
The Ziggurat of Ur

The Royal Game of Ur is the oldest known 
board game in the world. It was made 
before 2600 BC. The rules of the game were 
similar to backgammon. Ancient Sumerians 
believed a dead person had to play the 
Royal Game of Ur against a spiritual entity in 
order to access the reign of death. 
Otherwise, the dead would be stranded 
between two worlds.

30 
Ziggurats were sacred spaces. The 
ziggurat of Ur was part of a temple 
complex dedicated to the Sumerian 
moon god Nanna, the patron deity of 
Ur. For the Akkadians, this moon god 
was known as Sin. In cuneiform, 
Nanna's name was commonly 
represented by his sacred number, 30. 
Hint: there are 30 days in a lunar 
month.

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.

King Shugli

Construction of the ziggurat was 
completed in the 21st century BC by 
King Shulgi. To gain loyalty of nearby 
tribes, Shulgi proclaimed himself a god 
and became a great patron of the arts. 
He had his poets and scribes publicize 
all sorts of stories about his prowess: he 
had complete mastery of every weapon 
of war, could capture gazelles on the 
run, slay lions unaided, and play every 
known musical instrument.

This massive stepped pyramid (about 210 by 
150 feet in size) is the most well-preserved 
monument from the age of the Sumerians. It 
has a series of successively smaller platforms 
which rose to a height of about 64 feet. It 
was constructed with a solid core of mud-
brick covered by a thick skin of burnt-brick to 
protect it from the elements. Its corners are 
oriented to the compass points and its walls 
slope slightly inwards.
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“Now, I swear by the sun god Utu on this 
very day -- and my younger brothers shall 
be witness of it in foreign lands where the 

sons of Sumer are not known, where 
people do not have the use of paved 

roads, where they have no access to the 
written word -- that I, the firstborn son, am a 
fashioner of words, a composer of songs, a 
composer of words, and that they will recite 

my songs as heavenly writings, and that 
they will bow down before my words......”

King Shulgi (c. 2100 BC)

The ziggurat at Ur was planted with trees 
to make it represent a mountain. There 
the god visited Earth, and the priests 
climbed to its top to worship.

Currently, Ur is south of the Euphrates on 
its right bank, 16 kilometres (9.9 mi) from 
Nasiriyah, Iraq and close to the site of 
ancient Eridu. 

Ur is thought to be the city of Ur 
Kasdim mentioned in the Biblical 

book of Genesis as the birthplace of 
Abraham. 

Genesis 11:13

Genesis 15:7

Nehemiah 9:7

Genesis 11:28

Searching for Eternal Life

Adapa was a fisherman who gained wisdom 
from Ea, the god of water. The other gods were 
jealous of his knowledge and called him to 
heaven. Ea warned him not to drink or eat while 
there. Anu offered him the water of life and the 
bread of life because he thought that, since 
Adapa already knew too much, he might as well 
be a god. Adapa, however, refused and went 
back to Earth to die, thus losing for himself and 
for mankind the gift of immortal life. 

The Eridu Genesis is a Sumerian text which 
explains the creation of the world, invention of 
cities and the flood. After the universe was 
created out of the chaos of the sea, the gods 
evolved and they in turn created mankind to 
farm, herd and worship them. Cities and 
kingship was created but the gods decided to 
destroy mankind with a flood. Ziusudra was 
instructed by Enki to build a boat to survive the 
flood blown up by Enlil. After the flood he 
began to worship Anu and Enlil. Ziusudra was 
granted immortality for his pleasing actions to 
the gods during the course of his life.


