruk phenomenon and proto-urbanism as signs of a 
social complexity inexorably leading to civilization is, as I have tried to show, 
unsatisfactory. It hides many uncertainties and is based on premises that are far more 
complex than assumed. Those premises rely on a single, monolithic expression of 
ambition and greed, or, in other words, power and materialism. Moreover, in the vast 
geographical area under study, power abuse only became relevant in two areas in the 
south at the end of the 4th millennium, and most explicitly at the beginning of the 3rd 
millennium BC. What is most paradoxical is that the elitism we are interested in—a 
situation of competition involving the overlapping of private and public roles, and 
the anticipation and manipulation of the needs of different groups for individual or 
familial gain—became only possible after the emergence of heterarchical aggre-
gations, and that emergence in turn would not have become possible without con-
siderable social intelligence, strategies promoting communal cohesion, and the sup-
pression of open individual ambitions. The competition associated with ‘prestige’, 
visible in many of the northern territories of Southwest Asia from the mid-4th 
millennium onwards, did not lead to an objectification of the world around them, to 
an ontological split between “us” and “them”. The importance of values and moti-
vations cannot be underestimated for there are social, political and economic con-
sequences. We only pay attention to the latter without realizing that these compart-
mentalizations do not render our research more “objective” (although it does 
objectify it).  

The changes that we associate with a technological advance or a complex eco-
nomic system—‘progress’—did not take place in a social vacuum, and they were never 
revolutionary upon their emergence (that is, single, instantly impactful, portentous 
events). Therefore, diversity, temporal scales, and the material changes that signal a 
potential change in values do matter. They are not background noise and they should 
not be sacrificed for the sake of academic expedience. This dissertation was not only 
about writing a diachronic analysis to argue for the importance of the biosocial 
(animism) as an ontology to understand prehistory, to highlight that domestication 
was only relevant in so far as it required shifts in internal organization, or that the 
first stages of social and political complexity are better understood through heterarchy 
instead of hierarchy. I was also interested in how we do what we do: our practices, 
beliefs and interpretations as scholars.  

I propose two suggestions that could be useful for those subscribing to bottom-
up approaches: 
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1) A better understanding of the potential that social and cultural anthropology—
particularly of the last four decades—could have in our research, if undertaken as an 
exercise to discern patterns within heterogeneity. 

 
Even through anthropologists can also be tempted by Gini coefficients (e.g. Current 
Anthropology 51(1), 2010), wealth and labor in roughly contemporary societies may 
be analyzed from a myriad of cultural contexts and a discussion of multiple factors. 
On the subject of gift-exchange, for instance, I found Weiner’s re-examination of 
earlier anthropological scholarship, her cohesive analysis on the practice of “keeping 
while giving” (trying to keep the most valuable possessions and give valuable but 
not too valuable objects, or through feasting behave with splendid generosity) very 
inspiring. Although I thought that her use of the term ‘inalienable’ was not parti-
cularly felicitous, I understand that it comes from her review of European economic 
theories of the 19th century, in the same way my use of ‘animism’ derives from that 
time. She also equated difference with hierarchy, but her intention is to defend a less 
simplistic and romanticized idea on the circularity—sometimes truncated—of objects 
used in practices of intricate kinship and affinal relationships, and always with an 
eye to their re-acquisition.  

One of her observations I found particularly relevant for my investigation: 
“Through such control of inalienable possessions, authority emerges creating 
potential nodes of centralization that in particular circumstances sustain rank and 
political hierarchy”.3 Even though Weiner is keen in showing the non-exchange 
value of certain possessions, engendering potential socio-political differentiation, I 
found it striking that the Trobriand Islanders may be defined as an egalitarian society 
(and even more so their Massim Islands neighbours), the Samoans as supra-clan 
chieftancies, and the Hawaiians as a monarchical regime with well-defined social 
stratification (until the ravages of colonialism had taken its toll, of course). Doubt-
lessly, there must be historical and environmental factors that are at play, but my 
general impression was nevertheless one of unpredictability. Our job as historians 
cannot be imbued with a sense of omniscience and predestination, as if the choices 
and actions of the peoples we study were fated to become more or less complex 
according to our definition of ‘progress’. As Graeber and Wengrow argue in their 
collaborative work, many peoples in the past were free—or exercised their 
freedom—to choose a political, economic and ritual organization, and if dissatisfied, 
choose again. 

In conclusion, and going back to my insistence on the importance of tapping, 
critically, from the research of social anthropologists, Weiner’s book was not useful 
to me when searching for analogies, or broadening my horizons, but it was useful to 
get ideas on several concepts—like the nature of possessions or property, the social 
extension of what we simplistically call economy, the invisibility of perishable objects 
(or rather, their perishable social contexts and associated values), like the taonga or 
the bones of ancestors and enemies used in rituals of birth, war and burial—and thus 
it served as one more warning against materialistic reductionism. 
 
 

 
3  Weiner 1992: 40, my emphasis. 
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2) The training and autonomy of ‘integrators’ or specialized generalists. 
 

My second proposal is motivated by the gained impression that archaeological work, 
before, during, and after excavation does not generally leave the director, the 
excavators and the analysts—whether they participated in the excavation or not—
sufficient time to reflect, collate data, and debate with any number of colleagues 
involved in the enterprise intensively and unhurriedly before the time comes when 
reporting and publication require offered interpretations that are minimally plausible. 
I have already spoken about insufficient horizontal exposures and will say no more 
on this subject. Generally speaking, the amount of data gathered should indicate how 
far the speculative exercises should go, and the temptation to sell one’s research or 
site in an impressive manner—though understandable—should be avoided. 

But more important than these observations is the conviction that good, 
integrative analysis will continue to be impaired if we do not acknowledge the limits 
of hyper-specialization. Talking about inter-disciplinarity is fashionable, but it may 
be just enough to attempt inter-sub-disciplinarity first. Within the academic world at 
large, we may be, across several disciplines, experiencing potential changes in 
paradigm.  

A relatively recent paper by a biologist specialized in ecology has recently argued 
that “pivotal advances in genetics—and other fields of biology—are also made by 
synthesizing disparate threads of extant information rather than generating new 
information from experiments or formal theory.” He proposes a “synthesis para-
digm” to replace the three prevalent paradigms of “model organisms” (Mendelian 
genetic mapping), “mathematically explicit genetic theory”, and the central dogma: 
“chromosomal theory of inheritance”.4 Starting by the well-known “discovery” of 
the structure of DNA by Watson and Crick, and reviewing achievements that have 
taken place before and after them, Rice argues that—given the amount of data 
available nowadays and the difficulties in processing it and finding patterns—5 a 
combination of all three approaches is necessary for the field as a whole, entailing a 
model of education that trains students more broadly so that they are capable of 
participating in interdisciplinary collaboration. Together with computational specia-
lists, “there is also a crucial role for “big picture” individuals who find connections 
and integrate across structural subdivisions”. 

Although our problem is not precisely an excess of data, our situation is not 
dissimilar to that of genetics and many other fields involving live assemblages, multi-
factorialism, and analysis at different scales. My proposal is therefore that we 
(archaeologists and historians) promote the offer of studies at the post-graduate level 
that would consist of a multi-disciplinary curriculum in order to train specialized 
generalists, competent in several sub-fields. In the case of archaeological expedi-
tions, they would be hired to act as data integrators. They would receive information 
from all involved, and they would not report to the director of excavations. Their 

 
4  Rice 2014. 
5  “We are now experiencing a qualitatively new era in which data banks for genes, genomes, 
transcriptomes, epigenomes, proteomes, micromes, microbiomes, and genetic networks are 
accumulating far more rapidly than our analysis and understanding of these behemoth archives” 
(ibid.: 370).  
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analysis would be published together with everyone else’s, striving to provide  
large-scale interpretations for the site and region. This would be actually highly 
beneficial for everyone involved, since it would promote debate and multiple 
perspectives. 
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SUMMARY 

Origins—in this case origins of urbanism in Mesopotamia—just as declines, col-
lapses, and reconfigurations are long, multi-factorial processes with the potential to 
illuminate much about the choices of collectives, their actions and the unintended 
repercussions, despite the dearth of evidence that characterizes them. This study has 
integrated evidence as concerns experiences of sedentism by the communities living 
in Southwest Asia from ca. the 11th millennium BP until the 4th millennium BC in 
order to illuminate those origins, adopting a critical approach to evolutionist narra-
tives. By studying community-making throughout the history of sedentism in this 
region of the world, I have shown how mobility, organization and cooperation may 
have given the necessary social inherited skills—more than any technological 
achievement—to those groups who chose to pool resources and come together in 
large aggregations that are still studied under the umbrella of the “Uruk pheno-
menon”, which—even if no longer presented as a political and economic movement 
having the citizens of Uruk as protagonists—is still based on a core and periphery 
framework (presented as variable hybridity). Yet, the reality of the excavations 
undertaken by archaeological missions before the II World War, at Uruk but also at 
Susa, do not permit in-depth interpretations as concerns chronology, causality of 
change, material contextualization, later developments, and the perspective of 
domestic and mortuary practices. The re-examination of these monument-and-trea-
sure oriented excavations cannot hide, to this day, the gaps that riddle a civilization 
narrative inherited from past scholarship and still standing.  

Given that evolutionary theories also affect the origins of our species, a brief 
overview of recent discoveries on this subject has served to show that there is no 
particular cultural marker that can be argued to have been achieved by our ancestor 
line, which may anyway have sufficient genetic contributions from species living in 
Eurasia, the Levant, and Africa, as to make the taxon-to-taxon exercise impossible. 
The first attestations of our species (morphologically speaking) out of Africa around 
two hundred kya in the Levant, and around one hundred kya in China, are less 
important than the evidence for inter-species interaction in eastern and northeastern 
Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, and the Levant before the main out-of-Africa event 
ca. 60 kya, and for the suspected interaction with Neanderthals and Denisovans in 
Eurasia and Asia afterwards. If the modes of interaction beyond gene flow are better 
discerned in future, active social skills (sharing, emulation, cooperation) as a 
fundamental aspect of our nature, and true reason of our last Ice Age survival, may 
be confirmed. Tackling the beginnings of sedentism in Southwest Asia in four core 
regions, the analysis paid special attention to mortuary ritual, which defines better 
than even architectonic developments—which take a long time to crystallize and 
become unambiguously residential—the anchoring to space and the group’s self-
awareness as a community who project themselves from the past into the future. 
Large communal buildings, usually circular, are a common trait across core regions 
despite differences in size and construction. Regarding domestication of plants and 
animals, and the attempts at detecting strategies by first communities during the first 
period of the aceramic Neolithic, the conclusions are that a broad spectrum sub-
sistence as a strategy witnessed since the climatic amelioration at the onset of the 
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Holocene was shared by those adopting sedentism, with only clear evidence of 
selection for size in the case of large-seeded grasses at the end of this period. 
Morphogenetic domestication became gradually visible during the following phase, 
clearly accompanying the growth of villages and the villagers’ increasing depen-
dence on them.  

Drawing heavily from anthropological theory in order to postulate ‘animism’—
defined as a holistic and reciprocal way to relate to alterity—as the prevailing 
ontological background in prehistory, the animal is given a special place. The 
ethnographic examples given here, coming mostly from northern Asia and the 
Andes, challenge a strict, reductive view of domesticated animals as property. An 
overview of recent research on animal domestication and later practices in Southwest 
Asia during the first millennia strongly support the fact that fully-specialized 
ovicaprid pastoralism as a subsistence strategy requiring constant mobility did not 
happen until the 5th millennium BC, even if in some areas of the southern Levant, 
southern Syria and Anatolia, people may have relied heavily on pastoralism and 
hunting.  

Using the material culture that may be classified as media, means of commu-
nication, whether “utilitarian”, ambiguous, or “art”, it is argued that the values of 
prehistoric, sedentary communities were mindful of the Other. There may have been 
a heightened awareness of Its multiple forms by means of ASC (Altered States of 
Consciousness) experiences, whether mediated by specialists or not. The trend 
observed during the first phase, where in the north in particular, the animal and 
abstract compositions that may include anthropomorphic figures predominate, 
continues and expands, together with the manipulation of animal and human bones, 
skulls, plaster and color. Monument decoration and sculpture gradually yield to more 
portable and diverse materiality. If body ornaments speak of personhood and 
identity, textiles, reeds, ceramics and invisible wooden items may have gradually 
contributed to the comfort of home-making. There are no scenes of hunting, 
predation or monsters. There are reflections on the ambiguities of life and death, 
animal-human hybridity, and geometric symbolism that may have been inspired by 
nature. The males of herd species and their horns have and retain their importance. 
In time, the female body becomes the most chosen canvas to express connection with 
the Other and communal values. This section concluded with a critical revision of 
the so-called ‘tokens’. Interpreted as counters of commodities, used perhaps as 
schematic figurines with an apotropaic purpose, or as pieces in divination or games, 
these clay schematic objects seem to speak of multi-functionality. Equally held as 
economic tools, stamps, however, can be distinguished from amulets with difficulty. 
Storage is rarely segregated in the northern regions and seems to have been 
collective. Working teams have as much chance as families to be the users of stamps 
who marked the sealing of containers in those areas where this practice emerged and 
continued (the northern Levant, Anatolia and northern Iraq, and eventually south 
along the Zagros reaching Fars). Neither tokens nor stamped sealings are at home in 
the southern regions. 

Flexible sedentism, small-scale migrations, and multi-functional spaces were 
examined to illuminate new and clever social arrangements and the importance of 
the communal in the 6th millennium BC. Thinking about future large aggregations, 
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the search of a spatial order in village plans of the 5th millennium is explored with 
the case studies of Tell Abada, in the Hamrin region, and Yumuktepe, in Cilicia. 
Pottery, and the fashioning of other items with a clay component, may have been 
spatially separated at some sites, although there is a need for better horizontal 
exposures. Two patterns of the 5th millennium BC may be related to emotional 
responses to crisis in terms of protection (infant intramural burials), and control, 
secret knowledge, and experimentation: metallurgy. The subsection on metallurgy 
also tackles a possible shift in gender values: men seeking for a group identity and 
prestige, something that was later facilitated in some regions by a return to flexible 
sedentism, mobility, and a danger coming from predators and, perhaps, disease. The 
north would, however, retain, until well into the historical periods, the respectful 
negotiation due to others in a shared landscape. 

The last chapter explores different trajectories of the social experiment described 
here as heterarchical, since it would have entailed collective decision-making; at 
first, to create the meta-community, and later, to coordinate the human and material 
resources that were pooled into the common facilities. All trajectories have spaces 
of commensality in common, suggesting daily and celebratory meals. Southern 
iconography, in the Susiana and Uruk, yield imagery associated with the collective 
administration of resources that speak of a turn towards authoritarianism and the 
manipulation of the landscape to suit the needs of the new collective. As concerns 
the colonies of the Middle-Euphrates, assumed to have been founded by Urukeans, 
the marine introgression and Delta hydro-morphology was examined to posit that 
only the communities in the Susiana would have been in dire need of both fields and 
pastures, not affected by brackish waters, since they were heavily relying on an 
ovicaprid economy. These colonies had all the range of administrative devices (seen 
earlier in the Susiana) characterizing the “Uruk period”, but they never adopted the 
writing system. The critical examination of Uruk after the eastern monuments at its 
centre were razed, and terracing and water management structures superimposed, 
allow for catastrophic flooding episodes to be posited. This not only obscures the 
reliability of deposition but also the continuity of the non-residential city. Perhaps 
due to the terror tactics employed to obtain cohesion (scenes of monsters and naked 
prisoners), and to the impact of the floods, people may have left the settlement of 
Uruk’s hinterland, taking their knowledge of the writing system with them. Finally, 
there is a critical revision of the first textual material extracted from Uruk (Susa’s is 
not treated), focusing on the unwarranted reliance on the lists of vocabulary—few if 
any may be said to be standardized upon scrutiny—to justify the identification of 
social hierarchies, institutions, and geopolitical entities, and the smooth transmission 
of the writing system in southern Mesopotamia. Current evidence, however, is far 
from supporting those assumptions, which rely first on the conviction that some 
information inherited from colonial excavations can be trusted if it aligns with our 
interests, and second on retroactive interpretations, which project the late Early 
Dynastic (still fragmentary) contexts centuries into the past. Our current evidence—
environmental, too—supports heterogeneity and irregular emulation/transmission. 

Among the conclusions, the need to consider any kind of perceived technological/ 
economic achievement as socially emergent is emphasized. 
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KOKKUVÕTE 

Enne tsivilisatsiooni:  
kogukonna kujunemise kriitiline ajalugu Edela-Aasias 

 
Päritolu – antud juhul Mesopotaamia urbanismi päritolu – nagu ka allakäik, 
kokkuvarisemine ja ümberkujunemine on pikad, mitmetegurilised protsessid, mis 
võivad palju valgust heita kollektiivide valikute, nende tegevuse ja soovimatute 
tagajärgede kohta, hoolimata neid iseloomustavate tõendite vähesusest. Käesolevas 
uurimuses on integreeritud tõendeid, mis puudutavad Edela-Aasias elanud 
kogukondade kogemusi paikse eluviisi kohta alates ajast umbes 13 000 aastat tagasi 
kuni 4. aastatuhandeni e.m.a, et valgustada selle algupära, võttes omaks kriitilise 
lähenemise evolutsionistlikele narratiividele. Uurides kogukondade loomist kogu 
selle maailma piirkonna paikse eluviisi varase ajaloo jooksul, näitan oma uurimuses, 
kuidas liikuvus, organiseeritus ja koostöö võisid anda vajalikud päritud sotsiaalsed 
oskused – rohkem kui mis tahes tehnoloogilised saavutused – neile rühmadele, kes 
otsustasid ühendada ressursse ja tulla kokku suurtes kogumites, mida ikka veel 
uuritakse „Uruki fenomeni“ nime all, mis – isegi kui seda ei esitata enam poliitilise 
ja majandusliku liikumisena, mille peategelasteks on Uruki kodanikud – põhineb 
endiselt tuuma ja perifeeria raamistikul (mida esitatakse muutuva hübriidsusena). 
Siiski ei võimalda enne II maailmasõda Urukis ega ka Suusas toimunud arheo-
loogiliste missioonide poolt tehtud väljakaevamiste tegelikud andmed põhjalikke 
tõlgendusi, mis puudutavad kronoloogiat, muutuste põhjuslikkust, materiaalset kon-
teksti, hilisemaid arenguid ning koduste ja surnuaiapraktikate perspektiivi. Nendele 
aaretele ja monumentidele orienteeritud väljakaevamiste tulemuste ümberhindamine 
ei saa enam varju jätta lünki, mis senini tekitavad nõutust tsivilisatsiooni arenemise 
narratiivis, mille on tänapäeva pärandanud minevikus toimunud uurimistöö. 

Arvestades, et evolutsiooniteooriad mõjutavad ka teadmisi meie liigi päritolu 
kohta, on lühiülevaated viimaste avastuste kohta sel teemal näidanud, et ei ole 
olemas mingit konkreetset kultuurilist markerit, mille kohta võiks väita, et selleni on 
jõutud just meie esivanemate liinis, millel olnuks piisavalt geneetilist panust 
Euraasias, Levantis ja Aafrikas elavatelt liikidelt, et muuta taksonite omavaheline 
võrdlemine võimatuks. Meie liigi esimesed säilmed (morfoloogilises mõttes) väljas-
pool Aafrikat umbes kakssada tuhat aastat tagasi Levantis ja umbes sada tuhat aastat 
tagasi Hiinas on vähem olulised kui tõendid liikidevahelise suhtluse kohta Ida- ja 
Kirde-Aafrikas, Araabia poolsaarel ja Levantis enne peamist Aafrikast väljapoole 
suunatud rändu umbes 60 tuhat aastat tagasi kui Euraasias ja pärast seda Aasias leidis 
aset arvatav suhtlus neandertaallaste ja denisovlastega. Kui geenivoolust kaugemale 
ulatuvad suhtlemisviisid tulevikus paremini välja selgitatakse, võivad aktiivsed 
sotsiaalsed oskused (jagamine, jäljendamine, koostöö) kui homo sapiensi olemuse 
põhiaspekt ja meie viimase jääaja ellujäämise tõeline põhjus, saada kinnitust. 
Käsitledes paikse eluviisi algust Edela-Aasia neljas tuumikpiirkonnas, pööratakse 
analüüsis erilist tähelepanu surmarituaalile, mis määratleb paremini kui isegi 
arhitektuurilised arengud – mille kristalliseerumine ja elukohaks muutumine võtab 
kaua aega –, ankurdumist teatavasse ruumi ja rühma eneseteadvust kogukonnana, 
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kes projitseerib end minevikust tulevikku. Suured kogukondlikud ehitised, harilikult 
ümmargused on tuumikalade ühine joon, hoolimata mastaapide ja konstruktsioonide 
erinevustest. Taimede ja loomade kodustamise ja muude esimese keraamika-eelse 
neoliitikumi ajastu varaste kogukondade eluliste strateegiate uurimise kokkuvõtted 
väidavad, et paikse eluviisi valijad harrastasid laia spektriga toimetulekut pärast 
kliima soodsamaks muutumist holotseeni alguses, ning hakkasid valima kasvata-
miseks suureseemnelisi taimi. Morfogeneetiline kodustamine hakkas muutuma järg-
mises faasis tasapisi nähtavaks käies selgesti kaasas külade kasvamise ja külaelanike 
aina suurema sõltuvusega oma elukohast.  

Tuginedes suuresti antropoloogilisele teooriale, postuleeritakse „animismi“ olu-
lisus – mida määratletakse kui terviklikku ja vastastikku austavat viisi suhtuda endast 
erinevasse – kui valitsev eelajalooline ontoloogiline maailmapilt, milles loomale anti 
eriline koht. Siin esitatud etnograafilised näited, mis pärinevad peamiselt Põhja-
Aasiast ja Andidest, seavad kahtluse alla range ja reduktiivse käsitluse kodustatud 
loomadest kui omandist. Ülevaade loomade kodustamisest ja hilisemate tavade 
hiljutistest uuringutest Edela-Aasias esimestel aastatuhandetel toetab kindlalt fakti, 
et täielikult spetsialiseerunud kitse- ja lambakarjade pidamine kui pidevat liikuvust 
nõudev elatusstrateegia tekkis alles 5. aastatuhandel e.m.a., isegi kui mõnes Lõuna-
Levandi, Lõuna-Süüria ja Anatoolia piirkonnas võisid inimesed tugineda suuresti 
karjapidamisele ja küttimisele.  

Kasutades materiaalse kultuuri objekte, mida võib liigitada kui meediat, kommu-
nikatsioonivahendit, „kasulikku“, mitmetähenduslikku või „kunsti“, väidetakse, et 
eelajalooliste, paiksete kogukondade väärtused olid tähelepanelikud Teise suhtes. 
Võib-olla esines kõrgendatud teadlikkust selle mitmetest vormidest ASC (teadvuse 
muutunud seisundite) kogemise kaudu, olgu seda siis spetsialistide vahendusel või 
mitte. Esimeses etapis täheldatud suundumus, kus eriti põhjas domineerivad loomsed 
ja abstraktsed kompositsioonid, mis võivad sisaldada antropomorfseid figuure, 
jätkub ja laieneb koos looma- ja inimluude, koljude, kipside ja värvidega manipu-
leerimisega. Monumentaalsed kaunistused ja skulptuurid annavad järk-järgult järele 
kaasaskantavamale ja mitmekesisemale materiaalsusele. Kui kehakaunistused kõne-
levad isikupärast ja identiteedist, siis tekstiilid, roog, keraamika ja nähtamatud puu-
esemed võisid järk-järgult kaasa aidata kodukujundamise mugavusele. Puuduvad 
stseenid jahipidamisest, kiskjatest või koletistest. On mõtisklusi elu ja surma 
mitmetähenduslikkusest, looma ja inimese hübriidsusest ning geomeetrilisest süm-
boolikast, mis võis olla inspireeritud loodusest. Kariloomade isased ja nende sarved 
on ja säilitavad oma tähtsuse. Aja jooksul muutub naise keha kõige enam valitud 
lõuendiks, et väljendada ühendust Teisega ja kogukondlikke väärtusi. See osa tööst 
lõppeb nn „tähitsate“ (token) kriitilise analüüsiga. Neid tõlgendatakse kui kaupade 
loendajaid, mida kasutati võib-olla skemaatiliste figuuridena, millel oli tõrje-
maagiline või ka mängu- ja ennustusvahendi kasutusala – need skemaatilised 
objektid olid tõenäoliselt multifunktsionaalsed. Pitsateid, millel oli ka majanduslik 
väärtus, võib ainult raskustega eristada amulettidest. Asjade ladustamine tundub 
olevat kollektiivne, ainult põhjapoolsetes piirkondades vähesel määral segre-
geeritud. Töörühmad võisid samamoodi kasutada pitsateid nagu ka perekonnad, kes 
tähistasid nendega oma konteinereid igal pool, kus selline tava esile kerkis ja edasi 
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kandus (põhjapoolne Levant, Anatoolia ja põhja-Iraak ning ka lõuna pool Zagrose 
mäestikus kuni Farsini). Ei tähitsaid ega ka pitsateid polnud kombeks kasutada 
lõunapoolsetes regioonides. 

Uuritakse paindlikku paikset eluviisi, väikesemahulisi rändeid ja multifunktsio-
naalseid ruume, et heita valgust uutele ja nutikatele sotsiaalsetele korraldustele ning 
kogukonna tähtsusele 6. aastatuhandel e.m.a. Mõeldes tulevastele suurtele rahvas-
tiku koondumistele, uuritakse 5. aastatuhande külaplaanide ruumilist korda Hamrini 
piirkonnas asuva Tell Abada ja Kiliikias asuva Yumuktepe juhtumite abil. Keraa-
mika ja muude savikomponendiga esemete valmistamine võis mõnes paigas olla 
ruumiliselt eraldatud, kuigi vaja oleks paremaid horisontaalseid ekspositsioone. 
Kaks 5. aastatuhande e.m.a mustrit võivad olla seotud emotsionaalse reageerimisega 
kriisile, et kaitsta ja kontrollida (väikelaste matused siseruumidesse), ning salajaste 
teadmiste kultiveerimise ja katsetamistega (metallurgia). Metallide töötlemist käsit-
levas alajaotuses uuritakse ka võimalikku muutust soopõhistes väärtustes: mehed 
otsivad grupiidentiteeti ja prestiiži, mida hiljem mõnes piirkonnas hõlbustas tagasi-
pöördumine paindliku paikse elu ja liikuvuse juurde ning kiskjatest ja võib-olla ka 
haigustest tulenev oht. Põhja pool jäi aga kuni ajalooliste perioodideni alles teiste 
suhtes lugupidav läbirääkimise viis jagatud looduskeskkonnas. 

Viimases peatükis uuritakse kirjeldatava heterarhilise sotsiaalse eksperimendi 
erinevaid arengusuundi, sest see oleks eeldanud kollektiivset otsustamist; algul 
metakogukonna loomiseks ja hiljem ühiseks elukeskkonnaks koondatud inim- ja 
materiaalsete ressursside koordineerimiseks. Kõigile suundumustele on ühised ühis-
ruumid, mis viitavad igapäevastele ja pidulikele söögikordadele. Susiana ja Uruki 
lõunapoolses ikonograafias leidub ressursside kollektiivse haldamisega seotud 
kujutisi, mis räägivad pöördumisest autoritaarsuse poole ja maastiku manipu-
leerimisest uue kollektiivi vajaduste järgi. Mis puudutab Kesk-Eufrati kolooniaid, 
mille asutajateks arvatakse olevat Uruki asunikud, uuritakse mere introgressiooni ja 
delta hüdromorfoloogiat oletamaks, et ainult Susiana kogukonnad oleksid vajanud 
hädasti nii põlde kui ka karjamaid, mida ei kahjustanuks mudane vesi, kuna nad 
tuginesid suuresti kitsede ja lammaste karjatamisel põhinevale majandusele. Nendel 
kolooniatel olid olemas kõik „Uruki perioodi“ iseloomustavad haldusvahendid (mida 
on varem nähtud Susianas), kuid nad ei võtnud kunagi kasutusele kirjasüsteemi. 
Uruki kriitiline uurimine pärast selle keskuse idapoolsete monumentide hävitamist 
ning terrasside ja veemajandusstruktuuride uuesti ehitamist võimaldab oletada 
katastroofilisi üleujutusperioode. See ei tee segasemaks andmeid mitte ainult lades-
tuste usaldusväärsuse, vaid ka linnaosade asustuse järjepidevuse kohta. Võib-olla 
tänu ühtekuuluvuse saavutamiseks kasutatud hirmutaktikale (stseenid koletistest ja 
alasti vangidest) ning üleujutuste mõjule võisid inimesed Uruki tagamaa asulatest 
lahkuda, võttes kaasa oma teadmised kirjasüsteemist. Lõpuks vaadatakse kriitiliselt 
üle varaseim Urukist leitud tekstimaterjal (Susa tekstimaterjali ei käsitleta), kesken-
dudes leksikaalsete loetelude rohkusele – mis olid ainult vähesel määral standardi-
seeritud –, et õigustada sotsiaalsete hierarhiate, institutsioonide ja geopoliitiliste 
üksuste identifitseerimist ning kirjasüsteemi sujuvat edasiandmist Lõuna-Meso-
potaamias. Praegused tõendid ei toeta siiski kaugeltki neid oletusi, mis tuginevad 
esiteks veendumusele, et koloniaalse ajastu väljakaevamistelt päritud teavet võib 
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usaldada, kui see on kooskõlas meie eeldustega, ja teiseks tagasiulatuvatele tõlgen-
dustele, mis projitseerivad hilisdünastilisi (väga fragmentaarselt mõistetud) kontekste 
sajandeid kaugemasse minevikku. Meie praegused tõendid – ka keskkonnaalased – 
toetavad heterogeensust ja ebaregulaarset emulatsiooni ning edasikandumist.  

Järelduste hulgas rõhutatakse vajadust käsitleda igasuguseid tajutud tehno-
loogilisi ja majanduslikke saavutusi sotsiaalselt esilekerkivate saavutustena. 
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