
Ancient 
Sumeria

The lyre was a popular musical instrument.

History’s Mysteries
Who had the oldest written language - 

the Sumerians or the Egyptians?

Sumerians invented picture-hieroglyphs 
that developed into later cuneiform. The 
oldest Sumerian cuneiform tablets 
predate the oldest Egyptian hieroglyphs 
by a couple of centuries. The mystery 
continues because the Sumerian 
language is unlike any other language 
that has ever existed, so linguists have a 
hard time making comparisons.

Why visit the ziggurat during an 
eclipse?

For the residents of Ur, an eclipse was a bad 
omen. They believed eclipses were caused 
by an attack on the moon by seven evil 
demons. The moon's capture by these 
demons causes its light to become cloudy. 
Prayers and sacrifices were therefore 
necessary to strengthen the moon and keep 
it free from future attack, as seen by another 
eclipse.

"You can have a lord, 
you can have a King, 
but the man to fear is 

the tax collector!"
Ancient Sumerian Proverb
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Around 2000 B. c. both Sumer and 
Akkad were attacked by barbarian 
invaders. The Amorites from Syria 
seized control in Akkad , and built a 
powerful new state around the city of 
Babylon . 

The Elamites from Iran took the city of 
Ur , sacked it, and burnt it down. Ur 
was later rebuilt under Babylonian rule, 
but its inhabitants couldn’t forget the 
Elamite destruction of their beloved city.

Before 3000 BC, 
the Sumerians had 
learned to make 
tools and weapons 
by smelting copper 
with tin to make 
bronze, a much 
harder metal than 
copper alone.

How did the Sumerians 
believe the world was 

created?

The Sumerians believed that their ancestors 
had created the ground they lived on by 
separating it from the water. According to 
their creation myth, the world was once 
watery chaos.

The mother of Chaos was Tiamat, an immense 
dragon. When the gods appeared to bring 
order out of Chaos, Tiamat created an army of 
dragons. Enlil called the winds to his aid. Tiamat 
came forward, her mouth wide open. Enlil 
pushed the winds inside her and she swelled up 
so that she could not move. Then Enlil split her 
body open. He laid half of the body flat to form 
the Earth, with the other half arched over it to 
form the sky. The gods then beheaded Tiamat's 
husband and created mankind from his blood, 
mixed with clay.

During the Sumerian era, a great flood 
overwhelmed Mesopotamia. Stories about 
it filled the Middle East. The Sumerian 
counterpart of Noah was Ziusudra, whose 
story is told in The Epic of Gilgamesh.

Sumerian art 
used stone, 
clay, lapis 
lazuli, gold, 
copper, and 
other precious 
metals as a 
medium.



The Sumerians invented the wheel.
Tiamat prepares to meet Marduk.

“He who eats too 
much will not be able 

to sleep.”

Ancient Sumerian Proverb
circa 2000 BC

Scribes were the secular 

attendants of the temple, who supervised every 
aspect of the city's economic life and who 
developed a rough judicial system. They were 
responsible for all the writing and record-
keeping.

They were ranked just below kings and priests in 
the Sumerian social hierarchy.

Inanna was the Sumerian goddess of love 
and war.

The Sumerians developed the first 
calendar, which they adjusted to the 
phases of the moon. This lunar calendar was 

adopted by the Semites, Egyptians, and 
Greeks.



The temple towns grew into city-states, 
which are considered the basis of the 
first true civilizations. City-states were 
ruled by leaders, called ensis, who 
were controlled the local irrigation 

systems. The food surplus provided by 
the farmers supported these leaders, as 
well as priests, artists, craftsmen, and 
others who worked for the city-state.

City-states, the start of 
civilization

Sumerian seals 
were used instead 

of signatures in 
recorded 

transactions and 
business deals.

The Sumerians had a strong sense of 
private property. They kept written records 
about every acquired object, including such 

small items as shoes. Every business 
transaction had to be recorded. Near the 
gates of the cities, scribes would sit ready 
to sell their services. Their hands would 

move fast over a lump of clay, turning the 
stylus. Then the contracting parties added 

their signatures by means of seals. The 
usual seal was an engraved cylinder of 

stone or metal that could be rolled over wet 
clay.

Why kings?
After 3000 BC, warfare among the cities 
increased. Military leadership grew more 
important. The head of the army became 

king. Since the king was divinely 
appointed, he acted for the god. The 

priestly class lost their preeminence and 
became part of the king’s court. 

The first Sumerian cities, which existed by 
3500 BC, were called temple towns 

because they were built around the temple 
of the local god. The temples were 
eventually built up on towers called 

ziggurats (holy mountains), which had 
ramps or staircases winding up around the 

exterior. 

According to the Sumerian poem, The 
Creation, humans were created so the gods 
could give up working. Each city had its own 
god, who was believed to inhabit the temple 

and who owned of all property within the 
city. The cities truly belonged to the gods. 
The priests who interpreted the will of the 
god and controlled the distribution of the 

material goods were revered for their 
supernatural and practical functions.



Who’s who in ancient Sumeria?

1. King
2. Priests
3. Scribes 
4. Large landowners and military 

leaders 
5. Merchants, artisans,  and 

craftsmen 
6. Free peasants (who composed the 

majority of the population) 
7.Slaves

[From small villages to temple communities]

To harness the annual floods, the Sumerians 
had to build huge canals and dikes requiring 
lots of laborers. The layout of the canals 
required expert planning, while the division 
of the irrigated land, the water, and the 
crops demanded political control. By 3000 
BC, the Sumerians had solved this problem 
by forming "temple-communities," in which a 
class of priestly rulers controlled the political 
and economic life of the city in the name of 
the city gods.

Statue of a Sumerian woman.

Around 3900 BC, the Sumerians 
probably moved down into the swamps of 
the delta to avoid the pressures of 
crowding and overpopulation in the 
foothills. They formed small agricultural 
villages which prospered due to alluvial 
land. The rich soil allowed people to 
build homes more closely together. The 
Sumerians relied on the annual flooding 
of the Tigris and the Euphrates rivers to 
irrigate their crops.

In ancient Mesopotamia, a land of blazing 
sun and very little rainfall, irrigation was 
vital for farming. Centuries before the 

beginning of known history, the Sumerians 
undertook the stupendous task of building 
embankments to control the floodwaters of 

the Euphrates River. Gradually they 
drained the marshes and dug irrigation 

canals and ditches. Large-scale cooperation 
was needed to build the irrigation works, 
keep them in repair, and apportion the 

water. This need gave rise to government 
and laws.

“May the fury of my lord's heart be quieted 
toward me.

May the god who is not known be quieted 
toward me;

May the goddess who is not known be quieted 
toward me.

May the god whom I know or do not know be 
quieted toward me;

May the heart of my god be quieted toward 
me...”

Sumerian prayer


