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Abstract 

Clay tablets in the Proto-cuneiform script (c. 3300–3000 BC) of ancient Iraq 
and the Proto-Elamite script (c. 3100–2900 BC) of ancient Iran represent two of the 
earliest inventions of writing in the world—both of which are only partially deciphered. 
The separate scripts share only a few signs between them, including signs representing 
‘man’, ‘woman’ and ‘child’ in administrative contexts. However, there are significant 
differences in the use patterns of these shared signs, which have not previously been 
commented upon or explored. Building on recent advances in text accessibility and 
decipherment, this dissertation takes a top-down approach, delineating all the uses of 
the key gender and age signs to reveal to what extent their meanings were comparable 
between the scripts. The results highlight how social and economic roles overlapped 
with gender identities in the minds of the scribes who were devising signs to represent 
humans. They also show that proto-cuneiform scribes devised broader, more flexible 
applications for the signs studied here than the proto-Elamite scribes found for the 
equivalent set, hinting at differences in the nature and development of the two scripts.  

The dissertation defines a number of proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite 
accounting genres involving gendered and/or age-defined humans, and begins to clarify 
the manner in, and extent to which, scribes were involved in labour organization by 
listing individuals or groups of workers. The sign studies in this dissertation show that 
‘herded humans’, as described by Englund (2009) are explicitly recorded in less than 
1% of proto-cuneiform texts, which means that scholars in related fields (G. Algaze 
2008; J. Asher-Greve 2008; J. C. Scott 2017) have misapplied Englund’s conclusions 
in arguing that uses of these signs in proto-cuneiform evidence direct, large-scale 
administration of dependent or coerced laborers. However, a very small number of 
these slave or captive texts did exist, which used the sign-set KUR (‘male’), SAL 
(‘female’), and TUR (‘child’) to describe humans. Discussion of ‘labour organization’ 
in proto-cuneiform should instead be refocused on the varieties of redistributive 
behaviors and the organization of diverse personnel in proto-cuneiform, using text 
format clues and corpus-wide analysis of sign use to draw conclusions. Paradoxically, 
while the absence of ‘ration lists’ for gendered workers in proto-cuneiform, as 
demonstrated in this dissertation, shows that over-reliance on later cuneiform can lead 
to mischaracterisations of the early script, in proto-Elamite the graphically equivalent 
‘female’ and ‘child’ signs (M72 and M370-complex graphemes) were used almost 
exclusively in a small number of complex ration-and-worker texts that may in fact find 
strong parallel in mid-to late third millennium cuneiform rations lists, particularly those 
including many women and their children.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction and theoretical background 
 

Preliminaries 
 

Around 3300 BC in Southern Mesopotamia—perhaps at the city of Uruk—the system 

of writing we refer to as proto-cuneiform was invented. In addition to the c. 5,000 

proto-cuneiform texts discovered at the site of Uruk, smaller numbers of similar texts 

were found at other Mesopotamian sites or have emerged on the antiquities market. 

As the earliest writing system in the region, and perhaps in the world, proto-

cuneiform has long been linked to dramatic changes in society accompanying the 

development of the first cities. The contents of the texts remains poorly understood, 

but has been improving since the concerted efforts of the Archaische Text Aus Uruk 

project began a systematic restudy of the texts in the 1980’s.  

 

Although dating has been problematic (Dahl et al. 2013), some time around 3100 BC 

a writing system also appeared in Iran, with the largest number of texts coming from 

Susa in southwestern Iran, where the system may have been invented. This system 

shared with proto-cuneiform the medium of writing (clay tablets) and some key 

features, but otherwise produced an entirely original script. Yet a very small number 

of signs can find parallel with proto-cuneiform, and these include the signs thought to 

represent in each system ‘man’, ‘woman’, and ‘child’ in the context of worker rosters 

or slave trade texts.  

 

This dissertation contributes to the ongoing discussion regarding the role of writing in 

creating and maintaining the social order of the earliest urban societies in the ancient 

Near East. In particular, it aims to clarify aspects of the bookkeeping practices 
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involving what have been termed ‘low-

status’ (Damerow and Englund 1989a) 

humans in both proto-cuneiform and 

proto-Elamite texts. The parallel sign 

forms and to some extent use contexts, 

between the proto-cuneiform signs 

KURa-b, SAL, and TUR on the one hand 

and proto-Elamite M388, M72, and 

M370 (with variants) on the other have 

been crucial to establishing the role of 

early writing in both Mesopotamia and Iran in organising the labour force. However, 

the differences between the uses of these signs in the two systems may also provide 

important insight. To begin with, the basic sign frequencies are compared in figure 

1.2.  

 
Proto-Elamite sign # uses in # texts ranking by most common signs1 
M388  679 357 2nd 
M72  98 43 24th 

 
Proto-cuneiform sign  # uses in # texts ranking of most common signs2 

KURa  261 172 Not in top 50 
SAL  731 434 7th 

 

Figure 1.2: ‘Male’ and ‘female’ signs: ranking by most common signs in the writing 
systems. While the ‘male’ sign M388 is the second most common proto-Elamite sign, 
the graphically and (it has been argued) semantically similar proto-cuneiform sign 
KURa is far less common. Conversely, the proto-cuneiform ‘female’ sign SAL is 
seventh most common in the writing system, while the proto-Elamite equivalent M72 

                                                
1 The frequencies of signs here are based upon the CDLI catalogue’s complete translations of the proto-
Elamite corpus; the entire corpus was processed using Rapidminer, an open source data mining 
software, to produce a list of proto-Elamite signs by frequency.  
2 After Englund 1998: 70. It should be taken into account that these frequencies are approximate, and 
may not consider more recent additions to the CDLI transliterations of unprovenanced texts.  

Figure 1.1: Signs for ‘male’, ‘female’, and 
‘child’ (from top to bottom) in proto-
cuneiform and proto-Elamite. 
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is only 24th most common. Some reasons for these variations are explored in this 
dissertation. 
The underlying data for the table above is to some extent comparable, with patterns of 

sign use in proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite being roughly similar. On the one 

hand, Proto-cuneiform has c. 900 signs (Englund 1998: 68), and J. Dahl’s working 

signlist for proto-Elamite includes around 1900 which may be greatly reduced 

(though not quite to Meriggi’s 400 signs) as variants of a single sign are grouped. 

However, both proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite have a broadly similar sign 

frequency range, with a large number of signs being attested only once, and a much 

smaller number used most frequently (Dahl: 2002; Damerow 1999/2006). 

The sign frequencies in figure 1.2 cannot be fully interpreted without disentangling 

the possible multi-valencies of the signs, which is undertaken in the following 

chapters. However, it is already apparent that there are dramatic differences in the use 

contexts of the ‘male’ versus ‘female’ signs between the two corpora: in proto-

cuneiform, the female sign SAL is a much more common sign, while in proto-Elamite 

the reverse is true—the ‘male’ sign M388 is in fact the second most common sign in 

the entire corpus.  

 

Brief review of the literature 
 

Over the past several decades, advances in Assyriology and in the digital humanities 

have greatly increased the potential for targeted studies of the proto-cuneiform and 

proto-Elamite material. These advances include first and foremost the publication of 

the Archaische Texte Aus Uruk (ATU) volumes and other series (MSVO; CUSAS), 

and most significantly the creation of the Cuneiform Digital Library’s (CDLI) online 

database including a consistent system of identify signs and full transliterations of 

virtually all known proto-cuneiform texts. These tools are complemented by a 
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consistent treatment of proto-Elamite material on the CDLI (and Dahl TCL 32 

forthcoming) which allows for comparisons between the two contemporary writing 

systems.  

 

Progress in the decipherment of proto-cuneiform  

 

Attention to the accounting format (Green 1981; Nissen et al. 1993) and the 

decipherment of the numerical systems (Friberg 1978 and 1979; Damerow and 

Englund 1987 121–66 [in Green and Nissen 1987]; Nissen et al. 1993; MSVO 3 

forthcoming) have opened up new possibilities for understanding proto-cuneiform. 

Diverse subject-matters have been explored, and an overview of the state of 

knowledge is presented in Englund 1998. However, the proto-cuneiform texts remain 

untranslated, with commentary available only for select texts. An attempt at 

establishing ‘typologies’ by Silvestri et al. (1990) in The Earliest Script of Uruk 

(Syntactic analysis) volumes 1–2, did little more than categorise texts as Simple, 

Complex, and Semicomplex.  

 

Charvát has produced several studies of society based upon the proto-cuneiform texts 

(e.g. 1998; 2012; 2014a/b). These studies remain difficult to use because of the 

methodology employed: Sumerian sign values are assumed to be relevant to proto-

cuneiform contexts without sufficient proof, and translations are presented without 

supporting evidence from the text format or numerical information.  While many of 

these studies offer useful observations cited in this dissertation, his elaborations of 

social and administrative hierarchies may often aim beyond the potential of the 

material, and unfortunately cannot be accepted without more rigorous exploration of 

the evidence.   
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More technical and systematic study of administrative hierarchies has come recently 

from Johnson’s examination of ‘bicameral orthographies’ (2015) within the lexical 

material, which he complements with information from administrative texts. This 

study has focused on spheres of administration and their relationship to an elite 

rationing system, in some ways shifting the focus of discussion on proto-cuneiform 

away from the organization of lower class or lower status workers and providing more 

subtle understanding of the social contexts in which grain capacity measures and 

other food stuffs were recorded. This is in keeping with a recent research interest in 

both commensality and food storage in the ancient world (Twiss 2007; Pollock 2012; 

Pollock [ed] 2015; Manzanilla and Rothman [eds] 2016; Hastorf 2017). While this 

and another co-authored article (D’Anna et al. 2016) begin to enrich our 

understanding of the uses of proto-cuneiform writing for elite food distribution, it 

continues to leave open for discussion the role of writing in organising workers and 

distributing rations to lower class workers or dependents.  

 

Progress in the decipherment of proto-Elamite 

 

Primary features of the proto-Elamite writing system, including the direction of 

writing, the distinction between numerical and non-numerical signs, and other basic 

observations were made by Scheil (1905, 1935) and then Meriggi (1974). Merriggi’s 

greatest contribution to decipherment was the first systematic signlist, which has 

served as the basis for a revised working signlist by Dahl3.   

 

                                                
3 Available at http://cdli.ox.ac.uk/wiki/doku.php?id=proto-elamite_period 
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A step forward in understand proto-Elamite was the secure establishment of the 

numerical systems (Friberg 1978 and 1979; Damerow and Englund 1989a). Proto-

Elamite texts relating to animal herding have been identified and described (Dahl 

2005a), and a few other rare signs parallels with proto-cuneiform have been 

established (Damerow and Englund 1989a; Englund 2004b). Some proto-Elamite 

signs may be partially understood through their use in the texts, such as the most 

common proto-Elamite sign M288 which introduces capacity measure notations, and 

may represent a grain container. Yet the majority of proto-Elamite signs remain 

undeciphered, and this means that most text types within the corpus have not yet been 

described or classified.  

 

Englund (2004b:130 ff.) briefly outlined a future approach to proto-Elamite in which 

sign sequences can be compiled and sorted to study patterns in the ordering of signs 

within strings. This type of work is now possible thanks to the codification of signs 

undertaken by Dahl and the complete transliteration of the corpus available on the 

CDLI. Dahl (2002), and Dahl et al. (2018) have begun using the database to present 

information on sign frequencies and patterns of sign use (referred to below as grapho-

tactical analysis). While data-mining software could facilitate in-depth studies in the 

future, this dissertation includes some preliminary observations on sign use drawn 

from a predominantly manual sorting of data.   
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Theoretical approaches to early urbanism and the invention of writing 

 
A great deal of theorization has been done over the emergence of the first ‘states’ or 

‘complex (urban) societies’4, which is often situated in the late 4th millennium partly 

due to the fact of the invention of writing at that time.  Yet these theories are rarely 

paired with the evidence contained within the texts, the latter which have instead been 

used primarily as archaeological data (Liverani 1998/2006: 113) whose existence 

signals ‘social complexity’. This is understandable given the state of knowledge—

including substantial and inherent limitations of our knowledge—of proto-cuneiform 

and proto-Elamite texts. However, following the recent advances in availability and 

understanding of the proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite texts, detailed examination 

of textual sources may now be productively paired with the theoretical models 

developed primarily in archaeological and anthropological discussions.  

 

To date, the most influential theoretical perspective applied to the proto-cuneiform 

data itself has been one emphasizing inequality (Damerow and Englund 1989a; 

Nissen et al. 1993; Englund 1998; 2009). The invention of writing has been seen as a 

technological response to a need5 for organising the complex social environment of 

newly emerging urban centres (Nissen 1987). Complexity is often synonymous with 

inequality, the development of elites and control over craftsmen and other non-elites 

(e.g. Baines and Yoffee 1998). Adams (2014: 58) describes the development of 

                                                
4 The extensive literature cannot be fully cited here. Publications cited in the current dissertation 
include Childe 1950; Service 1975; Mann 1986/2012; Feinman and Joyce (eds) 1998; Pollock 1992, 
1999; Stein 2001; Matthews 2003; Yoffee 2004; Emberling 2010; Kirch 2010; Lull and Micó 2011; 
Adams 2014; Routledge 2014.   
5 Although Lull and Micó (2011: 208) caution against views that take the emergence of elites and 
eventually ‘the state’ as fulfilling the ‘needs’ of society as a whole (rather than perhaps benefiting only 
certain groups within society).  
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cuneiform writing as a tool ‘progressively elaborated into a technology of 

bureaucratic control and repression’.  

 

More recent anthropological and archaeological studies themselves have relied upon 

interpretation of the texts by Englund, which have focused on the use of the system to 

control ‘low-status’ individuals, a theme repeated in several of his works. The most 

explicit of Englund’s studies in this respect is the provocative article ‘The smell of the 

cage’ (2009), which begins with a long excursus on historic slavery in the American 

South, and proceeds to present important identifications of proto-cuneiform 

terminology for the age and sex of humans in slave or worker accounts.  

 

Studies by Friberg (1991; 1999) and Nissen et al. (1993: 35) have suggested that the 

proto-cuneiform texts are a tool of economic planning and dictation of labour output. 

Woods (2015) interprets certain texts as ‘archaic equivalents of contingency tables’ 

by which ‘past correlations could be marshalled as a barometer for future 

performance’ (2015: 121). This echoes the role assigned to proto-cuneiform by 

archaeologist G. Algaze, who described the proto-cuneiform writing system as a 

tangible technological advantage in the area of human resource management, which 

he argues contributed to the ‘Southern Mesopotamian take-off’ (2008).  Algaze’s 

influential work has received criticism from a number of angles (e.g. Andersson 2005; 

Emberling 2011), including its focus on a ‘core’ region that may deny agency to what 

is deemed ‘the periphery’ (Stein 2014) —in this respect, his failure to adequately 

incorporate references to proto-Elamite, another script with the potential to 

revolutionise labour organization, is notable. In addition, his arguments rely on 

Englund’s interpretations of proto-cuneiform texts that may incidentally over-

emphasize the importance of labour organization in proto-cuneiform, given the 
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current state of decipherment and the related lack of a detailed overview of text types 

and frequency of subjects attested. Finally, it needs to be noted that proto-cuneiform 

only emerged at the tail end of the Uruk expansion, with the majority of texts known 

from the period (script phase III) following the contraction of Uruk’s (and Susiana’s 

[Pittman 2013]) wider influence; the advantages proposed by Algaze must therefore 

be limited to the final centuries of the fourth millennium, when the city of Uruk did 

indeed grow to a substantial size, but after the withdrawal of its longer-distance 

material culture influences.    

 

Labour organization in proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite 

 

The partial decipherment of proto-cuneiform texts related to labour organization has 

relied on several factors. An overview of these factors is presented in Dahl et al. 2018. 

The first and most important of these are the observations on the structure and use of 

the numerical systems in proto-cuneiform. Friberg (1999) presents an important study 

which highlights the effectiveness of an approach using numerical analysis to draw 

conclusions about labour administration practices. However, the author admits that 

clearer understanding of the social contexts of the administrative tablets depends as 

well upon on further elaboration of the meanings of the non-numerical signs, 

something which his work does not cover. Such study of the contextual uses of signs 

could also confirm or modify his interpretations of the administrative calculations, 

since the starting point for some of his numerical analyses depends heavily upon 

assumptions about the organization of labour teams, and particular inequalities 

between ‘overseers’ and ‘workers’ as presented by Englund, that are ultimately drawn 

from later cuneiform parallels—including the idealised pan-Mesopotamian rationing 
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practices described by Gelb (see especially Friberg’s [1999: 120] supposition that 

some texts record workers split into ‘teams’ of five or ten).       

 

The second significant factor in previous studies of proto-cuneiform labour 

organization has been the noted correlation between some proto-cuneiform signs and 

later cuneiform writings for labour-related or slave personnel —most importantly, 

ERIMa, SAL(.KURa), and GURUŠ (Nissen et al. 1993: 70–75). Studies including 

these observations have been broad in scope, dealing with basic identifications of 

diverse aspects of proto-cuneiform administration, and have not fully explored the 

specific contexts in which the signs are used, nor their frequencies across the corpora. 

Similarly, while some basic graphical and functional parallels between proto-

cuneiform ERIM and proto-Elamite M54, as well as Sumerian cuneiform ugula and 

proto-Elamite M291 (Nissen et al. 1993: 77) have been established, the contexts in 

which they are used have not been thoroughly articulated.  

 

Distinctions between slave and other labourers have not been articulated for the proto-

cuneiform texts; correlation of the abovementioned signs in proto-cuneiform has led 

to a muddled view of lower class humans, in particular lower class women indicated 

by SAL or SAL.KURa. However, the distinction between forms of slavery and other 

labour is an important one and this dissertation hopes to clarify some of the textual 

evidence.   

 

Steinkeller (2015) and Sallaberger and Pruß (2015) have criticised the relevance of 

the term ‘rationing’ in third millennium cuneiform labour administration, but no 

studies have yet applied this criticism directly to the proto-cuneiform texts. The 

general conclusions reached by specialists of proto-cuneiform texts regarding 
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rationing practices would be difficult to disprove, because the very design of the 

proto-cuneiform numerical systems betrays intimate link between capacity measures, 

time notations, and ‘workers’, including expressions of ‘man-days’ of work that can 

only be interpreted in the context of an idealised system of grain distribution to 

animals and working members of society (Vaiman 1974; Englund 1988; Nissen et al. 

1993: 70–71; Friberg 1999). Englund in particular has drawn parallels with the better-

understood labour bookkeeping practices of Ur III Mesopotamia (e.g. 1988). While 

these texts date around 1,000 years after the proto-cuneiform evidence, the parallels 

are sufficiently strong to provide basis for some interpretations of proto-cuneiform 

administrative contexts.   

 

At the same time, the emphasis on coercion and dependency in proto-cuneiform 

administration is not beyond debate. The focus on the lower classes and rationing for 

third millennium cuneiform more broadly is most well-known in Assyriological 

literature through the influence of Diakonoff (1974a/b) and Gelb (1965, 1982).  I. J. 

Gelb’s ‘The Ancient Mesopotamian Rationing System’ (1965) drew on evidence from 

the mid to late- third millennium to establish a general system of rationing that he 

argues was prevalent across most of the third millennium. The emphasis on the low 

status/class of ration receivers is also associated with the Marxist scholarship of V. V. 

Struve (1954; 1969) and A. A. Vaiman (1989) who discussed inequality and 

exploitation of a working class in Mesopotamian history (see also Trigger 2006: 259–

63 on ‘Childe as Marxist Archaeologist’ for the influence from the direction of 

anthropological archaeology). While focus on inequality is one valid approach, the 

limitations of the evidence must be carefully observed. A number of R. K. Englund’s 

important interpretations remain hypothetical, including the suggestion that the 
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content of some proto-cuneiform texts can be accurately described with the terms 

‘work gang’ and ‘overseer’, and that texts counting SAL and KURa include ‘naming 

cases’ that record the personal names of slaves.  

 

As mentioned above, at least one study utilising proto-cuneiform evidence has begun 

exploring different social aspects of the relationship between centralized authority and 

the individual member of society. D’Anna et al. (2016) have discussed commensality 

through the evidence of food and drink in the texts. They question the primary focus 

of proto-cuneiform scribal activity, specifically asking whether the texts reflect ‘elite 

‘control’ operated in the marshalling of labour forces, the storage of crops and their 

distribution as rations, or alternatively [emphasis added] the role of feasting and 

micro-distributions as part of the articulation of hierarchical strata within elite 

institutions’ (2015: 8).  

 

Lastly, there has been a long history of discussions on the impact of urbanism and the 

rise of complex society on gender norms (Rapp 1977; Zagarell 1986; McCorriston 

1997; Pollock 1999:116; Pollock and Bernbeck 2000; Al-Zubaidi 2004; K. I. Wright 

2007). Some of these are Marxist or Marxist-inspired, with early inspiration from 

Freidrich Engels’ The Origins of Private Property, the Family and the State.  

These studies have not benefited from the use of proto-cuneiform or proto-Elamite 

textual data in constructing their arguments, or at least in only the most cursory 

fashion (though many have used contemporaneous cylinder seal imagery). K. I. 

Wright (2007) attempts to bring in proto-cuneiform textual evidence in defence of the 

proposition that changes in gender dynamics were ‘essential to the evolution of urban 

society’ (2007: 235). Specifically, she proposes to see in the Jemdet Nasr period a 
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restriction on the emphasis of women’s reproductive roles as a source of social 

power, accompanied by an increase in women’s productive roles in workshops in 

societies with male figure-heads. Unfortunately, after making a valuable observation 

about the use of the sign SAL (a depiction of the female pubic area) in proto-

cuneiform, in comparison with other images of the body in the Jemdet Nasr period 

(figurines, cylinder seals, and the Uruk Vase), Wright makes use of only Charvát’s 

textual interpretations (see above) and does not address the administrative realities of 

women in the texts.  

 

Male, female, and child signs between proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite 

 

Apart from early speculations by Scheil (1905; 1935) and more useful preliminary 

observations by Vaiman (1972/1989), Meriggi (1969, 1974) and Brice (1962), the 

comparable use of proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite signs for what are most likely 

lower-class humans was finally established in the publication of the proto-Elamite 

texts from Tepe Yahya by P. Damerow and R. K. Englund (1989a), and reiterated in 

the overview of the former Erlenmeyer collection and other proto-cuneiform texts by 

the same authors —including a short chapter comparing the development of proto-

Elamite labour bookkeeping (Archaic Bookkeeping, Englund, Nissen, and Damerow 

1993). Explicit discussion of the relationship between male signs KURa and M388 

and between female signs SAL and M72 (fig. 1.1), were mostly relegated to extensive 

footnotes in the Tepe Yaya publication, and only briefly illustrated in Archaic 

Bookkeeping. In a more recent article, ‘The state of decipherment of proto-Elamite’ 

(Englund 2004b) the author presents a chart of these and the handful of other signs 

shared between the two writing systems, but does not discuss the extent of their use 

parallels.  
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Dahl et al. 2018 identify a genre of proto-Elamite texts (‘very long rations texts’) 

defined by their complexity, internal structures, and use of signs M72 and M370 

complex graphemes—that is, their inclusion of women and children. The article 

begins to explore the specific uses of the signs. It proposes that a group of signs in 

these texts used in parallel to M72 and M370 complex graphemes represent ‘worker 

categories’, and raises a number of questions about the bookkeeping context in which 

M72 ‘women’ and male and female M370 ‘children’ are identified. It also outlines 

some important differences between proto-Elamite M388 and proto-cuneiform KURa 

that are elabourated in this dissertation.  

 

Research questions 
 

Since many anthropologists and archaeologists continue to insist that ‘radical social 

transformation… came with the earliest cities and states’ (Smith 2009: 3), this study 

aims to elucidate some of the relevant data. Do the texts provide supporting evidence 

for the suggestion that the first cities were ‘mobilizing unprecedented numbers of 

dependent personnel’ (Baines and Yoffee 1998: 199) —and specifically that writing 

played a strong role in this process in Mesopotamia and Iran? Bernbeck (2009) and 

others (e.g. Routledge 2014; Lull and Micó 2011) have emphasized that it is time for 

researchers to explore alternative ‘agents’ within early complex socities—those 

members who may have contributed to, resisted, and continually recreated the 

political and social relations of early Mesopotamian cities but whose perspectives 

may not be directly represented by the preserved visual and textual messages of the 

political elite. He identifies a gap in the literature (2009: 40):  

History is most likely replete with situations wherein peasants, workers, women and other 
subjected sectors of a society tried to overturn ruling conditions (Scott 1976). Yet 
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archaeologists have not bothered to investigate these closely, assuming that the sources 
would not allow us to do so.  

 

In the case of the poorly understood proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite texts, the 

perspectives may be those of an administrative elite exercising control over ‘peasants, 

workers and women’, but clarifying how these particular non-elite individuals are 

represented in the texts is a way to begin exploring the experiences (if not 

perspectives) of alternate actors within early Mesopotamian urbanism. The goal of 

this thesis will be to provide a more nuanced understanding of aspects of labour 

organization, including the roles of gender and age as categories within the 

administrative documents that are proposed to relate to labour. It also hopes to begin 

to disentangle (if appropriate) documents recording slaves or prisoners of war, from 

documents more directly related with production and remuneration.  

 

Due to the continuing difficulties in understanding the archaic corpora, this study has 

a narrow focus: to clarify the use of the related signs KURa/b, SAL, and TUR in proto-

cuneiform and their counterparts M388, M72, and M370 (plus variants) in proto-

Elamite. These have been understood as sex and age markers, and are used in certain 

genres of texts that record human workers or slaves in their respective writing 

systems. For unclear reasons, these sets of signs are among the very few shared by the 

two writing systems, and their uses have helped in the partial decipherment of proto-

Elamite. At the same time, they are not used in entirely parallel ways, and teasing out 

the differences could improve our understanding of the roles that writing played in 

organising the social worlds of the proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite scribes.  As a 

basic step towards more fully understanding the writing systems, the dissertation 

focuses on the varied uses of the signs in question, and highlights the uncertainties 
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that remain in attempts at ‘translating’ the content of both proto-cuneiform and proto-

Elamite texts. These are necessary discussions to have in order to move forward in 

understanding the writing systems and their use to organize a workforce.  

The fundamental question of interest relating to the comparisons drawn in this 

dissertation is, ‘to what extent do the parallel signs reflect parallel traditions of 

organising dependent workers?’.  In addition, we may speculate on why these signs 

represent one of the few points of contact between the scripts. Clarifying the way that 

sex and age markers were used may also contribute to discussions of gender roles and 

gender identity in these early urban contexts.  In relation to this, the dissertation asks 

whether the texts themselves can provide any evidence for suggestions that large 

numbers of specifically female labour were employed in households administered by 

scribes, in the ‘semi-industrial’ manner known from mid- to late third millennia 

archives.  

 

Available evidence 
 

Evidence from all proto-cuneiform corpora is used in this study, although 

unprovenanced material is clearly referenced as such, in particular because the 

possibility of forgery is an occasional concern (Monaco 2016). Differences between 

proto-cuneiform texts known from disparate sites are insignificant, with a relatively 

high degree of standardisation being observed that allows for these texts to be 

considered together. Similarly, all proto-Elamite corpora can be considered together, 

and minor differences in sign forms and sign use are pointed out when relevant.  
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Limitations of the evidence and boundaries of the study 
 

Working with two partially deciphered scripts requires that many questions posed in 

this dissertation remain unanswered. Texts from all known sites are included because, 

particularly for cuneiform, the picture of labour organization practices has depended 

on the complementary evidence of documents found at Uruk, Jemdet Nasr, and from 

unprovenanced texts. However this means that the discussion fails to focus on the 

reconstruction of an administrative system at any particular site, and cannot provide 

detailed study combining specific archaeological information with textual information 

(e.g. Sallaberger and Pruß 2015). 

 

Because the focus of the study is on comparison between two contemporary writing 

systems, proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite, it has not been possible to exhaust the 

possible comparisons between proto-cuneiform and later cuneiform via the lexical 

and administrative traditions. Much more work in these areas would be fruitful in the 

future, including systematic re-evaluation of the proto-cuneiform sign values. 

Therefore, while other third millennium cuneiform evidence is drawn on for parallel 

when appropriate, this study de-emphasizes its role in understanding proto-cuneiform, 

in particular to combat unproven assumptions about proto-cuneiform signs, their 

linguistic affiliation, and the social and economic contexts of proto-cuneiform 

writing. 

 

A large number of sign combinations mentioned in this dissertation could be further 

investigated in the hopes of identifying linguistically recognisable personal names. 

However, the state of decipherment of both scripts means that such identifications 

would require research well beyond the scope of the current study. Sumerian and 
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Akkadian personal names of the third millennium have not been comprehensively 

compiled and studied. Limet (1969) collected Sumerian names primarily from the Ur 

III period, and Di Vito (1993) compiled and analysed third millennium Sumerian and 

Akkadian names including divine elements, while Andersson (2012) studied names 

incorporating the ruler’s names or titles. Recently, Luo et al. (2015) presented the first 

steps in ‘unsupervised Sumerian personal name recognition’ through the use of a 

computer algorithm with results they argue are usable by the Assyriologist. The 

current lack of a comprehensive third millennium onomastica is a hindrance to the 

difficult task of identifying Sumerian, Akkadian, or other personal names in the proto-

cuneiform texts. 

 

The lexical tradition had proven an especially fertile area of investigation into the 

proto-cuneiform texts, because of the continuation of the traditions into later 

cuneiform. A recent PhD dissertation (Wagensonner 2016) and other studies by K. 

Wagensonner (2010, 2012, 2015) better define some of the organising principles of 

the proto-cuneiform lexical tradition and have begun to clarify proto-cuneiform sign 

use. The lexical tradition will be drawn upon when relevant in this study; however, 

space constraints limit the many possible in-depth studies from this perspective.  

 

To conclude, the narrow focus of this dissertation is necessary in order to clarify the 

available evidence for further discussion; it also highlights many of the ambiguities in 

the record that must be fully recognized if we hope to come closer to fuller 

decipherment.  
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Methodology 
 

The approach taken in this dissertation may be described as ‘top-down’, in that it 

considers the textual corpora as a whole, sorting evidence and narrowing down to the 

texts that can be considered relevant to gender, age and labour organization.  

This approach was developed by taking advantage of the electronic database of proto-

cuneiform and proto-Elamite texts. Since texts can be sorted through computer 

searches, it is possible to efficiently collect, compare, and group particular uses of 

proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite signs, in order to achieve overviews of sign use 

corpus-wide. The methodology allows for testing of hypotheses about sign meanings 

through comparing similar sign sequences in multiple texts; this adresses one of the 

greatest weaknesses in the presentation of proto-cuneiform material by most 

scholars—claims are made about sign use (usually based upon later cuneiform sign 

readings) that are not supported by the proto-cuneiform evidence. The ability to 

produce and manipulate data on sign use is especially useful for these undeciphered 

scripts, for which little has been explored in the manner of sign frequency and the 

contexts of sign use. The top-down approach of this study also provides perspectives 

on the emphasis of certain administrative concerns within the corpora, which can 

contribute to broader discussions on the roles of early writing in the urban 

transformations of early historic Western Asia.  

 
 
Key concepts 
 

Households in early Mesopotamia 
 

Following Assyriological practice, this study will use the term ‘household’ to indicate 

a productive unit in society, identified in Sumerian by the term e2 and in Akkadian by 
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bītum. Gelb understood Mesopotamian households to be (primarily agricultural) 

‘economic units that were largely self-contained and autarchic’ (1976: 5). The level of 

autarky is a question of interest, in parallel to the extent of integration of a household 

into other sectors of economic behaviour such as markets, or incorporation into larger 

political units; this is particularly discussed for the Ur III period by Garfinkle (2013) 

who suggests for that time a ‘mixture of the oikos economy, patrimonial domination, 

and the persistence of local hierarchies’ that he dubs the ‘e2-comony’ (2013: 61). 

Another significant question is to what extent kinship structures were significant 

organizing factors within increasingly large households and eventually state-level 

societies (Rapp 1977; Zagarell 1986 and comments; Yoffee 1995).  

 

Gelb (1979) introduced the Greek term oikos6 as a translation for e2 and bītum, 

although he admits the Greek oikos is only a partially suitable analogy7. 

Anthropologists have developed other terminology to discuss social organization, 

with some overlaps. Claude Lévi-Strauss’s concepts of maison and the société à 

maison implied a specific type of ‘corporate group’ in which kinship is less 

significant as an organising factor than in kinship-corporate groups. The term 

‘corporate group’ refers to groups of people who have in common their production 

basis (e.g. agricultural land), and corresponds to what Assyriologists usually call 

simply ‘households’, ‘institutions8’ or ‘household institutions’. Another overlapping 

term, used mainly in sociology, is ‘organization’.  

                                                
6 Renger 2007: 190 provides a history of scholarly uses of the term in political economy, which he 
traces to the 19th century economist Karl Rodbertus, and subsequently to Max Weber.  
7 In classical Greece Oikonomia, the concept of ‘housholding’, was described by ancient authors as a 
sphere of economic activity with certain moral characterizations, and one which was distinct from (and 
morally superior to) traders conducting exchange in markets. In fact, households were not entirely 
autarkic and did not exist in economic isolation, but interacted with both other households and markets 
(Leshem 2016). 
8 Despite its frequent use in secondary Assyriological literature, the term ‘institution’ (as in ‘temple 
institution’) is avoided here and ‘households’ is the preferred term.  ‘Institution’ is used differently in 
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Three types of households, ‘temple’, ‘state/palace’ and ‘private’, are typically 

described for ancient Mesopotamia. Since households are defined as economic units 

(Gelb 1979), these also correspond to spheres of economic behaviour. It is now 

widely acknowledged that each these spheres of economic activity have operated 

simultaneously throughout Mesopotamian history, with varying levels of dominance. 

A significant difficulty in assessing the importance of various economic spheres is 

presented by the uneven representation of the cuneiform record; for example, the 

chance preservation of the e2-mi3 archive at Girsu originally led to characterisations of 

mid-third millennium Southern Mesopotamia as a ‘temple-state economy’ (Deimel 

1931) in a model that left little room for other economic behaviour9.  

 

Different types of households may have predominated in the south and north of 

Babylonia. While an entirely temple-dominated third millennium economy has been 

dismissed (Gelb 1969; Diakonoff 1969; Foster 1981), it is still generally held that the 

temple sector was the most dominant in the southern-most part of Mesopotamia from 

the earliest periods; these southern Babylonian temple-dominated city-states have 

been contrasted with northern Babylonia (Akkad), the latter with affinities to northern 

Mesopotamia (Assyria) and Syrian ‘palace economies’ (Renger 1995; Steinkeller 

1999).  

 

                                                
some sociological literature, where it indicates the social ideologies often pervasive across broader 
society. This is especially true in the New Institutional Economics which is currently popular with 
many Classical world scholars (Bresson 2016) and recently applied to study of the ancient Egyptian 
economy (Muhs 2016). 
9 Adopted and modified by Schneider 1920 (See Liverani 2013: 106).  
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Redistribution and ancient economies 
 

Assyriological and Ancient Near Eastern studies frequently refer to a ‘redistributive’ 

economy (Manzanilla (ed) 1997; Liverani 1998/2006; Prentice 2010; Sallaberger and 

Pruß 2015). This term was adopted from the work of Karl Polanyi (1957), who 

distinguished three types of exchange: redistribution, reciprocity and market 

exchange. These, Polanyi claimed, are not mutually exclusive categories but can co-

exist in a given society. It may be more useful to think of redistribution as an activity 

undertaken by some societies, and which represents only one aspect of economic 

behaviour, rather than adopting the model of a ‘redistributive society’ (Nakassis et al. 

2011). The basic principle of exchange in the form of redistribution is that products 

are brought to a central institution of collection before being distributed. The practice 

of redistribution of grain may ultimately have derived from that of ‘pooling’ in 

chiefdoms (Hudson 2015: 650 ff.) and transformed along with local developments in 

political economy. The exchange of food within many societies is laden with 

particular social significance. Sahlins, drawing on the evidence of ethnographic data 

from what he called ‘primitive societies’, expressed the social significance of food in 

the following way:  

Staple foodstuffs cannot always be handled just like anything else. Socially they are not quite 
like anything else. Food is life-giving, urgent, ordinarily symbolic of hearth and home… food 
dealings are a delicate barometer, a ritual statement as it were, of social relations…” (1972: 
215)  

 

The early Mesopotamian rationing system reflects state-level organization which also 

undoubtedly functioned not only as a practical way to keep dependents alive, and as a 

tool in economic planning, but also as a ‘barometer… of social relations’ to repeat 

Sahlins.  
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The ‘tributary state’ (Amin 1976 / Patterson 2005: 201) is a closely related, 

neoevolutionary anthropological construct, referring to a society in which a political 

authority extracts goods from the population, and often from neighbouring societies, 

leading to expansion or raiding. Pollock (1999: 78 ff. and 117 ff.) describes a shift in 

Mesopotamian political economies from 5th/4th millennium tributary economies to a 

third millennium ‘oikos-based’ (redistributive) economy of the 3rd millennium. By 

this Pollock suggests that the means of production (‘land, tools, and equipment’) were 

more centrally owned or controlled in the third millennium by important households 

(including temple and palace households), and workers and production were thus 

more tightly controlled.  The interpretation of the written record is crucial in this 

scenario, and the flourescence of proto-cuneiform in the Jemdet Nasr period sits at the 

junction of these two proposed behaviours.  

 

Labour, status, and social organization 
 
 

‘Labour’ can be defined in different ways and can involve individuals across the 

spectrum of society; labour can be specialised or unspecialised; it can be ‘forced’, 

‘paid’, or entrepreneurial. Yet in discussions of ancient Near Eastern society, ‘labour 

organization’ has almost without exception implied the control of and rationing for 

work groups of various types, with a particular focus on those considered to be low 

status (or low class, see below) individuals visible in the economic documentation. 

The term ‘status’ is sometimes used in such discussions, with the implication that 

‘low status’ individuals are either ration-recievers or chattel slaves (see Englund 

2009: fn. 10).   
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In more common use, ‘social status’ is closely related to ‘class’. Originally a Marxian 

concept (but used across the disciplines of sociology, anthropology, economics, and 

others), it is control over means of production that defines social ‘classes’ of a given 

society. ‘Class’ overlaps with ‘status’, the latter which in sociological terms refers to 

social perceptions based on factors including but not limited to economic ones. In the 

case of third millennium Near Eastern studies, the sources for understanding how 

labour and status or class intersect are almost exclusively economic in nature, 

informing us much more about ‘class’ than ‘status’, strictly speaking. The term ‘low 

class’ is preferred in this dissertation as a shorthand for discussing ration-recievers or 

work-group members in economic documents throughout the third millennium 

(following Bernbeck 2009)—that is, those who do not have control over the means of 

production. In fact, their presence in documents of administrative control drawn up by 

scribes clearly attests to their alienation from the means of production and from 

ownership of the products of their labour.   

 

Defining an individual’s ‘status’ on the other hand, based solely on their participation 

in a rationing system is problematic. This may be highlighted by the evidence for 

rationing practices in proto-cuneiform in association with officials from the LU2 list 

(page 126) including the NAMEŠDA who has been understood as a city ruler or 

similar. The implications of rationing practices in relation to social status and class 

also remain to be clarified for the later third millennium: Studevent-Hickman’s (2008) 

suggestion that Ur III erim/eren2 (a term for workers) may represent a professional 

rather than explicitly status or class-related terminology. In short, textual evidence 

beyond that of rationing lists is necessary to inform us about the social implications of 

receiving rations. At the extreme, this can include determining whether there is 
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indication that an individual is a chattel slave subject to buying or selling. Use of the 

term ‘lower class’ is retained in this dissertation as a useful shorthand for the 

individuals in the proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite texts that were listed in certain 

slave-trade or rationing texts by their gender and sometimes age. However, while the 

economic relations that defined the men, women, and children recorded in the earliest 

administrative texts were certainly intertwined with other social status implications, 

the latter may remain mostly unknown to us.  

 

The focus of this dissertation is on these so-called ‘low status’ (e.g. Damerow and 

Englund 1989a; Englund 2004b), lower-class, or ‘dependent’ workers in both proto-

cuneiform and proto-Elamite. This approach is taken in part since poor understanding 

of both scripts necessitates the narrow approach tracking the use of a small set of 

signs, and because the signs indicating gender and age are also, conveniently, those 

that are argued to imply low status and/or lower-class contexts in most cases (with 

proto-cuneiform SAL being an exception). What is more explicitly knowable about 

these individual’s social class or status is usually only that they are recipients of 

standard amounts of grain (especially in the proto-Elamite evidence), and therefore 

presumably dependent upon or employed by an urban administration; and that in 

some texts individuals may be represented as captives or were the objects of an 

economic transaction that suggested they were ‘commoditized’, i.e. slaves (primarily 

in a limited set of the proto-cuneiform evidence).    

 

Slavery in the early ancient Near East 
 

There were complex shades of dependency in the ancient Near East. In some periods 

and regions this could be described as a system in which all men were servants to the 
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king and the king a servant to a god (Gelb 1982; Diakonoff 1987: 1), although the 

types and extent of slavery in different periods and regions of Mesopotamian varied, 

particularly between the south and the north (Jursa and Tost 2014). While certain 

categories of humans can clearly be shown to have a legal status comparable to that 

which we understand as ‘slave’ in our own and other societies, the native terminology 

is sometimes difficult to unravel (Westbook 1995; Reid 2014). One of the earliest 

references to a slave after the proto-cuneifom texts may be the inclusion of an IR3 in 

the goods involved in a transfer of property on the early stone monument the ‘Blau 

Plaque’ (Gelb et al. 1989/1991 no. 11).  

 

Slave labour in the strict definition represented only a small minority of labour in 

third millennium Mesopotamia, as also in the following two millennia in the region 

(Gelb 1976; Steinkeller 2015). Nonetheless, debate remains about the origin and 

status of many documented workers and ration-receivers in third millennium texts, 

including the thousands of women documented in relation to workshops of pre-

Sargonic through Ur III periods. An enduring suggestion has been that many of these 

women were slaves originating from foreign lands, as indicated by the cuneiform 

writing geme2 (female + mountain). Lafont (2013) attempted to tease out some 

information on the social position and origins of some of the women in the Ur III 

documentation, identifying four different categories: ‘war-captives (nam-ra-ak)’, 

‘purchased or indebted slaves (geme2)’, ‘donated personnel (a-ru-a)’ and ‘women of 

the impoverished classes and outcasts of society’. Lafont emphasizes that these 

categories likely do not describe all the ‘types’ of ration-receiving women during the 

Ur III period, and that many were ‘simply state dependents’ whose social positions 

and living conditions remain opaque to us.  
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Captives of war converted to forced labour are mentioned in both administrative and 

literary texts. Some (particularly male) captives may have been blinded and employed 

as millers, gardeners, or other menial labourers (Heimpel 2009; Cooper 2010). An 

inscription of Šu-Suen reveals differential treatment of male and female captives at 

the end of the third millennium: 

He blinded the working men of the cities he had conquered and put them in service in the 
gardens of Enlil and Ninlil, and in the gardens of the major gods. He presented the working 
women of the cities he had conquered as oblates to the textile mills of Enlil and Ninlil, and to 
the temples of the major gods. (Frayne 1997: 304, RIME 3/2.1.4.3 iv 15–31) 

 

A ‘prisoner plaque’ from a private collection, published by Steinkeller (2013a) may 

present the earliest known textual evidence for captives of war being assigned as 

workers in gardens. 

 

There is unfortunately no space in the current dissertation to expand on 

anthropological and archaeological discussions of captive-taking in early civilisations. 

However, some observations from J. F. Brooks (2002) in Captives and Cousins. 

Slavery, Kinship, and Community in the Southwest Borderlands may prove thought-

provoking in the context of early Mesopotamian and Iranian socieities and their 

probably expanding livestock economies. The economic and political dynamics were 

certainly very different in the late fourth millennium Near East than in the 18th to 

early 20th centuries A.D. Americas, but familiar themes nonetheless emerge that may 

highlight new avenues for exploring the role of captive-taking—particularly involving 

women and children—in early Mesopotamia:  

Prolonged, intensive interaction between Spanish colonial pobladores and nomadic and 
pastoral Indian societies required some mutually intelligible symbols through which cultural 
values, interests, and needs could be defined. Horses, sheep, guns, and buffalo hides spring 
immediately to mind as customary exchange items, but women and children proved even 
more valuable (and valorized) as agents (and objects) of cultural negotiation… Navajos and 
New Mexicans alike found that increases in market demand required wealthy sheep owners to 
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expand their dependent labour pool, thereby lending new incentives to the regional slave 
trade. Illicit commerce in captives was part of a wider informal exchange system… low-grade 
military conflict between New Mexican and Navajo raiding bands began to redistribute 
resources, principally sheep but also women and children […] … the young male captives 
they seized could be sold to ricos as dependent herders (Brooks 2002: 216; 243). 

 

Corvée Labour  
 

Mesopotamian corvée labour was a ‘form of forced labour…supplied primarily by the 

free population’ (in the Ur III period known as eren2 and dumu-gir15) that could be 

employed in projects as varied as building and canal construction and maintenance, 

other infrastructure projects, military service, and certain agricultural work 

(Steinkeller 2013b). Steinkeller (2013b, 2015) suggests that the monumental buildings 

of Eanna in Uruk may represent products of some of the earliest corvée labour. 

Despite many enticing administrative parallels with Ur III texts, including the proto-

cuneiform uses of ERIM (=eren2?), the terminology in late 4th millennium texts is not 

yet well enough understood to determine whether or not they reflect the organization 

of corvée systems similar to those known in later Mesopotamia. 

 

‘Cooercion and consent’ 
 

A central concern in the study of early complex societies has been to determine the 

role of coercion or violence in the relationship between the ‘state’ (or other political 

authority) and the workforce. Anthropologists, sociologists, and archaeologists have 

taken various stances on this. While Carneiro (1970) and others have emphasized the 

necessity of violence in forcing communities to accept state-level power (most 

recently, Scott 2017), on the opposite end of the spectrum Sahlins (1972) argued that 

cooperation and community-binding ritual were the most significant strategies in the 

emergence of what he considered to be state-level organization.  
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Routledge (2014) explores the factors affecting why and how individuals come to be 

subjects within a state10, seeing violence as ultimately central to the maintenance of 

sovereignty. Routledge also adopts Baines and Yoffee’s distinction between political 

power and cultural networks that can be harnessed to support that power, but he adds 

the notion that not all early cultural forces were ‘elite’, describing instead more 

complex situations involving negotiation between different voices within early states. 

These discussions about consent to a political entity more broadly can be narrowed 

specifically to the situation in which individuals accept labouring for a given political 

entity. In early Mesopotamia, the ‘rationing systems’ described in the texts may tell us 

more about the physical minutia of implementing a particular socio-economic practice 

than the ideological underpinning of those practices.  

  

However, at least two aspects of labour administration documents from various third 

millennium sources suggest the sometimes violent, coercive power of early 

Mesopotamian societies. The first is the recording of dead and, most importantly, 

fleeing workers (lu2-zah3) by scribes in administrative texts relating to labour 

organization (Englund 1990; discussion in Koslova 2013: 318 fn 14). Secondly, a 

more subtle argument comes from the level of remuneration provided to workers, 

which may have represented the approximate subsistence need of an individual 

(Nissen et al. 1993: 70). This argument is less convincing since the terse nature of the 

documents make it difficult to tease out the wider economic and social circumstances 

of ration-receiving workers. On the one hand, Steinkeller showed that groups of 

workers in the Umma region, which he translates as ‘foresters’, worked in family 

                                                
10 Or more precisely, a ‘state-effect’, drawing on Foucault to understand the state as a process rather 
than a static entity.  
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groups, and laboured for the political administration for only part of the year (1987); 

on the other, Dahl (2010) concluded in a study of Ur III period texts recording state 

potters, that workers who fled were incarcerated, and that workers ‘could be attached 

to the same team year after year, with no or little time of their own, receiving all their 

allowances from the state and being subjected to sudden transfers from one place of 

work to another’ (Dahl 2010: 291).  Other workers within the Ur III state may have 

experienced different conditions, but many questions remain about the status and 

conditions of individuals in the Ur III workforce (e.g. Studevent-Hickman 2008). 

Contributions in the 2015 volume Labour in the Ancient World (Steinkeller and 

Hudson [eds]) tend to emphasize the cooperative and community-reinforcing aspects 

of collective labour (e.g. Richardson 2015), explicitly moving away from the 

emphasis by scholars such as Englund (1991).  

 

Gender and age in labour organization 
 

Gender is one of the most basic factors in the division of labour cross-culturally 

(Costin 1996).  However, an approach considering intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989; 

Garcia-Ventura 2016) is useful for this study. Intersectionality takes into account 

other factors that overlap with sex or gender to form the identity of an individual, 

such as social status or class as well as age. This can be reflected in terminology: the 

English use of ‘madam’ carries with it not only gender but also age and sometimes 

class connotations, as does the English term ‘wench’. In the context of this 

dissertation, intersectionality may apply to some cuneiform signs (whether or not 

representing specific lexemes), such as the sign KUR that appears to combine 

information about gender (male) with specific social or economic roles (probably 

‘slave’, ‘foreigner’, or a person of a particular regional identity). In addressing 
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questions of gender and roles in the workforce, this dissertation must also address the 

suggestions that female labour in particular—and perhaps female slavery— may have 

been a significant contributing factor in the economic, social and political 

developments of the Late Uruk period and in early Mesopotamian urban economies 

more generally. The textual evidence for this is explored in chapter 7.  

 

Childhood in the ancient world has also become a topic of research in the past few 

decades (e.g. Cohen 2007). Garroway 2014 provides a holistic discussion of 

childhood in the ancient Near East, particularly from the Old Babylonian period 

onwards, following on earlier studies such as Limet 1980. For the third millennium, 

Bartash (2015, 2016) has begun to synthesise the material. Children in third 

millennium economic documents primarily occur along with female workers, and 

therefore studies of childhood are often tied to studies of labour organization.  

 
 
Iran and Mesopotamia  
 

The volume Ancient Iran and Its Neighbours… (Petrie ed. 2013) was conceived as a 

response to the title Uruk Mesopotamia and Its Neighbours…(Rothman ed. 2001) and 

reflects a shift in research away from southern-Mesopotamia-centric approaches, a 

shift that began most clearly with the results of excavations in Northern 

Mesopotamian sites such as Tell Brak (Ur et al. 2003, Oates et al. 2007). In drawing 

on both proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite material, this study hopes to contribute to 

the growing body of research that highlights cultural interaction and regional 

variation, rather than narratives of dominance or ‘core’ and ‘periphery’. The proto-

cuneiform material remains more heavily represented in this dissertation, due to space 

constraints and to the nature of the evidence available (proto-cuneiform benefits from 
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the possibility of comparison with later cuneiform tradition). Admittedly, the proto-

Elamite chapters sometimes become the point of discussion for comparison with 

proto-cuneiform, whereas the reverse is less often the case. These imbalances are 

mostly a function of the state of our knowledge, and it is hoped that this study could 

facilitate further in-depth studies of proto-Elamite in its own right.  

 
 
Overview of chapters 

 

Chapter 2 sketches the basic archaeological background for discussion of the texts. 

Chapter 3 explores the imagery on cylinder seals and their impressions that have been 

used in discussions of labour organization. As a tool associated with scribal culture, 

sealing practices and seal iconography present an important complement to textual 

studies. Chapters 4 and 5 deal with the nature of proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite 

writing, and outline the types of texts related to labour organization in each writing 

system. Chapters 6 through 8 examine, through careful attention to accounting 

contexts, the use of the signs for male, female and child 'workers' in turn, in both 

proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite scripts. Chapter 9 presents the conclusions drawn 

from this analysis, summarising the ways that gender and other social identities 

overlapped in the terminological sets used by proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite 

scribes.   
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Chapter 2: Archaeological background 
 

Introduction 
 

The texts discussed in this dissertation come from a number of sites across the ancient 

Near East and span the late Uruk and Jemdet Nasr periods in Mesopotamia, and the 

partly contemporary proto-Elamite period in Iran. The great majority of proto-

cuneiform texts comes from Uruk, and a similarly large majority of known proto-

Elamite texts come from Susa; at the same time, both proto-cuneiform and proto-

Elamite texts found at other sites show the writing systems exhibited a high level of 

standardisation, so that their contents can be meaningfully discussed together. Despite 

a chronological overlap, proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite texts texts have never 

been recovered at the same site, and consequently they have been used to help define 

distinct cultural spheres (see fig. 2.2).  

 
Figure 2.1: Periodisation. Considerable uncertainty remains regarding both absolute 
dating and chronological correspondences between southern Mesopotamia and Iran.  
 

southern Mesopotamia

Southwest Iran
after Petrie 2014

4000             3700          3650              3500 3350                        3200        3140                        3000     2930

Middle Uruk Late Uruk Jemdet Nasr                       Early Dynastic I

VII V

Late Susa I                         Susa II                                         transition                          Susa IIIA 

24–23           22                    19–18 17–17X 16–15

script phase IV        script phase  III 

IVc IVb IVa III

proto-cuneiform

?  proto-Elamite writing

? numerical tablets

? numerical tablets

Uruk
Eanna levels

cylinder seals

cylinder seals
?stamp seals?

stamp seals

Susa 
Acropolis levels

20

Late Uruk A 
Glyptic

Late Uruk B Classic Proto-Elamite 
Glyptic Glyptic



	

 

34 

Late Uruk (3500–3200) and Jemdet Nasr (3200–3000) periods 
 

The Late Uruk period (c. 3500–3200)11 has been characterised as a time in which 

aspects of material culture spread outward from Southern Mesopotamia (and, it has 

been increasingly recognized, southwestern Iran [e.g. Pittman 2013]) across the Near 

East. The so-called ‘Uruk expansion’ is now understood to have lasted approximately 

the extent of the Middle and Late Uruk periods (c. 3700–3200 BC) with variation in 

the date and nature of southern influence at individual sites (Stein 1999: 91; Rothman 

(ed) 2001). While Algaze’s initial (1989; 1993) and modified (e.g. 2001; 2005; 2008; 

2013) ‘Uruk World System’ theory has been heavily criticized for over-emphasizing 

southern control and southern advantage (e.g. Stein 1990, 2014; Steinkeller 1993; 

Butterlin 2003; Emberling 2011), many material culture correlates of the Uruk 

phenomenon at sites across northern Mesopotamia, Syria and even western Iran 

continue to be understood as originating in Southern Mesopotamia (Akkermans and 

Schwartz 2003: 181–211). These Uruk-related features include architectural forms 

and decoration, the cylinder seal, and a variety of ceramic forms (Algaze 1993).  On 

the other hand, recent interpretation of some glyptic material (Pittman 2013) and 

perhaps even the widely-dispersed beveled-rim bowls (Potts 2009) suggest at least 

some traditional aspects of the Late Uruk cultural assemblage may be better 

characterised as ‘Southern Mesopotamian and/or Susiana’ in influence.  

 

Chronological understanding of the fourth millennium archaeological sequence is 

imprecise. The poor recording of ceramics from the deep sounding in Uruk under the 

                                                
11 Dating is conventional. Rothman ([ed] 2001:7) extends the final phase of the Late Uruk period, Uruk 

IVa (Eanna), to 3000 BC. A forthcoming doctoral dissertation at Oxford University, applying a 
Bayesian approach to available radiocarbon dates, suggests Uruk IV may be as early as 3500–3300, 
and Jemdet Nasr 3300–3100 (M. Wencel, in prep. ‘Towards an Absolute Chronology of Early 
Mesopotamia: a Radiocarbon Perspective’). See also Van Ess (2015).   
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limestone temple of level V (early Late Uruk) means that additional evidence is 

necessary to re-assess chronological relationships between Uruk and other 

Mesopotamian sites (Nissen 2002). Absolute dating for the fourth to early third 

millennia BC remains uncertain, and more radiocarbon samples for the Late Uruk and 

Jemdet Nasr periods are needed, in particular to apply Bayesian statistical methods to 

correct for a plateau in the radiocarbon curve due to atmospheric fluctuation occurring 

around this time which skews interpretation of radiocarbon results (Dahl, Petrie, and 

Potts 2013).  

 

By convention, the earliest proto-cuneiform (Uruk IV script phase) is dated to the end 

of the Late Uruk period (Eanna IVa, between 3350–3200 BC) and the majority of 

texts to a second phase (Uruk III) during the following Jemdet Nasr period (3200–

3000 BC). The re-organization of architectural layout at Uruk that occurred following 

building phase IVa is thought to coincide with the end of the Late Uruk period, and, 

roughly, with what was is often described as a ‘collapse’ of the Uruk ‘world 

system’—by current understanding this collapse is situated just after the invention of 

writing (Uruk IV script phase) but before its full fluorescence in the Uruk III script 

phase: this chronological point is often lost in the presentation of straight-forward 

narratives on a supposed link between writing, increased social complexity and 

urbanism, but has occasionally been noted (e.g. Pollock 1992: 331; Woods 2015: 

140).   

 

At the end of the Late Uruk period, a number of sites beyond Southern Mesopotamia 

with previously southern influence were abandoned (Habuba Kabira South, Jebel 

Aruda, Sheikh Hassan, Qraya, and Tell ’Abr) and sites with mixed ‘southern’ and 
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local features saw the withdrawal of southern features (Brak, Leilan and Hama) 

(Schwartz 2001). The Jemdet Nasr period was a time of regional differentiation. This 

includes Susiana, which at the end of the Susa II (Late Uruk), evidenced a shift away 

from Uruk-related ceramic forms.   The population of Southern Mesopotamia 

continued to grow, particularly at Uruk (Adams 1981: 81; Finkbeiner 1991: 194). In 

architectural terms, both the Late Uruk and Jemdet Nasr periods of Southern 

Mesopotamia are marked by Riemchen bricks—whereas the following Early Dynastic 

I period produces plano-convex bricks (Finkbeiner 1986: 56).  

 
Proto-Elamite period 
 

The proto-Elamite period in Iran corresponds to part of the Late Uruk period12, the 

Jemdet Nasr period and beginning of the Early Dynastic period in Mesopotamia, and 

is conventionally dated between 3200–2900 BC. Proto-Elamite tablets are so far 

known from eight sites (fig. 2.2). These are dispersed across Iran, such that Proto-

Elamite had a wider (and more geographically diverse) distribution than 

contemporary proto-Cuneiform—although three of these sites producing Proto-

Elamite tablets have turned up only one tablet each (Shahr-e Sokhte, Tal-e Ghazir, 

and Tepe Ozbaki).  

 

The origins of the proto-Elamite culture may be indicated by abandonment (or re-

organization) and resettlement of sites across Iran (at Tal-e Malyan, Sumner 1986; at 

Susa Potts 1999/2016: 55; at Arisman, Helwig 2013; at Tepe Yahya Lamberg-

                                                
12 Taking the radiocarbon irregularities into consideration, Dahl, Petrie, and Potts (2013) conclude that 

there may be some chronological overlap between Southern Mesopotamian Late Uruk material and 
proto-Elamite material from Iran—although further radiocarbon samples are needed to establish more 
precise dating.  
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Karlovsky 1971: 88, Mutin 2013: 187 ff.) — however, Petrie (2013) questions 

whether the evidence is clear on this point, particularly in the interrupted architectural 

remains at Susa.  

 

At Susa, the fluctuation between westward and eastward/highland looking influences 

observable in the site’s long history was earlier characterised as an effect of an ‘ethnic 

duality’ (Scheil 1905: vii [in Abdi 2003]; Amiet 1979); however more recent 

approaches have tended to emphasis the indigenous traditions of Susiana and their 

alternating relationships with the highlands and with Mesoptomia (Petrie [ed] 2013). 

During the Late Uruk period at Susa (Susa II), the Southern Mesopotamian influences 

were dominant, while during the proto-Elamite period, the elite occupants of Susa 

shared aspects of material culture with the Zagros and highland Iranian sites.  

 

The term proto-Elamite was introduced by V. Scheil (1905: 59 ff) and initially 

referred to the tablets as well as a characteristic glyptic tradition excavated at Susa; it 

was then extended to refer to a short-lived ‘culture’13 producing the tablets (Abdi 

2003 for overview of the history of the term). Other aspects of material culture can be 

identified that mark out ‘proto-Elamite’ sites—for example Helwing (2013) has 

identified Arisman as a proto-Elamite site without texts—but at the same time each 

site also exhibits local character and incorporates ‘proto-Elamite’ cultural markers in 

different ways and to different extents (Petrie 2013: 401).  

 

                                                
13 Proto-Elamite has also been considered as a ‘phenomenon’, a ‘horizon’, a ‘civilization’ and a 
‘universe’ (Petrie 2013: 15 for summary). 
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Clarification of what is meant by ‘proto-Elamite’ is ongoing (Abdi 2003; Petrie 

2013), although the writing system continues to play a key role. Along with tablets 

and the classic proto-Elamite glyptic style (chapter 3), certain ceramic forms are 

usually considered archaeological markers of proto-Elamite contexts. At Tepe Yahya, 

for example, Mutin (2013: 57) identifies four different components of the ceramic 

record, and defines the Proto-Elamite component as including ‘beveled-rim bowls, 

low-sided trays, carinated bowls, a plain bowl, pedestal-goblets, spouted vessels and 

spouts [and] decorated jars…’. In short, proto-Elamite forms are at least partly a 

continuation of the Late Uruk ceramic markers (see e.g. Helwing 2013).  

 

F. Desset identified a common architectural feature at Godin Tepe, Susa, and Tal-e 

Malyan that mark proto-Elamite tradition—labelling it the ‘double doors central 

hearth room’, he identifies at each of those three sites: ‘rectangular hearths built in the 

middle of long walls’ (2014: 10) flanked by doors into other rooms, and in some cases 

further parallels in the organization of rooms around these rectangular hearth rooms. 

Possible precursors for the long-wall hearth rooms were identified at Tepe Ghabristan 

and Tepe Sialk. Recent approaches have also begun to disentangle the traditional 

markers of the proto-Elamite, in order to help think more critically about the link 

between objects, underlying social behaviours, and identity construction (Desset 

2014; Petrie 2013). Petrie points out that, for example, ‘the reasons behind the 

adoptions of specific ceramic vessel forms are likely to be variable and moreover, 

might not be the same reasons why proto-Elamite writing and administrative tools 

were adopted’ (2013: 401). 
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C.C. Lamberg-Karlovsky discussed the proto-Elamite phenomenon, including its 

characteristic writing technology as an ‘echo’ of the late Uruk expansion, and both to 

represent ultimately ‘failed’ experiments in centralisation (1978, 1989: x). With 

chronological adjustments, this model may be innappropriate. Such a perspective 

might be criticised from the point of view of increasing awareness of indigenous 

complexity and agency in the development of fourth–early third millennium Iranian 

societies. As Abdi (2003: 144) summarises, ‘Studies that emphasize [proto-Elamite 

socieites] in a framework based on [Jemdet Nasr societies] are arguably a creation of 

the modern scholarship’s obsession with comparative studies and negligence of 

indigenous developments left over from the enduring culture history approach in Near 

Eastern archaeology’.  

 

As mentioned above, the question has in recent years been posed as to whether the 

‘Uruk-related material’ at various sites (e.g. at Godin Tepe) ought to be understood as 

influence from lowland Khuzestan rather than from Southern Mesopotamia. The 

difficulty in assigning Godin Tepe to either the Southern-Mesopotamian influenced or 

Proto-Elamite Iranian influenced worlds in part highlights the current ambiguities in 

the archaeologist’s set of terminology (Abdi 2003). It is probably best to see 

Khuzestan, with strong evidence for administrative technologies preceding writing, to 

represent precursors to the proto-Elamite writing system at least as influential as any 

precocious Uruk IV developments in script that may have slightly preceded proto-

Elamite. Susa has usually been regarded as the most likely origin for the script and 

therefore the proto-Elamite scribal communities that appeared at other sites (contra 

Sumner 2003).  Both the precursors to writing and the largest number of known proto-
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Elamite texts have been found at Susa14, and the high level of standardisation of script 

between Susa and other sites suggests that there were close ties at least between the 

scribal communities of these sites.   

 

Settlement patterns and other data have been used to support the idea that the proto-

Elamite period was one of increased nomadism (Miller 1985; Sumner 1986; Alizadeh 

2010; Alden 2013). Miller (1985) explained the Juniper deforestation visible 

following the proto-Elamite period in relation to a program of wood use by a 

population not otherwise visible in the settlement record of the area. However, Potts 

(2014a) has questioned the emphasis in modern scholarship on the prevalence of 

nomadism across early Iran, in the face of limited evidence, arguing instead that there 

is little or no evidence for reconstructions of large-scale, full-time nomadism— 

although transhumance certainly existed in the form of ‘a few specialists, not… entire 

tribes’ (2014: 41).  

 

The proto-Elamite phases end roughly at the same time at various sites, with 

architectural breaks and the disappearance of the writing system. At Tepe Yahya, 

abandonment of the site has led to characterisation of a proto-Elamite culture there as 

a ‘foreign’ community of short duration, with material culture that was to some extent 

distinct in character to what came before and after (Lamberg-Karlovsky 2001: 270).   

 

The reason that the proto-Elamite writing system was used for such a short period of 

time, in contrast to the continued development of proto-cuneiform into cuneiform, 

                                                
14 S. Saeedi (presentation, 2016) claims that many of the pre-cursors to writing have now been found at 

Sofalin (results remain mostly unpublished), on a large enough scale to warrant reconsideration of the 
‘spread’ of writing from Mesopotamia–Susa–the rest of Iran.  
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remains obscure. Several possible factors have been proposed: a lack of lexical 

tradition to help codify the writing system (Dahl 2013: 257); too small a scribal 

community (perhaps even a single family) with tight control over the technology, 

whose disappearance also signalled the loss of the writing-system (Dahl, Petrie, and 

Potts 2013); or the failure of a ‘centralising’ social experiment (Lamberg-Karlovsky 

1978, see above). In the north-central plateau proto-Elamite sites appear to have, over 

time, been replaced with an expanding Early Transcaucasian/Kura-Araxes culture 

from the Caucasus region (Potts 2012; Batiuk and Rothman 2007).  

 

 Figure 2.2: Distribution of proto-cuneiform (red) and proto-Elamite (blue) texts  

 

Beveled-rim bowls and shared labour organization traditions  
 

There is great potential for combined archaeological and textual study at a given site 

(e.g. Sallaberger and Pruß 2015) which is unforunately beyond the scope of this 

dissertation. However, in providing the general background of the text corpora, one 

aspect of material culture can be mentioned for its importance in both archaeological 

and textual studies of labour organization: the beveled-rim bowl. Beveled-rim bowls, 
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along with other more-or-less consistent ceramic forms, are markers of all of the 

above contexts—Late Uruk, Jemdet Nasr, and proto-Elamite (with some variation, see 

Mutin 2013: 63). The bowls were quickly made by mould or hand, easily disposable, 

and often found in large groups together. They are known from sites across the 

ancient Near East, as far as Miri Qalat in Pakistan, although they are found in largest 

numbers in western Iran and Mesopotamia (Potts 2009).  

 

Nissen (1970) proposed that the bowls are an archaeological correlate to a(n initially) 

Late Uruk rationing system, arguing that they may have been containers to hold grain 

rations. He cites their approximate size (between .5 and 1 litre), suitable for a daily 

‘ration’ by later Mesopotamian parallel. The size need not be precise if a separate 

vessel, such as a wooden ladle, were used to actually measure the ration. Secondly, 

Nissen cites the bowls’ resemblance to the proto-cuneiform sign NINDA, used in the 

compound sign GU7, used in Late Uruk texts that often appear to record grain 

distributions and calculations (chapter 5a).  

 

A long list of literature has been produced giving various other interpretations of the 

beveled-rim bowls in both Mesopotamia and Iran15. This includes the suggestion that 

the bowls were used for offerings (Beale: 1978; Nicholas 1987:71), for salt processing 

(Buccellati 1990), for serving ale (rather than loose grain or bread) to workers 

(Damerow 1996; Pollock 2003: 29–31, 2012: 161; Bernbeck 2009: 54), or as bread-

moulds (Schmidt 1982; Millard 1988; Chazan and Lehner 1990; Potts 2009). The sign 

NINDA in later Sumerian cuneiform is used both to indicate baked bread (ninda) and 

rations (niĝ2). D. T. Potts (2009) supported the idea that bowls represented the spread 

                                                
15 Potts: 2009 also provides a detailed overview. 
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of a popular new culinary technology in baking leavened bread and that the presence 

of these bowls at such far-flung sites may not represent the spread of Mesopotamian 

administrators or rationing systems. The use of beveled-rim bowls as bread moulds 

would not preclude their use in a redistributive system, whether for daily sustenance 

for dependent household workers or others in return for communal labour projects 

(Nissen 1988: 83; Pollock 2012: 156), perhaps relatedly, in ritual contexts of 

communal consumption (e.g. D’Anna and Jauß 2015). Pollock (2003: 29–31; 

2010:160; 2015) suggests that the nature and size of the vessels indicates that 

whatever was in the bowls was probably meant to be consumed on the spot (not 

‘taken home’), and understands this to represent a clear contrast with the later third 

millennium rationing systems based upon monthly allocations. D’Anna and Jauß 

(2015) explored the archaeological context in which similar bowls were found at 

Arslantepe, noting their presence in a ‘public building’ of the phase VI A (3300–3000 

BC) that also produce sealings, suggesting a courtyard may have been the place for 

distribution and consumption of what she describes as a possibly ‘impersonal, and 

even ‘alienated’ commensality’ contrasting with the evidence of elite feasting in a 

‘shrine’ of the residential area (2015: 124 ff.).  

 

After the Late Uruk and Jemdet Nasr periods, the bowls were slowly phased out and 

replaced by other forms (Potts 2009). A type of similarly styled and mass-produced 

crude bowls, but with a taller vessel shape, known as ‘flowerpots’ (Blumentöpfe) have 

been found at Uruk and other sites and appear to have overlapped with the latter 

period of use of beveled-rim bowls (Strommenger 1980). The ‘flowerpots’ may also 

have been related to redistribution or institutional consumption. Englund (1998:165–
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7) suggested that the cuneiform sign sila3 may depict this vessel16. A group of dozens 

of these bowls has recently been discovered in a Late Uruk period room at Italian 

excavations at Tell Surghul (ancient Nig̃in). They were found lined up mostly upside-

down, with remains of food inside, including grain, fish bones, and unidentified 

organic matter. The excavators have interpreted the room as a storage room within a 

public building, perhaps particularly used to store and prepare products for 

redistribution (Nadali and Polcaro 2015).  

 

Whatever the product held by the beveled-rim bowls, their wide distribution marks 

their ability to transcend the cultural ‘boundary’ represented most obviously by the 

use of two different writing systems. The bowls are found at sites both with and 

without the discovery of proto-cuneiform or proto-Elamite tablets; in Iran, sites with 

beveled-rim bowls have been taken as evidence of ‘Mesopotamian influence’ (e.g. 

Tepe Sialk and Tal-e Iblis, Caldwell 1967) when dated to the Late Uruk period, and 

proto-Elamite markers when dated to the proto-Elamite period (e.g. Tepe Yahya, 

Mutin 2013). Their relationship with labour organization and with administrative 

activities in the proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite texts remains unclear, but if proto-

cuneiform NINDA indeed depicts a beveled-rim bowl, then some of the redistributive 

activities documented by scribal administraters may have involved the use of the 

bowls. A similar proto-Elamite sign has not been identified, but a proto-Elamite seal 

depicting a (bovine) scribe at work may also show a beveled-rim bowl in the upper 

corner (Pittman 1993: 237, seal Amiet 1980: 568).  

 

                                                
16 Sila3 is known in later Sumerian as a measure equivalent to approximately .8 litre. Johnson (2015: 

192) discusses the use of proto-cuneiform SILA3 in relation to distributions of ‘highly valued goods, in 
particular cuts of meat and dried fish’; Englund discusses it as a standard measure in relation to dry 
rations and dairy products, e.g. Uruk text W 21682 (Englund 1998: 161).  
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Demographic patterns in Mesopotamia and Iran 
 

Settlement data have been drawn on in a number of studies to discuss the movement 

of peoples, including between Susiana and Southern Mesopotamia, during the fourth 

millennium (e.g. Wright and Johnson 1975, 2001; Adams 1981; Pollock 1999, 2001). 

In the first half of the fourth millennium, there may have been an increase in settled 

population (early-mid Susa II period) in Susiana as evidenced by an increase in 

medium-sized settlements along with Susa increasing to c. 25 hectares (Wright and 

Johnson 1985; Potts 1999: 55–6). The ceramic tradition of Susa II was Mesopotamian 

in style, and various characterisations of this have been put forward, including 

Amiet’s development of the notion of an ‘ethnic duality’ (1979) in Susiana that saw 

the (‘native’) Mesopotamian element at the fore during this time. Alternately, Potts 

understood the Susa II period in Susiana to represent ‘agriculturalists and their 

families, potters and other craftsmen who moved into the available land in Khuzestan 

and founded new settlements’ at the beginning of the Uruk period (1999/2016: 63). 

Similarly, Pollock (2001), postulated that it was likely from the immediate vicinity of 

Uruk rather than the Nippur-Adab area of Southern Mesopotamia17 that migrants into 

Susiana may have originated, essentially as political refugees escaping an increasingly 

oppressive urban administration in Uruk, citing evidence including the seal 

impressions from Late Uruk period Uruk that emphasized bound and beaten 

prisoners.   

 

H. T. Wright (2001: 146) characterised the later fourth millennium in Southern 

Mesopotamia as a period of ‘differential growth, accelerating intraregional conflict, 

                                                
17 For the separation of Uruk and Nippur-Adab areas, also Adams 1981. 
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the emergence of very large polities, and their collapse’, during which Uruk 

maintained population growth. Wright and Johnson (1975) showed that during this 

period—which they consider to be the ‘era of first state formation’—the population of 

Susiana probably decreased from its Susa II level. Similarly, Hopper and Wilkinson 

(2013: 39) describe in Khuzestan a ‘significant decrease in settled population in the 

mid-to late fourth millennium, which continues to the early third millennium BC’. In 

late fourth millennium Southern Mesopotamia on the other hand, urban centres grew 

in population with a concurrent emptying of the country-side (Adams 1981; 2014). 

The high rate of population growth at the end of the fourth millennium in Southern 

Mesopotamia, particularly at Uruk, may indicate the movement of peoples into the 

area from surrounding regions (Pollock 1999: 71). This roughly corresponds to the 

‘break’ in cultural contact and the growth of separate proto-cuneiform and proto-

Elamite cultural spheres. Chronological and other difficulties remain; Petrie (2013:20) 

cautions that such discussions of changes in population and settlement in Iran in 

particular are based on limited survey and excavation, and would benefit from 

additional comparative data.  

 

Script Phases 
 
Precursors to writing 
 
During the 4th millennium prior to the development of proto-cuneiform, bullae with 

seal and token impressions, and numerical tablets began to appear at sites spread 

widely across the ancient Near East (Schmandt-Besserat 1992:115 fig. 61, 131 fig. 79; 

Englund 1998:48, 1999:35 fig. 2.2). Numerical tablets are known from: Iran at Susa, 

Chogha Mish, Tepe Sialk, Godin Tepe, Tall-i Ghazir, and possibly one from Tepe 

Sofalin; Mesopotamia at Uruk, Nineveh, and Khafajeh; and Syria at Habuba Kabira, 
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Jebel Aruda, and Tell Brak. The Tell Brak tablet was found in a good stratified 

context below a radiocarbon-dated hearth with a result of c. 3500 (cal) BC (Oates 

2002: 117). At Uruk, some of the numerical and numero-ideographic tablets were 

found in the same context as large numbers of Uruk IV texts in square Qa XVI,2 ; 

seven numerical and three blank tablets were found in the square immediately west of 

this, Pe XVI,3 in a ‘layer of sherds belonging to level IV’  (Englund 1994: 37 and 13 

fig. 2). The largest number of numerical tablets have been found at Susa, dating to 

levels 18–17 Acropole (Potts 1999/2015: 61), the periods preceding the invention of 

proto-Elamite. 

 

These accounting technologies were the precursors to proto-cuneiform and proto-

Elamite writing. While proto-cuneiform is currently understood to have developed 

slightly before proto-Elamite, near the close of the Late Uruk period, this does not 

imply that the numerical tablets at all sites are attributable to a ‘Mesopotamian’, or 

specifically pre-proto-cuneiform tradition— for example, numerical tablets at Godin 

Tepe and Tepe Sialk are arguably more closely related to the following proto-Elamite 

tradition (Weiss and Young 1973; Pittman 2001, 2013; Dahl 2013; but see Matthews 

2013;  Petrie 2014: 142, 151), and Susa’s wealth of numerical tablets has even been 

used to suggest the technology could have been a lowland Iranian invention (Pittman 

2013). Overall, a picture of parallel developments in early accounting technologies 

prior to the invention of writing emerges.   

 

Proto-cuneiform script phases 
 

The invention of proto-cuneiform script at Uruk (Uruk IV script phase) dates 

approximately to the Uruk IVa building phases (c. 3350–3200) at the end of the Late 
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Uruk Period18. The two script phases, Uruk IV and Uruk III, were initially named 

after building phases in Eanna at Uruk, but complications in locating tablet finds 

within particular phases and sub-phases led to the subsequent distinction between the 

building and text phase terminologies (Nissen 1986, 1987). Texts of the second script 

phase, Uruk III, are nonetheless considered to date to the Jemdet Nasr period (c. 

3200–3000) that is represented at Uruk by the building levels Uruk IIIc–a.   

 

Because the texts were found in secondary contexts, i.e. in rubble and trash used as 

construction fill during later building phases, establishing the stratigraphic origin of 

Uruk IV and Uruk III texts is difficult (Englund 1998: 38; Nissen 2002). Nonetheless, 

a combination of information on the associated architecture of text finds on the one 

hand, and internal characteristics of the proto-cuneiform documents on the other, has 

been used to provide the dating sequence IV–III19. Dating texts based upon 

paleographic and other internal text features can only be hypothetical, but the 

methodology is given some confirmation in that groupings of texts with similarly 

more ‘archaic’ looking features are consistently identified as relating to earlier 

stratigraphic phases (Nissen 1986). On the other hand, the continued difficulties of 

Eanna’s stratigraphy—including the use of tablet finds to assign building levels to 

archaeological phases in the first instance—should urge caution (Strommenger 1980).  

 

                                                
18 The archaeological evidence was ambiguous as to the specific building sub-phase to which these 

earliest texts belonged, but Nissen (1986) reasoned that they probably belonged to subphase IVa (rather 
than IVb) given their close comparison in paleographic terms to the next script phase Uruk III 
associated with the Uruk III (c–a) building phases.  

19 Nissen (1986) initially included also differentiation of Uruk III3–1 texts, although these designations 
are rarely used, since assigning texts to one of those levels based upon available archeological evidence 
is usually not possible. 
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For example, Eichmann (1989: 79–90, and review by Crawford 1991: 357) discussed 

the possibility that Temple C might belong to building level III, while it was formerly 

understood to have been constructed near the beginning of phase IVa (Lenzen 1974; 

Perkins 1949/1977: 123; Crawford 1991:26). This building in fact provided the only 

group of texts which may have been found on a floor in Eanna, and those texts were 

both internally and externally (based on an Uruk IV phase building assignment) dated 

to Uruk IVa, securing the date for the earliest script phase (Nissen 1986, 1987: 36–

40). Nissen (2002: 3) includes Temple C in a plan of level IVa20.    

 

Uruk IV script phase texts have only been excavated at Uruk (around 1,790 in 

number), while around sixty texts from the antiquities market have also been 

tentatively assigned to this script phase by the CDLI. Texts assigned to the Uruk III 

script phase have been excavated from Uruk (c. 3,112) and Jemdet Nasr (241), as well 

as in small numbers from Tell Uqair, Tell Asmar and Kish; Uruk III phase texts from 

the antiquities market have tentatively been attributed to Tell Uqair, Umma, Adab, 

Larsa and Kish (Englund and Grégoire: 1991). The great majority of proto-cuneiform 

texts have come from Uruk, with 4,902 Uruk IV–III phase texts catalogued on the 

CDLI21.   

 

Proto-Elamite script phases 
 

Proto-Elamite texts may be divided into three script phases: early, middle, and late 

(Dahl, Petrie, and Potts: 2013). As with proto-cuneiform, these are based upon 

internal script features, combined with occasional links to stratigraphic information, 

                                                
20 Nissen 1987: 36–40 for his reasoning. 
21 Accessed March 23, 2017 
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in this case from Susa.  While the great majority of texts were found in early 

excavations and little reliable stratigraphic or contextual information can be obtained, 

later excavations (Le Brun 1971) produced stratified numerical tablets (in levels 18.2–

17B) a few unstratified proto-Elamite tablets22, and proto-Elamite tablets in levels 

16C, 16A, 15B–A, and 14B (20 tablets in total).  Dahl, Petrie, and Potts (2013) 

propose that in an early phase the writing system spread to Tal-e Ghazir, about 200 

km to the southeast of Susa in Ramhormuz county, Khuzestan, and to the north on the 

Central Plateau, at Tepe Sialk, and Tepe Ozbaki. Following this, it spread to Tal-e 

Malyan in Fars, and Tepe Yahya and Shahr-i Sokhta in southeastern Iran.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                
22 see comments in Dahl, Petrie and Potts 2013: 355 ff. 
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Chapter 3: The glyptic evidence for proto-literate labour 
organization 
 
Introduction 
 

Seal images and sealing practices complement the textual evidence for labour 

organization and redistributive practices from the Middle Uruk through Jemdet Nasr 

periods of Mesopotamia and Iran. Seals can be studied in various ways and have been 

approached from both art historic and archaeological perspectives. With respect to 

labour organization, the seal imagery may be used to help characterise the activities 

monitored by the scribal administration, since sealing technology was part of a scribal 

‘tool kit’. As with other aspects of material culture, the geographic extent of seals and 

sealings can help determine changing cultural links across the broader ancient Near 

East, which may in turn highlight shared cultural traditions of production and 

consumption. The physical practices of sealing can also be explored (e.g. Dittman 

1986b; Frangipane [ed] 2007)—sometimes in conjunction with attention to seal 

scenes—in order to understand how actors with seals had control, as individuals or 

representatives of households or political institutions, over the products made by 

members of society.  

 

This chapter focuses on the seal imagery related to labour and production in order to 

help characterise the possible production or distribution contexts that scribal 

administrators were involved in organising. The focus was chosen because of the way 

that seal imagery from both Mesopotamia and Iran has played important roles in 

discussions of social and political changes in these periods. Although the evidence of 

seal scenes may sometimes help identify activities and products of concern to 
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administrators, in the majority of cases seals do not directly depict the product or 

labour which the seal owner is controlling. Instead seal images may represent group 

cultural identities, serving to identify either particular individuals or administrative 

institutions through culturally significant symbols or scenes (Nissen et al. 1993; 

Brandes 1979; Frangipane [ed] 2007), or in some cases may be described as 

commodity branding (Wengrow 2008). Therefore, it is in a variety of ways that 

scenes of labour and production on cylinder seals can provide insight into the scribal 

culture and the nature of administrative control in proto-literate urban societies.  

 

The chapter first presents an overview of the scenes of production that have been 

identified in seals from Middle Uruk (3700–3500 BC) until the Jemdet Nasr (3200–

3000 BC) and Proto-Elamite (3100–2900 BC) periods. It then offers a case-study of a 

particular style of seal that has been central to discussions on gender and labour 

organization: the pigtailed figures. Following on this, the chapter discusses the 

methodological problems with using seals to study gender and labour organization.  

 

Identifying work and workers in seals 
 

This section summarises the images of workers and production known on seals from 

the mid-fourth to early third millennium at sites where scribal elites first emerged23. 

‘Work’ scenes are categorised in figure 3.1. A number of difficulties arise when 

attempting to define ‘work’ scenes in seals. Objects and tasks undertaken may be 

difficult to recognize. For example, one Late Uruk period seal image (Rova 419) is 

described by Collon (1987/2005: 148) as ‘fruit-picking?’ and by Bréniquet (2016: 19 

                                                
23 This chapter limits its focus to scene with human or anthropomorphic figures engaged in production. 
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fig. 5h) as ‘flax processing?’. Schematic seals in which seated figures have hands 

upraised in the air, sometimes with vessels, may depict ‘ritual’ activity rather than 

production of pottery (Boehmer 1999; Asher-Greve 1985, 2008). In fact, production 

or scenes related to economic activity (such as carrying objects) are not always easily 

separated from ‘ritual’ or other social behaviour, and in any case labour itself is often 

‘ritualised’ (e.g. D’Anna and Jauß 2015). Scenes that appear to depict figures weaving 

may be interpreted as high-status females engaged in a culturally significant activity 

(Bréniquet 2016) that conveys a message other than a ‘strictly’ economic one.  

 

Despite these difficulties, three prominent traditions of representing working figures 

on seals can be distinguished:   

(1) A Middle Uruk through Late Uruk A24 (c. 3500–3350 BC) tradition specific to 
Susiana, of depicting a wide variety of tasks by (often) bald, naturalistically-rendered 
figures. These are carved in a ‘naturalistic’ style contrasting with schematic seals (3) 
below.  
 
(2) A proto-Elamite tradition (c. 3200–2900 BC) in which some of these tasks 
continue to be depicted, but in which animal actors on their haunches and wielding 
tools have replaced humans.  
 
(3) Trans-regionally attested ‘schematic’ seals in which groups of figures engage in 
activities that appear to represent production. These include the ‘pigtailed’ figures 
discussed below. Dating of this style is difficult but they can be roughly assigned to 
the Late Uruk and possibly early Jemdet Nasr periods.  
 

In addition, a fourth, more disparate category, Pittman’s (2013) extension of 

Dittman’s (1986b) ‘interregional motifs’ may also include some themes relevant to 

production, redistribution, and the workers involved in this. These motifs developed 

from the mid-fourth millennium through the Early Dynastic I period.   

                                                
24 Pittman (2013: 294) following Dittman (1986a), Late Uruk A = Eanna V–IVb and Susa Acropole 
19–18, prior to the ‘break’ between the regions that saw proto-cuneiform develop (Eanna IVa) at Uruk, 
with a ‘transitional’ phase in the imagery of Susa Acropolis 17 (Late Uruk B) followed by the proto-
Elamite imagery of Acropolis 16 (Pittman 2013: 327). 
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Figure 3.1: Periodisation of Mesopotamia and Iran. Below: Types of workers and 
production in seal images from southern Mesopotamia and Iran 
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Seals and production imagery at Susa and other Iranian sites 
 

Susa has produced the largest number of seal impressions and seals from the late 

fourth millennium, with Rova cataloguing 436 for the Late Uruk period25. The proto-

Elamite seals (both stratified and those dated stylistically) add several hundred more 

examples (Roach 2008). These may be divisible into early, middle and late proto-

Elamite period groups (Dittman 1986b), and into four stylistic groups— ‘glazed 

steatite/piedmont’, ‘wheel-cut’, ‘incised’, and ‘classical’ (Pittman 2003: 108)26.  

 

Middle and Late Uruk Susiana  
 

Dittman (1986b) examined seal images from his ‘Late Uruk A’ period at Susa 

(Acropole 19–18, see figure 3.1), and interpreted them as representative of different 

administrative offices, including ‘storage units’, ‘industrial units’, ‘herding units’, 

‘hunting units’ etc. These units were identified by seal scene content, for example 

with scenes of domesticated animals representing the ‘herding unit’. He then 

examined the interaction of these units through objects with multiple sealings, and 

through some attention to the kind of object sealed (primarily doors versus 

containers), in order to establish a hierarchy of importance of these various units. On 

the one hand, scenes represented in some seals probably do reveal the industries and 

activities of interest to individuals who own and use those seals. On the other hand, in 

                                                
25 Rova catalogues 29 unique seal images from Acropole level 18, and 27 from Acropole levels 17a-b, 

with another 380 of unknown context (Rova 1994: 311–21, Acropole 18 Rova nos. 92–120 ; 
Acropole 17 nos. 121–47 ; Susa context unknown nos. 151–530). This excludes the ‘Classic Proto-
Elamite’ seals and seals of unknown context dated stylistically to other periods. 

26 An alternate categorization system appears in the doctoral dissertation of Roach 2008 
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most cases it is not clear that seal scenes directly represent administrative offices 

engaged in those activities27.          

 

Susiana’s Late Uruk production scenes 
 

Pittman considers worker and production scenes, which originate in the Middle Uruk 

period, to be ‘the hallmark theme of Late Uruk A glyptic at Susa’ (2013: 306). In 

contrast to this, the glyptic imagery from the city of Uruk during both the Late Uruk 

and Jemdet Nasr periods is dominated by scenes more often characterised as ‘sacred’ 

or ‘ritual’ (confirmed through statistical analysis by Rova 1994; also Boehmer 1999; 

Pittman 2013). Therefore, while many studies illustrate the Late Uruk economy across 

the Near East with ‘daily work’ scenes excavated at Susa or Chogha Mish (e.g. 

Charvát 2002: 99, ‘The Uruk Culture’ fig. 5.2), the distribution of these scenes may 

suggest that the images reflect local economic practices in Susiana and cannot be 

extrapolated to represent a broader ‘Late Uruk’ world.  

 

As shown in figure 3.1, the greatest variety of ‘worker’ scenes occur in the Middle 

and Late Uruk periods. These come primarily from Susa and Chogha Mish in Iran’s 

Susiana plain, where administrators may have been intimately involved with 

regulating productive units through sealing practices. In addition to many other 

themes, all of the work scenes from figure 3.1, excepting threshing in a sledge, are 

attested at Susa between Acropole levels 18–17A (Susa II/ Late Uruk period).  

 

                                                
27 Dittman’s method leads to strained explanations, for example the author suggests: ‘A more unusual 

combination of sealings is Fig. 3: 2. Here a prisoner frieze (A.7) occurs together with a probable 
herding scene (B.4). One explanation could be that the unit which takes care of prisoners stood in 
relation to a special herding unit’ (Dittman 1986b: 340). 
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Figure 3.2 shows some production scenes from Susa, and from the comparably strong 

tradition at Chogha Mish, also located in Susiana. While the community at Chogha 

Mish used sealing technologies including bullae similarly to Susa in the Late Uruk 

period, the site was (temporarily) abandoned before the introduction of writing.  

 
a) 																																																	b)	

 

 
            c)                                                         d)        

 
e)  

 
Figure 3.2: a) ‘Granary’ scene, Susa, clay sealing, Amiet 1972 no. 663 b) impression 
known from a bulla and a tablet, Susa CDAFI 8: 6.7 c) Amiet 1972 no. 621/ image 
after Roach 2008 d) sealed bulla, Susa, Amiet 1972 no. 678 /image after Roach 2008 
e) Sealed bulla, Chogha Mish, Delougaz and Kantor 1996: Pl. 45 O 148B /image 
after Roach 2008  

 
 

Grain and redistribution in Susiana? 
 

Amiet 1972, n. 621 (fig. 3.2 c) is an impression on a numerical tablet, showing a 

group of workers bent over using agricultural implements. This is a rare, explicit 
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visual link between the origins of scribal culture and agricultural work gangs. Scenes 

with distinctive domed buildings in the Late Uruk Susiana seals have been interpreted 

as granaries; most of these scenes are from Susa (Rova 1994 Pl. 19, nos. 347–54) and 

a few from Chogha Mish (Delougaz and Kantor 1996, Pl. 131 B, impression on a 

sealing of a jar rim; Pl. 133 E impression on a bullae). These confirm the close 

relationship between the origins of scribal administration and grain redistribution 

which is also observed in the following period in the proto-Elamite texts, if capacity 

measures identified abundantly in the texts are correctly understood to represent 

amounts of grain. A very similar granary image to those from Susiana is also found at 

the ‘Late Uruk’ influenced site Hacınebi, on the upper Euphrates in south-eastern 

Turkey (Pittman 1999 fig. 3, no. 7, impression on a sealing of a jar rim). The 

repertoire of Hacınebi doesn’t otherwise include naturalistic work scenes in the 

Susian style.  

 

Collon (1987/2005: 15) noted the greater number of images of grain storage in Susa 

sealings (predominantly of Late Uruk/Susa III date) in contrast to the prominent 

images of cattle in Uruk seals (usually without associated human figures, and 

emerging from biers, as is never known from Susa). She suggests this may be 

representative of a more agrarian-based Susian economy and an Uruk economy with 

more prominent cattle-rearing. However, the amount of grain in distribution visible in 

the Uruk texts confirms that agricultural was also significant at Uruk, despite the lack 

of a strong glyptic tradition depicting its production and storage.  
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Schematic seals in Iran 
 

While schematic seals are known at Susa from unstratified contexts (Pittman and 

Potts 2009: 112) and assigned Late Uruk dates, it is supposed that they ceased to be 

used at Susa during the proto-Elamite phases— and no other Iranian sites have 

produced schematic seals from proto-Elamite contexts. This situation contributes to 

the impression that the proto-Elamite tradition deliberately avoided depictions of 

humans, which may be paralleled by a similar avoidance of the human form in the 

proto-Elamite script (Dahl 2013: 246). As discussed below, schematic seals often 

depict textile or pottery production contexts, and their presence in Late Uruk Susiana 

(where they may in fact have originated) suggests that administrators, before the 

advent of writing, were using these seals to help organization their production and/or 

trade in those commodities.  

 

Proto-Elamite glyptic  
 

At Susa, Pittman (2013: 319) describes a transitional phase in naturalistically-

rendered Susian ‘Late Uruk B’ glyptic (fig. 3.1), that represents the natural 

development from Late Uruk A towards the Proto-Elamite styles. Proto-Elamite 

glyptic includes a number of heraldic, ritual, presentation and other animal scenes. 

The number of ‘production scenes’ shrank, however in some cases animals are shown 

with tools as though they are humans at work. The proto-Elamite ‘animals acting as 

humans’ motif has precedents in Late Uruk period scenes, notably Amiet 1972 no. 

680 from Susa, which shows animal and mythological(?) figures in a production-style 

scene, with two felines probably acting as scribes (Pittman 1993: 242). Roach (2008) 

catalogued 49 instances of Classic Proto-Elamite ‘animals acting as humans’. Scenes 
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of scribal work are one of the most commonly attested, with as many as twenty-two 

examples identified by Pittman (1993). Figure 3.3 shows scenes from Late Uruk 

period Susa and some Proto-Elamite comparisons, that highlight the way that the 

tradition evolved. 

 

At Tal-i Malyan, located in an intermontane valley of the Zagros around 600 km 

south east of Susa, the only known ‘work’ image published from the proto-Elamite 

period at this site28 is a possible scribal scene in the classic proto-Elamite style with 

an animal acting as scribe (Sumner 2003: Fig 44 E), which was found impressed on 

two jar sealings. Seals and impressions from Tepe Yahya, a site another 600 km 

southest from Tal-i Malyan, do not depict any workers at the time of the proto-

Elamite writing system (level IVC)29. Two Late Uruk period seals (Rova nos. 555 and 

556) from Tepe Sialk (500 km northest of Susa, on the edge of the Iranian plateau) 

include workers, with no hair depicted, seated with vessels. In one case the vessel sits 

on a distinctive base that may represent a pottery wheel (Bréniquet 2016: 17). 

However, following the Late Uruk levels at Tepe Sialk, the proto-Elamite levels only 

produced seals with animals or geometric designs. Many proto-Elamite period seal 

impressions from Tepe Sofalin (near Tehran) await publication, and evidence from 

that apparently single-period site could substantially improve our understanding of 

proto-Elamite seals and sealing practices.   

  

                                                
28 Pittman (2003: 107–9) includes only partial publication of seals from Tal-i Malyan area ABC; for 

example, she refers to ‘twenty-four individual images, of which eight can be fully reconstructed’ 
from Building Level 3 and stratum 9 alone.  

29 Instead, there are of the ‘glazed steatite’ type, and a few Classic Proto-Elamite impressions of 
animals in heraldic poses (Mutin 2013: 437–8). 
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      a)      b) 

 
      c)      d) 

 
      e)     f) 

 
Figure 3.3: a) impression on bullae, Chogha Mish, Delougaz and Kantor 1996: Pl. 
33H, 150A b) impression on tablet, Susa Acropole 15A, Amiet 1980: no. 1685 c) 
impression known from multiple bullae, Chogha Mish, Delougaz & Kantor 1996: pl. 
35A–B, G–L, 148D. d) impression on tablet, Susa Acropole 15A Amiet 1980: no. 1684 
e) impression on clay sealing, Susa MDP 43: 695 f) cylinder seal, Susa, Amiet 1980: 
no. 1014 
 

The inter-regional motifs: storage and movement of goods 
 

While explicit production scenes are particularly associated with Susiana, other 

themes and styles, appearing across a number of sites in the Near East, may reflect 

loosely shared cultural traditions that sometimes obliquely suggest a concern with 

production, storage, or movement of goods (Pittman 2001). These ‘interregional 

motifs’ (Dittman 1986b) include diverse themes such as heraldic and mythological 

animals, but also human figures in procession, and jars in a rope netting, sometimes 

with a distinctive element usually interpreted as fringed cloth emerging from them30. 

                                                
30 These have been found at Uruk, Susa, Tell Brak, Hacınebi, Habuba Kabira, and Godin Tepe. See 

Boehmer 1999: 29 ff. for discussion of the ‘fringed cloth’.  
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Pittman expanded the theme to include ‘virtually all of the images found in Eanna V–

IVb’ (2013: 308)31. One interregional ‘production-related’ theme is that of a 

particular, distinctive vessel-form with looped handles, perhaps sitting in a net (fig. 

3.4). This vessel form is also seen in production scenes from Susiana. Seals from 

different sites and periods also represent a similar jar hung with a rope on a pole 

extending between two figures (human or animal). Such ‘transport scenes’ are known 

from Middle Uruk impressions at various sites, and outlast many other ‘work’ themes, 

with an example continuing into Early Dynastic II Fara (Pittman 2007: 320). With the 

possible exception of these individuals carrying jars, the interregional motifs do not 

focus on workers or production in the way that the tradition limited to Susiana does.  

 
a)     b) 

            
    c)     d) 

 
Figure 3.4: a) clay sealing for a jar, Uruk Eanna IV, ATU 5 pl. 31a-c. b) clay sealing, 
Ur, Legrain 1936: no. 330 c) clay sealing, Susa Acropole 17, MDP 43: 651 d) clay 
sealing for a jar(?), Uruk, Eanna III(?), Amiet 1980, no. 1609.   
 

 
 
 
 

                                                
31 This has the implication that a portrayal of ‘Late Uruk’ glyptic as originating at Uruk—and 

representing part of a particularly Urukean influence at other sites during the ‘Uruk expansion’—may 
need to be re-assessed.  
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Schematic seals 

 
The interregional motifs mentioned above are distinct from another widely-spread 

glyptic tradition, the so-called ‘schematic’ seals32. Schematic seals often depict 

figures interpreted as workers engaged in production, but are carved in a significantly 

different style from both the Uruk-related and Susiana-specific seals discussed above:  

 

‘Schematic’ refers to style produced by drilling to represent segments of the body and 

head of figures (emerging from the Middle Uruk ‘baggy’ tradition known at Tell Brak 

in Syria and Susa [Pittman and Potts 2009]), whereas contemporaneous traditions are 

called ‘naturalistic’ or ‘modelled’ in contrast. The types of tasks identified in 

schematic seals are more limited than the various naturalistically-carved traditions, 

and a great majority of the seals include figures with a characteristic ‘pigtail’, 

discussed further below. Schematic seals date primarily to the Late Uruk period—for 

example, they are limited to the Late Uruk levels at Nippur, as well as possibly pre-

proto-Elamite contexts at Susa; however, at Uruk a few are found in Uruk III 

(=Jemdet Nasr period) contexts.   

 

For the late fourth through early third millennia BC it is far more common to find 

impressions of seals on clay than it is to find original seals. However, this situation is 

completely reversed with the schematic seals which are known almost entirely as 

original seals, a difference that has been difficult to interpret. Through their wider 

distribution than proto-cuneiform writing—and apparently negligible use to seal 

                                                
32 Although an intriguing link is provided by a seal impression from Tell Brak, found in a context with 

Uruk-related ceramics. The seal shows vessels with fringe emerging, as in the interregional style, 
alongside squatting figures with a single long lock of hair reminiscent of the schematic ‘pigtailed’ 
figures (Oates and Oates 1997: fig.  14 /Pittman 2001: 439 fig. 11.28e). 
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tablets at sites that did have writing—it might be suggested that these seals represent a 

sector of administration less closely associated with scribal traditions than some other 

types of seals. Approximately 120 schematic seals with figures have been excavated 

at sites widely spread across the ancient Near East, and about the same number more 

are known from private collections (Asher-Greve 2008:124–5). The greatest number 

of such seals is unsurprisingly from Susa, with forty published schematic seals, thirty-

eight of these with figures bearing the signature ‘pigtail’ discussed below. On the 

other hand, excavations of the ‘proto-literate period’ at the other major Late Uruk 

period city in Susiana, Chogha Mish33, did not produce any of these schematic seals, 

although a number of impressions of naturalistically-rendered groups of working 

figures with similar ‘pigtails’ appear (Pittman and Potts 2009). These naturalistic 

figures from Chogha Mish have parallels in Susa and perhaps Uruk, although they are 

fewer in number and less widespread than the schematic pigtailed figures.  

 

Figure 3.5 shows the sites at which such seals have been found in small numbers. A 

large portion of the seals known from Tello at this time are schematic and show 

pigtailed figures, with 14 published examples (Rova 1994 pl. 48–49). At Uruk, no 

schematic seals have been excavated securely dating to before Eanna III, though a 

few are known from uncertain contexts34 and two from Eanna III contexts. One of 

these, Rova no. 58835 shows pigtailed figures seated on mats with vessels. These few 

examples may indicate that schematic seals and the ‘working’ context they depict 

were part of a broader regional production tradition with probably only marginal 

                                                
33 The chronological relationship between Chogha Mish and other sites in the near east is not 

understood with precision (Potts 2012: 521).  
34 Rova lists five schematic seals of uncertain context from Uruk: nos. 773–5 and 783–4, three of 

which show seated pigtailed figures (773, 783–4). 
35  Amiet 1980 no. 215. The other shows vessels but no figures. 
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representation at Uruk in Eanna V–III periods—or at least at the Eanna and Anu areas 

excavated at Uruk.  

 

Figure 3.5: Distribution of schematic seals with ‘pigtailed’ figures. Uruk; Jemdet 
Nasr; Nippur; Susa; Chogha Mish; Tello; Çatalhöyük (Amuq); Jebel Aruda; Habuba 
Kabira; Tell Afis; Tell Agrab; Unknown site- Abu Dhabi; Birecik; Tell Brak; Fara; 
Ur; Tell Asmar. Sites according to the catalogue of Asher-Greve (1985), with 
additions from Pittman and Potts (2009). 
  

 

Seals and production imagery at Uruk (Eanna V–III) and Uruk-related sites 
 
 

At Uruk, seals are most frequently known through impressions on clay sealings, and 

less often through impressions on tablets (mostly Uruk IV tablets); few original seals 

have been found. Both schematic and naturalistic production scenes at Uruk in the 

late Uruk period are rare. From Eanna Uruk IV there are two possible plowing, 

farming or agricultural scenes (Rova no. 674 on tablet W 19417, a; Rova no. 765), 
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and a possible scene of workers with pots, including however an ‘antlered’ figure 

(Rova no. 713)36. Another seal, Rova no. 663 contains no figures but might show 

paraphernalia associated with textile production, if the objects resembling ‘eye-idols’ 

or ‘hut symbols’ (Delougaz and Kantor 1996: 113) are in fact used in spinning 

(Bréniquet 1996). An ‘armory’ scene with ‘troops’ was impressed on an Uruk IV 

tablet37, that perhaps finds parallel in the Late Uruk and proto-Elamite scenes of 

bowmen from Chogha Mish and Susa respectively.   

 

A few threshing scenes are known from the Late Uruk period, and may be more 

closely related to ritual than the ‘daily work’ scenes known from Susiana. They are 

identified only at Arslantepe and through objects of unknown provenance. The scenes 

appear to depict a ceremony involving a seated high-status individual what has been 

described as a ‘ceremonial threshing sledge’. This may further highlight the role of 

community-binding ritual in agricultural production and redistribution. A cylinder 

seal impression with such a scene is known from Period VI A (c. 3350–3000) at 

Arslantepe (Sürenhagen 1985; Steinkeller, Littauer and Crouwel 1990; seal S. 1 

Frangipane 2007: 294) that shows one seated and three standing individuals, the 

sledge being pulled by an animal. The individual standing furthest behind the sledge 

is half-sized, which might suggest it is a child. Frangipane (2010: 294 n 7) identifies 

the sledge as a tribulum and compares it to an object excavated in the elite building 

area of Arslantepe. This is one of only a few cylinder seal impressions with human 

figures from Arslantepe which can be understood to represent Southern 

Mesopotamian influence (Pittman 2007: 319). Close comparison with the Arslantepe 

                                                
36 Fragment of a jar sealing, impression 713  
37 Brandes 1980 fig. 6 
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seal has been made with an unprovenanced plaque (BM 12885; Sürenhagen 1985 : 

231 fig. 2) showing a figure with the distinctive cap and beard of the Late Uruk 

southern Mesopotamian ‘priest king’, also seated in a canopied sledge drawn by a 

bovine and attended by a standing figure. Another unprovenanced object is a cylinder 

seal with similar imagery (Pittman 2007: 318 fig. III.63; Frangipane 1997: 67: fig. 16, 

2), in this case both the standing and seated figure are rendered with hairstyles similar 

to the ‘pigtailed figures’ known in other work scenes, and are interpreted by Pittman 

(2007: 318 fig. III.63, 3) as women.  

 

In a somewhat different scene from Uruk, a seal impression with a man standing on a 

sledge pulled by a bovine with other human figures attending appears on the edge of 

proto-cuneiform tablet W 19417, a; unfortunately, only the edge of this tablet has 

survived, and no text is preserved on it. This scene may not be closely related to the 

‘ceremonial’ scenes, as the main figure is standing rather than seated under a 

canopied structure. While of later date, the sledge reconstructed from the tomb of 

Pū’abum (RT 800) at Ur (Woolley 1934: 78–80, pl. 122–3) appears similar to that 

depicted on the proto-cuneiform tablet. The possibility that these instruments may be 

related to the proto-cuneiform sign-form GURUŠ is discussed below.  

 

The only Uruk III period38 ‘work’ scene excavated at Uruk (Rova no. 643) is a baggy-

style ‘herding’ scene with animals and a figure seated appearing on a serpentine seal; 

the figure has one knee up, as is common in many schematic seals with workers also, 

and a club or staff in one hand. From the Anu area the twenty-one seal impressions 

                                                
38 After Rova’s catalogue including 41 seals from Eanna III levels: nos. 557, 569, 586, 588, 597–9, 

601–11, 628–29, 643–44, 658, 662?, 664?, 678, 684, 686–94, 703–11(?), 716, 737, 749, 760(?), 
769(?). 
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excavated show no production or worker scenes39.  

 

A number of seals from Uruk IV and Uruk III contexts40 show figures carrying and 

presenting products, sometimes to another figure outside a building that is usually 

interpreted as a temple based on the façade.41  These scenes show tributary or 

redistributive behavior, rather than focusing on production itself. In summary, seal 

scenes at Uruk at the time of the fluorescence of proto-cuneiform writing, with rare 

exception, do not depict the workforce involved in producing the goods recorded in 

texts. They do, however, suggest an interest in controlling the movement of certain 

goods42.  

 

Unlike at Uruk, the majority of published seal images from Jemdet Nasr are known 

from impressions on tablets (thirty-four in total) and original seals, rather than 

impressions on jar or door sealings43 (see Rova nos. 822–68). Four schematic seals 

with pigtailed figures are known; two of the scenes depict the figures associated with 

pots, one perhaps with spinning, and one is difficult to interpret. Many of the 

naturalistic seal impressions on the Jemdet Nasr tablets have been difficult to 

reconstruct (see Matthews 1993). However, in a few cases, they appear to be of either 

production or transport/storage of goods. For example, Rova no. 84044 shows figures 

                                                
39 Rova 562, 613–26, 738. However, no. 619 shows a fanciful human-like figure with the flowing 

‘fringed cloth’ known from the interregional style in this case forming the figure’s legs, as it poses 
next to an object with handles and cloth emerging; this seal might suggest an association with textile 
production. 

40 Uruk IV: e.g. Rova no. 570; Uruk III: e.g. Rova nos. 628, 689, and 749 
41 Clothing is not depicted on these figures; they are most accurately described as ‘sexless’ since 

neither male or female sex markers are indicated, even if male ‘gender’ may be supposed by the bald 
head, body shape and comparison to figures on the Uruk vase. See discussion below section III.  

42 Scenes of presentation of goods are known also from the Uruk Vase, and from a fragmentary relief 
(Becker 1993: pl. 39) 

43 From the excavations in the 1920’s only a single clay sealing with cylinder seal impressions was 
recorded (Matthews 2002: 17).  

44 Amiet 1980 no. 1627, impressed on a tablet, see also Buchanon 1966: n 7. 
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stacking objects, in the presence of animals. From the limited evidence, the tradition 

of representing work at Jemdet Nasr may therefore differ from that at Uruk.  

 
The case of the pigtailed figures 
 

Discussions of gender in the Late Uruk/Jemdet Nasr period workforce have drawn on 

the widely-distributed schematic seals, which frequently depict figures with what has 

been described as a ‘pigtail’ (Porada 1947). Despite the methodological difficulties in 

identifying the gender of such figures (see below), these seals have been linked to 

changes in ‘gender regimes’ (Asher-Greve 2008) which are posited to have occurred 

in late pre-history with the growth of urbanism.  These changes have been associated 

with developments in information technologies (ie sealing and writing) and the 

growth of a wool economy and ‘semi-industrial’ textile production, predominantly by 

the hands of female workers (Zagarell 1986; McCorriston 1997; 55 2008: 82). The 

schematic seals, with their emphasis on weaving and apparent depictions of groups of 

female workers, have been used to illustrate these changes.  Asher-Greve (1985: 130) 

explicitly compares two seals (fig. 

3.6) with ‘geme2-dumu’ work groups 

from cuneiform texts of the mid–late 

third millennium BC. This suggests 

that similar types of production 

contexts as observed in later 

cuneiform texts may have their origins 

in the proto-literate period—and 

implying that proto-cuneiform and 

proto-Elamite texts might be shown to 

a) 

b) 

Figure 3.6: Schematic ‘pigtailed’ figures. 
Asher-Greve (1985) interpreted them as 
depicting groups of working women 
comparable to female weavers in later 
cuneiform geme2-dumu texts a) serpentine 
seal, Susa, Amiet 1972 no. 739 b) steatite 
seal, Susa, Amiet 1972 no. 740 
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record similar work groups. On the other hand, based upon sealing practices and 

location of recovery, the schematic seals themselves are less closely associated with 

those writing systems and may not reflect a labour organization tradition practiced by 

proto-literate scribes. However, this picture could change substantially with better-

stratified seal finds or the discovery of future archives.  

 
 

Activities depicted 
 

While pigtailed figures may appear in different poses and contexts, there are some 

general tendencies.  Figures often appear in groups that suggest communal work is 

taking place. Most of the figures are seated, usually on what look like mats or low 

platforms.  Frequently there are vessels in the hands of the figures or nearby. Figures 

may in some cases be involved in making pots, or are perhaps associated with the 

products within the vessels.  Many of these figures are involved in textile production, 

as are the ‘pigtailed’ figures in naturalistic impressions primarily from Susiana. 

Another theme is that of the ‘procession’ of standing pigtailed figures with staff-like 

objects in their hands (Rova no. 830); Bréniquet (2016: 19) has recently interpreted 

these as individuals engaged in ‘spinning with a short distaff and suspended spindle’. 

Similar objects held by seated, pigtailed figures, with a spider also in scene, may 

support this identification (from Susa, Rova no. 430). The spider appears in a number 

of schematic seals, and has been read as symbolically connected to weaving work 

(Collon 1987/2005: 16). Porada (1947 : 4, and pl.III, 7e) associates a very unusual 

seal in private collection with dairying, and other images of figures with two-handled 

pots might represent churning (Bréniquet 2016: 18).  
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The pigtail —a woman’s hairstyle?  
 

Pigtailed figures (both schematic and naturalistic) appear in scenes of textile 

production, handling vessels (potting?), and churning—all which have strong cross-

cultural association with women (Bréniquet 2016).  The identification of the gender of 

figures on schematic seals is based upon a cumulative set of evidence, including the 

tasks undertaken by the figures, the fact that they often appear ‘clothed’’ or with legs 

not showing (with exceptions, see below), and comparison of the ‘pigtail’ hairstyle 

with the hairstyle of (a few) more recognisably female anthropomorphic stamp seals 

and statuettes (Asher-Greve 1985).  Yet the schematic rendering of the figures means 

that it remains difficult to confirm their gender.  

 

Because the style means that detail is difficult to depict on the seals, the inclusion of 

the ‘pigtail’ seems to be a significant cultural feature.  Hairstyles often play important 

roles in group identities and class construction. Potts (2011) associated the distinctive 

slave-lock known from second millennium Akkadian texts, called the abbuttum, with 

the hairstyle depicted on a scene of prisoners of war of the Akkadian period (mid-

third millennium) found in the area of Nasiriya (Moortgat 1969, Pl. 136).  Wu (1998) 

alternately suggests that from at least the Akkadian period, ‘a ponytail was the 

hairstyle of the common Elamite [or lulubu] man’. These examples from later periods 

emphasize the significance of hairstyles as markers of group identity. They probably 

do not tell us what the significance of a single long lock was to the seal-carvers and 

administrators who were present across the near east in the late fourth and early third 

millennia. Asher-Greve concluded that while the majority of these pigtailed figures 

are women, some of them are men; difficult as such conclusions may be, if this is 
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correct then the hairstyle could be (primarily) indicative of a particular social group 

rather than acting as a generic gender identifier.  

 

Comparison of the pigtail as a hairstyle on schematic figures with hairstyles on other 

media (including the naturalistic style images on seals) is difficult.  The most certain 

comparisons may be from Susiana. In particular, an impression on a sealing, Rova no. 

365 from Susa shows figures in tunics with long hair, some seated on mats similar to 

the schematic scenes, baskets or other objects, and a loom. This and other naturalistic 

scenes from Susa (e.g. Rova no. 367, on a tablet fragment) provide strong connection 

between the schematic pigtailed figures and textile production—yet at the same time 

another image of work at a loom on a tablet from Susa (Amiet 1972: 673) shows 

figures that are clearly bald or capped.   

 

A few naturalistic depictions from Uruk also show figures with a single long lock of 

hair who are associated with ritual or religious imagery, including holding an object 

usually interpreted as a standard of Inana, perhaps the same standard which the 

cuneiform sign MUŠ3 was modelled (Rova no. 701, Eanna IV jar sealing impression; 

Rova no. 607, Eanna III seal). A single long lock of hair is also characteristic of a 

figure known from a few depictions accompanying the ‘priest-king’ figure, in which 

cases it is interpreted as a male apprentice or heir to the priest-king. The difference in 

carving techniques between schematic and naturalistic seals makes it difficult to tell if 

the two hairstyles are comparable, but the ‘apprentice’ may (like some of the 

anthropomorphic stamp seals) have a loose shoulder-length hairstyle differing from 

the tight, extended lock of the ‘pigtailed’ figures. A quite different association with a 

similar ‘pigtail’ hairstyle also occurs at Habuba Kabira, in a prisoner scene of Uruk 
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style showing a figure with a chignon grasping a seated, bound prisoner by the 

ponytail, an upraised weapon (reconstructed) in the other (fig. 3.7e). This scene may 

in fact be more closely related to the pigtail on the schematic seals, particularly if the 

pigtailed figures represent groups of workers similar to those known in mid–late third 

millennium texts, some of whom originated as prisoners.  Alternately, some support 

for interpreting a single long lock of hair as an elite woman’s hairstyle may come 

from noting stylistic similarities with some (sometimes erotic) ‘mythological’ and 

‘banqueting’ scenes carved on seals from Early Dynastic Ur (Amiet 1980 pl. 62–3, 

esp. no. 845 and 837).   

 
a)         b)            c) 

 

    
d)     e)                             f) 

Figure 3.7: Seal images including longer hairstyles. a) sealing, Susa, Rova 1994 no. 
365 b) clay sealing for a jar(?), Uruk Eanna IV, Rova 1994 no. 701 c) alabaster seal, 
Uruk Eanna III, Amiet 1980 no. 651 d) lapis lazuli seal, Uruk Eanna III ‘apprentice 
of the priest-king’ Rova 1994 no. 603 e) prisoner scene, Habuba Kabira (Boehmer 
1999: 141, fig. 122h) f) Amiet 1980 pl. 62 no. 845 and 837 
 

Men, women, and work in seals  
 

Asher-Greve, who developed schema for distinguishing male and female figures in 

the schematic seals, understood about 15–20% of those seals to include male workers. 

In her schema, men were depicted in a greater variety of poses, and included all of the 

‘bald’ (hair not depicted) and capped figures, as well as some of the pigtailed figures 
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(2008: 156 fig. 4.1), which she primarily identifies as male based upon the appeared 

of legs or the figure’s position in the scene. On the other hand, Bréniquet draws on 

Rova’s catalogue of all published and provenanced Late Uruk seals with images of 

workers, to note that 43% of figures from her sample (of both naturalistic and 

schematic style) may be identified as women, 40% as men, and 17% as un-gendered 

or gender not determinable (Bréniquet 2016: 16, fig. 2)45. Taken at face value these 

data suggest that schematic seals show more women at work, and naturalistic seals 

more men.  This has also been noted by Collon (1987/2005) who suggested that 

naturalistic seals represent ‘male temple institutions’ and schematic seals ‘female 

temple institutions’ due to this disparity. However, possible methodological 

differences in gender determination between various authors (for example, it is 

unclear if Bréniquet shares Asher-Greve’s 2008 criteria for identifying some males 

with pigtails), mean these data cannot be meaningful compared with any precision. 

 

Drawing from scenes of both schematic and naturalistic seals, current interpretations 

of the gender of figures suggest gender differences in division of labour. Women in 

seals may be engaged in textile production (spinning and weaving), work with 

animals (herding?), churning, picking fruit (or airing wool?), ‘handling’ pottery, and 

cultic tasks; for men activities are, quoting Asher-Greve (2008:137) ‘more diverse 

and include exclusively ‘masculine’ tasks cross-culturally associated primarily with 

males, such as warfare and related acts, combating wild animals, construction work, 

lifting and carrying large and heavy items, fishing, hunting, and most work involving 

                                                
45 For the Late Uruk period, Rova (1994) identified 100 unique seal scenes whose content could be 

categorised as ‘artisan or worker’, as well as 72 of a separate category ‘female artisan or worker’ – 
although some inconsistencies in the selection of scenes (for example, some may be of Jemdet Nasr 
rather than Late Uruk date), as well as the ambiguity in the process of interpreting and categorising 
scenes (especially with regards to gender), means this data should be used carefully (Suter 2014).   
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animals’. Yet the usefulness of seal images for identifying gender and labour practice 

is limited. Bréniquet admits that the identification of men in seal images is usually 

‘based on the actions they perform: fishing in the marshes, tending herds in the 

steppe, gardening with tools, filling storerooms, and manipulating weapons’. If the 

gender of a figure is determined in this way, then a clear case of circular 

argumentation would result from using seal images as evidence for men’s versus 

women’s work.  

 

Mountain images, regional identity, and male workers 
 

Explicit connections between images on seals and signs in the writing system are rare. 

Some parallels have been drawn between seal images and texts for both the proto-

cuneiform and proto-Elamite traditions, but these have not generally aided in the 

decipherment of signs46. However, one example may prove useful to the discussion of 

human category signs in this dissertation—a stylised ‘mountain’ motif that emerged 

in late fourth millennium glyptic traditions of both Mesopotamia and Iran. With the 

development of writing, both scripts used what appear to be sets of signs related to 

this motif — either based upon three ‘circles’ (proto-cuneiform KURa) or six circles 

(proto-cuneiform LAM and proto-Elamite M383 and M384 with variations).  

 

The meanings of these signs are explored in chapter 6b. The uses of both LAM (in its 

various forms) and KURa in proto-cuneiform confirm its semantic link with products 

                                                
46 E.g. Ross 2014. Pittman (1994) identified a number of designs from the glazed-steatite glyptic style 

with signs in the proto-Elamite script, although the meanings of these signs remain unknown. Ross 
(2014: 314) suggests that proto-cuneiform lexical lists in particular represent scribal efforts to 
transform images that were previously found as motifs in seals into signs in the writing system: 
‘lexical lists were a product of scribes’ attempts to sort through the corpus of glyptic motifs and 
develop (some of) them into a viable collection of signs’, and proposes that scribes were ‘perhaps 
former seal-carvers’ at their outset.  
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(LAM/KURa) or animals (KURa) from mountainous regions: lapis lazuli, wood and/or 

nuts (almonds, pistachios), wine (?), as well as mountain breeds of equids and sheep 

that are attested by similar designations in later cuneiform. At the same time, KURa 

appears to represent male humans in some types of accounts.  

The pattern of development of the mountain motif in the glyptic may help to unravel 

the complex textual data. Mountain images do not appear in the stratified glyptic of 

Susa from levels 18–17b Acropolis, but they are known in a few cases from 

impressions on Uruk IV numerical tablets from Uruk of approximately the same date 

(fig. 3.8)47. Following this, the motif appears occasionally in Jemdet Nasr period 

glyptic from Mesopotamia, but develops especially prominently in the ‘Classic proto-

Elamite’ glyptic (fig. 3.8b–e). In parallel, the proto-Elamite texts included upwards of 

twenty-five signs including a modified ‘mountain’ form (Dahl working signlist). The 

signs in the series M383 and M384 are not deciphered, but by contextual clues are 

understood to belong to the group of ‘household’ signs. It may be proposed that the 

proto-Elamite network included interaction with a variety of households that 

modelled their identity in heraldic form on modifications of the ‘mountain’ form—a 

hypothesis that fits the geographic context of the proto-Elamite phenomenon well. 

The area around Tal-e Malyan in the Kur river basin may have experienced heavy 

logging of its almond, pistachio and juniper forests at the beginning of the third 

millennium (Miller 1985), suggesting a possible industry in the area for longer-

distance trade, that could be reflected in the Mesopotamian proto-cuneiform 

references to these products with variants of the LAMa-b and KURa-g signs. So far, 

                                                
47 Four fragmentary tablets (W 6883,h ; W 6881,h2 ; W 6881,g ; W 6883, e+t1 (Englund 1994 pl. 129, 
Seal no. 4) bear impressions of a seal that shows a ‘mountain’ rendered with circular impressions, on 
top of which two bovines sit. Three of these are rolled with a second cylinder seal, typical of the 
‘interregional style’ Late Uruk seal, depicting serpopards with intertwined necks. Each of these tablets 
preserved one or two numerical notations, and one contains the single ideographic sign ŠU2 (ZATU 
534) which may be a textile designation.   
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proto-Elamite texts are noteworthy for having produced no evidence of administering 

long-distance trade in precious materials (Dahl 2013). The graphical equivalent 

‘owner’ signs M381–M383 in Proto-Elamite are of uncertain meaning, but the Proto-

Elamite texts have so far been noted to represent the local-level economies and 

provide no clear evidence that they record inter-regional trade in valuable 

commodities (Dahl 2015: 45).  

 

Unlike proto-cuneiform, Proto-Elamite seems not to have used these mountain-shaped 

signs to represent ‘male workers’; instead they used M388 which, by its graphical 

orientation ‘upside down’ does not appear to be semantically related to the ‘mountain’ 

motif. R. K. Englund’s suggestion that the sign may depict male genitalia in contrast 

to the sign M72 is one possible explanation of its origin. In contrast, in the proto-

cuneiform world, the meanings ‘mountain’ and ‘male workers’ were sometimes 

conveyed by one and the same sign (KURa), suggesting either the humans recorded 

were associated with the mountains—an idea with a long history in Assyriology 

(chapter 6a), or that scribal logic found some other semantic, rebus, or visual link 

between the commonly used ‘mountain’ sign and its less commonly attested uses to 

indicate male humans, or ‘workers’.  

 

In short, while the earliest attestations of the ‘mountain’ motif in glyptic are known 

from Uruk, the theme was developed strongly in the proto-Elamite world. In the 

following Early Dynastic periods, it continued to appear in Iranian and Mesopotamian 

contexts, and could be a part of the ‘Iranian’ influenced traditions known in 

Mesopotamia, such as the animals-acting-as-humans on one of the bull-headed lyres 

from the royal graves at Ur (Hansen 2003: 106).  
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Figure 3.8 Proto-Elamite ‘mountain’ seal motifs and signs in the writing system 
compared. Left: Some of the signs in this group (after J. L. Dahl’s working sign-list 
available at http://cdli.ox.ac.uk/wiki/doku.php?id=proto-elamite) probably represent 
‘households’. The signs are turned 90 degrees counter-clockwise to their visual 
referent, following publication convention. Right: a) sealed tablet, Uruk IV, Boehmer 
2005 pl. 95 no. 11 b) black marble seal, Susa, Roach 2008 no. 1022 c) clay sealing, 
Susa Roach 2008 no. 833  d) Sealed tablet, Susa Roach 2008 no. 1040 e) sealed tablet 
fragment, Susa, Roach 2008 no. 1032 
 
 
Summary 
 

In Susiana the involvement of seal-bearing administrators in overseeing the 

production of goods, including pots, comestibles, and textiles, is more explicit than at 

Uruk during the Late 4th and early 3rd millennia (Pittman 2013: 319). This is most 

pronounced in Susa during the period preceding the invention of proto-Elamite 

writing, but some iconographic continuities suggest that scribal administrators were 

a)

b)

c)

d)

e)
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concerned with some similar types of production as the former seal-bearing Susa II 

(Late Uruk period) administrators.  

 

The most widespread and common scenes of production known from Late Uruk and 

Jemdet Nasr period seals are the schematic seals, which are however less closely 

associated with scribal activity. The schematic seals are strongly correlated with 

textile production in particular, and a particular social group (if not simply gender) 

may be indicated by the frequently depicted ‘pigtails’. The wide distribution of these 

seals might indicate that they follow an interregional textile trade, although they may 

also be associated with other tasks, including production of dairy products (churning).  

 

At Uruk the focus of imagery (in the ‘naturalist’ seals) is on presentation or 

distribution of goods, rather than their production. This may reflect a more distanced 

role played by Uruk’s seal-bearing and scribal administrators in the production of 

certain goods, or it may simply reflect a community that expressed its role in society 

in imagery differently than its Iranian neighbours.   
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Chapter 4: The writing systems 
 

Introduction: early writing systems 
 

To some grammatologists, true writing represents spoken language (Robertson 2004: 

20), while to others maintain that semasiographic48 systems ought to be included 

under the label of ‘writing’ (Trigger 2004: 39). Gelb, who coined the term 

grammatology (the study of writing systems), maintained this broader definition of 

writing as ‘a system of human intercommunication by means of conventional visible 

marks’ (1963: 12). Gelb’s definition of writing is used in this dissertation.  

 

Proto-cuneiform is usually treated as one of a few ‘pristine’ developments of writing 

in the world, while proto-Elamite is a ‘borrowing’ of the idea of writing—however 

chronological issues and the spread of precursors to writing may suggest that both 

regions were undergoing the process of the invention of linguistically-oriented writing 

roughly simultaneously and along somewhat different trajectories. Writing systems 

invented in pristine conditions (i.e. in a community with no previous knowledge of 

the idea of writing) underwent longer and differently-natured processes of formation 

than writing systems invented following contact with a ‘fully-fledged’ writing system 

(de Voogt and Quack 2012: 1).  

 

 

 

 

                                                
48 Conveying meaning through signs in a manner that language, in the form of specific phonetic 
information, is not directly implicated. 
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Proto-cuneiform writing 
  

Writing and text structure 
 

Proto-cuneiform writing was first and foremost a book-keeping system that conveyed 

information through signs and sign combinations, as well as through the tablet format 

and sometimes sealing practices. There are opposing views on the extent to which 

Sumerian language can be identified in proto-cuneiform (Steinkeller 1995; Englund 

1998, 2009; Rubio 1999, 2005; Glassner 2003; Wilcke 2005; Krebernik 2013; 

Monaco 2014a; Nissen 2016), and only a few instances of possible Sumerian lexeme-

based homophony have been identified.  

 

Few or no personal names in the proto-cuneiform corpus has yet been unequivocally 

shown to reflect Sumerian (Englund 2009; Krebernik 2013). Krebernik (2013: 188) 

outlines three possibilities for this circumstance: 1) this may not reflect the absence of 

a Sumerian linguistic context so much as a system in which individuals were 

represented with groups of signs with a weaker connection to language, that is, 

through ‘heraldic or ‘coat of arms’ –type designations 2) the names are not Sumerian, 

or 3) the names are Sumerian but were of a type that fell out of use before better-

understood Sumerian texts emerged.  The evidence therefore remains inconclusive, 

but supports the idea that both Sumerian and Akkadian languages were to some extent 

familiar to the proto-cuneiform scribes, or possibly other unknown languages.  

 

Signs in proto-cuneiform texts were not inscribed in a linear format, but in a series of 

cases and sometimes sub-cases, separated by lines. These cases could be of different 

shapes, and could be arranged in different ways on the tablet surface. Successful 

interpretation of proto-cuneiform texts involves attention to the system of cases and 
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sub-cases in which proto-cuneiform signs were organized, and to the numerical 

notations that sometimes help to explain the relationship between different sets of 

information in the cases. Given the nature of the texts and our uncertainty about the 

language presented, approaches based on text-format and numerical information are 

necessary to complement the otherwise often unprovable ‘Sumerian’ readings of texts 

when relying upon later sign equivalencies alone (e.g. Charvát 1998; Glasser 2003 

esp. 134 ff., but see review by Englund 2005). A basic division in text formats was 

established by Green (1981) and in greater detail by Englund (1998: 58–59) who 

established six main formats from simplest (1) to most complex (6). The use of sub-

cases and colophons may also reflect the ‘grammar’ of the account content, with sub-

cases reflecting adjectival relationships to the ‘direct object’ in a main case, and 

colophons providing ‘adverbial’ complements (Englund 1998: 63).  The presentation 

of signs within a case in proto-cuneiform is not ‘linear’, and therefore the 

transliterations of texts provided in publications (and adopted this dissertation) 

employ a strictly conventional ordering of signs; the orderings are based upon some 

guesses drawn from spatial arrangement of signs, and sometimes from later cuneiform 

designations.  

 

Signary  
 

The proto-cuneiform texts can be considered only partially deciphered. While 619 

proto-cuneiform signs have been equated with later cuneiform ones and are assigned 

Sumerian sign-names (Green and Nissen 1987), the phonetic and/or even semantic 

values of many of these signs in the proto-cuneiform texts are not known. In addition, 

Green and Nissen (1987) identified a further 151 signs (ZATU 620–771) with have 
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not been successfully related to later cuneiform signs49. Englund (1998: 67) critiques 

Green’s grouping of graphically similar signs that have not been proven by context to 

have the same meaning—he therefore created a system of sub-cases (beginning with 

Englund 1994) that indicate (until further proof of sign equivalencies is likely to 

reduce the number again) that there may be as many as 1900 unique signs in proto-

cuneiform— in comparison to Green and Nissen’s 770 signs. Green and Nissen 

assigned Sumerian names to the proto-cuneiform signs (referred to by their ZATU 

number, Zeichenlist der archaischen Keilschriftzeichen Aus Uruk) and these are 

retained here following convention50. A review by Steinkeller (1995a) highlights the 

uncertainty that remains with some of the identification of proto-cuneiform signs with 

later cuneiform ones.  

 

Numerical systems 
 

The numerical systems in proto-cuneiform were explored by Friberg (1979), and have 

been discussed by Englund et al. (1993) and Englund (1998)51. These systems did not 

survive into the following periods of cuneiform in precisely the same forms (Friberg 

1991); this includes the capacity measure system referred to as the ‘ŠE system’ 

because it was largely thought to record amounts of grain in redistributive contexts. 

The use of different numerical systems to count different things (or count things in 

different contexts) has proven valuable to the process of deciphering proto-cuneiform. 

  

                                                
49 Although a number of these combine known signs with unknown ones—most productively, ZATU 
737 ‘frames’ eleven different signs including EN and AB.  
50 These sign names may in some cases be useful for analysis of the texts, but are also potentially 
misleading. 
51 The forthcoming volume of the series Materialien zu den frühen Schriftzeugnissen des Vorderen 
Orients (in preparation) also describes in detail the process of decipherment of the numerical systems 
(courtesy of R. K. Englund).  
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Content 
 

The clearest division in the content of proto-cuneiform texts is between administrative 

(85%) and lexical (15%) texts (Englund 1999: 35); however, few of the lexical texts 

are dated to Uruk IV script phase. In addition to the lexical and administrative genres, 

 

Figure 4.1 Proto-cuneiform numerical systems, after Englund 2011: 39 fig.2.4 
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a small number of texts can be identified as ‘school texts’ or scribal exercises, and 

only a single composition known from fifty-six texts and fragments may represent an 

early attempt at recording literature (Englund 1998: 99–102; J. G. Westenholz 1998; 

Civil 2013. Against this interpretation Velduis 2006: 193; Wagensonner 2010: 287). 

Beyond these basic ways to categorise texts, a full quantification of the different 

‘types’ of administrative accounts in proto-cuneiform is not available, and remains 

too large a task to undertake here. This is primarily due to the continued difficulties in 

understanding many of the proto-cuneiform documents.  

 

Some very terse (especially Uruk IV) proto-cuneiform texts are of ‘low informational 

value’ (Nissen et al. 1993: 32 and fig. 29) in that the economic situation in which they 

were used cannot be reconstructed based on the limited information conveyed by the 

signs and text structure. Other, more complex texts may offer more evidence to aid 

future research integrating study of sign use, text format, and numerical information. 

Englund (1999: 36) uses tablet format to propose a function distinction between 

‘primary’ documents including ‘receipts, bills and simple transfers’, and ‘secondary 

documents’ which are longer with more complex tablet formats.  

 

Topics covered in the texts, following Englund (1998) include the full spectrum of 

animals and animal products (from small livestock, cattle, swine, equids, fish, fowl); 

management of agricultural land; plants and manufactured products including textiles 

and vessels, distribution of grain and grain products of varying designations, and 

finally ‘labour organization’ (176). Matthews (2002: 16) summarises the content of 

the texts from Jemdet Nasr, the largest group of about 60 texts dealing with 

‘measurement and/or disbursement of rations of grain’, dozens of other texts 
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recording various products, and twelve that ‘deal with groups of labourers working 

for a central authority’.  

 

A major gap in understanding of the proto-cuneiform texts is how to read and 

interpret the household and especially personal names in the texts. Krebernik (2002: 

3) maintains that no proto-cuneiform personal names can be safely identified with 

later known Mesopotamian names (See also Edzard 1998 with a few tentative 

identifications). Research on proto-cuneiform personal names, in conjunction with a 

review of third millennium personal names more broadly, could be a point of 

significant advance in understanding proto-cuneiform. Such a study might face 

particular hurdles —for example, Krebernik (2002) and Balke (2014) have 

highlighted the practice of abbreviating personal names in early third millennium, 

which if present also in proto-cuneiform could contribute to the difficulty in 

identifying names.  

 

Titles are understood somewhat better thanks to the lexical tradition, although it is 

often difficult to prove that later lexical traditions retained memory of either the 

phonetic or semantic values of proto-cuneiform titles. Nonetheless, in recent years 

proto-cuneiform titles and names have been increasingly compared to those found in 

other Early Dynastic corpora (e.g. Lecompte 2013, 2016). While prospects for full 

‘decipherment’ of proto-cuneiform in the traditional sense may remain low, it seems 

likely that advances in the study of early third millennium onomastics could lead to 

identifications of many of the proto-cuneiform designations which are, for the time 

being, represented in purely conventional transliterations following Green and Nissen 

(1987). 
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Proto-Elamite writing  
 

Writing and text structure 
 

Proto-Elamite texts are written in a linear format, from right to left (in the original 

orientation52), with one or multiple entries following one after another. A text can be 

described in terms of three main parts: the header, the body and sometimes a 

summary—with an occasional fourth part called a subscript. Each entry in the body of 

the text ends with a numerical notation, and the next entry begins directly following 

with no space in between. The header, or first entry in the text, may contain different 

kinds of information from the remainder of a text’s entries; through one interpretation, 

the header is not followed directly by a numerical notation (Englund 2004b), instead 

by the ideographic signs that make up the true first entry of the body of the text. It can 

be difficult to determine where the header ends and the ‘first entry’ begins. In some 

cases, writing proceeds onto the reverse of a tablet, continuing over the bottom edge. 

Some (but not all) texts are provided with an ideographic and numerical summary, 

and this is recorded on the top left reverse of the text after rotating it 360 degrees from 

the orientation of any body text continued on the reverse. A major advantage in 

analysing proto-Elamite texts over their proto-cuneiform contemporaries is that the 

linear writing format allows for study of sign ordering, which can provide clues about 

the classification and function of different signs.  

 

 

 

                                                
52 Following cuneiform convention, texts are published turned 90 degrees to the left, so that in 
publications they are to be read top-to-bottom then left-to-right. 
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Signary 
 

The number of signs in the proto-Elamite writing system is still being evaluated53, 

through the analysis of sign variants. Dahl’s working signlist includes currently 

around 1400 unique signs. In Dahl’s system, a large number of graphically related 

signs are recorded using a system of subcase letters— example, M3 and M3b different 

from each other in being mirror images. For a majority of signs, it is not yet clear if 

these variations reflect different meanings in the writing system, or if they are 

graphical variants of semantically identical signs. In addition to individual signs, 

proto-Elamite uses many complex graphemes, which are signs inscribed within other 

signs (Dahl 2005b).  

 

The most basic division in types of signs is between numerical signs and non-

numerical signs. The non-numerical signs in proto-Elamite are the subject of on-going 

categorisation into groups, with some overlapping, multivalent signs being identified. 

Englund (2004: 105) used the broad labels ‘substantive’ and ‘qualification’ to discuss 

the signs making up different parts of an entry.  Progress in the categorisation of signs 

into different groups would represent a significant step forward in decipherment. 

Despite the present uncertainties, a few types of non-numerical signs can be discussed 

(see also Dahl 2005b: 86):  

1) signs that represented counted objects (‘object signs’) 
2) signs that qualify these counted objects in unclear ways 
3) signs often used in the ‘headers’ of texts, some of which may represent 

‘households’ or indicate the account type 
4) signs that make up longer designations in text body entries, which Dahl 

(2013: 250) hypothesizes might represent a syllabary 
5) signs that qualify the context or product of the capacity measure 

notations(M288, M305, M219?) 

                                                
53 Englund 2004b: 103–4 and Dahl 2013: 234 ff. provide summary and commentary on the published 
sign-lists.  
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A few object signs have been the most easily deciphered—the object signs for sheep 

and goats, and for counted human women and children were identified through 

comparison with proto-cuneiform. A series of signs depicting equid heads may in fact 

refer to equids, providing a rare set of recognisably pictographic signs in proto-

Elamite (Potts 2014b).  Object signs usually appear at or near the end of an entry 

before a numerical notation, and often in the summary lines, both circumstances 

which help in identifying further object signs that do not have proto-cuneiform 

parallels. However, object signs are not always the last sign in a body entry: in some 

instances, signs following an object may ‘qualify’ the type of object (Englund 2004b: 

105).  

 
Numerical systems 
 

The numerical systems have been important to advancing the decipherment of proto-

Elamite. Five or six54 main, and three derived numerical systems have been identified 

in proto-Elamite (fig. 4.2), each of which has a different field of application —that is, 

each counts different types of things. The application for each of these systems has 

been established to a certain extent, despite many remaining uncertainties on the 

meaning of proto-Elamite signs. The use of parallel numerical systems in proto-

cuneiform documents has provided the primary evidence, and internal textual clues in 

proto-Elamite supplement these hypotheses. Most of the major proto-cuneiform 

systems have near-equivalents in proto-Elamite, however no proto-Elamite time-

keeping system has yet been identified to parallel the proto-cuneiform system which 

                                                
54 An area system may be identified but is attested in only one text, MDP 26, 5224 (Englund 
2004b:118). 
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indicates days, months, and years (Englund 1988: 133 ff.), and is closely related to the 

capacity measure system because of the proto-cuneiform grain distribution practices.  

Conversely, only one proto-Elamite numerical system doesn’t have a parallel in 

proto-cuneiform: a proto-Elamite decimal system is used to count animals and some 

humans, including M388, M54 and sometimes M72, which are the focus of this 

dissertation.  

 

The sexagesimal system, known also in Mesopotamia, may have a smaller range of 

application in proto-Elamite. In Mesopotamia it counts a wide variety of objects and 

people, whereas in proto-Elamite the system’s use is restricted to only some signs 

thought to represent humans and in a few cases goods, including jars of ale and 

perhaps arrows (Englund 2004b:110). Englund (2004: 108) suggests the sexagesimal 

system might count ‘high status’ humans and valuable goods, particularly because the 

humans not counted in the sexagesimal system (but instead in the decimal system) 

sometimes include those identified as lower-class workers by use of the signs 

mentioned above (see Dahl et al. 2018 for recent discussion of worker category 

signs).     
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Figure 4.2: Proto-Elamite numerical systems (Englund 2004b: 107 fig. 4.5) 

 

Content  
 

The content of some texts has been partially understood, through a combination of 

evidence including: (rare) sign similarities with proto-cuneiform; the content-specific 

nature of the numerical systems; and the structure of proto-Elamite texts, which 

include hierarchies in the ordering of signs within both entries and the text as a 

whole—as well as the subsuming of certain signs under others in a text’s numerical 

summary.  
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The proto-Elamite corpus, as so far understood includes:  

• Counts or inventories of people, probably relating to labour organization; in 
some more complex texts ‘workers’ are divisible into teams headed by what 
may be foremen (e.g. text MDP 17, 45 fig. 6.27a) 

• Receipts and accounts with capacity measures that probably represent grain 
‘rations’ for these workers or worker teams (Nissen et al. 1993: 78–9) 

• Receipts and accounts relating to sheep and goats herding, and their products 
(primarily dairy) (Dahl 2005a: 98)  

• Texts relating to planning of agricultural fields and their resources (Englund 
2004b: 19), including one possible field measure text (MDP 26S, 5224, 
Friberg 1997:16–18) 

• ‘bread and ale’ calculation texts (Friberg 1978: 29 ff.)  
• two possible ‘metro-mathematical school texts’ (MDP 17, 328 and MDP 26, 

362 Scheil 1935 vii-viii; Damerow and Englund 1989: 18–19 n. 51 and 53)  
 

The remainder of texts include a wide variety of accounts quantifying grain and/or 

other things in contexts not yet understood (Damerow and Englund 1989: 31).  

As listed above, the strongest comparisons between proto-cuneiform and proto-

Elamite texts can be made with respect to accounts of workers, as discussed by Nissen 

et al. (1993: 70–83) and sheep and goat texts as studied by Dahl (2005a). An 

important exception to the comparable genres between early cuneiform and proto-

Elamite documents seems to be the lexical genre (Dahl 2013: 258), its absence in 

Proto-Elamite being inferred by the observation that no Proto-Elamite texts without 

numerical signs have been identified. The content and accounting contexts of many 

other texts are not well understood, although the numerical system being used can 

very often be identified.  

 

Further categorisation of proto-Elamite tablets might be built upon the use of different 

‘headers’ at the beginning of texts, made up of a set of signs understood as 

‘household’ signs. For example, the sign M157 is used in around 355 texts, in the 

great majority of cases as the first (and sometimes the second) sign in the text. In the 

very long text MDP 6, 5242 graphical variants of M157 are use in roughly even 
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intervals throughout the text (entries 27’, 43’, 69’, 78’, 92’, 111’ and 112’), 

suggesting it could be a compilation of smaller ‘M157 accounts’ (fig. 6.26).   

 

 

1,469 published and transliterated texts are available on the CDLI, out of a total  

catalogue of 1,634 texts. Englund (2004: 103) cites 10,000 lines of text. From the 

available texts, over half are (or appear to have originally been) longer than three 

entries. The longest texts include the three or four long ration texts (Appendix pages 

446–9), which were originally between 100–200 entries in length. The variation in 

length of documents suggests that both accounts and receipts (following the 

terminology of Dahl: 2005b, adapted from discussion of Ur III administration) are 

present in the corpus, with single-entry documents probably representing ‘primary  

167

151

252

209

855

Not accessible

Fragment (3 signs or fewer)

Short document (3 entries or
fewer)
Single-entry document

Other

Figure 4.3: Proto-Elamite texts by length and completeness. Data drawn from 1636 
texts catalogued on the CDLI data-base. ‘Not accessible’ includes texts that do not 
yet have transliteration (and usually no image) available on the CDLI, most of 
which are currently unpublished texts from the Louvre, to be available in a 
forthcoming publication by J. Dahl.   
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Figure 4.4: Charts revealing the extent to which proto-Elamite texts may deal with 
the administration of workers (top), grain distributions (middle) and sheep and goat 
herding (bottom) as currently recognized. The charts reveal that only a small portion 
of texts out of the total corpus deal with each of these subjects, highlighting how the 
subjects of many more proto-Elamite texts remain unknown.  
 

355

47 14 40
166 134 62

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

M38
8

M72

M37
0 c

om
bin

ati
on

s
M37

0
M54

M12
4

M3bTo
ta

l n
um

be
r o

f t
ex

ts
 in

 c
or

pu
s

Worker category signs

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

M36 M243 M288 M297b

To
ta

l n
um

be
r o

f t
ex

ts
 in

 c
or

pu
s

Select grain distribution signs

103 113

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

Sheep and goat signs animal herding products

To
ta

l n
um

be
r o

f t
ex

ts
 in

 c
or

pu
s

Animal husbandry signs



	

 

95 

documents or receipts’ (Dahl 2005b: 106).  In addition, it is supposed that shorter 

accounts (perhaps including text in the ‘short complete document’ category) were 

sometimes compiled into accounts covering longer time-periods, and one or a few 

examples of this practice can be identified in texts from Susa and possibly Tal-i 

Malyan (Dahl 2005b: 106; Stolper 1985: 10). It is not yet possible to represent the 

relative numbers of different text genres in proto-Elamite, since so many of the signs 

and contexts remain undeciphered.  
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Chapter 5a: Proto-cuneiform evidence for labour organization 
 
Introduction 
 

Discussion of labour organization during the early third millennium has been heavily 

influenced by later cuneiform records of household dependents, slaves, allotment 

holders and other workers engaged by large households and early states—with the 

most numerous textual examples coming from the Ur III period. Such examples have 

tenuous but crucial textual links to both proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite 

documents, through the use of key worker signs and the redistributive practices 

discussed below. Chapters 5a and 5b outline some of the central evidence for scribal 

involvement in labour organization: 

 
1) the key signs that may be used in labour-related accounts 
2) the types of texts listing workers themselves (including tallies, rosters or 

rations texts)  
3) the relevance of redistributive evidence to labour organization 
4) other kinds of textual evidence for labour organization  

 

 

Some key proto-cuneiform signs relating to labour organization 
 
  

The focus of this dissertation is on comparing two sets of ‘worker’ signs that have 

been cited as the standard lower-class labourer categories in proto-cuneiform and 

proto-Elamite. However, the overview presented here and chapters 6a–8a highlight 

that in proto-cuneiform the uses of KURa, SAL.(KURa), and TUR for humans rarely 

provide clues about the productive roles of these individuals or their link to a 

rationing system (with some possible exceptions for SAL); instead they sometimes 

appear registered as commodities. While SAL is used in a variety of contexts 

including perhaps as a ‘worker’ receiving rations (chapter 7a), KURa is not a standard 
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term for a ‘worker’ in proto-cuneiform (chapter 6a).  Fuller study of proto-cuneiform 

labour administration in the future could focus on clarifying the various terminology 

for labourers and other personnel, however this dissertation shows that texts recording 

KURa and SAL in human-resource contexts represent only a marginal part of the 

picture of labour organization available in proto-cuneiform. Higher-level 

distributions, calculations for efficient use and distribution of resources, and to some 

extent projections of production and labour-cost, appear to be more central concerns 

of the proto-cuneiform accounting system.  

 

A few of the most important signs to have been identified as possibly related to work-

teams or labourers in proto-cuneiform are briefly discussed here. Most of these have 

been identified based upon later cuneiform parallels, although it is not usually clear 

how directly later meanings can be inferred for the proto-cuneiform sign uses.   

 

PAPa–c and PA / ugula 

Proto-cuneiform PAPa–c (=PA4, ZATU 427)  is one of the two ‘sticks’ that 

make up the sign PA . It is a very common proto-cuneiform sign, appearing 

in around 500 texts, in diverse contexts and often in what may be officials’ 

designations or personal names. PA is also known in proto-cuneiform, in c. 317 texts 

in a variety of titles and designations. Sarzyńska speculated that PA might have been 

used sometimes as ‘the designation of the simple shepherd profession’ (2002: 14). 

Englund (1998: 70) relates the use of both PAP/PA4 and PA to later Sumerian ugula 

(PA) and considers it to sometime indicate labour organization contexts in proto-

cuneiform.  
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Ugula may be translated in third millennium labour administration contexts as 

‘foreman of a work-team’, and the workers they oversee are often erin2 or guruš; 

ugula/waklu is also used to refer to an individual in charge of a wide variety of 

persons and administrative units, including craftsmen, temple personnel, and military 

units (CAD vol. 1: 279). As foremen of work teams, ugula were sometimes of 

comparable, though usually of lower rank to the nu-banda3. Ugula individuals were 

included in ration and personnel lists, often (but not always) receiving more rations 

than the workers they were in charge of.  

 

Sumerian ugula is almost certainly a loanword from Akkadian that is used from the 

third through first millennia. The earliest attested form is Old Akkadian aklu written 

both syllabically (a-ak-lu) and with the sumerogram (Lu2) PA55. Westenholz (1999: 

33) implies that the borrowed form might have been an early form *waklum, 

recognising in the move from Akkadian to Sumerian ‘an early development from wa- 

to u- as also seen in a proposed transformation of Akkadian mat warîm (in fact, 

Diyala) to Sumerian ki-uri (Sumerian word for the land of Akkad)’. The form waklum 

is also attested from Old Assyrian, when it was one of the titles used by the ruler of 

Assur, in particular when the king was addressing himself in letters, often to the 

kārum. The title thus reflects the king’s role as head or overseer of the assembly in 

Assur. The use of waklum as a king’s title appears to be restricted to Assyria (Larsen 

2015: 108 ff.).   

 

 

                                                
55 In lexical texts, this Sumerogram also has other Akkadian readings including šapiru, rabannu, and 
abu ṣabi. (CAD vol. 1, 277).  
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GURUŠ (ZATU 247)   
 
guruš was a common Sumerian word for young male subjects—usually in the context 

of labour projects— in a wide variety of text corpora available to us across the third 

and early second millennia. Its appearances in proto-cuneiform are limited and it is 

difficult to verify that the sign held a similar meaning as in later third millennium 

labour administration texts. Steinkeller (1995a) has questioned the identification of 

the proto-cuneiform sign that Green and Nissen (1987) identified as GURUŠ. 

Whether read as KAL or GURUŠ, the sign ZATU 247 appears to depict a ‘ceremonial 

threshing sledge’ comparable to objects depicted with third millennium 

Mesopotamian glyptic images of sledges ridden by humans (Steinkeller et al. 1990).  

 

An important link to agricultural work is the text MSVO 1, 1 (fig. 5.1d) which lists 

what may be teams of field workers, categorised as GURUŠ SAL, for the fields of 

officials. The designation GALa GURUŠ, known from archaic LU2 A as well as 

adminstrative texts, could refer to an ‘overseer of the GURUŠ’ (Zsolnay and 

Westenholz 2016: 16).  Yet other texts provide challenges for understanding proto-

cuneiform GURUŠ, including several texts that use the sign in contexts of livestock. 

Text W 9579,du (fig. 5.1a) counts 26 sheep and goats, divided by species, sex and 

age, and adds the sign GURUŠ in the final entry to unclear purpose. This may be 

clarified by W 09656,ei (fig. 5.1b) which similarly counts various small livestock, and 

includes a final case 1N1 TUG2a GURUŠ BA, which may indicate that the wool from 

the sheep (and hair from a goat?) was used in garment production or raw material 

distribution to GURUŠ personnel. The summary of the text on the reverse is the total 

number of livestock (79 animals) with the sign GURUŠ. If this interpretation is 
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correct it is also an interesting example of the final case in a text (obverse, col. II, iv) 

providing information qualitatively different from the ‘counted’ objects in the text, a 

practice more apparent in the Early Dynastic I–II texts from Ur.  

 

Figure 5.1: Some Uruk texts recording GURUŠ 

 

By the Fara period the sign GURUŠ (LAK 648) is used to indicate both named and 

unnamed individuals in worker rosters. Two rosters from Šuruppak attest to the 

presence of hundreds of guruš from other Sumerian cities (Adab, Lagaš, Nippur, 

Umma, Uruk and (separately) Kullab) who were ‘stationed’ at an unidentified 

administrative centre, KI.EN.GI56. Further ration texts included references (around 70 

in total) to ration-receiving guruš from these same cities (Pomponio and Visicato 

1994: 10–11). Therefore, the earliest substantial evidence for this term suggests guruš 

                                                
56 For most recent discussion of this place name Wencel 2015.  

a) W 9579,du                b) W 9656,ei c) W 9656,l d) MSVO 1, 1
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represented a workforce that could be transferred between urban centres. Texts from 

Šuruppak also recorded guruš-me3, ‘soldiers’. (Pomponio and Visicato 1994: 11). 

From Old Akkadian texts at Girsu (e.g. CT 50, 103) dozens of guruš are recorded 

from Nina and Lagash, each under a nu-banda357, and summarised as lu2 zi-ga-me, 

‘men that had been called up’ (zi-ga). The sign was also used as a logogram in Old 

Akkadian – GURUŠ.GURUŠ = ummānum ‘troops’. 

 

There are a few exceptions to the widespread use of guruš throughout the third 

millennium. The term is found only once in the Ekur temple archives of Old 

Akkadian Nippur, where instead lu2 is used for ‘male worker’ in work groups 

alongside geme2, ‘female worker’ (Westenholz 1999:62 n. 255). In the Akkadian-

speaking region of the Habur Triangle at Tell Beydar (Early Dynastic IIIb), guruš is 

not attested. Instead, a variety of workers are identified by their specialisation, the 

most common agricultural labourer being the LU2-geš-DU. However, some semitic-

speaking environments use the term, including Ebla and Sargonic Tutub (Sallaberger 

2014: 43).  

 

The person category fell out of general administrative use during the Old Babylonian 

period. Therefore, the fading out of the term around the beginning of the second 

millennium may also reflect that the socio-economic traditions in which a person was 

understood to be a guruš had been transformed. Postgate suggests that guruš find an 

equivalent in the Old Babylonian muškēnum class (1992: 239). In the lexical tradition 

it is equated with eṭlum, Akkadian ‘(able-bodied) young man’. In Old Babylonian 

                                                
57 Another common ‘work group’ leader is the nu-banda3 , a term which is understood to originally be a 
Sumerian administrative term loaned into Akkadian (in a reversal from the situation with ugula) as 
laputtum. The term is known as early as the Early Dynastic texts from Ur, but the specific combination 
NU TUR (banda3 = TUR) has not been identified in proto-cuneiform. 
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Sumerian literary contexts the term guruš continued to be used. It may retain its 

connection with ideological redistributive systems in the literary text the Marriage of 

Martu, which suggests that guruš was understood to represent a young unmarried man 

and was in this way contrasted with Lu2:  

22. niĝ2-ba lu2 dam tuku 2-am3 i3- ĝa2-ĝa2 
23. niĝ2-ba lu2 dumu tuku 3-am3 i3- ĝa2-ĝa2 
24. niĝ2-[ba] guruš saĝ-dili 1-am3 i3- ĝa2-ĝa2 
25.  dmar-tu dili-ni 2-am3 i3- ĝa2-ĝa2 

‘The ration of a married man (lu2 dam) was established as double, the ration of a man 
with a child (lu2 dumu tuku) was established as triple; the ration of a single man 
(guruš saĝ-dili) was established as single; but the ration of Martu, though being 
single, was also established as double’ (ETCSL). 

ERIMa-b  
 
Green and Nissen (1987: 199) identified ZATU 143 as ERIM, ERIN2, although 

Steinkeller contests this, citing instead ZATU 55 (Green and Nissen’s ‘BIR3’). The 

sign is a representation of a yoke. The sign ERIM in the third millennium could be 

used to indicate literally yoked teams of animals, but also teams of workers or troops. 

In the Sargonic period the term eren2 could refer to both groups of agricultural 

workers and conscripted military troops; Foster (1982: 22 fn. 3) suggests that in 

Sargonic Umma and elsewhere ‘the term seems most often to have referred to mobile 

teams of workers, many of whom may have been prisoners of war’. In the Ur III 

period eren2 (wr. ERIM) may be classified as ‘free’ personnel (alternately called 

dumu-gir15) engaged in corvée labour for the state (Steinkeller 2013b: 350), and Ur III 

labour organization practices have been referred to as an ‘erenage’ system (Steinkeller 

2004: 93).  eren2 can normally be contrasted with a group of ‘lower status’ workers, 

the UN.IL2 but Studevent-Hickman (2008: 145) points out that these designations 
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sometimes overlap, and suggests that the terms may refer to ‘work assignments’ or 

‘occupation designations’ rather than social classes.  

ZATU 659  
 
 Perhaps more important to understanding the role of proto-cuneiform in organising a 

workforce than any of the signs mentioned above, is the set of signs that may 

represent ‘man-days’ of hired work (Friberg 1999: 17). These signs represent periods 

of time along with the amount of grain for distribution to one worker for that period. 

This abstracted ‘man-day’ rate is attested in a series of accounts and school texts from 

Jemdet Nasr (Friberg 1991; 1999: 119). Englund (2001: 32) understood ZATU 659 

itself as a grain product. These signs may represent periods of time. 

  

Figure 5.2: Proto-cuneiform signs representing ‘man-days’ of work by indication of 
the capacity measures for the amount of grain to be distributed as rations for that 
work. After Friberg 1999: 199.  
 

APINa–c      
 
The sign APINa–c depicts a plow58. The sign has a later Sumerian value of engar, 

‘farmer’ or ‘agricultural estate manager’, and Green and Nissen (1987: 176) apply this 

value already to the proto-cuneiform sign. APINa–c is used in about 187 texts, not 

always with clear significance (for example, it appears in a possible personal name in 

W 24162 as NIN APINa BALAG). The official NAM2 APINa is listed 8th in the 

composite archaic LU2 list, and APINa SUHUR followed by MARa APINa make up 

entries 73 and 74. In Uruk IV text W 9656,dr, the combination UŠ+UŠ GU4 APINa is 

                                                
58 Or technically speaking, an ard (Potts 1997: 73).  



	

 

104 

used in each of the two text cases, along with a numerical notation which could count 

agricultural workers or work teams.  

GU7    
 
 
The common sign GU7, appearing in around 245 texts, normally occurs in the 

colophons of texts or sometimes in cases that appear to summarise sections of the text 

(e.g. MSVO 1, 103). Some of the products involved in the administrative actions 

represented by GU7 are named in MSVO 1, 93. This text shows the development of 

grain equivalencies for a variety of products— including bread and ale on the 

obverse, and sheep, fish, textiles and dried fruit on the reverse (Englund 2004a: 44 for 

[reconstructed] drawing and discussion). The account is labelled GU7 along with the 

designation for the settlement Jemdet Nasr (NIa + RU) in the colophon, with a further 

qualification of GIBIL 2N57 SU. Such a collection of products (grain, ale, wool or 

textiles, and fish) is comparable to redistributive traditions known across third 

millennium cuneiform texts (Gelb: 1965). While GU7 has not been identified in 

relation to the rare category of counted KURa humans, at least one text records emmer 

rations for various individuals including SAL in their designation (MSVO 1, 44, page 

269).  

 

BA and GI             
 
 
BA and GI were initially proposed as evidence of Sumerian language in proto-

cuneiform for ‘distribute’(Sum. ba) and ‘return’ —the latter is written in later 

Sumerian texts with the sign gi4, and by hypothesis in proto-cuneiform the sign 

depicting a reed, GI (Sumerian for ‘reed’ is gi) was used by homophony to indicate 
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gi4 ‘return’ (Vaiman 1974); however, the uses of the sign may not warrant this. Most 

importantly, cases qualified as BA and GI respectively are totalled together in one 

text (MSVO 1, 185 Englund 1998: 61–63). Woods (2015: 125) added the suggestion 

that GI stands for Sumerian gin, ‘qualifying items that are confirmed to be on hand’, 

while Monaco (2007: 11 fn 69) suggests that BA distributions refer to rations for 

individuals within a household, whereas GI refer to external expenditures. Neither of 

these plausible suggests has been proven through contextual study of the sign uses.  

BA and GI are also described by Johnson (2015) as oppositional designations of 

officials that appear in ‘subordinate staff lists’ (e.g. IM 73409,2; MSVO 1, 112; W 

19408,88) and administrative documents.  

 

Counts of personnel with SAL and KURa 
 

Englund (2009: 15; 2011) cited the existence of around 50 tablets that record 

‘dependent labourers’ along with their personal names. About half of these include 

children along with adults, following some different sets of terminologies (chapter 

8a). Most of these are identified as lower-class humans by their use of KURa, SAL, 

and/or TUR59, but a few include instead AL, EN.TUR, and ‘yearling’ designations. 

Both of these groups represent less than 1% of texts in proto-cuneiform. The different 

functions of the signs KURa, SAL, and/or TUR in proto-cuneiform mean that a simple 

count of their uses in the corpora does not reflect the extent of administrative control 

over slaves or dependents (contra Algaze 2013:129–30; Asher-Greve 2008: 121). 

Therefore, chapters 6–8 examine the uses of these signs in further detail to help 

                                                
59 By inference from the discussion in Englund 2009—no list of the specific 50 texts is provided, but a 
similar number is reached in this dissertation by identifying all texts in which KURa or SAL may 
represent humans, plus a few other similar texts.  
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clarify the number and types of slave or dependent-related texts in the proto-

cuneiform corpora.  

 

Uruk IV ‘receipts’ 
 

Surprisingly, the most numerous uses of KURa as a possible counted human appear in 

Uruk IV rather than Uruk III texts. A number of these Uruk IV texts have been 

classified as ‘receipts’ (Englund 1995)60. These are the simple rectangular 

documents61 that record small numerical counts (most often 1N1 or 2N1) along with a 

few cuneiform signs. Such receipts may record small numbers of livestock or 

products (e.g. jars in W 9579,ah, figure 5.6e), but often the object being counted is 

unclear. Around two dozen such documents include either the signs KURa, SAL 

and/or GURUŠ (fig. 5.3–5.5), with about twice as many using SAL than KURa. Of 

these receipts, only six texts use both signs in the contrasting cases (fig 5.5), and these 

offer the most explicit evidence that SAL and KURa represent an opposition between 

female and male. In fact, these documents provided the most important evidence for 

Vaiman (1972/1989) when establishing the proto-cuneiform terminology for slaves 

and the meaning ‘male slave’ for KURa.  

 

Many of receipts including the use of one of these signs, however, cannot be securely 

shown to actually count SAL or KURa as objects (e.g. humans), since the signs may 

be part of names (titles, personal names, household names) or qualifying signs for 

other, unidentified objects. Yet text W 20854 (fig. 5.5f), recording only one KURa and 

                                                
60 Englund (1995: 35) identified a particular group of these texts as ‘receipt[s] by a named individual of 
one or as many as several head of cattle’, identified by the signs AB2 and GU4.  
61 A few appear oval-shaped (e.g. W 6738,b) or with less regular corners (e.g. 9123,w).  
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two SAL, confirms that KURa and SAL could sometimes be counted objects, and 

function as contrasting categories. In a few cases, the ‘counted’ sign of one category 

appears to be GURUŠ KURa (once in opposition to SAL), which provides some 

evidence that this category of individuals may have been male personnel, although the 

significance of proto-cuneiform GURUŠ is unclear. Receipt W 9579,bt (fig. 5.6f) may 

count 11 UDU (sheep) and by hypothetical translation two slaves of the AMA-type, 

designated by the signs ERIMa AMAa, perhaps for the work of grain-grinding 

(GUMa). None of these texts is so far known to record TUR ‘children’, but W 9655,t 

appears to count 3N1 2N8 SAL.KURa and 1 KURa— that is, 3 and ‘two halves’ 

SAL.KURa which by hypothesis represents three women and two ‘children’ (fig. 

8.9a).  

 

The purpose of writing short records of objects and possible slaves is not obvious. 

While it is assumed that the numerical system represented is the sexagesimal, this is 

not certain. Text W 9579,bw (fig. 5.7a) uses SAL and other signs with a numerical 

notation in the EN system, which has an unknown application, perhaps recording 

goods by weight (Nissen et al. 1993: 28); this system is known only from the Uruk IV 

period.  

 

Texts similar to these receipts rarely appear in the Uruk III period corpora from Uruk 

and elsewhere. Englund (1995: 35) suggested that these simple receipts were 

compiled into more complex documents, but no cattle or KURa/SAL receipt can be 

shown to directly correspond to the information on a more complex document. Do 

these documents record ‘transactions’ of human slaves? A possibility raised here is 

that comparison can be made between some of these documents and other early 
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Mesopotamian traditions of ceremonial gift-giving or offerings. One of these is the 

long-standing Mesopotamian a-ru-a institution, for which textual evidence lists 

‘people (mainly women and children), animals (cattle, sheep, goats and equids), 

objects (rings, boats, and millstones) and raw materials (such as wool and bitumen), 

as a-ru-a ‘given ex-voto’ to the temples’ (Gelb 1972: 5). This could be supported by 

the signs included in some of the proto-cuneiform receipts, including boats (e.g. W 

9656,gp, fig. 3.8) and livestock (fig. 5.6a). Another gift-giving tradition is the maš-da-

ri-a known from c. 80 texts from pre-Sargonic Girsu (for an overview of maš-da-ri-a, 

see Prentice 2010:187 ff.). In this tradition, important individuals (both men and 

women) brought for offering usually a single animal, but sometimes other goods; this 

presentation was recorded by a scribe who noted the name and office of the gift-giver. 

The gifts were brought to either the E2-MI2/dba-U2 or the palace, and the most 

common ‘givers’ were sangas, temple administrators (note Uruk IV receipts W 

6738,b; W 9579,o [fig. 5.5a]; W 9579,aa [fig. 5.5b]; W 9579,cf [fig. 5.3a] among 

other examples). Such a tradition may be observable on a wider regional level during 

the Early Dynastic III period— from Susa, Ur, Khafaje, and Mari— in iconography 

involving men holding lambs or kids and sometimes followed by high-status women 

who were making the gift (Prentice 2010: 189). 
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Figure 5.3: Uruk IV receipts including the sign KURa 

 
 
 

a) W 9579,cf d) W 9579,bmc) W 9579,chb) W 9656,o
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Figure 5.4: Some Uruk IV receipts including the sign SAL. See figure 7.9 for a 
complete list. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

a) W 20044,51

g) W 19410,05

c) W 9169,al d) W 9579,cbb) W 9579,dg

e) W 9579,dx f) W 09579,al
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             Figure 5.5: Uruk IV receipts including the signs SAL and KURa 
 

 
 
 
 

a) W 9579,o b) W 9579,aa c) W 9579,ac

d) W 9655,s

f) W 20854

e) W 9655,t
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          Figure 5.6: Other Uruk IV receipts 

 

 

a) W 9579,av b)W 6738,b               c)6760,a 

d) W 9579,bl e)W 9579,ah             f)9579,bt 
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Figure 5.7: Uruk IV receipts in the EN system of unclear meaning 

 

 

    
Figure 5.8: Uruk III-period texts that appear similar to the Uruk IV receipts.  

 
 
 

a) W 9579,bw               b) W 9579,co            c) W 9656,i            d) W 9656,p

a) MSVO 1, 222 b) MSVO 1, 223 c) MSVO 4, 31
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Jemdet Nasr SAL.KURa ‘receipts’ 
 

Three examples of simple receipts with SAL.KURa dating to the Uruk III (rather than 

Uruk IV) period are known from Jemdet Nasr (fig. 5.8), although these texts include 

the addition of horizontal case division with subcases that might include ‘personal 

names’ similarly to other Uruk III documents. Based upon the limited evidence 

provided by the proto-cuneiform signs and text format, these tablets could be 

hypothesized to represent a small-scale Uruk III period continuation of the cultural 

and economic practice behind the Uruk IV receipts from Uruk discussed above. On 

the other hand, the use of the combination SAL.KURa may also suggest that they 

relate to the larger Jemdet Nasr ‘captive-taking’ SAG x MA accounts MSVO 1, 212–

214 (fig. 5.12).  

 

Uruk IV accounts with SAL and/or KURa 

 

A few other Uruk IV texts that are somewhat more complex than the receipts above 

include similar uses of SAL and/or KURa (fig. 5.9). The most important of these is W 

9827 (fig. 5.9 b) which represents the largest counted group of unnamed SAL.KURa, 

recording at least 211 individuals. The remainder of these accounts include more 

modest numbers of individuals. Fragment W 20719,1 (fig. 5.9c) clearly contrasts a 

count of 23 [+...] KURa and 19 SAL. These few Uruk IV texts along with the receipts 

described above out-number the Uruk III texts that provide evidence of KURa and 

SAL as contrasting gender signs.  
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Figure 5.9: Some Uruk IV accounts that include counted KURa and/or SAL 
 
 
 
Uruk IV Tags 
 
 
A few Uruk IV documents of unknown origin are described as ‘tags’ (Englund 1998: 

57–60; Sarzyńksa 1997:184–98), because they are pierced and thought to have been 

attached to goods. One tag includes two signs that may relate to milling and threshing, 

or literally to the tools they may depict, GUMa (a mortar and pestle) and GURUŠ (a 

threshing sledge).  

 
Uruk III counts of named KURa, SAL, and/or SAL.KURa 
 
A very few Uruk III script phase accounts involving KURa and SAL may be records 

of humans with accompanying naming cases (Englund 2009: 11). In the most 

important of these accounts (W 23999,1 fig. 5.11), used to define the genre of the 

‘slave trade texts’, the number of KURa and SAL corresponds to the number of sub- 

a) W 6710,a                b) W 9827                    c) W 20719,1               d) W 9656,ef
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cases with further designations, leading Englund to suggest that these could represent 

the personal names of recorded humans. Only around fifteen Uruk III period texts  

from Uruk record SAL and KURa or SAL.KURa, as well as a few texts from Jemdet 

Nasr. The majority of these texts include designations for ‘children’ as well, and 

belong to the ‘scheme 1’ texts discussed in chapter 8a. The only three texts that might 

record SAL and KURa adults alone are presented in figure 5.11 (noting, however their 

fragmentary state). While no texts appear to record KURa-humans alone (chapter 6a), 

SAL is used in a large variety of other contexts that might include counted humans 

(chapter 7a).  

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.10: Two Uruk IV ‘tags’, MS 4530 / 
P006316 (left) and W 9579,by2 (right). W 
5979, by2.  
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a) W 15776,a                       b) W 15770,y                    c) W 17729,ep

Figure 5.11 Above: Uruk text W 23999,1 provides the most complete evidence for 
gender and age designations as part of proto-cuneiform slave-trade bookkeeping. 
Below: the only three known accounts of the Uruk III period that clearly contrast 
KURa and SAL which might record adults only (the remainder include children).  
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Jemdet Nasr accounts of SAG x MA and ERIMa  
 

Three of the most important accounts recording SAL, KURa, and SAL.KURa are from 

Jemdet Nasr and apparently record these individuals as ‘captives’ based on the text 

summaries with the designation SAG x MA and ERIMa (MSVO 1, 212–14, fig. 5.12). 

The set consists of two primary and one compiled register (Nissen et al. 1993: 72–5).  

A similar but simpler account, MSVO 1, 217, also lists named SAL.KURa SAG x 

MA, but with no system of sub-cases. The three complex related texts were used by 

Nissen et al. (1993) to illustrate the development of ‘bookkeeping on labour’, and 

Englund (1999:46) categorises the individuals in this text as ‘dependent labourers, 

probably slaves taken as plunder in violent actions against Babylonian neighbours’. 

Captive-taking as a source of certain categories of labourers is well-known from later 

third millennium parallels (Gelb 1973; Heimpel 2009; Cooper 2010).  The gender 

identities of individuals in these texts are not always clear (SAL, SAL.KURa, KURa 

and otherwise unmarked individuals all seem to appear in the compilation account), 

however, the majority of individuals appear to be SAL and SAL.KURa women (see 

pages 279 ff.), which is also in keeping with traditional interpretations of the 

prevalence of female captive-taking in the early ancient Near East.  

 

These accounts provide the most visually explicit evidence that SAL.KURa (though 

not all SAL, see chapter 7a) could have been of a ‘slave’ class via their origin as 

foreign captives. That is, the use of the sign SAG x MA suggests that the individuals 

in this text were captives, since the sign appears to depict a human head with a rope 

across the neck62. Scenes of prisoners being marched with ropes around their necks 

                                                
62 This rope, the sign ZATU 336 (MA, PEŠ3) turned in the combination SAG x MA from its normal 
orientation, is in other cases in proto-cuneiform used to indicate strings of fruit, and in later cuneiform 
has the meaning ‘fig’ (Sum. peš3 / Akk. tittu).  
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are known from Uruk period cylinder seals as well as Early Dynastic and Akkadian 

period art. A parallel with the SAG + MA accounts may be drawn with the 

unprovenanced text (discussed below page 122) that Steinkeller attributes to a Kish 

tradition, which uses the sign combination LU2 + EŠ2, pictographically representing 

‘person + rope’, in this case using the sign that comes to be used more generally for 

‘rope’ in the third millennium (Akk. eblu)63.   

 

The Jemdet Nasr texts appear to summarise SAL, SAL.KURa, KURa, and TUR all 

under the label SAL.KURa. The summary line in text 212 further categorises 

seventeen of the SAL.KURa as SAG x MA while the remainder are ERIMa (page 

102). The label ERIMa here may suggest, following later cuneiform use of the sign, 

that these SAL.KURa individuals were assigned to ‘work groups’, thus providing a 

possible link between the gender and age categories and labour organization.  

 

The sign combination SAG x MA is rare. It is known so far only in these four Jemdet 

Nasr accounts (MSVO 1, 212–214 and 217), one Uruk fragment (W 21733,8), and a 

problematic unprovenanced text (MS 2727) (see also Bartash 2016: 13–14). The 

combination SAG x MA is not used in later cuneiform, but SAG is used as a sign for 

‘head’ of slaves. In Ur III texts, SAG UŠ (‘male head(s)’) and SAG SAL (‘female 

head(s)’) denoted ‘people who had not yet been sold or were in the process of being 

purchased’ (Zsolnay and Westenholz 2016/ Steinkeller 1989).  

 

                                                
63 The sign EŠ2 (or ŠE3) = ZATU 516, although Green and Nissen (1987: 332) question whether ZATU 
756 (a more curvy depiction of a rope?) may have been EŠ2, ‘with eventual coalescence with ŠE3?’ 
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MSVO 1, 212–214 provide counts of humans in the sexagesimal system, and display 

the format in which individuals (KURa, SAL, SAL.KURa, or TUR) are recorded 

along with sub-cases, a feature that Englund (2009, 2011) explained as records of 

personal names, known from other proto-cuneiform texts. However, in this text there 

are sometimes multiple sub-cases for a single N1 individual; it may be that only the 

final visual level of these subcases record personal names (Nissen et al. 1993:70 ff.). 

This is unlike the other texts with ‘naming subcases’, which always match the 

numerical notation counting individuals to the number of subcases supposedly 

‘naming’ those individuals. In the instances where two subcases are included for a 

single (N1 / N2) individual, the subcases may be read to provide different types of 

information on the individual, such as origin, household attachment or assignment, 

and perhaps personal name. In one unusual case, the first set of subcases for an 

individual of the category SAG x MA KURa clearly count products, with 10 sheep 

and one ‘mountain equid’ (KIŠ KURa). Are these additional ‘booty’ brought in with a 

captive individual?    

 

Individuals can be counted with either N1 or N2 in these texts, the latter an N1 with a 

‘stroke’ through it. In later cuneiform, the sign BAD (uš2/ug7) is used to refer to dead 

humans or sacrificed animals, and N2 may be the precursor to this sign. In proto-

cuneiform, a safer interpretation for N2 is that it marks out individuals for some 

unknown purpose (Hawkins 2015: 5). The use of NIMGIR in the summary line of 

MSVO 1, 214 (and in MSVO 1, 217) may suggest comparison to lists of workers of 

the Fara period headed by niĝir, or ‘heralds’—perhaps individuals responsible for 

‘calling up’ workers in a tradition preserved over several hundred years across 

Southern Mesopotamia (Bartash 2016: 13; Visicato 1995: 91–101).  
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Figure 5.12: The information from Jemdet Nasr accounts MSVO 1, 213–214 was 
compiled into MSVO 1, 212. The texts record around two dozen captive women (SAL 
and SAL.KURa) and men (KURa), along with a few children (TUR). MSVO 1, 217 is a 
separate account of similar but less complex structure.  

a) MSVO 1, 213 b) MSVO 1, 214                     c) MSVO 1, 217 

d) MSVO 1, 212

SAGxMA = ‘captives’
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Despite a detailed understanding of the order in which entries from MSVO 1, 213 and 

214 were transferred onto 212 (Nissen et al. 1993: 70 ff.), there is much about the text 

that is not yet understood, and the texts should be subject to further detailed study 

(space prohibits this here).  

 

An unprovenanced prisoner’s plaque 
 

A ‘prisoner plaque’ from a private collection (P453401), published by Steinkeller 

(2013a) may present the earliest known textual evidence for captives of war being 

assigned as workers in gardens. The plaque, which Steinkeller suggests may come 

from Kish or its vicinity and date to ED II (2750–2600) or even the beginning of the 

Early Dynastic period (2900–2750), records groups of prisoners (indicated with the 

designation šag) from various places. Four of these entries are followed by a case with 

PN giš.kiri6 gišimmar, which Steinkeller suggests may indicate that the captives were 

sent to work in the date-palm orchards belonging to the named individual (2013a: 

132). The number of unnamed captives in this text is very large, at 36,000.   

 
 
Sale of slaves?  
 

The sign ŠAM2 may indicate, as in later cuneiform, the verb ‘to buy/sell’, and it used 

in a context that may suggests the sale of slaves in proto-cuneiform.  Unprovenanced 

text MSVO 4, 58 was interpretted by Woods (2015: 80) as a record of twelve slaves 

bought or sold by administrators for agricultural work—he reads the colophon ŠAM2  

APINa as ‘sold to the agriculturalists’, interpreting APINa with its later Sumerian 

value engar (see also Friberg 1979: 17–23; Englund 1996 no. 58). The first six 
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counted individuals are either associated with the city 

Adab, or perhaps with the individual identified as ŠUBUR 

ADAB. The number of subcases in the text match the 

numerical entry, following Englund’s ‘naming case’ 

pattern, and it can be noted that some designations in the 

subcases (ZATU 659 and BUa+DU6a GUL) match those 

found in the EN.TUR text MS 3035. Several features of 

this text require future attention, for example the role of the 

individual (?) AN MARa in both obv.1a and rev. 2, and 

whether or not ŠAM2 APINa indeed provides the context 

for the whole account.  

 
 Figure 5.13: MSVO 4,58. A possible ‘slave sale’ text, 
counting twelve individuals listed by undeciphered 
designations that may be personal names.   
 
 

 
Rationing and redistribution in proto-cuneiform 
 

Distribution of capacity measures of grain, in the systems ŠE, ŠE”, and ŠE’ 

(Damerow and Englund 1987: 136–42), as well as breads and ales counted in the 

bisexagesimal system (used for ‘rationed’ consumables, Englund 1994: 20) are among 

the most common accounting contexts in proto-cuneiform. Englund (1998: 204–5; 

Paulette 2016:88) cites one text recording 550 tons of emmer wheat, which could 

support as many as 3,000 individuals for a year. Such texts may provide a general 

sense of the scale at which the proto-cuneiform administration was operating.  

 

Figure 5.13: 
MSVO 4,58. A 
possible ‘slave 
sale’ text, 
counting twelve 
individuals 
listed by 
undeciphered 
designations 
that may be 
personal 
names.   
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Grain storage and redistribution was an important part of the development of early 

Mesopotamian state power (most recently, Paulette 2015, 2016). I. J. Gelb recognized 

the pan-mesopotamian rationing practices he describes in his article ‘The Ancient 

Mesopotamian Rationing System’ (1965) from texts as early as the Fara period. These 

systems involved grain capacities, as well as less regular garment/cloth and oil 

distributions. Earlier manifestations of a similar rationing system64, in the Uruk IV–III 

period texts, have subsequently been elaborated through members of the project 

Archaische Texte aus Uruk, built largely upon a mathematical analysis of the proto-

cuneiform numerical systems (Friberg 1978/79), and aided by comparison with later 

third millennium administrative texts (Nissen et al. 1993). Redistribution of grain in 

these texts is ubiquitous, although it is rarely manifested in similar types of worker-

and-ration lists that appear in the later third millennium. A variety of other products 

also appear to be distributed in proto-cuneiform accounts, but for simplicity this 

section focuses on the evidence of grain rations as a fundamental aspect of supporting 

household personnel.    

 

From compiling evidence of hundreds of rations texts of the second half of the third 

millennium in Mesopotamia, Gelb quoted an ‘average’ distribution of 60 sila3 for men 

and 30 for women. A similar ‘typical’ ration size has been suggested for proto-

cuneiform as 1N1 per month which, by estimate of 1N1 = 1 later sila3 (e.g. Englund 

1998:126), would be equivalent to the standard level of women’s rations in later 

                                                
64 Despite conflicting opinions about the use of the term ‘rations’, it is retained here for ease of 
discussion. Sallaberger and Pruß (2015: 79–80) prefer the terms ‘allotment, portion or share’ to either 
‘rations’ (the latter which may have a negative connotation) or ‘wages’ or ‘salary’ in the context of 
their study on third millennium rationing especially at Tell Beydar, they argue ‘since all members of 
the communal organization, whether sick, small children or old people, received their share’. Likewise, 
they prefers the term ‘worker lists’ to ‘ration lists’.   
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cuneiform. As in later cuneiform, in practice, grain distribution levels varied, 

probably depending upon one’s role in the administration as well as sex and age.  

 

The most important piece of evidence for N1 as a standard (or idealized?) amount of 

grain for a low class worker for a month is provided by fragment MSVO 4, 27. This 

text combines time notations, the symbol NINDA/GAR (a beveled-rim bowl), and 

measures of grain in the ŠE system. The fragment records NINDA/GAR (probably 

indicating archaic grain distributions), next to ’24 months’ (=720 days, Englund 

1988), the sign ŠE (barley) and the 

capacity measure equivalent to 720 N30a, 

or 720 ‘daily grain amounts’. That is, 

720 of the sign NINDA/GAR are filled 

with 1N30a each, and 1N30a has by this 

and other evidence been assigned a 

value in the range of .8–1 litre, the approximate volume of beveled-rim bowls. Other 

evidence for a 1N1 per 1 month correlation comes from the very bundling principles 

of the ŠE system, which appear to have been designed in association with the 

calendrical divisions. An administrative month of 30 days (1N1 worth of grain) could 

be divded into 5 ‘weeks’ (1 week = 1N39b) of 6 days (1 day = 1N30a) each. That is: 6 

N30a = 1 N39b and 5 N39b = 1N1 (see fig. 5.30). 

 

Despite the evidence that scribes were performing calculations based upon a 

‘standard’ rationing level, the studies of Friberg highlighted that varying rates of grain 

distribution are attested in proto-cuneiform (Friberg 1999: 9–20). Rates in the texts 

themselves are hypothesized to be expressed in ‘monthly’ amounts, similarly to 

Figure 5.14: MSVO 4, 27 
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typical later rations texts, ranging from Sargonic to the Ur III periods (Gelb 1965: 

233). The below figure is compiled from the analysis by Friberg (1999), with an 

approximation of 1N30a = 1 later Sumerian sila3 = .8 modern litres. This demonstrates 

quite varied levels of grain distributions, most of which are much larger than the 

proposed ‘low standard’ of 1N1=c. 25 litres/month.  

 

Text  type of text rate per month       estimated modern equivalent  
    
MSVO 4,66 calculation 1N1 2N39b 2N2865  36 litres *average bread+ale  
MSVO 4, 60 distribution 1N1, worker        25 litres   
    2N1, worker              48 litres 

3N1, worker    72 litres 
1N14, overseer        144 litres       
2N14, overseer              288 litres  

 
MSVO 4, 65  distribution 1N14, overseer   144 litres of emmer           
    2N14, overseer   288 litres of emmer 
    1N1, worker  25 litres 
    2N1, worker  48 litres 
    3N39b, worker             14.4 litres 
    2N39b, worker              9.6 litres 
MSVO 4, 27   calculation  1N1 , worker  25 litres 
 

Figure 5.15: Modern estimates (right column) of monthly rationing levels in scribal 
calculation and grain distribution texts studied by Friberg 1999.  
 

 

                                                
65 reconstructed from the rate 1N28 daily (Friberg 1999:11) 
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Who received rations and other grain distributions?  
 

 
Steinkeller (2015: 16–17) suggests that corvée 

labour was already practiced in the Late Uruk 

period, perhaps drawing workers from different 

cities forming a ‘loose political alliance of a 

cooperative nature’ in order to build the major 

structures in the Eanna precinct. He traces the 

ultimate origin of Mesoptoamian corvée labour 

to the emergence of cooperative irrigation works 

in the Ubaid period66. Unfortunately, 

remuneration for such building projects has so far 

not been visible in the proto-cuneiform texts.  

Some possible ‘production’ contexts discussed in 

this dissertation are animal husbandry, textile 

work, and agricultural work.  

    

It is normally assumed that the texts from Uruk 

reflect temple-household economies, and many of 

the ration-recievers may be described as ‘temple personnel’ of varying statuses. Texts 

MSVO 1, 89 and 90 (fig. 5.16) from Jemdet Nasr may be 3-year accounts involving 

daily grain distributions of between 2.5–5 litres, which Englund suggests may reflect 

offerings provided to sustain cult personnel (1988: 138; 2011: 40)67.    

                                                
66 The practice of redistribution of grain in Mesopotamia may ultimately have derived from that of 
‘pooling’ in chiefdoms and transformed along with local developments in political economy (Hudson 
2015: 650 ff.).  
67 By parallel, in ancient Egypt, Ezzamel (2012) notes the origin of the rationing system (the ‘crew 
system’), in restributive practices associated with, ‘initiation ceremonies and protective divinities’ and 

Figure 5.16: MSVO 1, 90, 
calculations for three year’s 
worth of grain distributions.  
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Texts including the sign GU7, usually in the text summary, have been understood to 

represent grain and other ration distributions (see page 104). Some GU7 texts name 

high officials, and may reflect redistribution among members of society holding 

important offices. W 15897, c08 records GU7 of 2N1 of an unspecified product each 

for officials known from the NAMEŠDA (LU2 A) list. Although the officials are from 

quite different positions in the list (fig. 5.11) which may be arranged hierarchically 

(Nissen 1986: 329), in this text all receive the same amount of allotment of 60 N30a68 

(the ‘standard ration’ of MSVO 4, 27)—a modest distribution for the NAMEŠDA, a 

title later equated in lexical tradition with Akkadian šarrum.   

    

       W 15897,c08 

Figure 5.17: A GU7  rationing text providing grain distributions of about 60 litres to 
each of five high officials, whose titles are known from the lexical list LU2 
 

Small capacity measures in association with named workers or slaves (SAL, 

SAL.KURa, ERIMa) are very rare. This contrasts with both proto-Elamite evidence 

and later cuneiform rationing traditions. This feature of proto-cuneiform was 

commented upon already by Nissen et al. (1993: 71), who suggest that ‘the rations 

                                                
‘thereafter used in mortuary cults and as a means of organizing temple priesthood (Eyre 1987; Roth 
1991) before being adapted for use in the Palace and other administrative domains in the Old 
Kingdom’ (2012: 274). 
68 The numerical system is assumed to be ŠE through the use of GU7 in the colophon, but this can’t be 
proven beyond doubt through the numerical signs used.  
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generally were not distributed to the labourers nor the foremen directly, but rather 

came first into the hands of high-ranking officials, each of whom was responsible for 

the welfare of a group of labourers, from a certain field of activity’.  

 

The proto-cuneiform scribes may therefore have mostly relegated the organization of 

specific labour projects and production contexts to middle-men, sometimes identified 

by the titles known from the list of officials and LU2 A, or other undeciphered 

personal names. In only a few cases, grain distributions may be recorded in direct 

correlation with lower-class SAL workers (chapter 7a). On the other hand, some of 

the scribal calculations described below suggest that the proto-cuneiform scribes were 

tightly controlling the distribution of products based on expected production rates. 

One might suggest that the use of an extensive, multi-tiered range of officials who 

were charged with large amounts of grain and other products from a household may 

have provided some stimulus for the development of these resource and labour 

calculations.   

 

In addition, some larger distributions, including grain but also other products, may 

reflect what Johnson has described as ‘elite’ redistributive behaviour and may not be 

directly related to daily provisioning of low-level dependents or remuneration for 

labour. Ample ethnographic and archaeological examples are available that highlight 

the social significance of feasting or ceremonial redistribution of food surplus in 

maintaining the social order (literature in Hastorf 2017).  
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Wages for hired workers?  
 

In contrast to GU7 rationing texts, Friberg (1999) understands text MSVO 1,26 as an 

account of ‘wages for hired workers’, which he argues is represented by the proto-

cuneiform sign combination (NINDA2 x ZATU 659 x 1N1). This contrasts with the 

opinion of Gelb (1965: 230 ff.) that it is not suitable to discuss ‘wages’ before the 

introduction of lu2- ḫun-ga ‘hired workers’ in the Ur III period. The account summary 

of this text, ABa NIa.RU, relates to a major city household of Jemdet Nasr. Based 

upon consideration of the numerical notations, Friberg suggests that it records three 

officials, in charge of 10 workers each, and one official in charge of 5—with resulting 

grain disbursements such that each official received an additional ‘1/10 of the wages 

of each hired worker under his command’ (1999: 120). The scribe’s knowledge of the 

number of ‘workers’ in the context which the text is recording are, according to 

Friberg’s interpretation, implicitly understood from the capacity measures associated 

with the officials; that is, ideographic signs for ‘workers’ do not appear in this text, 

since it explicitly records only official’s names (or other designations?)69 and grain 

amounts associated with each.  

 

Friberg’s methodology requires comment. He arrived at his conclusion through 

recognizing first that the ‘almost round number’ capacity measures in cases 1–3 and 

case 4 could be evenly represented by units of larger numerical notations (N45, and 

5N14 respectively) accompanied by an additional 1/10 extra of that measure (1N14 is 

1/10 of 1N45 and 3N1 is 1/10 of 5N14, see fig. 4.1). From there, he worked backwards 

                                                
69 The first case of the text, the (broken) ‘official’ title includes the signs ŠE and 3N57.SAL (the latter 
probably a variant writing of SAL.KURa), which could either be interpreted as a part of an official or 
personal name—or perhaps as an indication of the context for the text, in a similar manner to the 
‘header’ information of proto-Elamite texts.   
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noting that if the account were for one month (30 days), and if N45 represented the 

amount of barley divided between a number of workers, then 10 workers would 

receive 1N14 each per month, plus an eleventh person would receive an amount equal 

to 10% of each of these worker’s salaries (explaining the 1/10 of the total extra); this 

works out to a ‘daily’ rate of 1N39b , a large distribution amount (six times the low 

standard calculation of 1N30a demonstrated in MSVO 4, 27), but one possibly 

observable in other proto-cuneiform texts. Therefore he proceeded to interpret 

NINDA2 x ZATU 659 x 1N1 with ‘hired labour’ through association with later 

cuneiform NINDA2 / Sumerian šam2 /samx ‘Purchase price’ (Krecher 1980: 495; 

Thomsen 1984: 313)  

 

  
 
Figure 5.18: MSVO 1, 26 possible ‘hired labour’ text from Jemdet Nasr. Friberg 
(1999) posits three teams of ten and one team of five hired workers led by individuals 
named or given titles (e.g. the ME-official of NIa.RU). See Johnson 2015:176 with 
reference to MEa as the designation of an office in Early Dynastic, and perhaps Uruk 
III texts.  
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Bread and ale calculations 
 

Text MSVO 4, 66 (fig. 5.19) may highlight the extent to which scribes were 

attempting to micro-manage the feeding of personnel for long periods of time through 

calculations—if not detailed low-level rationing lists. The interpretation here depends 

partially on Friberg (1999) but a different conclusion is reached about the time-frame 

and number of personnel involved. The analysis here highlights how an ‘overseer’/ 

‘worker’ paradigm may not always be the best interpretation for observed variations 

in grain distribution levels.  

 

Friberg (1999; 2004: 65) has interpreted this as a ‘bread-and-ale’ text, a hypothetical 

administrative puzzle set for a scribe. Finding ‘round and almost-round numbers’ in 

the total grain expenditure of bread and ale, he suggested that the total amount of 

grain had been the starting point for a complex problem of distributing it in the best 

way possible on bread and ale for a set number of individuals, while maintaining a 

stable ratio between grain expenditure on bread versus ale (1999: 7–8). The text uses 

five different numerical systems (3 main and two derived). It counts numbers of six 

types of bread (by size) in the bisexagesimal system, and jars of ale (by quality?) in 

the sexagesimal system, alongside the amount of grain required to make each of those 

products, in capacity system measures.  

 

Friberg noted that there were altogether 7,200 discrete loaves of bread (of varying 

sizes) counted, and used this to conclude that the text is ‘an account of rations of 

various sizes of bread (and ale) for 20 persons for one whole year of 12 x 30 days’ 

(1999: 7). That is, he reasoned that 7,200 (the total number of breads) was evenly  
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divisible by 360, the known number of days in an 

accounting year in proto-cuneiform (Englund 1988: 

222).  However, he also hypothesised that the smaller 

ration sizes (the first group of 6,000 counted breads 

made of .8 litres of grain each) were for ‘ordinary 

workers’ while the larger sizes were for overseers or 

other more important individuals. That is difficult to 

integrate with his own observation of the possible 

indication for 7,200 breads for 20 workers for a year. 

The 6,000 breads of .8 litre (the typical ‘daily 

ration’/beveled-rim bowl size) could not have been 

shared evenly by a set number of ‘ordinary’ workers 

for precisely a year, since 6,000 isn’t evenly divisible 

by 360 —although it could represent breads for 20 

men for precisely 10 months, with the remaining 

breads distributed to those men for the remaining two  

months being of different sizes, following the scheme in 

figure 5.20.  

This is only a hypothesis and the number of personnel and the time frame of the 

scribe’s hypothetical scenario could be adjusted in different ways, and must also 

incorporate division of the 600 jars of ale; however, it outlines how something like a 

‘cultic calendar’ may provide a more suitable explanation for the social context 

underlying the scribal calculations than an ‘overseer-worker’ explanation.  This text 

provides a key example of the importance of attention to the numerical information in 

Figure 5.19: MSVO 4, 66 
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texts, and at the same time the need for an updated interpretative framework that 

considers the economic and social significance of ancient redistributive practices.  

 

Approximate size of bread  total # breads   # breads per person/per year?* 

4.8 litres**   60   3 
2.4 litres   120   6    
1.6 litres   120   6 
1.2 litres   300   15 
.96 litres   600   30 
.8 litres   6,000   300 
 
*Following the hypothesis of Friberg (1999) that MSVO 4, 66 calculates one year’s  
‘daily breads’ for 20 personnel, but assuming even distribution sizes to each of the 
personnel. 
 
**assuming 1N30a = .8 litres   
 
Type of ale # of jars   grain used overall     grain used per jar  

       *unexpressed in text 
DUGax U2a 120     c. 770 litres       c. 6.4 litres  
   
DUGax 1N57 180                c. 864 litres   c. 4.8 litres 
 
KAŠ  300                c. 480 litres   c. 1.6 litres 
 
Figure 5.20 : Bread and ale calculations in MSVO 4, 66 (fig. 5.19).  
 
 
Other textual evidence for labour organization 
 

Animal husbandry 
 

As with proto-Elamite, a large number of proto-cuneiform texts record animals and 

animal products, indicating that the administrative control of scribes extended to some 

degree over the work of shepherds, as well as workers involved in processing animal 

products. Green identified fourty-eight similar livestock accounts from Uruk (thirty-

four from a single locus), that count animals by their species, sex, and age. These 

often include indication of personnel responsible for the animals, with two common 
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designations being PA NAM2 RAD and GAL SILA4. The scribes were interested in 

tracking products from the animals:  Englund (1995: 44) describes evidence for 

‘yearly deliveries’ of ‘two to four liters of dairy fat per milk cow’.  

 

Textile work 
 

Crawford (1973) understood textiles to be one of the most important of what she 

termed the ‘invisible exports’ of Mesopotamia. Many authors assert that wool and 

textiles were essential to the development of longer-distance exchange for materials 

not native to Southern Mesopotamia, and to the concurrent changes in Southern 

Mesopotamian society and economy through the growth of a textile industry (Adams 

1981: 11; Algaze 2008: 94; R. P. Wright 2013: 395). While use of some sheep’s wool 

is evidenced already at noelithic Çatalhöyük, the domestication of breeds of sheep 

particularly for their wool, and the emergence of a ‘wool economy’ (Bréniquet and 

Michel 2014) in Mesopotamia has been situated at the end of the fourth/beginning of 

the third millennium BC, and has been associated with the social and organizational 

changes taking place in the earliest cities (further to above, Zeder 1994; Bréniquet [in 

Bréniquet and Michel 2014] 62 fn. 53 for literature; Vila and Helmer same volume). 

This positions the changing economic circumstances precisely at the time that the 

proto-cuneiform accounting system developed, and suggests that the texts may well 

have been involved in regulating an emerging wool industry.   

 

McCorriston (1997) proposed that there was a shift in emphasis from flax to wool 

production around the end of the 4th millennium BCE, and that the dynamics of the 

new wool industry included a re-positioning of gender roles as women became 

increasingly employed in textile production. That is, judging by later third millennium 
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cuneiform records in which large numbers of women were employed in some 

weaving workshops, the emergence of this important textile industry in the late 4th 

millennium may have been the impetus for engaging growing numbers of female 

workers in textile workshops or other production schemes (also Algaze 2008: 73 ff.). 

Textual material from the later third millennium is often discussed side-by-side with 

Late Uruk and Jemdet Nasr period social developments. For example, R. P. Wright 

(1996: 92 fig. 3.2) illustrated her discussion of Ur III textile workshops with a late 

Uruk period seal impression from Susa showing (bald, male?) workers at a loom.   

 

A foundational study of textile production in third millennium Mesopotamia, focusing 

on gender and age in the workforce, is Maekawa’s examination of texts from Lagash 

recording ‘female weavers and their children’ (1980b). He examined documents 

spanning from the pre-Sargonic through Ur III periods primarily from Girsu70. 

Following on others (Deimel 1931; Waetzoldt 1972, 1988), Maekawa highlighted the 

use of predominantly female labour in households employing sometimes upwards of 

1,000 workers71. Characteristic textual evidence for these workshops includes the pre-

Sargonic še-ba geme2-dumu texts (Deimel 1929), recording rations for women 

together with their children. Maekawa noted that for the Lagash corpora, there was a 

terminology shift from pre-Sargonic ki-siki(-ka) or geme2-ki-siki-(ka) for female 

weavers to Sargonic and later geme2-uš-bar.  

 

Textile production has been extensively studied in recent years, and its importance for 

early Mesopotamian economies is undisputed (Durand 2009; Michel and Nosch [eds] 

                                                
70 The Ur III material is also summarised in R.P. Wright 1996, 85 ff. 
71 Grégoire 1999 for overview of the number of employees in some of these households, in the 
hundreds to thousands.  
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2010; Nosch et al. [eds] 2013; R. P. Wright 2013; Bréniquet and Michel [eds] 2014). 

It has been shown to be strongly correlated with female textile workers (e.g. Maekawa 

1980b; Uchitel 2002), although the work was not exclusively done by women, and 

assumptions on gender may affect modern scholarly interpretation of the texts 

(Garcia-Ventura 2014). While Sarzyńska has produced a number of studies of textile 

production in the proto-cuneiform texts (1988; 1997: 168–83; 2002), the first two 

studies were focused heavily on comparisons between proto-cuneiform signs and 

‘tokens’ for which there is little evidence to justify, and the latest continued to rely 

upon speculations about the meanings of signs rather than careful contextual analysis, 

with no attention to tablet format or accounting contexts72. Bréniquet (2016) has 

studied weaving (along with potting and churning) in the Late Uruk period from the 

perspective of glyptic, and Boehmer (1999: 29 ff.) discusses the depictions on Late 

Uruk cylinder seals of handled vessels with ‘fringed textiles’ emerging that could 

relate to interregional textile trade. 

 

The presence of ‘workshops’ employing women (possibly often foreign slaves) 

already in the late Uruk period has therefore been posited based upon mid-late third 

millennium textual and glyptic evidence, including the interpretation of schematic 

seals that may reflect groups of women employed in textile production (see pages 69, 

fig. 3.1). However, identifying female weavers and textile workshops in proto-

cuneiform texts has been problematic (page 301 ff.).  

 

                                                
72 For a summary of the state of knowledge of proto-cuneiform textile records, Englund 1998: 150–54. 
Charvát’s studies (2014a; 2011) unfortunately also proved more speculative than methodical in their 
assessment of administrative terminology and the organization of production.  
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Wool and textile references are abundant in the Uruk texts (e.g. fig. 5.21), but the 

management of a textile production industry is not observable in the form of workers 

lists (these types of documents do not exist in proto-cuneiform in a recognizable 

form). Instead, indications that the proto-cuneiform scribes were involved in a 

thriving textile industry is offered first by ‘herding’ accounts of sheep and goats, and 

then by the inclusion of wool or textiles, sometimes along with other products, in 

often unclear, probably distributive contexts (Englund 1998: 152). The contexts of the 

product references have not yet been carefully studied— in the future wool and textile 

account types might be outlined, including the appearance of wool or textiles in 

mixed redistributive accounts (e.g. the ‘dairy’ account W 20274, 97, Englund 1998: 

160 fig. 55) perhaps as the ‘elite rationing’ practices referenced by Johnson (2015 

:193).  
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The production of textiles involves 

far more than just weaving: 

Bréniquet (2008 and 2010) identifies 

at least eight major stages, ranging 

from fiber production to finishing—

and each of these could be associated 

with different workers. Englund has 

suggested that ‘there is no obvious 

bookkeeping chain between the 

sheep herds, the wool shearing, and 

the production of wool from fleece, 

or garment from wool’ (Englund 

1998: 152). That is, while 

distribution of wool and of textiles is 

evident in proto-cuneiform, the 

labourers and production are not. 

However Charvát (2014a) reads W 

20274, 80 as showing the process of treatment of wool into textiles with the EN then 

distributing them as BA-rations. He offers possible interpretations of several texts by 

understanding certain signs (ZATU 752, ZATU 753, ZATU 214, ZATU 737 […]  

SAL) as representing either storage facilities or production spots, and suggesting that 

textiles were transported between these locations in jars (see pages 61–2).  

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5.21: Complex account involving 
wool and textiles W 20274,80 + W 
20274,127 + W 20274,136 
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Administration of a brewery 
 
 

Powell (1994: 104–18) identified in the Pre-Sargonic archives of Girsu, ‘temple 

accounts’ relating to ale production. These were of two types—monthly 

disbursements of grain sent to brewers, and accounts of ale deliveries from breweries  

to the temple household. The second type of account lists both quantities and 

ingredients, as well as the amount and type of final product, displaying a careful 

watch over the movement of grain between temple storehouses and the production of 

certain professionals. This type of administrative control is already attested in the 

proto-cuneiform texts, as described by Nissen et al. (1993: 36 ff.) who identified 

eighteen proto-cuneiform documents relating to the activities of a brewer or brewery. 

In these texts, a person or household was indicated by the sign combination KUb1 

ŠIMa. The sign SANGA sometimes appears with KUb1 ŠIMa suggesting that either the 

individual named KUb1 ŠIMa was a sanga-administrator, or that the household called 

the KUb1 ŠIMa was headed by a sanga-adminsitrator. The texts show that this 

administrative unit or individual was responsible for large amounts of grain (over c. 

135,000 modern litres in one text); texts indicate accounting periods and ingredient 

ratios of barley groats and malt (probably indicated by the derived numerical systems 

Š” and Š’ respectively) while tracking the movement of grain between storehouses 

and individuals in the administration (Nissen et al. 1993: 36 ff.). Pages 296–9 discuss 

a text with possible reference to a group of female ale-producers.  
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Agricultural production 
 

It is presumed that agricultural work constituted the most common labour in relation 

to the maintenance of early Mesopotamian urban centres (Englund 1998:181). The 

importance of agricultural labour to the proto-cuneiform households is observed 

primarily through records of redistributive behaviour involving capacity measures, 

counted breads or ale vessels. The clearest indications of the 

administration of agricultural planning and oversight of 

production in proto-cuneiform come from a small number of 

field-measure texts (‘divisioning of land’ texts, two ‘grain-and-

field texts’ and a possible harvest yield text [Friberg 1991: 2]). 

Dozens of texts from Uruk use numerical notations in the 

GAN2 system that represents areas of land (e.g. W 20214,1, 

fig. 5.23a) although the majority of these texts are 

unfortunately terse or fragmentary. Text W 20551,1 (fig. 

5.23c) is an unclear account recording large areas of land and 

including some higher-status titles, including NIN. Friberg 

concluded, by comparing relatively constant seed-per-field-

size rates known particularly in Ur III texts (Maekawa 1984:87), 

that proto-cuneiform text MSVO 1, 10 (fig. 5.22) recorded the 

seed needed to sow a standard-sized field (indicated by GAN2) plus grain to feed 

draught animals (Friberg 1991: 10). A fragmentary text from Uruk may have been a 

harvest yield account for several fields producing emmer wheat (Friberg 1991: 10–12, 

W 19726,a, fig. 5.23d).  

Figure 5.22: MSVO 1, 
10, seed for fodder and 
plowing? 
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Figure 5.23: Texts relating to agricultural production 

 

Some evidence for the administration of agricultural land included individuals that 

may have overseen agricultural production. Jemdet Nasr texts MSVO 1, 1 (fig. 5.1d) 

and MSVO 1, 2 (5.23c) record large plots of land with the sign GAN2 (a sign which 

probably depicts a series of ‘long-fields’ between two canals [Liverani 1998/2006: 

15]), and divides this land between different high officials (Friberg 1991 for 

discussion). MSVO 1,1 also includes subcases to the plots with the designation 

GURUŠ SAL which might be workers assigned to the plots. These consist of twenty 

workers each for the first two plots and forty for the third larger plot. This text is so 

far unique in proto-cuneiform for explicitly relating known human ‘worker’ signs 

discussed in this dissertation to agricultural land for work assignments.  

 
 
 
 
 

b) MSVO 1, 2 c) W 20551,1 d) W 19726,a a) W 20214,1 
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Production and redistribution in proto-cuneiform 
 

While the proto-cuneiform administrative texts are preoccupied with the redistribution 

of goods, it is not always apparent where these goods were produced. The size of 

Uruk by the Late Uruk period suggests a level of population that would have 

necessitated the collection of tribute from the surrounding region to sustain the city 

(Matthews 2003: 110; Pollock 2001: 195). In support of this, the cylinder seal 

imagery discussed in chapter 3 appears to have an emphasis on transport and 

presentation of goods (as opposed to scenes of production in Susiana). The many 

references to other Mesopotamian cities also suggests that some of the goods (and 

individuals) documented in the texts were part of a network of wider exchange, 

certainly of social and political as well as economic significance.  

 

To what extent were proto-cuneiform scribes involved in overseeing the production of 

the various goods in the texts? Pollock (1999:115) already noted that ‘there is 

relatively little evidence to suggest that production of most mundane goods was 

carried out under direct administrative control. Distribution of the products was, 

however, subject to some degree of administrative regulation.’ Production can be set 

up in a variety of ways, and tends to differ for the types of goods being produced 

(especially staple foods versus prestige items). For example, ‘attached specialization’ 

(Earle 1981) refers to production sponsored and controlled by elites—the degree and 

manner of this control and the conditions of production vary, with sliding-scale 

parameters such as ‘dispersed —nucleated’, ‘small, kin-based’—factory’, ‘part-

time—full-time’ (Costin 1991). It has been suggested that attached specialists are 

more often associated with prestige goods, and independent specialists with 
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utilitarian. However, some of the texts discussed above show heavy involvement of 

scribes in agricultural production through calculations of most efficient resource use.   

 

Summary 
 

In proto-cuneiform, the possible slave (SAL.KURa) or dependent worker accounts are 

not directly linked to records of the redistributive system, since texts recording 

(SAL.)KURa are not known with associated grain distributions. Instead, proto-

cuneiform scribes appeared to make inventories of slaves or dependents, including 

ages and names in some cases. Redistributive evidence, on the other hand, involved a 

variety of products and apparently a range of personnel all the way to the NAMEŠDA 

(a possible ‘rulers’ title), but links to ‘labour organization’ are not explicit. Proto-

cuneiform appears overall to be a system primarily entrusting grain distributions to 

‘middle-men’ who may have managed production and workers, although scribal 

exercises and occasional rations texts also evidence the types of micro-management 

scribes were exploring in order to maximize the resources use within their 

households. Other, socially significant types of exchange such as temple offerings or 

gift-giving (‘reciprocity’, for example as identified in the Ebla documents by Archi 

2015) could be explored as explanations for some of the proto-cuneiform accounting 

practices.   
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Chapter 5b:  Proto-Elamite evidence for labour organization 
 

Proto-Elamite labour organization-related texts are defined here primarily as texts that 

record human workers, either in rosters or in roster-and-ration texts. Secondarily, 

some texts relate to the planning of work (so far only agriculture and animal 

husbandry can be identified), and to the distribution or collection of grain resources 

that imply oversight of a workforce.   

 
Some key signs relating to proto-Elamite labour organization 
 
Parallel worker-category signs in proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite 

 

Labour-related contexts in proto-Elamite were identified initially on the basis of 

parallels with proto-cuneiform signs; building on this, internal evidence from the 

proto-Elamite texts has helped to clarify and expand the signs used for workers.  

While the graphical similarity of signs in proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite is not 

sufficient to establish a shared origin, the correlation of several such signs provides 

strong evidence of their relationship: this was the case with the livestock signs, and 

with the use of M72, M388, and M370 complex graphemes in proto-Elamite, which 

correspond to SAL, KURa, and TUR in proto-cuneiform. Furthermore, the sign M54 

corresponds to ERIMa, and in addition to the graphical similarities, various contextual 

combinations of the signs M54, M388 and M72 confirm their relationship73 , and 

suggest it may indicate a category of worker or work groups. The addition of M388 

and M72 to M370 in complex graphemes also parallels proto-cuneiform human 

designations. Since Damerow and Englund (1989a), these proto-Elamite signs have 

                                                
73 For example, the combination M54 M388 is used c. 16 times; M72 is counted as a category of M54; 
and a variant of M54, labelled M53, is used in the combination M53a M388 M72 in text MDP 26, 205 
(fig. 7.29). 
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been understood as human categories, parallel to the cuneiform ones; prior to 

establishing this position, it was suggested that some or all of these proto-Elamite 

signs referred to animals or animal teams (Brice 1962; Friberg 1978).  

 

     Proto-cuneiform              Proto-Elamite 

 
Figure 5.24: Human ‘worker’ signs in proto-cuneiform  
and proto-Elamite. After Englund 2004b:24 fig. 14  
 

Two other signs, M3  and M291 may both roughly correspond to 

PAb/PAPa-b as signs to record work group leaders, later Sumerian ugula (for 

M291 in this sense, Nissen et al. 1993: 77), although Johnson (2015: 175 ff.) has also 

M388

M72

M370b

M370b + M388 

M370b + M72 

M370b + M46 

TUR

SAL

KURa

KURb

ERIMa

ERIMb1

ERIMb2

PAPa

PAPb

M54

M53

M3

M3b

M3c

M291
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M317

M3b

M54

M371 / M373

M72

M46

M370

pointed out the graphical and to some extent functional similarities between M291 

and proto-cuneiform GEŠTUb which may both reflect hierarchical social 

ordering in relation to elite redistributive practices. The ‘work team’ texts MDP 6, 

4997 (fig. 6.28) and MDP 17, 45 (fig. 6.27a) provide the key evidence that M291 

refers to an ‘overseer’ of work groups. Similarly, the long rations texts (Appendix 

pages 446–8) use M3 in contexts suggesting it has similar semantic range to later 

cuneiform ugula.  

 

Other signs for humans in proto-Elamite 
 

Texts including M72, M54, and the M370 

complex graphemes, and to a lesser extent 

M388, include other object signs counted in 

parallel or subsumed under similar headings— 

this can be used to expand the set of identified 

‘worker category’ signs (Dahl et al. 2018). 

Desset (2012) identified twenty-two74 texts 

including some or all of a set of seven signs 

that, by their inclusion of M72 and M54, may 

represent categories of humans. What is more, 

                                                
74 Desset identified 26 texts, but four of these have since been joined (two each) to two long ration texts 
(see Dahl 2012). The texts are: MDP 6, 390 ; MDP 17,112 ; MDP 17,193 ; MDP 17,340 MDP 26,218 ; 
MDP 26,472 ; MDP 26S, 5040 ; MDP 26S, 5218 ; SE 124 ; MDP 06, 246 + 269 + 302 + 332 ; MDP 
6,269 ; MDP 6,285 ; MDP 6,311 ; MDP 6,315 ; MDP 06, 316 + 322 + 324 + MDP 26S, 335 + Sb 
15247 ; MDP 6,324 MDP 6,343 ; MDP 6,5007 ; MDP 17,231 ; MDP 17,234 ; MDP 17,292 ; MDP 
26,214 ; MDP 26S,333 ; MDP 26S,339.  
 

Figure 5.25: Worker signs that 
appear, in repeated sequences, in 
the order presented here.  
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in nine of these texts the signs can be shown to appear in the text in a hierarchical 

order (fig. 5.25). 

 

Other signs that may represent humans, based on their 

use in parallel with one or more of the signs in 5.24–5 

are shown in figure 5.26. One of these, M124 is 

counted in parallel to M388 as categories heading each 

‘team’ of workers in the long ration texts (see fig. 

6.29). The ‘overseer’ also appear to be part of the set of 

basic ‘worker category’ signs. Text MDP 6, 290 (fig. 

7.31) shows paralleling counts of the signs M371, M72 

and M291. In particular, the reverse offers a summary 

divided into the two categories M72 and M291. It is 

not yet understood how this relates to the notion that 

M291 can represent an ‘overseer’ category as 

described above in text MDP 17, 45 (and fig. 6.27a).  

 

Text types including workers in proto-Elamite 
 
Texts recording what are probably workers have been identified in the form of: 

1) simple decimal-count and sexagesimal-count rosters  
3) more complex decimal and sexagesimal rosters that may be divided into 

‘teams’  
4) simple ration receipts including counted workers along with capacity 
measure designations  
5)  complex ration lists involving multiple groups of workers (sometimes 
divided into teams) along with capacity measure designations 

 

 

Figure 5.26: Possible 
‘worker’ signs, as 
identified by their use in 
a parallel manner to the 
signs in figures 5.24–5. 
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Some simple proto-Elamite texts appear to count things represented by only a few 

ideographic signs; since M72 and M54 are sometimes among these, some of the texts 

may represent short counts of workers. These types of texts are referred to here as 

‘simple rosters’. The numerical systems in which they are recording individuals are 

difficult or impossible to determine. It can be noted that M388 is never ‘counted’ in 

simple texts in this way in the known corpus. The more complex types of accounts are 

explored below. 

 

Work teams in proto-Elamite 
 

Some rosters are clearly divisible into teams. Roster MDP 17, 45 (fig. 6.27a) counts a 

total of 491 ‘M388’ in the decimal system divided into seven different ‘teams’. While 

the M388 remain nameless, each team is labelled with a longer string of signs that may 

represent the name of an ‘overseer’. In a differently-structured roster, MDP 17, 112 

(fig. 5.28e) which may be in the sexagesimal system (see below), the text includes 

fourteen groups of workers, each again headed by a complex designation; however, 

within the groups, different categories of workers are counted. These worker categories 

(M317, M54, M373, M72, M46, and M3b) are also known from other labour-related 

texts. The ‘workers’ in MDP 17, 112 are, like in MDP 17, 45 above, not recorded by 

personal name but instead by a ‘category’ sign—a factor that distinguishes the 

accounting context of the M72 in this text from the SAL in many proto-cuneiform 

accounts that count women along with ‘naming cases’. 

 

Decimal accounts 
 
The sheep and goat counts, as well as the list of equids (MDP 17, 105), are recorded in 

the decimal system. In some cases, proposed ‘worker category’ signs in proto-Elamite 
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are counted in the decimal system as well. Signs that can be proven to be counted in 

the decimal system (in some cases) include M388, M291, M96 and M54. There is no 

known proto-cuneiform decimal system, and it has been suggested that, along with the 

use of the sign for ‘100’ as a high-status human, some text structures might indicate 

that proto-Elamite scribes were functioning in a social context in which the number 

‘100’ held significance as an organizing principle (Dahl 2013: 254).75  

 

Text MDP 17, 86 (fig. 5.27a) is a simple count of M54 in the decimal system; this 

tally includes only a count of M54 and three kinds of small livestock, raising the 

possibility that M54 refers to animals in some (or even all?) contexts76. M54 is also 

counted in the decimal system in the roster-and-ration text MDP 26, 156 (fig. 5.27b).  

 

The use of the decimal system to count individuals designated M388 is demonstrated 

in only a few texts, including MDP 6, 4997 (fig. 6.28) and MDP 17, 45 (fig. 6.27a). 

Text MDP 6, 4997 is a ration-and-roster text, and MDP 17, 45 is a roster of ‘592’ M388 

(confirmed by the summary designation), divided into unevenly-sized teams with 

various heading designations. If M388 are counted humans, the nearly 600 (nameless) 

individuals recorded in this text give a sense of the scale at which proto-Elamite scribal 

organization sometimes operated.  

 

                                                
75 A similar administrative organization involving numerical ‘ideals’ might be seen in the Roman 
centurions, who were military officers in charge of units of men; deriving from the root centum, these 
units nonetheless did not normally consist of 100 men, but another set figure depending on the time and 
context.  
76 Another text which counts M54, livestock (M367) and other ‘worker categories’ M371) in parallel is 
MDP 26, 342. 
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Figure 5.27 Some decimal counts in proto-Elamite. Other important examples are 
presented in fig. 6.27–8.  
 

Sexagesimal accounts 
 
 
 
The sexagesimal system and the decimal system are not always easy to distinguish in 

proto-Elamite, since the two most frequently used numerals (N1 = ‘1’ and N14 = ‘10’) 

are common to both systems. In addition, the fragmentary state of many texts does not 

allow for comparison between a text’s body entries and the summary line in order to 

allow for calculating the system employed. However, based on calculations in some 

well-preserved texts, Englund (2004b: 109) identified seven non-numerical signs 

(M317, M149, M376, M291, M72, M54, M320) as being counted in the sexagesimal 

system in some cases. The signs were identified as counted ‘objects’ (in this case 

humans) because of their final position in the text entries before the numerical entries. 

a) MDP 17, 86 b) MDP 26, 156 c) MDP 6, 399

obverse line:       1         2                                      1          2         3      4                        1  2     3  

reverse line:     1          2 1        2     3

one-hundred 
seventy-seven 
‘M54’

forty-two 
‘M367’ (Billy-
goats?)
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Some signs can be subsumed into a category represented by another sign, as shown by 

text summaries (fig. 5.29).   

 

Structural similarities between MDP 6, 390 (fig. 5.28d) and another text, MDP 17, 112 

(fig. 5.28e) suggest that the latter—despite the ambiguity of the numerical notations— 

may also be a sexagesimal rather than a decimal roster77. That is, both texts follow a 

pattern in which designations of a few signs head ‘groups’ of counted worker signs set 

in a hierarchical order (fig. 5.25), beginning with M317 and followed by ‘worker 

category’ signs including M54 and M72. Both texts have a ‘summary’ beginning with 

M317; however, in MDP 17, 112 this worker category remains distinct from three 

following worker categories totalled separately: M54, M373, and M72.  

 

While the structure of these two texts is similar, the scale is different. MDP 17, 112 

counts mixed ‘teams’ made of one or two of each worker category. Yet in the summary, 

the ‘team’ structures are ignored and the number of each type of worker category is 

recorded instead: 22 of M317; 19 of M54; 3 of M373; and 9 of M72—the text therefore 

records 53 individuals in the summary.  In MDP 6, 390 the number of workers of each 

category varies more, and are much larger (usually dozens); all of these are recorded in 

the total of ‘186’ under the category M317.  

 

Texts MDP 6, 391, MDP 6, 213, and MDP 26, 317 (fig. 5.28a–c) are sexagesimal 

counts with a somewhat different structure and sign-set to the two discussed above. 

                                                
77 Hawkins noted the use of a derived numerical sign, N2, in this text, and the odd circumstance that 
while in proto-cuneiform N2 is used in the sexagesimal systems, in proto-Elamite it was (apparently) 
used in the decimal system. An identification of MDP 17, 112 as a sexagesimal count  
would therefore also be consonant with the close similarities in numerical systems between proto-
cuneiform and proto-Elamite.  
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They share with those two only one ‘worker’ sign, M373/M371. All three of this second 

type of account enumerate two signs: M376 and M149a.  

 

The significance of the numerical systems to labour organization 
  

At least some of these signs (M72, M54, and M291) are counted in the decimal system 

in other texts (e.g. M54 in fig. 5.27a–c). This is a point not previously noted, and 

requires further investigation—how is it that the same ‘object’ can be counted in 

different numerical systems? Does it relate to the context of the account? For example, 

it may be that systems contrast counts of domestic workers in the sexagesimal system 

and counts of ‘military’ conscripts or other personnel related to decimally-counted 

units. Or, by observing the examples above including M54, one might explore whether 

decimal counts of M54 refer to yolked animals, while sexagesimal counts of M54 

indicated human workers.  

 

Englund (2005: 125) proposes the group of signs counted in these sexagesimal texts 

might represent ‘high status humans’, as opposed to the workers counted in the native 

decimal system; he suggests this might be because the sexagesimal system, being 

loaned from proto-cuneiform, had status as an exotic import from a powerful 

neighbouring civilization. Whether or not this explanation is accurate, the use of two 

different numerical systems to count humans suggests that different cultural and 

administrative circumstances are reflected in decimal as opposed to sexagesimal 

accounts. 
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Figure 5.28(1): Sexigesimal counts of humans.  

a) MDP 6, 213 b) MDP 26, 317

c) MDP 6, 391

summary

summaries

line:     1       2         3

summary

line:     1      2     3      4 line:     1        2        3
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Figure 5.28(2): Sexigesimal counts of humans. Drawing of MDP 17, 112 after L. 
Hawkins 2015. 

d) MDP 6,390

e) MDP 17, 112 

line:     1       2      3    4     5           6 

line:      7      8    9   10

summary

summary

line:     1       2      3      4      5
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Figure 5.29: two-tiered classification system of some sexagesimally-counted signs  
 

 

Rationing and redistribution in proto-Elamite  
 
The capacity system C 
 

Three of the six main numerical systems in proto-Elamite are, by Mesopotamian 

parallel, proposed to record products in a rationing system. The Capacity System C is 

the equivalent of the Mesopotamian ŠE system in most of its sign forms and bundling 

principles, and both are thought to relate to ‘rationing’ systems comparable to later 

known Mesopotamian remuneration in barley for household dependents and 

centralized labour projects (Damerow and Englund 1989a: 24–7). Two derived 

systems, C’ and C# may record specially qualified types of rations—C’ may represent 

emmer (rather than barley) distributions, and C# may be related to the products 

rationed in B#. While the capacity systems are hypothesised to ration loose grain 

product, the bisexagesimal system may count discrete objects, perhaps loaves of bread 

or other products.  

 

Like in Mesopotamia, the proto-Elamite capacity measures are also used to record 

animal fodder. This is shown in the summary of text MDP 17, 256 with establishes a 
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ratio of 2N1 in capacity measure per head of sheep (Damerow and Englund 1989a: 55 

fn. 147)—four times the equivalent of the commonly attested ratio for humans in 

many proto-Elamite accounts (15N30c), although the timeframes for each type of 

account remains unknown.  Other texts including sheep and grain appear to have 

different ratios.  

 

There are some notable differences between the proto-Elamite capacity system and 

the proto-cuneiform ŠE system (see fig. 5.30). In the proto-Elamite capacity system, 

the signs for the smallest units (those below N39a/b) graphically and numerically differ 

from the proto-cuneiform ones of the equivalent ŠE system. Proto-Elamite has signs 

for units that are much smaller than the smallest units known in proto-cuneiform.  

Furthermore, these smallest units (N30d and N39c) are not especially rare: N30d is used 

in around 160 texts, and N39c in around 30 texts. That is, either very small amounts of 

grain (or other products)—as small as 1/5 modern litre78—were a regular 

administrative concern to scribes, in situations that remain unclear, or we have not 

correctly ‘calibrated’ the values of these units to the Mesopotamian parallels and/or 

their modern equivalents (Damerow and Englund 1989a: 21 ff.).  

 

The sign N30c is graphically very similar to Mesopotamian N30a and occupies the same 

place in the numerical factor diagram (fig. 5.30). It appears in around 225, or about 

15% of available proto-Elamite texts (with around 580 uses altogether), in 

comparison to proto-cuneiform N30a which occurs in less than 1 percent of proto-

cuneiform texts (40 out of almost 4,700 Uruk III phase texts, with about 80 uses 

                                                
78 By taking N30c as equivalent to proto-cuneiform N30a and both as roughly equivalent to the later 
Sumerian sila3. 
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altogether). This might be an indicator of the differing accounting cultures, whereby 

proto-Elamite scribes were more often recording amounts at specific ‘daily ration’ 

levels.  

 

The standard ration rate 
 

A standard ratio of individual worker to capacity measure is found in dozens of proto-

Elamite texts, and represents some of the strongest evidence for the use of proto-

Elamite writing to record rations for workers. The ratio is ‘1 worker: 15 N30c’—that is, 

1N1 (decimal or sexagesimal system) per 15N30c (capacity system). If interpreted in 

light of the proto-cuneiform equivalents in an ‘all other things being similar’ manner, 

this ratio would indicate that individuals in the texts were allotted precisely a half 

month’s rations, following the ‘daily ration’ amount N30a set in proto-cuneiform text 

MSVO 4, 27 (fig. 5.14/5.30). However, interpreting this ratio of 1 worker: 15N30c is 

difficult or impossible, since we do not know the time-frame referenced in proto-

Elamite accounts—no proto-Elamite time-keeping system has been identified. A single 

N34, which represents ‘60’ of the N30c sometimes appears on the edge of a proto-Elamite 

tablet, and it has been speculated that this may refer to an ‘accounting period’, by 

Mesopotamian parallel of ‘two months (e.g. texts MDP 6, 203 and 353). If this could 

be proven, it would help in interpreting proto-Elamite rationing accounts. For now, it 

is not possible to say whether the 15:1 ration reflects a tradition in which scribes were 

rerecording 15 days’ worth of rations, or whether 1N30c in proto-Elamite, unlike 1N30a 

in proto-cuneiform, was not connected to the notion of a single man-day of work. It is, 

however, notable that the proto-Elamite ‘ration’ level is not just any number, but 

precisely half the Mespotamian standard in MSVO 4, 27. The ability to attach an 

absolute value to the proto-Elamite measures, as well as explaining their relationship 
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to the proto-cuneform capacity measures, is less important than the more general 

conclusion which the 1 to 15 proto-Elamite ‘worker to grain’ ratio offers: that is, scribes 

were controlling grain distribution by allotting a standard capacity measure to each of 

a large number of diversely categorized workers.  

  

  
 
Figure 5.30: Proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite capacity system measures, rationing 
and calendrical relationships.

N48 N34  N45 N14 N1 N39b N24 N30c N30d N39c  

N48 N34  N45 N14 N1 N39b

N30a

common Proto-Elamite  
worker-to-grain ratio:  

proto-cuneiform time-to-grain ratio in MSVO 4, 27: 
 
Transliteration 
4N14 ŠE  
U4 + 2N14 4N1  
NINDA 
 
2N1 2N39b TARa 
 
“Translation” 
ca. 576 liters of barley   
for 24 months       (= .8 liters barley per day,   

                         roughly 1 later Sumerian sila3) 
NINDA-distributions 
 
The “tithe” is 57.6 liters     (= 1/10 of total barley for two years) 
(of barley) 

                    
 
  

= 15  common Proto-cuneiform  
worker-to-grain ratio:  

= 30  
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Signs relating to redistribution 
 

At least three signs—M288, M297b and M243 —qualify capacity measures and may 

relate to grain redistribution.  Another sign, M36 qualifies grain products in a 

bisexagesimal system. This sign is inscribed with numerical capacity measure 

notations that may indicate the capacity volume of grain included in the counted 

products.  Johnson (2015: 194) has suggested that M36 may be a functional 

equivalent to proto-cuneiform SILA3 (although a graphical equivalent to GEŠTUb), 

therefore relating to ‘elite’ rationing practices.  

 

M288 is most clearly related to grain disbursements to the personnel identified as 

‘workers’ above, as well as being used in many other unclear contexts. This sign is by 

far the most common sign in the writing system, and frequently occurs before 

capacity measure notations. This often includes contexts in which worker category 

signs are present, and in which the standard ratio of 1 worker to 15N30c is observed. 

The correlation of the standard ‘distribution’ amount with M288 suggests that it could 

relate to a redistributive system with one very common administratively 

predetermined ration size.  

 

In some simple texts, only one of the ‘household’ signs (e.g. M157) and M288 are 

used, followed by a numerical notation (e.g. MDP 26, 5; MDP 26, 7). Sometimes 

M288 appears at the end of the first entry of the text, and may qualify the capacity 

measure in the remainder of the text’s entries. In other cases, M288 is repeated at the 

end of each entry before the numerical notation (MDP 17, 490), or at the end of 

groups of entries as in the very long rations texts. A group of related texts all bearing 

the short subscript M9 M3b (all but three texts of MDP 26, 29–45) include M288 plus 
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M297b

capacity measure

text summary:

a numerical notation as the entry prior to the subscript. This group clearly represents a 

coherent accounting context, although their content is not yet deciphered (see fig. 6.24 

and discussion).  

Another sign used to describe capacity 

measures is M297b: . Meriggi 

argued that this sign is the Proto-Elamite 

equivalent of GAR/NINDA and that it 

indicates rations of bread or grain, while 

Friberg (1978) explored the possibility that 

it represented both graphically and 

semantically a ‘keg’ (e.g. of ale). Often (but 

not always) this sign appears near the end of 

a text’s ‘header’ or extended first entry, 

and/or as the sign characterizing the text 

summary in capacity measures (fig. 5.31). A complex grapheme, M297b + M388, 

also appears once, which suggests there was sometimes a link between 

capacity measures described as M297b and individuals described as M388 (‘male 

workers’?).  

 

An important use of this sign is in the second summary line of the complex account 

MDP 6, 5242 (fig. 6.31), where it qualifies a capacity measure, presumably of grain, 

that represent approximately 30% of the larger first total. The count from the body of 

the text confirms that this second summary represents a portion of the first summary. 

Although interpretation of this remains difficult, one explanation is that it could 

Figure 5.31: Text MDP 26S, 4771 is a 
small grain or beer distribution text, 
using the sign M297b in the summary, 
along with a small capacity system 
notation. 
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represent the amount of a predicted or actual harvest yield set aside for future 

agricultural work. In fact, for the third millennium, in Mesopotamian cuneiform 

administrative texts, the production costs for agricultural labour—seeding, feeding the 

workforce and plough animals—were traditionally estimated at one third of the 

predicted harvest yield (Liverani 1998/2006). 

 

Other uses of the sign M297b include some short texts where it qualifies a capacity 

measure (MDP 26, 19), but also often in the body of a text, among other diverse 

entries, in circumstances that are difficult to interpret (e.g. MDP 26, 6).    

 

Figure 5.32: Some signs that  
qualify capacity measures  

 

Ration texts 
 

A group of eleven texts79 recording M54 M388 ‘workers’ form a particular genre, 

based upon their physical features, shared sealings, and very similar text structure and 

content (Friberg 1978: 26–8; Dahl 2005a: 110). These texts have been interpreted as 

rations for workers in fields, in which M54 may stand for ‘seeding workmen or 

                                                
79 MDP 6, 223 and 236; MDP 17, 67; MDP 26, 99; MDP 26S, 295; 4752; 4773; 4783; 4802; 4803; 
5043.  

M297b   

M288   

M243   
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workmen and their plow animals’ (Damerow and Englund 1989a: 57–8; Englund 

2004b: 118; also Dahl 2005a:110). It is possible that a field-work context is indicated 

by the use of the ‘yoke’ sign M54 to qualify the M388 workers (or indeed yoked 

traction animals, as Friberg [1978] had earlier proposed). However, the sign could 

also reflect, as in later Mesopotamia, a worker’s engagement by the administration as 

a part of a work ‘troop’ in an abstract sense not linked to the literal meaning of ‘yoke’ 

(Dahl et al. 2018)80. Another entirely speculative explanation may be that the ‘yoke’ 

should be interpreted as human arm-stocks for prisoners of war, which would open up 

a different avenue in understanding much of the use of proto-Elamite writing.  The 

ratio between M54 M388 ‘worker’ and capacity measure of grain in each of these 

texts is the standard 1 worker to 15N30c.  

 
Figure 5.33: Ration-related receipts for M54 M388 

                                                
80 Despite the temptation to interpret signs in the earliest writing systems as having more ‘literal’ or 
close relationships to pictographic referents, identify signs with a straightforward ‘pictographic’ 
function is very rare. Signs are often used in multiple ways already in the proto-cuneiform texts, as 
shown especially in chapter 6a.    
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A similarly-structured text (CahDAFI 1, 58, 6) may record rations for a different 

worker category, M203a M388, paralleling the formula M54 M388 in the texts above, 

that is:  [worker category sign] + M388 (‘men’), since the sign M203a is understood 

as a worker category in other texts (Dahl et al. 2018 fig. 1).  Unfortunately, this text 

was published only in drawing, and remains un-located. It is not clear in the above 

texts whether the M54 M388 are counted in the decimal or sexagesimal system.  

 

Another text that includes rations for groups of workers is MDP 26, 156 (fig. 5.27b). 

This text may be interpreted as a decimal count of the M54 (‘troops’) of three 

different households, along with grain distributions (M288). Significantly, the 

summary of these ‘troops’ altogether with a grain summary shows that even with 

these large numbers, the text almost holds to the ratio of 1 ‘troop member’ to 15N30c. 

In fact, it can be construed as precisely 15N30c for each of the 2,530 individuals 

counted, with a remainder of 15N30c —for one more individual? Since the original 

tablet can’t be accessed, it is not possible to check if there was indeed one more 

individual listed on the tablet; alternately, the unusual mark after the decimal count 

before the sign M288 might relate to this extra 15N30c. 
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A similar example of a decimal-count roster-with-ration text is MDP 6, 399, which 

counts six groups of different kinds of M388 and /or M54, consisting of dozens to 

hundreds each: 

translated numerical notation:   counted object: 

89       M54 M388 
71 + […]     M41g M388 
402      M123a M54 
565      M41g M388 
55      M54 M54 M388 
30      M51a M388 

 
Complex worker-team and ration texts 

 

Englund (2004b: 105) noted that some proto-Elamite texts have internal ordering that 

mimics ‘the organizational structure of a labour unit’. This is true for some mid-level 

accounts such as MDP 6, 4997 (fig. 6.28/ Nissen et al. 1993:76–8), as well as for the 

longest set of proto-Elamite texts, which may be grouped together based on a number 

of characteristics, and identified as a genre of complex ration lists (Appendix pages 

446–8). The latter are large, and probably represent the compilation of shorter 

accounts. All of these are only partially pieced together from several fragments. A 

study of the complex texts is presented in Dahl et al. (2018). One of the distinguishing 

characteristics of the text type is the use of M370 complex graphemes, a sign-set 

which is known almost exclusively from this text genre (chapter 8b).  

 

These texts have been understood as accounts of ‘work teams’, made up of nameless 

‘workers’ categorized by a set of ‘worker category signs’, and headed by a 

‘foreman/overseer’. The designations of the ‘foremen’ appear more complex, and 

may include personal names along with a ‘foreman’ category marker (often M124 or 

M388). Each group is followed by a notation in the capacity system that is set at 
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15N30C per person in each group, and the groups vary in size from a few to around a 

dozen workers, including the foreman. The interpretation of these texts in a labour-

and-rationing context is not merely a reflection of our knowledge of later cuneiform 

rationing practices (although those texts do seem to provide parallel): rather, the 

argument is built upon a number of internal text features, as well as the 

standardization of the capacity measures used, and the sign parallels with proto-

cuneiform texts (Dahl et al. 2018).  

 

MDP 6, 5242:  an ‘elite’ redistributive text? 
 

A very long, well-preserved text, MDP 6, 5242 (fig. 6.31–2) is particularly known for 

its seal-impression including an emblem that also appears in the script as a 

‘household’ sign M136: . The figures on the seal—a lion grasping two small 

rearing bulls, and a bull grasping two small rearing lions—suggests a power-balance, 

possibly referring to two powerful households, or perhaps a mythological scene. This 

account is ‘high-level’ as evidenced in several ways:  the large capacity measures; the 

length and complexity of the text (at around 118 entries); and the use of signs which 

are understood in other contexts to represent households, work group ‘overseers’, or 

personal names. In contrast, this text does not include M72 or the M370 series—that 

is, it does not appear to include women and children. It does use M388, apparently in 

its capacity as a qualifier (of a particular category of man?) before other complex 

designations that may be personal or household names.  
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Other texts relating to labour organization 
 

Animal husbandry 
 

The tracking of animals and animal resources implies the administration of personnel 

involved in this work. The majority of Susa texts relating to sheep and goat herding, 

as identified by Dahl (2005a), were published in MDP 17. These twenty-eight texts 

may have come from a particular archive (Dahl 2005a: 85, 98), and a possibly 

separate group is represented by texts published in MDP 26 (Dahl 2005a: 85). Some 

texts appear to count herded animals by species and sex, and some record animal 

products, with dairy products being the most securely identified signs. Both accounts 

and primary documents can be identified in relation to animal husbandry at Susa. 

Only one text from Tepe Yahya (out of the 27 texts found at that site) appears to 

relate to shepherding: Tepe Yahya 11 (fig. 7.39) may list named owners or workers 

assigned to small flocks of sheep (M346), and the structure of this text is paralleled to 

some extent in a few texts from Susa (e.g. MDP 6, 204 and 212). The single longer 

text from Tepe Sialk (Ghirshman 1934: 116/ P009524) and the single text from Tepe 

Ozbaki (unpublished)81 are also sheep and goat accounts.  

 

In addition to accounts recording sheep and goats, 114 Susa texts include signs 

understood to represent products from these animals, including ‘dry cheese’ and 

‘butter-oil’ (Dahl 2005a: 125). A very limited number — only twelve texts in the 

available corpus — include both animal signs and animal product designations.  

 

                                                
81 CDLI number P235686; referenced in Madjizadeh 2001: 145 
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There is only one known text that appears to be dedicated to recording equids, using 

various forms of sign M418 (MDP 17, 105, Potts 2014b). This is a simple ‘tally’ in 

the decimal system, with only a few ideographic signs in the text that might further 

modify the types of equids; it is unclear if these few signs could represent ‘owners’ of 

the equids in question. There are a few other possible equid signs known in the 

available corpus: two uses of an equid-like sign (M335 ) appear in separate 

complex designations in the worker-and-rations text P009185, where the sign’s 

function is not understood, as well as once in MDP 17, 124, an unknown account 

type.  

 

Cattle have not yet been identified in proto-Elamite, despite their assumed 

significance to proto-Elamite household economies and their prevalence in the proto-

Elamite glyptic (Dahl 2013: 255). While many of the signs below are hypothesised to 

represent human workers—following a number of converging pieces of evidence—

the possibility remains that some of the ‘worker’ signs could turn out to record cattle 

or donkeys. Particular candidates are M371 and M376, which both may be modified 

with between 1 and 3 ‘strokes’, recalling the 1–3 year-old animals in proto-cuneiform 

accounts (but also the ‘children’ of scheme 2, page 376 ff.).  

 

Agricultural production 
 

A few different kinds of texts may relate to the administration of fields and 

agricultural resources, although they do not directly record workers (fig. 5.34). A 

single possible field measure text has been identified (MDP 26S, 5224, fig. 5.34a). 
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The only non-numerical sign used is the ‘household / account’ sign M157 known 

from about a quarter of transliterated proto-Elamite texts.  The existence of ‘seed 

plow’ texts from Susa, was proposed by Damerow and Englund (1989a: 57–8) based 

upon an observed numerical relationship between the sign M56 (the ‘plow’) and 

capacity measures qualified as M288 (‘grain’?). This relationship was already noted 

by Scheil in 1935, and Desset (2012: 31) provides a list of the identifiable texts, 

totalling ten with possibly two further82. The numerical correspondence is 1 M56 —

occurring in graphical variants—to 2 N39b (in the capacity system) of M288, the 

‘grain container’. Damerow and Englund claimed that if the capacity system measure 

N30c was taken as twice the size as the cuneiform N30a (Damerow and Englund 1989a: 

57–8)83, then this ratio would be suitable for seed-grain for a field of approximately 1 

Sumerian iku (roughly one modern acre) (1989a: 58 fn 159). By implication, their 

tentative identification of a historical continuity in field size would also confirm their 

approximation of the absolute capacity measure of N30c. Further evidence is required 

to strengthen this interesting proposal.  

 
Plowing and worker ration texts?  

 

Damerow and Englund (1989a: 57 fn 159) read text MDP 26, 84 (fig. 5.34c) to 

contain M56, although this is not visible in Scheil’s copy.  Based on this reading, they 

propose to understand the capacity measures for M54 in this text as ‘rations for 

workers charged with plowing and seeding one unit of [M56]’. The numerical 

notations are not fully reconstructable to check the numerical correspondences in this 

                                                
82 MDP 26, 73 ; 76 ; 84(?) ; 103 ; 109 (?); 110 ; 111 ; 112 ; 113 ; 116 ; 117 ; 174 ;  78 may include a 
scribal error, and 114 with similar format apparently holds a different ratio between M56 and M288 — 
judging by Scheil’s 1935 drawing.  
83 Following the logic that the ‘worker ration’ size in proto-Elamite, at 15N30c, is apparently ‘half’ that 
of the proto-cuneifom monthly standard of 30N30a in MSVO 4, 27. But see comments above regarding 
possible 15-day accounting periods for proto-Elamite. 
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text. Only five other texts using the sign M56 also contain M54, and these do not 

appear to be similar accounts or to directly record rations for M54 workers in 

association with field-work84. In addition, twelve texts using the plow sign M56 also 

use M388. This does not imply strong correlation between M56 and M388 or M54, 

given that the latter two are both very common signs in proto-Elamite.  

 

Nonetheless, one text, MDP 17, 18 (fig. 5.34e), links agricultural resources (M56 

M288) to named or other complexly-designated individuals of two classes: M388 and 

M96. MDP 17,18 appears to represent part of a redistributive system involving 

agricultural produce and named members of the society, involving relatively large 

amounts of (presumed) grain. The signs M388 and M96 in this text do not display the 

1:15N30c ‘ration’ ratio observable in texts with ‘workers’; instead, each M388 or M96 

individual (excepting the first at 120N30c) is associated with a much larger capacity 

measure, the equivalent of 180N30c.  It must be noted that this amount, by 

Mesopotamian grain-to-calendrical relationships would indicated an even ½ year 

account (180 days) at 1N30c per day, or precisely one year if Damerow and Englund 

[1989a 57–8] are correct that N30c represents twice the capacity measure of N30a, and 

by extension perhaps feeds individuals for two days. However, as above, the 

implications of this even number are difficult to interpret. The text might represent 

larger grain distributions to ‘foremen’ or other individuals in leadership roles who 

could have acted as middle-men between the grain moved from central storage to 

                                                
84 MDP 6, 5009 and MDP 17, 423 are fragments of large, complex accounts with no specific 
relationship between the entries containing M56 versus those containing M54. Text MDP 26S, 5241, 
also fragment of a larger account, does appear to be primarily concerned with grain calculations and 
includes a count of 120 + x associated with M387i M387i M54 in the sexagesimal (or less likely, 
bisexagesimal) system. MDP 6, 217 includes M56 in the header, and the following entry uses M54 in 
an undeciphered complex designation M54+M384i +M54i M365.  
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workers and animals or used as seed on fields managed by the scribal administrators. 

A similar practice was proposed by Nissen et al. (1993) for proto-cuneiform. 

 

MDP 6, 389 (fig. 5.35) may provide important information about the use of the sign 

sequence M56f M288. In this text, capacity measures following M56 M288 on the one 

hand, and a complex designation beginning with M388 on the other, are totalled 

together under M288 (‘grain’) on the reverse.  The text begins with a header of M5a 

which might function here as a graphical variant of M391, a possible ‘field’ sign (Dahl 

2005a: 88–9). 

 

No texts with the plow sign M56 also use M72 or M370 in any permutation, and we 

are therefore not able to securely link that small genre of proto-Elamite labour texts 

including women and children to agricultural work.  

Possible harvest yields 
 

In contrast to the proposed ‘seed-plow’ texts above, MDP 6, 221 (fig. 5.34b) which 

also uses the plow sign M56 may instead record harvest yields. The total on tablet 

MDP 6, 221 is equivalent to 14,388 N30c. These very large amounts of grain differ 

completely from the proposed ‘seed-texts’. Taking N30c as the unit most likely to be 

roughly comparable to either one later Sumerian sila3, or roughly .8 modern litres, the 

text records between approximately 11,500 – 23,000 modern litres of grain, divided 

over four or five different fields. The relationship between each field and capacity 

measures of grain in this text therefore differs widely from the ‘seed-plow’ texts 

above, but may be suitable for harvest yields. A structural difference is also visible, 

since the plow sign M56 is used immediately before the grain container M288, 

without intervening numerical units as occur in the seed-plow texts above. The sign 
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also occurs in graphical variants, and it is unclear if these hold different meanings. 

One interpretation may be that M56 in this text implies both a standard-sized plot of 

land and other conditions (way of plowing, crop sown, condition, season, etc).  

 

Summary of agriculture-related textual evidence 
 

The field measure, seed-plow, and possible harvest yield texts relate to resource 

planning, but do not directly record workers involved in the fields. Only one possible 

text combining M54 ‘workers’ with rations and an M56 ‘field/harvest’ has been 

identified (fig. 5.34c); while several texts may include named M388 individuals in 

association with larger ‘ration’ amounts of agricultural produce from fields (indicated 

with the combination M56 M288). It might be suggested that M388 in these cases 

could represent a relatively high-status small agricultural estate manager, something 



	

 

 
   

 
 

Figure 5.34: Texts relating to agricultural 
production a) field measure calculation b) ‘seed-
plow’ account c) ‘harvest yield’(?) account d) 
poorly understood ‘field’ and grain receipt e) 
redistribution of agricultural produce?  
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Figure 5.35: The summary of text MDP 6, 389 adds the grain associated with an 
M388-individual to the grain under the designation M56 M288 ‘plow grain’ to make 
the total on the reverse under the sign M288 ‘grain’.  
  

Like the Sumerian engar, ‘farmer’; however, the comments above regarding our poor 

understanding of account time-frame caution against any conclusions about grain 

amounts and status.  

 

The use of the ‘plow’ sign M56 has been taken here as a marker for accounts relating 

to agricultural resources and work85. It is known overall from seventy-two proto-

                                                
85 M391 is another sign that may indicate agricultural fields; it is used in around 25 texts, including the 
possible ‘harvest yield’ text above.  

= M388
person category

= M288
‘grain’

= M56f M288
‘plow’ + ‘grain’

= M5a
‘field’?

= M48d M110 M380 M371 M302e
complex person identifier (name?)
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Elamite texts, frequently occurring in the headers of short texts (as in the seed-plow 

genre). Damerow and Englund (1989a) had proposed that M56 might stand for ‘a 

known unit of work or even field measure’.  In various texts, it is often followed 

directly by the capacity measure designation sign M288, and in other cases directly by 

a capacity system notation —M56 may carry different meanings in each of these two 

uses.  In addition to the above texts, some unusual contexts with M56 are not 

understood86.  

 

Summary 
 

The above discussion shows that, on the one hand, there is significant evidence to 

suggest that proto-Elamite texts sometimes recorded humans in contexts that have 

closest parallel to work groups in proto-cuneiform and later cuneiform administrative 

texts; On the other hand, many of the sign uses and contexts remain difficult to 

understand in this light. The possibility that some or even many of these signs referred 

to animals (such as bovines or equids) cannot be dismissed, although the apparent 

human referent in the sign M72, and the ‘named’ contexts for M388, would suggest 

these signs can also refer to humans. Like in proto-cuneiform, a large number of texts 

in proto-Elamite appear to track grain distributions in unclear contexts; unlike in 

cuneiform a variety of texts can be shown to count the ‘worker’ signs, or groups of 

workers with grain disbursements in a repetitive manner similar to later third 

millennium cuneiform rationing lists, and to consistently associate a standard amount 

of grain (15N30c) with each counted worker. 

                                                
86 For example, simple receipt MDP 17, 441 (fig. 5.34d) records 3 M56 (three standard-sized fields?) 
and M288 (‘grain’) plus a numerical notation that defies the bundling principles of the sexagesimal 
system as they are currently understood. On the reverse is a tally of 11 M367 (male goats). 
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Chapter 6a: KURa-g in proto-cuneiform 
 

Introduction 
 

This chapter explores the use of the KURa87 sign as a category of human in the Uruk 

IV and III texts. KURa is used to represent both ‘male’ and ‘mountain’ in different 

proto-cuneiform contexts. Following Thureau-Dangin (1929: 271 ff.)88, it is 

commonly accepted that the element KURa referred to ‘mountain/foreign land’, and 

when added as a qualifying adjective to the sign for ‘male’ or ‘female’ (NITA or 

SAL), the resulting combination ‘foreign land/mountain + man/woman’ indicated 

‘slave’ because slaves were often taken from foreign lands89. However, due perhaps 

to the difficulty in understanding proto-cuneiform texts, most Assyriologists 

subscribing to this interpretation do not venture to establish whether or not this 

etymology applied to the various proto-cuneiform uses of KURa.  

 

The two exceptions are Vaiman (1989) and Englund (1998, 2009). Vaiman’s analysis 

of the proto-cuneiform material resulted in a conclusion closely resembling Thureau-

Dangin’s etymology, while Englund (2009: 6) proposes an alternate understanding of 

KUR in proto-cuneiform (see below), but cautiously repeats the idea that an Early 

Dynastic etymology for slaves might indeed be ‘mountain men/women’, which is 

supported by ‘ample textual justification’.  

 

                                                
87 KUR is known in forms a, b, c, d and g (see below), but uses of the other forms are very limited and 
general discussion assumes the use of KURa. 
88 Though see already Delitzch 1897: 99. 
89e.g. from Falkenstein 1936: 30 to recently Glassner 2003:143 and Molina 2011: 562 
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In attempting to establish that KURa in proto-cuneiform could be used without the 

additional ‘male’ sign NITA with a basic meaning ‘slave’, Vaiman (1989: 128, and 

similarly Uchitel 1984: 26290) claimed also that there was no other use of the sign 

KURa except ‘slave’ in the Uruk IV or III texts. This is disproven here by a number of 

proto-cuneiform texts, including several from Uruk that had not yet been published at 

the time Vaiman was writing, which clearly show the sign acting as product 

designations, place names, titles and personal names, and other unclear contexts.  

 

This chapter shows through examining all known uses of the sign that KURa was only 

rarely employed as a sign to represent a male human and many more times in other 

ways, probably associated with the meaning ‘mountain’. Addressing the reasons for a 

possible multivalency in the sign KURa is dependent upon further decipherment of 

proto-cuneiform accounting practices. The different ways that KURa was used in 

proto-cuneiform may provide clues about the social position of human males 

represented by the sign, which has since Vaiman been understood to represent a lower 

class male worker, slave, or other ‘subjugated man’ (Zsolnay and Westenholz 

2016:15).  

 
 
Mountain and/or Man?  
 

In proto-cuneiform the sign KURa standing alone could sometimes indicate ‘male’ or 

‘man (of a certain social identity) (Vaiman 1989). This writing did not survive into 

                                                
90 So Uchitel: ‘the traditional ‘etymologising’ of the signs SAL + KUR and NITA + KUR as women 
and men from a foreign country is doubtful, because the earliest attested meaning of the sign KUR in 
pictographic script was ‘man of certain status’, and not ‘mountain’ or ‘foreign country’’. 
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later cuneiform; instead, the combination of signs ARAD/NITA 91  and KURa– a form 

of which is known already from the Uruk III period, but only in a handful of uncertain 

contexts (see below) – was used from the ED I texts onwards, to represent ‘male 

servant, slave’92. In proto-cuneiform, the corresponding sign to NITA is ZATU 604, 

to which Green assigns the names UŠ and NITA. While KURa of proto-cuneiform 

texts (and not ZATU 604.KURa) parallels later NITA.KUR or indeed NITA in its use 

in labour contexts contrasting with SAL(.KURa), it is not known to what extent proto-

cuneiform KURa implied a similar social group to Early Dynastic NITA.KUR and 

NITA93. A close understanding of the social significance that the designations KURa, 

ZATU 604 and ZATU 604.KURa held in the late Uruk/Jemdet Nasr periods may be 

unattainable, however this chapter seeks to clarify the available evidence and perhaps 

as significantly, what we do not know. 

                                     

   KURa (ZATU 304)  UŠ / NITA(ZATU 604)       IR11 (ZATU 268) 

Figure 6.1: Both KURa and ZATU 604 are understood to represent the male sex for 
humans in different contexts. Their combination (ZATU 268) appears to be used as a 
personal name. 

                                                
91 See Bauer 1989: 79 for an explanation of the confusion in modern transliteration conventions 
surrounding this sign as its development is tracked across the third millennium. The naming convention 
for this sign for Old Babylonian texts becomes ARAD (with a value nita2), with ARAD x KUR = 
ARAD2 (Mittermayer 2006: 8). See Gelb 1982: 96 for a summary of the Fara through Ur III period 
paleography of the sign there called NITA with several variant forms. For this dissertation, ZATU 604 
is used in reference to archaic texts, and NITA for other third millennium texts, following Gelb.   
92 The Sumerian readings of this sign combination are uncertain. Gelb argued that Sumerian ir11 was an 
older, native word for slave, and that the reading arad2 for the same combination (ARAD.KUR) was a 
younger word in Sumerian, borrowed from a Semitic language. For an alternate view and discussion, 
Krecher 1987.  
93 Although Glassner (2003:248 n. 25) makes a straight-forward equation between the two: ‘The sign 
ARAD2 (ARAD + KUR) to indicate ‘servant’ or ‘slave’ is only attested from the Uruk III period on. 
Before that [i.e. in Uruk IV texts] the KUR sign on its own indicated the male servant’. His statement 
fails to consider the continued use of the KURa sign ‘on its own’ to indicate a male worker in the Uruk 
III texts, as well as the differing contexts in which ‘ARAD + KUR’ (= ZATU 604.KURa) and KURa 
are used in the Uruk III texts.  
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Vaiman (1989) was the first to explicitly address the meaning of KURa in proto-

cuneiform. Expanding on the suggestion by Thureau-Dangin, he suggests that the 

KURa element in ZATU 604.KURa should be understood to hold a meaning related to 

a later Old Assyrian and Old Babylonian Akkadian value kišittu (‘booty, prisoner of 

war’ (CAD 8: 451) – so that one should understand the texts to involve males and 

females that were captives of war or plundering activities94. Having correctly 

identifying that archaic KURa could stand alone as a counted object in parallel to 

SAL, however, Vaiman remained ambiguous about the connection between the 

meaning ‘booty, captive’ and the generally accepted idea that the sign 

pictographically represents ‘mountain’.  

 

In addition to establishing the function of KURa as an object in contrast to SAL, 

Vaiman also argued that SAL on its own, particularly if used in tablet contexts 

relating to KURa, could be an ‘abbreviated’ form understood as ‘[captive] female’95.  

Vaiman was also the first to prove through account formats that the combination 

SAL.KURa could in some instances represent ‘mixed males and females’. He also 

argued that by the Uruk III script phase, the sign combination SAL.KURa already had 

changed to represent only a single female of the KURa designation, along the lines of 

later SAL.KURa; however, the only two Uruk III texts in which the numerical 

notations are such that SAL.KURa must apparently be understood as a single 

individual96, do not provide enough evidence on which to build chronological 

                                                
94 In fact the value ‘booty, plunder’ was probably also expressed by the ideogram for ‘mountain’ along 
the same principles outline in Thureau-Dangin’s suggestion, so that Vaiman’s proposal does not stray 
far from his original idea. While not cited in Vaiman’s article, a similar suggestion had originally 
appeared in Delitzch (1897:93) that sought the origins of the combinations NITA.KUR and SAL.KUR 
in a meaning of ‘captured human’ through the root kašādu, a much later value of the sign KUR.  
95 A comparable practice of livestock bookkeeping using a ‘basic sign’ for one sex of the species, and 
an additional sign as sex marker for the other, is discussed below. 
96 Related accounts MSVO 1, 213 and 214 (appendix 2.vi-vii). 
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distinctions in meaning. While wishing to retain the explanation of ‘mixed males and 

females’ over the possibly anachronistic former reading of ‘geme2’ (established by 

Langdon 1928: 43; Bartash 2014), Englund admits that he cannot provide a 

satisfactory explanation for SAL.KURa in these two texts (2009: 12).  

 

While Vaiman made several important contributions to understanding archaic KURa, 

he was also limited by the availability of archaic texts and the state of knowledge at 

the time of his writing, leading him to construct arguments on faulty readings of signs 

(Damerow and Englund 1989b:138).  Building on these advances, Englund noted the 

clear counter-positioning of SAL and KURa in the Uruk IV–III texts, and developed 

the idea that the pictographic referent of the sign KURa in labour texts may have been 

not ‘mountain’ but ‘male sex organs’ (1998: 155)97, just as SAL is known to represent 

the female pubic area. In support of this idea he cites the cases in which the sign 

appears to be used also for male livestock (see Green 1980), and he also draws on the 

parallel uses in proto-Elamite labour texts (Damerow and Englund: 1989a). In this 

way, KURa and SAL are shown to stand as opposing signs for male and female 

animals or humans respectively, and are described as ‘lower-class humans’, ‘workers’ 

or perhaps ‘slaves’.  This has become the standard interpretation of the proto-

cuneiform signs.   

 

A somewhat different position was held by M. Lambert (1968a : 410, 1968b : 200), 

who suggested that ‘…les deux mots composes FEMININ + KUR et MASCULIN + 

KUR, antérieurement à leur utilisation au sens d’ouvrier et ouvrière, étaient employés 

                                                
97 Gelb (1982: 81) had already stated that there was ‘clear evidence’ in proto-cuneiform suggesting that 
KURa referred to ‘male’ instead of ‘mountain’ in proto-cuneiform, but did not expand on the 
implications to Thureau-Dangin’s analysis of the sign combinations NITA.KUR and SAL.KUR as 
‘male +mountain’ and ‘female + mountain’.  
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à designer, de façon noble, le serviteur ou la servant d’un dieu ou d’un prince’ 

(1968a : 410). According to Lambert NITA.KUR and SAL.KUR should be 

understood as ‘originally’ referring to men and women associated with a temple 

platform indicated by KUR (such as the e2.kur), as he sees it, individuals with a 

relatively high social status. Incidentally, he correctly referred to the ‘original’ signs 

for labourers as simply ‘male’ and ‘female’, although presumably referred to NITA 

rather than KUR[a] for male, and his entire line of explanation relies on only the ED 

IIIa texts from Šuruppak and following ED IIIb texts to trace this ‘development’. 

Lambert’s idea hasn’t been generally accepted, and the standard interpretation of the 

‘slave’ list from ED I–II Ur (UET 259, already known by Burrows: 1935) argues 

against the hypothesis that NITA.KUR and SAL.KUR combinations only came to 

represent lower class humans in the time of Urukagina. However, while there is little 

reason to suggest that the NITA.KUR of the proto-cuneiform or ED I–IIIa texts were 

of ‘higher status’, the sign combination was clearly used in early texts as an element 

in personal names, as sometimes known in later Mesopotamia; for the Early Dynastic 

texts from Ur, Burrows (1935) recognized a personal name ‘ARAD-lugal’ (UET 128). 

In fact, for the proto-cuneiform texts the sign combination NITA.KURa was not used 

in the standard labour bookkeeping contexts, but instead appears to represent personal 

names in perhaps all instances.  

 

The sign name KUR is applied following convention, with /kur/ representing the most 

common Sumerian98  word for ‘mountain’ attested in all periods, and ‘foreign land’, 

                                                
98 Rubio (1999:10) dismisses attempts to trace an Indo-European homeland via supposed lexical 
correspondences between Sumerian and Indo-European languages. However, he lists a number of 
proposals by others, including a suggested link between Sumerian kur and Afroasiatic lexemes (by 
Militarëv 1995:73-85), or Sumerian kur and Hittite hekur ‘top of cliff or mountain’ (suggested by 
Gamkrelidze and Ivanov 1995:573–74, 773). Rubio doesn’t make specific philological counter-
arguments to these comparisons which he considers ‘unlikely’, but concludes generally that the 
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contrasting with ‘kalam’ as native land (Gadotti 2014: 15). The similarity between the 

Sumerian word kur2 ‘hostile person/enemy’ (wr. PAP) and kur ‘mountain, foreign 

land’ have been noted, but their precise lexemic relationship is uncertain (Geller 

2000: 45 n. 39; Steinkeller 2007: 231; Zsolnay and Westenholz 2016: 32, n 7). KUR 

has a number of values as a logogram in later periods of cuneiform. Horowitz cites 

kur as ‘the ordinary name for the underworld in Sumerian [literary] texts’ (1998: 272) 

alongside several other terms. Names of the cardinal directions are also known from 

the names of the ‘four primary winds’. IMKUR.RA (Akk. imšadû) is the Sumerian term 

for the east wind, as a reference to the wind coming from the Zagros mountains to the 

east and north of Sumer (Horowitz 1998: 196–7). The later Sumerian conceptual links 

between ‘mountain’, ‘foreign land’ and ‘east’ have all played a role in the suggestion 

that KURa as an element in NITA.KURa stands for slaves, some of foreign origin.  

 

Could there be an explanation for the use of the sign KURa for ‘mountain’ and as a 

sign for ‘male’ or ‘man’ that doesn’t imply a conceptual link between the two? An 

explanation through rebus is possible but may be untraceable, especially if there were 

influences from an unknown language in proto-cuneiform (Englund 2009: 7 ff.). One 

could alternately argue that no conceptual or rebus explanations need be sought, as 

the multivalency of the sign could be explained through the flexibility in interpreting 

the sign-form alone, which could ‘resemble’ either mountains or male sex organs. But 

in fact the remainder of the chapter establishes that most uses of proto-cuneiform 

KURa-g can be understood in context to relate to mountainous or foreign products or 

                                                
existence of ‘look-alikes’, or alternately of shared Kulturwörter or Wanderwörter are difficult to assess, 
and that quite often when there has been sharing, the direction of this sharing cannot be established. 
However, he does note that the most plausible Indo-European and Sumerian links are made with 
Hittite.   
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animals, and concludes that KURa is indeed likely to represent humans ‘come down 

from the mountains’ or from regions described as KURa.  

 

Other signs for (male) workers in proto-cuneiform 
 

KURa appear to represent counted humans in only a small number of proto-cuneiform 

texts, and it is presumed that very many more male individuals were recorded in 

proto-cuneiform in different ways; male humans may have occasionally been marked 

explicitly with the sign NITA/ UŠ, but more often men were probably referred to with 

other signs, some of which may have been ambiguous with respect to gender or which 

implicitly indicated gender—for example, was an EN (never occurring with NITA) 

always male unless marked as EN.SAL? The sign GURUŠ may represent male 

workers in some instances, though the sign itself may be gender-neutral. Similarly, 

occasional uses of SAG may relate to low class workers, primarily the simple text 

from Kish, MSVO 4, 74 (Zsolnay and Westenholz 2016), where the sign is used in 

conjunction with GURUŠ and UŠ / NITA to record what may be three (named?) male 

workers (fig. 6.10). LU2 is infrequently used in proto-cuneiform, and the texts offer 

little evidence on its meaning, although by later cuneiform parallel this sign again 

may be functionally gender neutral (Gelb 1965: 86) and of ‘higher’ status (Zsolnay 

and Westenholz 2016: 18). It is known in a few combinations repeated a handful of 

times, including LU2 MUD3d which could refer to individuals involved in ale 

production (Zsolnay and Westenholz 2016: 18) and with the ‘fish’ designation KU6a 

LU2.  
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Paleography of KUR 
 

Proto-cuneiform KUR (=ZATU 304) is easily identified with later cuneiform KUR, 

however the sign form underwent some changes in the third millennium. Two major 

features of the KUR sign in the early texts are discussed here– the choice of writing 

implement used to render the sign, and the orientation of the sign. There is no 

discernible difference in distribution of forms of KUR between texts from the main 

find spots Uruk and Jemdet Nasr or of unknown provenance, and the corpus is 

therefore discussed together.   

 

Stylus point  
 

In proto-cuneiform, the three impressions forming the sign are made with a flat stylus 

tip, the same as is used for the numerical notations N1 and N1499. This stylus tip is 

rarely used for non-numerical signs in the proto-cuneiform writing system, and the 

effort expended in creating the sign in this way is noteworthy. This is echoed also in 

the proto-Elamite script, in which M388 is similarly rendered with a rounded stylus 

used for numerical signs—although in proto-cuneiform a greater number of non-

numerical signs also incorporate this ‘rounded’ stylus impression.  Proto-cuneiform 

KURa seems closely related to the form of ‘mountain’ images on cylinder seals and 

may reflect a relationship between scribal and seal-carving traditions (e.g. Ross 

2014). The stylus was usually impressed obliquely producing three semicircles, and in 

a few instances straight on producing three full circles (e.g. in W 14275. See the 

forms of ZATU 304). The circular form also appears in two of the ‘early kudurrus’ 

                                                
99 In ED I–II texts from Ur, numerical notations were made with either a similar stylus, or sometimes a 
‘rectangular’ (e.g. UET 2, 34) (Chambon 2003: 3).  
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(OIP 104, 11, Blau plaque; OIP 104: 7, Leiden Tablet); while in two other early stone 

documents (Ušumgal stela OIP 104, 12, and OIP 104, 14) the KUR sign imitates 

forms made with the wedge-head of a stylus as known from later periods (see ‘Early 

Dynastic IIIa’ form in figure 6.2).  

 

The practice of executing the KUR sign with a blunt, round stylus end continues 

sporadically in the Early Dynastic texts. However already in a few instances in the 

Early Dynastic I–II texts from Ur (UET 2, 298) as well as comparable documents in 

private collections (OIP 104: 12 and 14), and increasingly with the EDIIIa texts, the 

normal wedge-head stylus is often used for the three elements of the KUR sign. For 

the rendering of numerical signs as well, the blunt stylus was replaced by wedge-

headed stylus over a long period of time, finally settling on the wedge-head only 

during the Ur III period (Nissen et al. 1993: 140).  

 

Orientation of the sign 
 

The second main feature is the orientation of the sign. Green’s list failed to separately 

label two differently-oriented forms, but the sign list provided in Englund (1994) 

offers designations for these as KURa and KURb (fig. 6.2)100. Following the same 

orientation of other signs that depict objects like SAG ‘head’ and KAŠ ‘ale jug’, the 

form KURa appears to depict a mountain. This orientation corresponds also to that of 

scenes on late Uruk and Jemdet Nasr period seals from Mesopotamia and from proto-

                                                

100 The CDLI also adds rare variations c,d, and g. KURd appears in one unpublished text from 

private collection, MS 4530, a small pierced tag. ATU 3 includes a form KURc:  attested only 
once, in the entry GIŠ KURc in the lexical Wood W 21418,5.   
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Elamite Iran, where three lumps form a ‘mountain’ motif sometimes topped with 

vegetation or rearing caprids (chapter 3). KURb, on the other hand, is ‘upside-down’ 

(fig. 6.2). This ‘flipping’ of orientation is a typical kind of variation in early writing 

systems (Gelb 1963: 22), and is to be expected in the formative period of a script. 

However, KURb is very uncommon. Of the only three uses of KURb in Uruk IV 

texts101 only one of these (W 20044,26) appears secure. In this text the sign appears in 

the entry A KURb and a large numerical notation 2N48; the sign combination may 

represent a personal name (such as sum. Kur-a) associated with a large distribution of 

grain. In Uruk III texts, KURb appears only in three witnesses of the lexical list 

Vessels102, while KURa is used about 175 times across the corpus. With so few 

attestations, it is not possible to tell if the two forms were in fact intended as separate 

signs as were proto-Elamite M381 and M388. 

 

Beginning with the ED I texts from Ur, and the so-called ‘Blau Plaque’ (OIP 104: no. 

11)103 and proceeding into the Fara and Abu Salabikh texts, the orientation of the 

KUR sign is that of KURb, perhaps surprisingly considering its rare attestation in the 

proto-cuneiform texts. This orientational similarity to KURb is the case in Early 

Dynasty texts both when the blunt ‘numerical’ stylus end is used 104, and when the 

wedge-head is used and the sign adopts a ‘diagonal’ orientation that also appears 

derived from KURb105.   

                                                
101 W 10992 ; W 20385,2 ; W 20044,26   
102 and one possible administrative attestation which is uncertain, in unprovenanced text MS 2350. In 
this text, SAL.KURa and SAL.LAMb are also used. 
103 There is one possible use of KURa also in the miscellaneous stone documents published in OIP 104. 
Text no. 7, a black stone tablet, of unknown origin uses KURa there and appears to be used in the 
combination NITA.KUR, although the NITA is mostly broken. Gelb (et al. 1991: 36) consider this 
document to represent 10 female (SAL.KUR) and 8 male (NITA.KUR) ‘slaves’ either attached to an 
agricultural property as workers or given as the price of the property.  
104 Excepting in UET II sign no. 121, the ligature LAM + KURa. 
105 see LAK 461 (Deimel 1923); e.g. Martin 2001: 105 no. 558, dnin-kur 
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This pattern of transmission is difficult to interpret. It may be noteworthy that the 

lexical tradition alone uses the form KURb in the Uruk III texts. Lexical texts are 

known to be particularly conservative and may have served to pass on the sign-form 

into later cuneiform; however the lexical Wood also uses KURa as does one witness of 

Vessels. One could suggest that the reason KURb was used in some cases in the 

lexical Vessels was that the three elements of the KUR sign fitted into the vessels 

shape DUG more easily in the orientation of KURb. The Abu Salabikh version of 

Vessels again use KURb (Biggs 1974: text no. 4) as well as using KURb consistently 

across the rest of that corpus. In short, evidence is lacking to prove whether KURb is 

an archaic continuation or an innovation due to some unknown factor, for example 

related to efficiency in the writing system and/or loss of necessity for the sign to 

visually depict a ‘mountain’ as did KURa.       

   
         

Figure 6.2: Orientation of proto-cuneiform KURa-b and Proto-Elamite M388, and 
approximated number of attestations of forms of the sign KUR.   

proto-cuneiform forms of KUR                orientation of graphical referents comparable proto-Elamite signs

Period
KURa KURb

Uruk IV 45x’s 3x’s (?)

Uruk III 175x’s 3x’s

ED I 
(Ur) 0 15x’s

‘Early 
Kudurrus’

1x 2x’s

LAK 461
(ED IIIa)

proto-cuneiform SAG proto-Elamite M418a

A B

temporal distribution of KURa and KURb

C D

(hapax)

M388 M381d

≠

‘man’/ ‘male’ undeciphered
(emblematic?)

Period M388

Proto-Elamite 695x’s
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The picture of scribal transmission is incomplete unless the proto-Elamite evidence is 

also discussed. Proto-Elamite used M388 which resembles the sign KURb (not 

KURa)— the form of KUR that is hardly attested in the proto-cuneiform texts 

contemporareous with proto-Elamite. Although M388 contrasts with M72 in a small 

number of uses, leading to comparison with KURa and SAL in proto-cuneiform, the 

orientation of M388 does not suggest that this human category sign was related to the 

idea of ‘mountain’ in the proto-Elamite texts since it would appear ‘upside down’ 

relative to signs representing identifiable objects106. Instead, a separate series of signs 

M381–385, not representing worker categories in the proto-Elamite script, resemble 

either KURa or LAMa-b and may depict mountains (chapter 6b). Conventional dating 

of the proto-Elamite texts would suggest that M388 was borrowed from a tradition 

related to the (albeit rarely attested) Uruk IV KURb writing107, but until further 

clarification of the chronological relationship between the proto-Elamite and 

Mesopotamian texts, this is uncertain.  

 

Variants and closely related signs 
 

3N57 as a variant form of KURa 
 

 While the wedge-head writing doesn’t appear in known Uruk IV and III texts (contra 

Green and Nissen (1987: 234), three parallel lines drawn with the tip of the 

stylus were probably used in some cases instead, to render KURa in a tradition 

                                                
106 Although a few objects may appear ‘hung on their sides’ with respect to a proposed ‘original’ 
orientation of the script (e.g. the ‘yoke’ M54), most (including signs thought to depict vessels and most 
animal heads) appear in the same orientation which is considered here ‘upright’. See Meriggi 1971 for 
the standard interpretation for orientation of the script.  
107 An Uruk IV period influence on Proto-Elamite is also indicated by other features of the proto-
Elamite writing system (Englund 2004b: 124–127). 
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apparently limited to the Uruk IV and III texts (ZATU 146, Green and Nissen 1987: 

200; Englund 1998:170 no. 392). These three lines are transliterated as 3N57, and in 

some cases may represent EŠ16 (Green 1989: 200)108. 3N57 is frequently used in 

combination with signs that KURa is typically paired with: for example, the 

combination 3N57 SAL E2 in the summary case of Uruk text W 24214,3 may compare 

with E2 KURa SAL (CUSAS 1 no. 218). Other examples include: numerous uses of 

3N57 NUNUZ (for KURa.NUNUZ, lapis lazuli); 3N57 AMAR (CUSAS 31, 19) 

paralleling AMAR KURa (e.g. CUSAS 31, 50); 3N57 PIRIG (e.g. CUSAS 31, 16) and 

KURa PIRIGba ERIMa (MSVO 1, 213); and 3N57 NITA (W 9579,ds ) for ZATU 

604.KURa (see below). Finally, DUGa 3N57 DIN (W 20831,1) may be a designation 

comparable to the administrative KURa DIN found in three Uruk IV texts.  

  

The sign 3N57 is used already in the Uruk IV texts 28 times, so there is no evidence 

that it represents a development in ‘abstraction’ of the script. Both 3N57 and KURa  

can occur in a given text (W 9655,t, fig. 8.9a), including sometimes in the same case, 

showing that they are not likely to be simple variations in scribal hand. Instead, there 

may have been some tradition that guided the use of one sign or the other109.  

 

LAMa-b (ZATU 328) and LAM+KUR/ IŠ11 (ZATU 329) 

 

Green and Nissen (1987) distinguished between two separate signs built similarly to 

KURa that they understand as related to later LAM; on the one hand, there is ZATU 

                                                
108 ZATU 146 , Green equates this sign with UET II:84 (Burrow 1935), and LAK 133/191 (Deimel 
1923), but there is no indication that these later signs doubled as a writing for KUR.  
109 This situation may be similar to the choice of KUR rendered with alternately the blunt stylus or the 
wedge-headed stylus in Early Dynastic texts, as mentioned above. 
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328 (= ‘LAM’) in forms a and b110 and on the other, ZATU 329, which they consider 

to be ‘LAM+KUR’, although this analysis is probably incorrect (Steinkeller 1995a: 

703 n. 329). Figure 6.3 presents the naming conventions for the relevant proto-

cuneiform signs provided by Green and Nissen (1987), Steinkeller (1995a) and the 

CDLI.  

 

It is difficult to determine if the variants grouped under ZATU 328 all represent a 

single sign in the writing system. The CDLI adds a form with 6 stylus impressions 

and two sheaves of vegetation emerging – this appears in one text (W 19408,62) 

transliterated as LAMb.s (fig. 6.3). This form is particularly similar to some proto-

Elamite types of variation on the related sign series M381–385, and highlights a 

possible ‘emblematic’ origin for both sign groups (see chapters 3 and 6b). Both these 

and Uruk IV and III cuneiform signs LAMa-b and KURa appear loosely related to the 

glyptic tradition of depicting ‘mountains’ (or perhaps sometimes ‘heaped’ products), 

but in the writing system they adopted specific conventional meanings.   

 

ZATU 328 variant a is attested in lexical texts and only two administrative texts. Uses 

of ZATU 328 variant b are more regular, and appear distinctive from uses of KURa. 

Two common combinations can be identified: LAMb ZATU 795 (9 times) and LAMb 

ŠUBUR (Archaic Pigs) – and once a ⸢ŠUBUR⸣ ZATU 795 LAMb. Several Uruk IV 

receipts use the sign, with unclear meaning (e.g. W 9579,ae; W 9656,n1). 

Administrative uses of ZATU 329 (= KURg) are limited to the Uruk IV period, in 

                                                
110 LAMb itself has a number of variations listed for the Uruk IV and Uruk III periods. The defining 
feature of Green and Nissen’s ‘LAMb’ is that all forms include more semi-circular impressions of the 
stylus than the three used to render KUR. 
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three texts111, including an apparent title SANGAb KURg (W 9169,a). The sign is 

attested in the Uruk III period only in lexical texts. 

 

Langdon (1928) considered sign no. 185 (= ZATU 328b) in his list to be the ‘original 

sign for mountain’. Later lexical evidence (Horowitz 1998:290) cites Sumerian lam 

and Akkadian lammu as terms for erṣetim (earth/netherworld), further suggesting the 

sign was understood as a pictograph for ‘mountain’ similarly to kur. Based on sign 

use, the proto-cuneiform writing system had established a functional distinction 

between the two ‘mountain’ signs KURa and LAMa-b. Glassner (2003) suggested that 

the number ‘three’ may have been significant in the rendering of the KUR sign,112 

which is possible in light of the parallel with 3N57 —although LAMa is also built on 

three stylus impressions. 

 

Equating LAMa-b (ZATU 328a-b) and ‘LAM+KUR’ (ZATU 329) with later cuneiform 

signs is difficult. Lexical evidence exists in the two series Vessels and Wood (aka 

Trees), and suggests that proto-cuneiform forms of LAM and KURg in some cases 

referred to nuts or related products. In the sequence of Vessels from Old Babylonian 

Nippur113 (fig. 6.4) the combinations gišLAMe-eš and gišLAMxKURla-am  each refer to a 

‘kind of nut’, and the following entry kur gi4-rin-nax-i-ri-na is uncertain. gišLAM x KUR 

( = IŠ11, Borger 2004: 181) is translated in  ur5-ra = ḫubullu as šiqdu , šiqittum, and 

[lammu?] (all partially restored) (Hh III 61–4, Landsberger 1957: 98)– all meaning 

‘almond tree’. The evidence is not precise enough to determine which variations of  

                                                
111 Green cites four administrative uses of ZATU 329, but in fact W 15776,d shows a variation of 
SILA3 instead.   
112 ‘The sign KUR… which is written with three notches, indicates the idea of mountain, not as the sum 
of three units but as an ensemble. The question that arises is why it had to be the number three.’ – to 
which he provides no further suggestion (Glassner 2003:141). 
113 SLT 11 / P227772 obv. ii 19’-20’ (Velduis 2014: 78 fn. 131). 
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      LAMb            LAMb.s                    W 19408,62  

 

 Forms of ZATU 328 and 329   Relevant Early Dynastic forms 

 

 
Figure 6.3: Above: Forms of the sign LAMb following Green and Nissen (1989), and 
a proto-cuneiform tablet inscribed with the sign. Left: Different modern 
transliterations of three similar proto-cuneiform signs. Right: Early Dynastic LAM 
appears to mix graphical features of ZATU 328 and 329. 
 

ZATU 328 and ZATU 329 carried precise equivalents to later terms, since some 

proto-cuneiform witnesses are themselves not well standardized, and later lists are not 

always simply copies of earlier lists (Velduis 2014: 78). For example, despite the fact 
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that archaic Wood is one of the better-attested lists, there are few later third 

millennium sources and these remain difficult to match up, in part due to the apparent 

lack of standardization in the archaic version (Velduis 2014: 83–4). In any event, not 

all proto-cuneiform signs necessarily have a direct correspondence with a later 

cuneiform sign, and the meaning of signs may have shifted over time or been 

distorted through textual transmission.  

 

Although it is difficult to say if the Old Babylonian scribes provided accurate glosses, 

the above evidence suggests that ZATU 329 and/or ZATU 328a could have 

represented varieties of almond trees, pistachios (Old Babylonian wr. [giš]lam-gal, 

Akk. Butnu, often mentioned alongside almonds), or other kinds of nut-producing 

trees. Cultivation of almonds probably spread across the ancient Near East in the early 

Bronze Age as part of a general ‘expansion of the fruit tree economy’ (Potts 

2012:199). Several varieties of almonds are known from the archaeological record in 

Iran, as well as pistachio which is particularly associated with the Zagros mountains 

(Potts 1999:38–40), suggesting that ZATU 328a and 329 in these cuneiform 

designations referred to products introduced from areas to the east and north of 

Sumer.  

 

Overview of the uses of KURa 
 

Figure 6.6 makes clear that the sign KURa already appeared in a variety of contexts in 

the earliest phase of writing, with an increase in types of uses observable in the larger  
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Figure 6.4: Lexical list ‘Vessels’, Old Babylonian translation following Velduis 
(2014) 
 

body of Uruk III texts. It has not yet been established what role the KURa sign played 

in most of these archaic combinations. Some of the less clear designations are the use 

of KURa as a component in strings of signs that may be personal names, titles, or 

households as well as product designations.  Frequently the texts are fragmentary, so 

that further interpretation is hampered. However, it appears it may have often 

indicated the origin of a product, person, or animal from the mountains (or perhaps a 

specific region); and in some cases it may have been used phonetically, although 

these uses are difficult to trace. Below in this section the uses of KUR with no 

immediate connection to male humans are reviewed, putting to rest any scepticism 

about the use of the sign KUR in cuneiform with meanings other than ‘male slave’ 

(contra Vaiman 1989:128; Uchitel 1984: 262).  

 

About 225 (ca. 3%) of known Uruk IV and III texts use the sign KURa. The number 

of contexts in which KURa was used expanded in the Uruk III period, but there are in  
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Figure 6.5: Uruk III Sources for Wood, showing a lack of standardization  

 
 
 
 

 
Source 

 
Transliteration Image 

 
W 20327,2 
 

 
 
1N1 ⸢ALIM⸣  GIŠ 
1N1 GIŠ  LAMa 
1N1 GIŠ KURg 
1N1  [...] 

 

 
W 21108,1a 
 

 
 
1N1 ⸢ALIM⸣ GIŠ 
1N1 ⸢GIŠ⸣ KURg 
1N1 ⸢GIŠ KURa⸣ 
1N1 DUR2 GIŠ NUNUZa1 

 
W 21208,4 
 
 

 
1N1 [...] 
1N1 GIŠ LAMa 
1N1 GIŠ KURg 
1N1 GIŠ DUR2 NUNUZ 

 
 

 
 
W 22090,2 + 3 
+ 5 + 9 
 
 

 
 
1N1 [...] 
1N1 ⸢GIŠ⸣ KURa 
1N1 GIŠ KURg 
1N1 X ⸢GIŠ  GIŠ ⸣ [...] 
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fact overall fewer clear cases of counted KURa humans (excluding SAL.KURa) in 

Uruk III texts than in the preceding smaller corpus of Uruk IV texts. At the same 

time, SAL.KURa becomes a much more common designation in Uruk III period texts. 

This suggests that there was a stronger Uruk III tradition of bookkeeping associated 

with women of the KURa class than of men, which would in fact be in keeping with 

the long-held understanding that these signs can refer to slaves of foreign origins, 

with females taken in great numbers than males. Nonetheless, the number of texts 

with references to KURa and SAL.KURa humans is small and the references are often 

ambiguous.  

 

It is not possible to draw conclusions about variations in use of KURa between the 

sites. There are no major discrepancies, excepting that KUR in relation to equids isn’t 

attested from the Jemdet Nasr or Uruk texts, but is well-known in unprovenanced 

texts (CUSAS 1 and 31 and unpublished Schøyen collection texts on the CDLI).  

 
KURa and product designations 
 

KURa/g  and LAMa-b are used in various product designations. KURa is associated with 

garments (TUG2), breads (GUG2), and tree or plant products. For some of these, it is 

assumed that the reference is to a foreign product, or product associated with the 

mountains. This is demonstrated by the use of the sign in designations for lapis lazuli, 

almonds or other nuts and possibly wine.   

 

Englund (1998: 98) also proposed a phonetic use of the sign in relation to counted 

products, suggesting ‘the sign KURa qualifying measures represented by N1 […] is 

curious; it might denote a ‘small mound’ of grain, or have some other semantic or  
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Figure 6.6: Overview of the KUR sign in Uruk IV and Uruk III texts. This list 
provides the number of texts in which KUR is used, rather than the total number of 
attestations of the KUR sign; some texts have multiple attestations, especially a few 
texts involving multiple SAL.KURa. The primary conclusion drawn from this list is 
that, contrary to previous literature, KUR did not always—nor even most commonly—
indicate ‘male’ or ‘male slave’. In addition, examples of possible ‘male slaves’ 
recorded with KUR were more numerous in Uruk IV texts than in the much larger 
corpus of Uruk III texts: both at under a dozen examples. 
 

Uruk IV uses from Uruk
(out of ca. 1860 Uruk IV texts)

Context of KUR Number of Texts

Place names
Šuruppak 4
(ERIMa) KURa KI (?) 1

Counted animals
Male humans                    13(?)
SAL.KURa humans 3
Equids 1
Pigs (?) 1

Personal names/titles?
E2.KURa 1
EN KURa 1
(NUNa )SANGAa KURa/g 2
KURa SI 1

Product designations 
SILA3.KURa 3
DUGc.DIN KURa 1
(DIN) KURa 1
GUG2 KURa 1
MAxMA KURa 1

use not determined 6

Uruk III uses from Uruk 
(out of ca. 4870 Uruk III texts)

Context of KUR Number of texts
Place names
Šuruppak 45
See lexical below

Counted animals
Male humans 9 
SAL.KURa humans 22
KIŠ SAL.KURa (?) 1
Equids 12
Sheep and goats 11
Cattle 3
Pigs (?) 4

Personal names/titles?
E2.KURa 14 
NITA.KURa 7 

(EN) (AN) KURa HI MUŠ3 4
=En dInana-kur-dug3 (?) 
3N57 MUŠ3 8
KURa U4 URUDU URUDU 2

Product designations
SILA3.KURa 2
GI6 KUR.NUNUZ 1

KURa.NUNUZ 
(=’lapis lazuli’, sometimes 4  
used in personal names?)
3N57 NUNUZ 
(=’lapis lazuli’) 5

Lexical
LU2 : KURa.DU6b 4
Wood: GIŠ.KURa 5
Vessels: DUG.KURa 3  
Metals: KURa.NUNUZ 1
Grain: KURa 1
Geography: KURa KI 1 
Unidentified : (various) 3

Other, use not determined 37
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Phonetic /kur/ for /gur/?) meaning’.  Later textual evidence might support this 

phonetic realization. Proto-Ea includes entry 447 ku-ur = KUR with variant gu-ur = 

KUR (MSL XIV: 49). In the Abu Salabikh ‘Bird-Fish Contest’ KUR is used as 

replacement for burux (Biggs 1974: 62), and Civil (1973: 59) demonstrated an 

alternation in Sumerian between [b] and [g], sometimes [k].  

 

Lapis Lazuli 
 

Lapis Lazuli (sum. Za-gin3) appears in Early Dynastic texts in the writing KUR : ZA 

= LAK 798 (Biggs 1966). In proto-cuneiform, too, the orthography is 

KUR.NUNUZ114, and is probably also represented in 3N57.NUNUZ. The sign in 

proto-cuneiform might have been part of a diri writing, with the KURa element 

ideographically suggesting the mountain origin of this product, with no phonetic 

realization. In addition to the lexical use of KURa.NUNUZ in archaic Metals to refer 

to the stone lapis lazuli, the combination is used in a few administrative tablets in 

unclear contexts. In one case, we find the combination GI6 KURa.NUNUZ ‘dark 

lapis(?)’. This account (MS 2515) records different kinds of sheep on the reverse. The 

context might suggest the sign combination refers to a ‘dark or blue-dyed wool’, as 

known in Sumerian, (sig2) za.gin3.na / Akkadian uqnâtu (CAD 20: 193). While on the 

one hand Waetzoldt (2010) suggests that textile dying may have been a restricted 

industry until the 2nd millennium, on the other, Algaze emphasized the availability of 

plants such as chrozophora tinctoria (which produces a blue-purple color) in 

Mesopotamia or Syria where ‘Uruk-outposts’ were located;  since wool was more 

suitable for dying, he argues, this may have been one factor in encouraging the shift in 

                                                
114  Green and Nissen (1987) ZATU 423 is named ‘NUNUZ, NA4, NUZ, ZA2’.  See Steinkeller 1995a: 
706–7 for the value ZA instead of ZA2.  
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emphasis from flax to wool products in the late fourth millennium and the rise of a 

Southern Mesopotamian woollen textile industry (2008: 80).  

 

Liquids 
 

Uruk IV text W 20774 (unpublished, P004050) appears to count two different types 

of the product DIN: 

 
1N34 1N14  DUGc x DIN KURa  70 jars of KUR-type(?) DIN  
2N14 4N1  UNUGa DUGb x [DIN]       24 jars of Uruk-type(?) DIN 

 

In another Uruk IV text (W 20907,2 fig. 6.7) the sign KURa represents a sub-category 

of DIN (ZATU 79). DIN itself has a later value kurunx (Van Dijk 1983:542) and 

might stand for ‘wine’115 (see archaic lexical Trees GEŠTIN and GIŠ+DIN+DIN, 

Green and Nissen 1987: 210), but this sense in the archaic administrative texts is not 

certain. The above-mentioned Old Babylonian lexical entry kur gi4-ri-na (possibly for 

‘kurun’?) corresponds to archaic Vessels DUGa KURa/b and could suggest KURa/b 

there referred to ‘a plant related to the grapevine?’ (Englund 1998: n 371). Early wine 

or grape product consumption is known from residue analysis of vessels from Godin 

Tepe in the central Zagros (Michel and McGovern 1993), and while wine was 

increasingly consumed in Mesopotamia throughout the third millennium, the 

grapevine was native and suited to the climate of surrounding regions (Joffe 

1998:304). In text W 20907,2 (fig. 6.7), the summary on the reverse includes a count 

of 39 DIN and the designation NUNa GAa116. The 39 DIN are sub-divided into 33 

                                                
115 Green (1989: 44). Stol (1994: 165 with literature, 65 fn. 109) described ku-ru-un at Neo-Babylonian 
Nippur as a type of ale/ale, though primarily a ‘literary word’ at that time, and ‘originally standing for a 
sweet red alcoholic beverage of high quality’; he notes it sometimes appearing in offering contexts.  
116 a reading /ganun/ (Sumerian ‘storehouse’) is possible and a ‘wine storehouse’ is a tempting 
translation of DIN GA NUN, (similarly Charvát [2014b: 177] for GA SANGA as a ‘SANGA’s 
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DIN and 6 KURa, corresponding to the obverse where 1 KUR each are marked out as 

sub-cases for each count of the other 6 signs (SAG, LAGABa  × UB, SAG again, 

MENa, UR2, and AMAa). This type of text may highlight the role of commensality in 

the archaic administration, but can only be tentatively interpreted at present. The use 

of NIMGIR SI, a designation in the first case also known from the Jemdet Nasr 

prisoner accounts MSVO 1, 212–213 (the SAG x MA/ERIMa  accounts) suggests the 

possibility that the text relates to organization of a workforce after all—although the 

evidence remains too ambiguous to draw a clear picture of the text’s content.  

     
Figure 6.7: W 20907,2.  KURa as a product designation?  

                                                
storeroom’?) but in later Sumerian (and probably in proto-cuneiform, e.g. Charvát 2014b: 171ff.) 
‘storehouse’ is written with ĝa2. 
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Geographic designations 
 
Šuruppak 

 

The city name Šuruppak is written KURa.RU in proto-cuneiform117. In a few Uruk 

texts (e.g. W 14804,a + W 14804,b) and unprovenanced texts (e.g. CUSAS 21, 182) it 

is written 3N57.RU.  Šuruppak (modern Fara) is located about 50 km north-northwest 

of Uruk, and is known as early as the Jemdet Nasr period ‘level 7’, which was 

founded on top of a ‘flood’ strata. The city name was normally written SU.KUR.RUki 

in Early Dynastic texts, also the writing for the name of the city deity, dSUD3. The 

sign SU is probably a phonetic indicator relating to the goddess Sud3 associated with 

that city (Krebernik 1998: 239). Jacobson (1969: 103) understood RU phonetically in 

the later spelling, reading ‘su.ru.KURki’. In proto-cuneiform the sign combinations 

KURa + RU and 3N57 + RU are listed together under ZATU 544 as the writing of 

Šuruppak and Sud3. The presence of KURa + RU in three documents118 dated to the 

Uruk IV period, probably relate to around the time the site had first been settled — in 

fact the excavators have traced the archaeological record back only to the Jemdet 

Nasr/Uruk III period (Martin 2012: 336) immediately following the end of the late 

Uruk period represented by script phase IV.  

 

                                                
117 Green and Nissen (1987) although Krebernik (1998) expresses skepticism over this reading.  
118 W 21209,2 + 3+ 4 + 7 ; W 21283;  W 19412,3, all fragmentary, these contexts don’t allow for 
comment on the type of interaction between Uruk and Šuruppak in the Uruk IV period.  
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Arata 

 

The earliest definite attestation of Arata is from the Amaušumgal hymn from Ebla, 

with the spelling a-ri2-da paralleled in Abu Salabikh text with LAM.KUR.RU 

(Mittermayer 2009: 27 ff.). Green (1980: 10 / Green and Nissen 1987:176) proposed a 

reading of Arata in proto-cuneiform for the combination analysed as ‘3N57+LAM 

KUR+RU’ (ZATU 35), found in a fragmentary administrative text W 20494,6 with a 

suggestive summary case 3N57.LAM KUR.RU EN KA, which Green tentatively reads 

in Sumerian en arata-ka ‘the lord of Arata’ (1980: 17). Arata as it is known in later 

Sumerian tradition may be a purely literary place name (Potts 2004: 2), although it is 

possible that 3N57.LAM KUR.RU represented a real (perhaps local) place name in the 

Uruk administrative texts (one that was distinct from KUR.RU), and that this writing 

was remembered in the later cuneiform orthography LAM × KUR.RU for Arata.   

 

KA2.LAM 

 

Archaic Cities entry 12 is transcribed as ‘KA2+LAM’ (W 20266,74), and the 

placename is also attested in around twenty administrative documents. The only 

known later witness of Cities that preserves this entry is Fara text SF 23 that provides 

the writing AN.AN DAG x KUR. The sign DAG is recognized by Green and Nissen 

(1987) under BARA3 = ZATU53, and analysed as E2 + KASKAL. The sign in archaic 

Cities 12 is closer in form to ZATU53 than to KA2 (ZATU 275), so one could also 

read the proto-cuneiform designation DAGxKUR; a graphical analysis could also 
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produce the reading E2 + LAMb.šeššig (see section f). The name of this city and its 

location have not been identified.  

 

ERIMa KI and KURa KI  
 

KURa may reflect an early geographic designator, perhaps similar to its later 

Akkadian use for mātum, in the case ERIM KURa KI of text W 10802. The object 

being counted in this text is unclear. 2N1 ERIMa KURa KI and other unknown 

designations (associated with 1–3 N1 each) are summarized under the total 16 

BARA2. The use of the sign KI (ZATU 289) as a place determinative in the archaic 

administrative texts is uncertain, and at best irregular (Green 1977)119. While 

administrative uses of KI may remain ambiguous, the lexical Geography shows the 

sign appended to some (but not all) place names. In particular, the Schøyen collection 

witness MS 3173 (unpublished, P252184) includes over two dozen consecutive place 

names using the sign KI, that seem to prove its use as a place determinative at least in 

the lexical tradition. In this list, KURa KI and ERIMa KI are listed as two separate 

places, KURa KI in the entry following ERIMa KI. An identically written placename, 

ERIM.KI is known in later third millennium documents and is probably located in the 

area of Lagaš (Ebeling 1938: 470).  

 
 

                                                
119 Michalowski (1993: 120, 123 ff.) suggests that the sign AB originally meant ‘city’ and was 
associated with a hypothetical early Sumerian word for city, ki, as reflected in the use of AB in the 
archaic lexical Cities. By the Early Dynastic versions of the same list, the sign KI was used in place of 
former AB. Supposing AB held the Sumerian lexical value ki in proto-cuneiform texts, we are left with 
the question of whether KI also held this value—the text above appears to show one administrative use 
of KI as a place determinative.  
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KURa in personal names or other proper nouns 
 

ZATU 604.KURa = Ir11 (?)    
 

A sign paralleling later cuneiform NITA.KUR is included in the signlist by Green and 

Nissen (1987: 225) as ZATU 268 = ‘IR3’, and the sign is understood there as ‘UŠ + 

KUR’.  This can be corrected to IR11, if a Sumerian value is to be assigned at all, 

since the later sign combination NITA.KUR (=ARAD2) is not ir3 –rather, ir3 is a 

reading of ARAD/NITA alone (Steinkeller 1995a: 704 n. 357; 1993). ZATU 268 (= 

ZATU 604.KURa) doesn’t appear in any Uruk IV texts, but is used in seven Uruk III 

texts from Uruk and one from a private collection120. These are mostly fragmentary 

and difficult to interpret, but four121 appear to use the combination as a name, title, or 

product designation, as evidenced by entries in parallel cases. For example, textile 

account W 20274,80 + 127 + 136 (fig. 5.21) includes a list of BA SIG2 and BA TUG2 

(wool and garment ‘distributions’) that are followed by various naming or title sign 

combinations familiar from other texts. Along with BA TUG2 IR11, we find 

designations such as BA SIG2 3N57.NUNUZ and BA TUG2 IB LA SUG5 . The 

combination IB LA SUG5 may be a personal name, title, or textile designation 

appearing in two other administrative documents, in both cases following the title 

SANGA ZATU 753. None of the uses of ZATU 604.KURa offer evidence to suggest 

it represents a count of male slaves, although this cannot be ruled out for all 

fragments.  

 

                                                
120 W 20274,152 ; W 20494,8 + W 20514,3 ; W 20274,18 ; W 20367,8 ; W 20494,18 ; W 20274,126; 
W 20274,80 + 127 + 136 ; and CUSAS 1, 7 
121 W 20274,152 ; W 20274,126 ; W 20274,80 + 127 + 136 ; W 20494,18 
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The pronunciation(s) of this name or title written with ZATU 268 in proto-cuneiform 

may not be recoverable. However, as well as being an element in many later 

Sumerian personal names, ir11 (wr. NITA.KUR) is also attested on its own as a 

personal name, for example in documents from Umma, Lagash, and Puzrish-Dagan 

(Limet 1969: 438)122. In CUSAS 1, 105, the sign combination ZATU 604.3N57 (3N57 

appears to be an alternate writing for KURa) is included in an emmer wheat account 

recording varying amounts of the grain for each of the thirty individuals listed by 

personal name or title. That this text lists individuals by personal name is evidenced 

by the use of LUGAL, also attested as a personal name in the ED I–II Ur texts.  

 

E2.KURa = ekur  
 

Nineteen archaic texts use the sign combination E2.KURa coming from Uruk itself, 

Jemdet Nasr, and of unknown provenance123. The proto-cuneiform contexts suggest 

this combination was used as a personal (or household) name, and the personal name 

e2-kur is well attested in the third millennium. An e2-kur-sikil is attested for a scribe 

in the Early Dynastic IIIa texts from Abu Salabikh (Biggs 1974:34). Limet suggests 

the name e2-kur-ra (Ur III Lagash, RTC 399, III, 22) is an abbreviation of the name 

e2-kur-he2-gal (‘the temple of the mountain is abundance’) or is a name standing alone 

meaning ‘(he is) the Ekur (temple)’ (Limet 1969: 206). E2-kur is the name of Enlil’s 

temple in Nippur124 as well as other temples, and it forms part of a number of longer 

                                                
122 Limet suggested that ir11 may sometimes be a writing for the similar sounding Sumerian word ur (he 
reads ‘dog’; ‘hero’) that is also common as element in personal names.  
123 CUSAS 31, 151; W 20422,1; W 17729, bo; W 20274,56; W 20274,64; W 20274,68; W 20274,94; 
W 20274,132; W 21733,2; W 24214,3 (?); CUSAS 1, 218; IM 023445,04; IM 134313; MSVO 1, 212; 
MSVO 1, 213; MSVO 3, 12; MSVO 3, 32; W 20274,32; W 20274,34; W 21209,1 + W 21209,6 (Uruk 

IV). In these texts the signs are consistently position in the form:  
124 The e2-kur temple in Nippur held such significance that Frayne (1992:31) suggests that in the ‘Ur-
Nammu Cadastre’ the writing e2-kur functioned pars pro totum to indicate the city of Nippur. 



	 	 	

 

204 

temple designations such as e2-kur.nam.ti.la ‘House, Mountain of Life’ (George 

1993:116–17).  

 

Significantly, this personal name also has an early link to the administrative elite of 

Uruk. The torso of a limestone statue, found at Tell al-‘Ubaid125 (WA 114206) bears a 

faint inscription reading:  

 

1. e2.kur   Ekur, 
2. KA:GUR7 unug.ki  superintendent of the granaries of Uruk, 
3. ddam:gal-nun  created (4) 
4.mu-du3   a (statue of) Damgalnunak (3) 
5. [e2]-mu-ru2   and built (her) house.  
 
(Marchesi and Marchetti 2011:163) 

 

Identified here as the KA.GUR7 unug.ki – the ‘superintendent of granaries of Uruk’, 

the name is therefore not only linked with Uruk but also with the administration of 

grain. Ekur may have been a long-standing name among the administrative elite of the 

area, and may be plausibly suggested to appear in the Uruk IV/III texts which are 

overwhelmingly concerned with grain storage and distribution. For example, in proto-

cuneiform text MSVO 3, 12 (possibly from Uruk) we find the case 2N14 ŠEa BULUG3 

KURa.E2a. A reading of this could be ‘2N14 (ca. 360 litres) barley (of the barley) 

grown by e2.kur’. Šarzyńksa (1993: 8) alternately considers archaic E2 KUR to be a 

temple in Uruk. For many archaic cuneiform designations, it is difficult to determine 

if an individual or household is being represented.  

 

MUŠ3 KUR and 3N57 MUŠ3 as designations for Inana 
 

                                                
125 of problematic date, suggested to be earlier than EDIIIb (Marchesi and Marchetti 2011: 66 n 187).  
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Two similar combinations can be discussed – MUŠ3 KUR, used exclusively in the 

personal name at Uruk, and 3N57 MUŠ3 used in a specific Jemdet Nasr context as well 

as in one unprovenanced fragment (CUSAS 21, 284).  Steinkeller (2002: 253 and n. 

22) understands the two differently: MUŠ3 KUR as ‘Inanna of the mountains 

/netherworld’ and MUŠ3 3N57 as ‘the “triple Inanna/deity of Unug” … the three forms 

of Inanna (identified by Sarzyńska [1993]) to whom offerings were regularly made in 

archaic Uruk: Inanna hud2 (UD), “morning Inanna,” Inanna sig, “evening Inanna,” 

and Inanna NUN, “princely(?) Inanna”’. However, the use of 3N57 in alternation with 

KUR in proto-cuneiform might suggest both designations are related.  Marchesi and 

Marchetti (2011: 192 n 32) more recently have raised the possibility that proto-

cuneiform Inana KUR might represent a ‘male’ Inanna, because of the known use of 

KUR for ‘male’ in archaic texts126 (see also comment in Englund 1998: 197 n. 450). 

A goddess dNin-MUŠ3.KUR is also attested in the large Fara Godlist, with 

MUŠ3.KUR referring to a mythological place also known in literary reference in Ur-

Nanše’s Diorite Plaque (CIRLPL 7, Urn. 49 ii 7). The term is conflated in some texts 

with kur-ZA.MUŠ, the name of the temple of Inana in Zabalam (Cavigneaux and 

Krebernik 1998: 474). 

 

The combination 3N57 MUŠ3a is found at the end of six Jemdet Nasr texts in an 

identical sequence127 as summary lines for short lists of consumables; all of these 

texts share the famous ‘city sealing’ and have therefore been used in discussions of 

the nature of connections between early Mesopotamian cities (Matthews 1993; 

Steinkeller 2002).  

                                                
126 A ‘male ‘Aštar’ (185 n 7), written INANA.NITA, is known from inscribed statues found at the 
Early Dynastic III temple at Mari thus dubbed the ‘temple of INANA.NITA’ (Marchesi and Marchetti 
2011: 68-69), but no explicit link has been made between the archaic Inanna KUR and INANA.NITA.  
127 MSVO 1, 163, 165, 168, 172, 173 and 174 
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The repeated sequence is: 

NIa.RU   
3N57 MUŠ3a  
UNUGa   
 

An unprovenanced text probably from Tell ‘Uqair (MSVO 4, 15) also includes this 

sequence but replaces NIa.RU with the probable ancient name of Tell ‘Uqair, Urum 

(Steinkeller 1980; Green 1986). Matthews (1993:38–39) has suggested that 3N57 

MUŠ3a might represent either an ancient city name or some other kind of institution, 

given its position between the writing NIa.RU (probably for Jemdet Nasr) and UNUGa 

(Uruk). Another reading of the sequence and the preceding few lines might be 

‘commodities (issued by) the city of NIa.RU (= ancient Jemdet Nasr)/ Urum for the 

triple Inanna/deity of Uruk’ (Steinkeller 2002:254).  

 

(EN AN) MUŠ3 KURa HI = En dInana-kur–dug3 (?) 
 

Attested only at Uruk, Green and Nissen identify the personal name en-dInana-kur-

dug3, and note that this follows a naming pattern en-DN-dug3 or en-GN-dug3 in 

administrative texts (1987: 222). Similarly, Sarzyńska (1997: 109–10) interpreted this 

combination as a title, ‘the dignitary en of the sweet goddess Inana from kur’, with 

KUR interpreted as Inana’s mythological mountain birthplace. The relevant entries 

from the texts in figure 6.8 are:  

Text         
 

  W 19639,c   [...] MUŠ3a ⸢HI⸣ KURa     
W 20274,344  N14 5N1 ENa AN HI KURa MUŠ3a    
W 20274,11  ENa KURa HI MUŠ3a     
W 20274,242N1  ENa MUŠ3a KURa HI AN  
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        W 20274,34 

 
 
Figure 6.8 Proto-cuneiform texts including the designation MUŠ3 KURa HI 

 
 
KURa and other male sex-markers  
 

This section reviews the signs used to indicate ‘male’ for animals in the archaic 

corpora in order to contextualize the similar use of KURa for male humans. For both 

humans and animals, some ambiguity remains regarding whether KURa indicates 

‘male sex’ or implies a particular geographic origin for the animals or humans it 

represents.  

 

There are different ways to mark ‘male’ animals in proto-cuneiform accounts, varying 

for each species and age. Throughout third millennium administrative texts, the sex of 

W 19639,c 

W 20274, 24
 
  

W 20274,11  
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animals can be indicated either by a basic animal sign with an added sex marker (e.g. 

MAŠ2 constructed from MAŠ and the sex marker HI to express ‘adult male goat’), or 

by a unique sign that may simultaneously convey sex, species and sometimes age 

(e.g. GU4 and AB2, adult male and female cattle respectively). The use of livestock 

signs varies between corpora or even between texts in idiosyncratic ways. Zarins 

(2014: 177) notes ‘in later third millennium BCE usage the ANŠE sign per se can 

represent either male or female with the other sex then being specified when both 

genders occur in the same text, e.g. anše vs. anše-nita’. This highlights the importance 

of contextualization for understanding signs in cuneiform bookkeeping. 

 
Gaps in knowledge  
 

The first close study of sex markers in archaic livestock texts was conducted by Green 

(1980), who examined 46 sheep and goat herding texts and two cattle texts that 

formed a coherent group, defined by their tablet format and content. From these texts 

and lexical evidence, she produced the chart in figure 6.9. While livestock texts 

represent some of the best understood archaic contexts, the livestock terminology in 

Green’s table fails to include the uses of the KURa sign to designate young male 

sheep and goats, though she recognized it to mark young male calves128. Sarzyńska 

(2002) also presented a list of livestock signs that is simplified and possibly 

misleading. For example, she lists ‘UDU+NITAH’ (=UDU.HI) as ‘adult male sheep’ 

but cites texts that clearly use UDU.HI.AŠ (e.g. p 17 figure 6.2), a sign which isn’t 

included in her list, presumably following Green (1987) who included both forms 

under ZATU 578.  It isn’t known if these two forms carry the same meaning.  

                                                
128 See also Zsolnay and Westenholz (2016) who adopt Green’s description of proto-cuneiform animal 
sex markers.  
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This section adds to Green’s designations by pointing out the use of KURa for young 

sheep and goats as well as adult equids, and poses the question, ‘how might the sign 

KURa as a sex marker relate to other male sex markers?’ Some of the evidence for 

KURa as a sex marker comes from recently published texts of unknown 

provenance129, however information from at least one Uruk fragment also conflicts 

with the presentations of Green (1980).  

 

In CUSAS 1, 45 (fig. 6.9) the sign KURa is clearly used to contrast between female 

and male immature sheep in the consecutive combinations SAL.SILA4 (=KIR11) and 

KURa SILA4, the latter instead of the combination SILA4.HI.AŠ as expected from 

Green’s table. In addition, Uruk fragment W 20572,1 offers an instance of SAL.MAŠ 

followed by KURa.MAŠ—whereas according to Green’s study, we should expect 

EŠGAR and MAŠ for young female and male goats respectively (fig. 6.9). A further 

text of unknown origin MS 4492 (fig. 6.9) also includes SAL.MAŠ and KURa.MAŠ 

in a larger livestock context, confirming that these are designations for young goats in 

contrast to UD5 and MAŠ2 adults130.  

 

These examples show that KURa was used in some instances for at least three types of 

immature male animals: bull-calves, male kids, and ram lambs. On the other hand, 

KURa is not known as a sex marker for adult males of these animals. There is one 

possible exception in the appearance of UDUa.KURa (adult male sheep?) occurring in 

a fragmentary text W 14777,e + W 14777,r1 ; however, here it might represent a 

                                                
129 CUSAS volumes 1, 21 and 31, and unpublished Schøyen collection texts available on CDLI. 
130 The ordering of the animal signs (U8, UTUAa, UD5a, MAŠ2) in MS 4992 is reflected in other texts, 
including the composition known as AD-GI4. 
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breed of ‘mountain sheep’131. KUR also exists in the combination AM KURa but is 

probably there also a non-sex-related designation for a wild bull (see Englund 1995: 

47 n. 24). Unprovenanced texts also show that the sign KURa standing alone is used 

for adult male equids (see below). 

 

Three types of ‘male’: HI, KURa, and NITA 
 

As shown above, in proto-cuneiform at least two different signs can mark male sex 

when added to livestock signs– HI (in three variations: HI, HI.AŠ and HI.gunû ) and 

KURa. Another sign, ZATU 604 (=NITA / UŠ)132 is used with certainty only from the 

Early Dynastic Ur texts as a sex marker for sheep and goats, having replaced the 

previous HI element for male sheep and goats in proto-cuneiform133. The uses of 

ZATU 604 in proto-cuneiform are often unclear, but it may refer to male humans in a 

few cases (such as the GURUŠa UŠa UŠa [‘male workers’] in W 9656,l, fig. 5.1), and 

is used in many other unclear contexts. The rare appearance in connection with 

livestock signs includes once in the combination ZATU 753 ZATU 604 UDU.HI (W 

9656,dm), and once GU4 ZATU 604 (W 9656,ev). Since the HI element is already 

present to indicate ‘male’ in the first combination, the meaning of the added ZATU 

604 is not apparent. Charvát (2012: 57) questions whether NITA can also be 

considered a sex marker for birds (W 9656,ac), however evidence is limited.   

                                                
131 ‘the term udu-kur-ra appears already in an ED lexical text… written udu-kur. Cf. udu-kur-ra =  
im-me-ri šá-di-i in Hh. XIII 35’ (Steinkeller 1995b: 67 n 74). 

132 Green distinguishes between ZATU 604 (‘UŠ, NITA’) and ZATU 228 (‘GIŠ3’)  
while Steinkeller suggests that both are forms of the same sign.  
133 Because of this replacement, Green suggests HI and HI.AŠ could be ‘precursor[s] of the sign 
NITA’, and she provides names for the archaic signs ZATU 578 =UDUNITA,  ZATU 483 SILANITA, 
and ZATU 357 MAŠNITA (or MAŠ2). Steinkeller (1995a: 703) rejects these readings and 
palaeography, suggesting that while HI is clearly a sign indicating male, it is not a forerunner to NITA 
(which he says is certainly ZATU 604).  
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Charvát (2012: 57–68) suggested that the sign represented an ‘abstract notion’ of 

male sex as applied to animals as well as humans (57–58). He also suggested that as a 

human designation it referred to a class of manual workers described as ‘cowboys’ 

   

 
 
Figure 6.9: Above: Livestock classifications according to Green (1980:5). Middle: 
Alternate uses of KURa in association with livestock. Below: Unpublished Sheep and 
Goat account MS 4492.  

 
 

Comparable to servi casati of the Late Antique Mediterranean. There is indeed a 

correlation between UŠ and livestock accounts, but the use of UŠ as a worker 

designation in these texts remains uncertain; Charvát’s interpretation of UŠ as 

(sometimes) representing workers involved in cattle herding can be cautiously 

accepted.  

 

Young sheep  Young goats Mature male bovid

(CUSAS 1, 45) (W 20572,1) (W 14275) 

in addition to Green’s terminology:

(Green 1980)

KURa as a male sex marker 
for young animals

KURa as a non-sex 
marker for an adult 
‘wild’ bull

MS 4492
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For livestock, possible distinctions in meaning between HI, HI.AŠ, HI.gunû, KURa, 

and NITA as male sex markers have not been established, and to some extent they  

       
         MSVO 4, 74 

 
Figure 6.10: male sex markers in proto-cuneiform. KURa is only used with any 
certainty for adult humans and equids, although it is also used for the young of those 
and other animals. Uses of NITA for male humans are rare, and MSVO 4, 74 
presents one such possible use for ‘male GURUŠ-workers’.  
 

May represent conventions established for each species. When two signs can be used 

for the same species and sex (as in with MAŠ.HI / MAŠ.HI.AŠ and MAŠ.KURa), a 

likely explanation is that varying ways to mark male animals relate to their breeding 

status (mature or immature, castrated or not), or species/ breed of animal. Breeding 

status might be expressed through the various forms of HI, a sign which may 

graphically depict a testicle or testes (Steinkeller 1995b: 703 n. 357)134. A sign 

combination NINDA2.HI.ME   , a HI + ME inside a ‘seed-funnel’ could also 

suggest that HI was related to the notion of ‘seed’ already in archaic texts, and thus 

                                                
134 Steinkeller (1995a: 709) adds the possibility that it is ‘the ancestor of ŠIR (see šir = Akkadian išku, 
‘testicle’)’ although Green and Nissen’s (1987) list has identified ŠIR already in ZATU 526. 
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associated with breeding. NINDA2.GU4 in later cuneiform refers to a breeding bull. 

Green (1980:4) equates UDU.HI.gunû (not in her chart above) through the lexical 

AD-GI4 (Civil: 2013) with ‘breeding ram = UDUA’ (Green 1980: 4; Glassner 1999: 

475). In the case of immature animals (SILA4.HI.AŠ for ram lamb), HI.AŠ could not 

suggest an actively breeding animal. UDU.HI.AŠ is also used for mature sheep as a 

category contrasting with UDU.HI. gunû (Green’s UDUA), since they occur next to 

each other in text MS 4492. HI.AŠ therefore opposing the breeding ram HI.gunû 

might refer to the castrated male, both adult (ZATU 578, Green’s UDUNITA) and 

wethers (ZATU 483, Green’s SILANITA). In proto-cuneiform numerical notations a 

stroke, ‘AŠ’ is used to specially mark out counted animals, humans, or products 

(Hawkins 2015).  

 

A further related use of HI appears as part of an uncommon sign ZATU 672 (fig. 

6.11). This is most clear in Uruk IV text W 9655,q , where HI.gunûa is attached to the 

side of an animal (an equid?)’s head to form ZATU 672 (note the similarity with 

NAR, ZATU 390). In the same text, two types of vessels—ZATU 711+x? and ZATU 

711+ HI.gunûa— are counted (fig. 6.11). This could imply that the modification to the 

animal was associated with a modification to a 

product from that animal.   

      

One possibility is that HI.AŠ stood for 

‘castrated male’ in contrast to KURa, ‘intact 

(young) male’, which would suit the 

suggestion that KURa was understood at some  

Figure 6.11: HI + animal head in proto-cuneiform 
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level as a pictograph for male genitals. There is currently little identified evidence 

from third millennium Mesopotamian records for the castration of sheep and goats 

(e.g. Steinkeller 1995b; Van de Mieroop 1993; textual evidence for castration of pigs 

is similarly missing, Foster and Salgues 2006: 287) although the practice is likely to 

have occurred (for a general overview of ancient castration practices, Reusch 2013). 

Maekawa identified that ‘amar-ku5-(d), denoted the castrated cattle (gu4) and two 

kinds of equids in the Early Dynastic IIIb Lagash texts (1979:95) and argued that at 

least by the Ur III period, this term also applied to castrated humans (1980a). 

However, sheep and goat castration might be expected in the cuneiform records in 

which detailed animal terminology involving sex and age of animals appear: 

according to Rougemont (2014: 346) ‘the composition of flocks made up exclusively 

from, or from a majority of male animals is typical for specialized wool production 

(Killen 1964). Male sheep were castrated for a better wool production’.  

 

Since later cuneiform parallel uses KUR in livestock designations as a geographic 

indicator rather than a breeding term, this option remains most likely for perhaps all 

the livestock combinations with KURa mentioned above. KURa SILA4 and 

MAŠ.KURa could after all refer to [the young male of] a particular species, e.g. 

‘mountain goat’, such as those mentioned in the time of Ur-namma as maš-gal kur-ra 

(Flückiger 1999: 337) or similarly, udu-hur-sag of Ur III terminology (Steinkeller 

1995b: 59). Yet the sign stands in clear contrast with SAL for both young sheep and 

goats, and therefore also implies ‘male’. It may be that these signs combine both 

breed and implied sex information in the use of KURa.  
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KIŠ (ZATU 297) ANŠE (ZATU 32)        ‘male’/’mountain equid’?  

Figure 6.12: Equids and humans 

 

In contrast to the designations for sheep, goats and cattle—for humans and equids 

KURa apparently stands on its own (that is, with no extra ‘species’ sign) to represent a 

mature male. This may be compared to the use of the sign GU4 to communicate both 

sex and species information. KURa can also be combined with human age-group 

designations TUR, ŠA3 or EN to represent young males (chapter 8a); only a few Uruk 

IV receipts use KURa in combination with GURUŠ where it may indicate males of 

that status.  In addition, an entirely different sign, ZATU 604 might also represent a 

human male as a sign on its own. If there is a distinction between a male KURa and a 

male NITA it is not yet understood, though it is KURa that can apparently alternate 

between meaning ‘man’ and ‘equid’.   

 

Similarly to the use of KURa AM, the combination KIŠ.KURa135  may be a 

geographic reference, ‘mountain equid’ in some instances. Zarins (1978: 10) 

understood the Jemdet Nasr combination ANŠE.KURa (contra Langdon 1928:25 n. 

170 ‘horse’ as in later cuneiform ANŠE.KUR.RA) as ‘a generic term merely defining 

an equid from the foreign mountains, perhaps the Zagros’, and notes in Ur III 

documents the trade of donkeys from Der on the fringes of Elam and Mesopotamia. 

Zooarchaeological data show that at least two species of equid were present in the 

                                                
135 By modern convention, ZATU 32 (an equid head without a mane) is ANŠE and ZATU 297, 
analysed as ANŠE.gunû is called KIŠ (Green and Nissen 1987: 176 and 232; Zarins 2014: 176). 
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area of Elam itself in the early third millennium (Zarins 2014: 178). The apparently 

conflicting evidence for reading KURa as a geographic or a sex marker in relation to 

equids might again suggest that both breed (‘mountain equid’) and perhaps implicitly 

sex (‘male’) information were conveyed in the one sign.  

 

In CUSAS 1, 30, CUSAS 31, 44, and W 23999,1 (fig. 6.12) one can observe the 

striking similarities between designations for equids and for human. Both equids and 

humans may be indicated by the use of KURa and SAL in cases standing on their own 

apparently for adults, and the signs can be included with further designations for 

immature equids or humans. While texts with KURa and SAL humans indicate age 

with the addition of TUR and ŠA3, the equid texts here add the sign combination 

numerals (1, 2 or 3) N57 + U4 for ‘yearlings’(chapter 8a). This practice is also known 

for humans (scheme 2 texts, page 376 ff.), for example in text MS 3035, although in 

that case, gender designations KURa and SAL are not included. In CUSAS 1, 30, the 

context is considered to be equids only from the summary case labelling the account 

‘KIŠ’ and from the use of AMAR (‘calf’) in case i. v.  

 

The human/equid accounting ambiguity is made more apparent in the publication of 

texts by Monaco (2014b: 19), who describes CUSAS 21, 44 as ‘probably a list of 

workers or animals assigned to fields’. In CUSAS 31, 44 (fig. 6.13), the summary 

designation SAL.KURa KIŠ is used for a count of 15 male and female equids (10 

male and 5 female), separated in the body of the text into cases of one or two KURa 

and SAL per case. The text presents two notable similarities with texts recording 

humans – the use of SAL.KURa to summarise ‘mixed males and females’ and the 

inclusion of ‘subcases’ to the SAL and sometimes KURa entries. These subcases 
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constituted one of the most important distinctions between livestock and human 

accounts, according to Englund (1995:133). In CUSAS 31, 44, these subcases may be 

interpreted as names of owners, or names associated with the origin or destination of 

animals.  
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Figure 6.13: Similarity between equid and human accounts 
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It is not clear why equids in particular share the strongest similarities in bookkeeping 

terminology. In fact, a similarity in the recording of humans and equids has also been 

noted for the third millennium term HAR.TU, indicating a type of equid (Civil 2008: 

112) and also a class of persons that could be bought and sold (Sallaberger 1996: 95). 

The reading underlying the writing HAR.TU is unknown, although Akkadian wardum 

has been proposed (Krebernik 1998: 263 n 267; Marchesi and Marchetti 2011:165 n. 

67 summarising the literature). It is possible that this accounting ambiguity has its 

roots already in the proto-cuneiform practices.  

 

KUR for humans 
 

Less than 1% of Uruk IV and III period texts altogether use the sign KURa to indicate 

humans. Nonetheless, these texts offer clear evidence that the KURa sign was used in 

some cases to count humans of a category contrasting with SAL. These texts can be 

divided into simple receipts (all Uruk IV script phase), accounts with unnamed KURa 

(two Uruk III and one Uruk IV), and the remainder, accounts with named KURa 

(Uruk III). Texts using only SAL.KURa (with no KURa marked out in cases alone) as 

a designation are discussed in chapter 7a; it is unclear if these texts refer to mix sexes 

or females alone.  

 
Uruk IV 
 

The number of contexts in which KURa might stand for male humans are more 

numerous in Uruk IV than in the much larger body of Uruk III texts. Altogether 

around fourteen Uruk IV texts from Uruk may record humans as KURa136, together 

                                                
136 W 9579,o; W 9579,aa; W 9579,ac; W 9579,bm; W 9579,cf; W 9579,ch; W 9655,o; W 9655,r; W 
9655,s; W 9655,t; W 9656,o; W 9656,ef; W 20854; W 20719,1 
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with one further text of unknown provenance137. The excavation numbers of the Uruk 

IV accounts show that two different groups of six were found, each a small part of the 

large dumping of Uruk IV phase texts ‘below the levelling of III in QA XVI, 2’ 

(Englund 1994: 40) near the Limestone Building.  

 

Vaiman’s (1989) assertion that the KUR sign must have meant ‘slave’ in these Uruk 

IV accounts, through the argument that there is no other sign used that could represent 

a counted object, is unsound; the meanings of the majority of signs in these texts has 

not been demonstrated. Even when their pictographic referent is known the particular 

use of a sign in proto-cuneiform must be proven through context. The sign closest to 

the counted numeral is often the counted object, as observed in the cattle receipts 

(Englund 1995:34–6); this is sometimes but not always the case with the receipts 

including KURa. In fact, in three texts the sign GURUŠ appears closer to the numeral, 

and KURa may be acting to describe the type of GURUŠ (specifically, ‘male’?).  

However, text W 20854 (fig. 5.5f) gives clear proof that at least in some contexts 

KURa stood as a counted object or primary descriptor acting substantively for an 

implicit object—since it is the only sign in the case, paralleled by SAL. 

 

Of the receipts recording KURa, about half are blank on the reverse, and none are 

sealed. In most cases, further designations are included in the case using the sign 

KURa—the most common signs to accompany KUR are DUB (6x’s) and SANGA 

(5x’s), followed by UNUG, ERIM, AB, and DUG (4x’s each). Excepting cases where 

KURa stands alone, no two cases including KURa in the Uruk IV corpus use precisely 

                                                
137 MS 4530 
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the same set of signs. Therefore, we can’t easily identify KURa as, or along with, an 

individual person or office-holder involved in multiple transactions.  

 

Uruk III 
 

Only seven Uruk III script phase texts from Uruk can be identified that may use the 

KURa sign as a category of humans138, two more text from Jemdet Nasr (two of the 

SAG x MA texts)139, and one of uncertain origin140. Three further texts from Uruk, 

eight from Jemdet Nasr, and two unprovenanced, preserve the use of KURa for 

humans only in the combination SAL.KURa. Women of the KURa identity (that is, 

SAL.KURa) were a more commonly recorded resource in the Uruk III period than 

male KURa. In addition, unlike the use of M388 in proto-Elamite, the use of KURa as 

a human designation in currently known Uruk III texts appears entirely restricted to 

texts including SAL or SAL.KURa women, and with only a few exceptions, restricted 

to texts also including young people. On the one hand, this could reflect only a 

bookkeeping practice by which KURa as a marker for ‘male’ was only used in direct 

contrast to SAL—but on the other hand, there are no obvious parallels in bookkeeping 

format and content by which we could identify groups of male-only captives of 

similar status to the scheme 1 slave trade texts (pages 365 ff.). Instead, it is suggested 

here that the cultural and economic situations in which KURa-identity humans were 

being recorded rarely or never involved adult males only, unless such records remain 

unexcavated.   

 

                                                
138 W 15860,a4, W 22104,3, W 23999,1, W 15776,a, W 17729,bp + W 17729,bx, W 17729,ep, W 
15770,y 
139 MSVO 1, 220, MSVO 1, 212–213 
140CUSAS 31, 27  
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Male names? 
 

A list of ‘male’ personal names can be extracted from the few accounts listing human 

KURa with naming sub-cases. The difficulty in identifying recognizably Sumerian 

personal names in proto-cuneiform texts has been one of the strongest reservations in 

assigning Sumerian as the primary language of proto-cuneiform, and serves as a 

reminder of the challenges that remain in deciphering the script (Englund 2009: 7 ff.). 

Since the signs are presented with later Sumerian values, they can be phonetically 

‘read’ here only with caution.  

        
KURa ŠA3  KURa TUR KURa EN TUR AL 

Male infants Male children Adult Males Young adults?  Adult Males 
/’Hoers’(?) 

ZATU 773 NIa ENa GALa AKa PAPa X [...] 3N57 ŠU UB ZI 

ŠU TUR U4 NIMa ENaPAPa 
GALa 

    

ŠU NIa [U4] ŠU TUR       

ENa PAPa GI X         

 
Figure 6.14: Names of KURa males in Uruk III texts. AL and EN TUR are sub-
categories to KUR in the text MSVO 1, 220. 
 
 
 
Summary 
 

There is overall very limited evidence for the use of KURa as a human male in proto-

cuneiform in the Uruk III script phase.  KURa was not a basic sign for ‘man’ in proto-

cuneiform; instead it applied in specific circumstances to refer to males, probably 

with associated social connotations. The sign appears to be used this way in a handful 

of proto-cuneiform texts as a human designation for small counts of humans, 

sometimes named and sometimes unnamed. The texts with KURa males do not appear 

to be the precursors to ‘ration texts’ known from later periods, since they do not 
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include counts of grain; instead, they probably count the humans themselves, and are 

limited to the texts types that almost always include SAL women, and often children. 

A slave-trade appears to be a very likely context for the features displayed in these 

accounts. The Uruk IV receipts including KURa and/or SAL, on the other hand, 

remain difficult to understand, and may or may not record KURa and SAL human 

slaves.  

 

Associating specific lexemes with the sign KURa remains difficult, but most of the 

various uses of the sign were probably influenced by a root ideographic value of 

‘mountain’141. The proto-cuneiform livestock bookkeeping tradition discussed above 

suggests that although KURa does contrast with SAL in the context of animal 

designations, the sign conveyed more information than just sex, since other male sex 

markers existed. KURa and related LAMa-b modified goods, probably by suggesting a 

mountainous origin for the goods (including ‘mountain’ breeds of livestock, lapis 

lazuli, almonds or pistachios, wine or other jarred product, and possibly human 

workers), and appeared as an element in proper nouns that might have been related to 

the Sumerian mythological landscape (the e2.kur temple; kur as the mountainous 

birthplace of Inana). This may all lend support to the traditional notion that KURa 

could indicate primarily a ‘person of mountain or foreign origin’, with the implication 

in some bookkeeping contexts that this person was male unless marked out with SAL.  

 

It might be speculated that the later translation of NITA.KUR in Akkadian as 

wardum, could in fact be quite appropriate for the proto-cuneiform uses of KURa and 

                                                
141 Possible phonetic uses of the sign are similarly tentative. These include the Sumerian measure name 
/gur/; or a drink /kurun/ which may be written with the KUR sign. 
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perhaps also NITA+KURa (in fact the later writing for wardum) which may have 

initially referred to humans who had come down or been brought down from the 

mountains or foreign lands: the (admittedly later attested) verb (w)arādu, has a 

primary meaning ‘to go or come down to lower ground, downhill’ (CAD 1 II: 212).  

Domesticated male equids, that could have entered southern Mesopotamian from the 

Zagros in the late fourth millennium (Goulder 2016), may have been similarly 

marked—either through the use of a word or only through scribal shorthand— as 

‘ones come down (from the mountains)’ or perhaps in reference to wild animals being 

brought into herds for breeding and domestication, as is done for donkey breeding 

even today (Goulder 2016). Two possibilities are presented in figure 6.15 for the 

reading of Uruk IV receipt W 20854, which may most succinctly summarise the 

proposed practice. These are the simplest (but not the only) possible explanations for 

an otherwise difficult problem outlined in this chapter regarding the various uses of 

proto-cuneiform KURa.   

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.15: Possible translations of Uruk receipt W 20854   
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Chapter 6b: M388 in proto-Elamite 
 

Sign Frequency and sign form  
 

The proto-Elamite sign M388 is found in around 350 texts (in around 660 entries), 

and is the second most common (non-numerical) proto-Elamite sign after M288, the 

‘grain container’. Like proto-cuneiform KURa/b the sign form is made by the same 

stylus-point used to make the numerical impressions; this similar stylus is rarely used 

in proto-cuneiform, and somewhat more frequently in proto-Elamite (though by no 

means for the majority of signs). The use of this special stylus for both KUR and 

M388 strengthens the notion that one of the signs was borrowed or that they both 

have a common origin. However, Proto-Elamite M388, while thought to be in some 

ways the functional equivalent of proto-cuneiform KURa, in fact resembles in 

orientation the very rare KURb and the later Early Dynastic cuneiform orientation of 

KUR (fig. 6.2). That is, M388 is ‘upside down’ and therefore doesn’t appear to 

‘depict’ a mountain. Its uses may instead relate only to markers of persons.  

 

Overview of sign functions 
 

The sign M388 appears to be used in at least two different ways in proto-Elamite. 

Damerow and Englund (1989a: 56) identify two uses as: 1) a marker before personal 

names or other complex designations and 2) a counted object, namely, a ‘category of 

worker’. They diverged from two previous interpretations—the first, that M388 is the 

equivalent of cuneiform TUR (Scheil 1923; Meriggi 1971) a proposition with no 

supporting evidence, and the second that it was used in reference to animals (Brice 

1963; Friberg 1978). The interpretation by Damerow and Englund that the sign refers 

to humans is adopted as working hypothesis here. Evidence suggests that M388 is 

used in complex graphemes for the category ‘male child’ in a handful of texts. In 
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other cases, M388 appears on its own apparently as a counted object, and sometimes 

appears at the end of strings of signs. Both of these uses of M388 appear to count 

unnamed ‘workers’ or ration-receivers of M388-type.  In addition, in far greater 

numbers, M388 is used in a less clear way to qualify what may be complex 

designations of persons.  That is, when the sign appears at or near the beginning of 

longer strings which may by current hypothesis identify humans by name or title, 

M388 may act as a ‘Personnenkeil’ or social class indicator before the ‘names’ 

(Damerow and Englund 1989a: 56 esp. fns. 149–53). About a fifth of the total proto-

Elamite corpus (c. 330 texts) appear to use the sign M388 in all these various ways. 

These hypotheses put forth by Damerow and Englund (1989a)—that M388 

sometimes introduces personal names on the one hand, and on the other represents a 

social class of dependents or slaves—are explored in this chapter through 

graphotactical analysis.  

 

M370b + M388 / M370+M388+M370 as a ‘male child’ or dependent 
 

The clearest evidence for associating M388 with the meaning 

‘male’ comes from its use in combination with M370b and the 

related complex grapheme M370+M388+M370 (chapter 8b). In 

the M370 series, M388 is a category defining,  

by hypothesis, ‘young male’ in contrast primarily to M72 

combinations for ‘young female’—although more rarely M370 

complex graphemes use instead M386 or M46 which have an 

unclear meaning. M388 is thought in these combinations to be acting explicitly as a 

male sex marker, but it is also possible that the direct reference is ‘person of M388 

status’, and that male is assumed from its use context and parallel with M72. Male 

M370b + M388

M370+M388+M370

Figure 6.16 
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and female children recorded in the very long rations texts are further explored in 

chapter 8b.  

 

Other complex graphemes including M388 
 

M388 appears in some complex graphemes, that is, placed inside other signs (fig. 

6.17). Apart from M370b+M388 and M370+M388+M370, which are proposed to 

represent ‘male child’, these complex graphemes are not deciphered. In the 

undeciphered complex graphemes M388 is paralleled not by M72 but by a range of 

signs, including some proposed worker or person category signs (M124, M203a, 

M376) but also other ‘types’ of signs such as M288 the ‘grain container’, and 

header/household signs like M157, M377+M377 and M184b.  

 

Figure 6.17: Some complex graphemes using M388. 
 

complex graphemes
including M388

Variations of M217 + x

Variations of M218 + x
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Case study: MDP 17, 43 
 

One of these complex graphemes, M217+M388, is known only from repeated 

appearances in text MDP 17, 43 (fig. 6.18), where it may be categorizing seventeen 

named individuals.  The indicator M217+M388 appears as the last sign in each entry, 

before the numerical notation. The last sign in an entry is sometimes understood to 

represent a ‘counted object’ (e.g. counted M346 ‘sheep’ in MDP 6, 204), and in this 

text M217+ M388 may therefore be a counted type of human. Each of the entries 

between 4–14 ends in this combination, each preceded by 2–4 signs. A complex 

designation including M388 appears in the first line of the text, and may perhaps be 

considered part of a header entry that provides information on the remainder of entries 

within the text.    

 
Figure 6.18 Text MDP 17, 43 counts ‘named’ or otherwise complexly designated 
M217+M388  
 

line:
1

2

3

3-4

4-5

line:        1          2         3       4        5  

M388 in entry 
1 may provide 
information on 
person-class 
that combines 
with 
M217+M124  
at the end of 
that entry.
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The strings of signs preceding M217+M388 in entries 4–14 might, following the 

general hypothesis of Englund and Damerow, represent ‘personal names’, perhaps of 

‘slaves’ or workers categorized as M217+ M388. On the other hand, three of these 

strings begin with the sign M124 which in the very long rations texts is used to 

qualify ‘overseer’ entries alternating with M388 ‘overseer’ entries. It is noted that two 

of the string signs contain a repeated sign (entry 5: M254a M58 M58 M57a; and 6: 

M124 M386a M386a M66) which could potentially be useful in identifying 

syllabically-written names142. Most of the strings preceding M217+M388 in this text 

are unfortunately not identifiable in other proto-Elamite texts—if they are personal 

names, the record has therefore not preserved other references to the same names (or 

not written in the same way). The single exception to this is entry 6, which is 

hypothetically broken down as follows: 

 M124    M386a M386a M66   M217+M388 
Person qualifier  Personal name   ‘M217-type’ person 
 

M124 begins three of the entries, and its consistent appearance near the beginning of 

sequences in this and other texts (and sometimes as a counted object) suggests it 

might be a ‘qualifier’ that can be separated out as preceding the possible ‘syllabic’ 

signs. The combination M386a M386a M66 appears also in one other proto-Elamite 

text, MDP 17, 73, which, according to its structure and context may be a list of grain 

distributions of varying sizes to named M388-status individuals, since its ‘header’ is 

M388. Line 15 of that text records M386a M386a M66, 1N1 (c. 30 litres of grain, for 

the M388 individual by this ‘name’); by hypothesis this personal name then appears 

                                                
142 For example, the discussions of ‘ba-na-na’ type names from Early Dynastic Ur (Edzard 1960; Biggs 
1967; Zadok 1984: 226 for reference to this (non-Elamite) name type in an Elamite textual context).  
Although the proto-Elamite names above are of a different pattern, A-A-B (not A-B-B).  
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in two separate texts, in both cases as a ‘ration receiver’ and in one (MDP 17,43) 

qualified as M217+M388.  

 

The position of M388 in texts and entries 
 

M388 can appear in different positions within strings of signs. By processing the 

transliterations available on the CDLI database, a list of 664 entries including M388 

was extracted143 and some basic data was obtained (figure 6.19).  

 
Figure 6.19: The position of M388 in sign strings 
 

Of the few entries where M388 appears as the only sign, several are known only in 

the sometimes un-trustworthy line-drawings by Scheil (1935= MDP 26). Where the 

original texts can be consulted, the only use of M388 on its own in entries are in the 

summary designations of two texts (MDP 6, 383 and MDP 17, 45), and the single-

entry text MDP 17, 19. The limited use of M388 as the only sign in an entry is notable 

because it implies that M388 may only be an unqualified ‘counted object’ in limited 

circumstances. This contrasts with the use of the M370 complex graphemes for ‘male 

and female children’, which are never provided with further qualifying signs in an 

                                                
143 The data presented in this section diverges from the CDLI transliteration system in one important 
way: since the relationship between ‘header’ signs and the first entry remains unclear, and since it is 
often not possible to identify when a header ends and the first entry begins, the following analysis 
treats the ‘header’ and ‘entry 2’ together as one entry. This reflects the original proto-Elamite more 
closely in that the conventional break between entries is the use of a numerical notation, which does 
not appear between the hypothesised ‘header’ signs and first entry of a text. The separation of ‘header’ 
signs is an important step in the decipherment process, but the inclusion of headers in the data here 
does not skew the results, since the questions being asked of the data take the presence of such signs 
into account.   

Total entries including M388 664
M388 appears only in a complex grapheme 46
M388 is the only sign in the entry 8 
M388-initial entries 117 
M388-final entries 59
M388 in medial positions 434
M388 is used twice in an entry 15
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entry, and M72 ‘women’, which are only sometimes qualified and by a limited set of 

signs.  

 

M388 in longer designations 

 

The strings of signs making up entries with M388 are at present very poorly 

understood. Further sorting of signs that precede or follow M388 in these designations 

may improve our understanding of sign classification. For example, can the signs that 

appear before and after M388 be distinguished from each other, or are they drawn 

from a common set?  From the processed CDLI data, it can be shown that 314 unique 

signs are attested following M388 and 270 unique signs attested before M388 (fig. 

6.20). Slightly less than one third (104) of these signs are common to strings both 

before and after M388, and two-thirds therefore are unique to either pre- or post-

M388 sign string contexts. This type of data could be further analysed, with proper 

methodological considerations. For example, one would need to observe whether 

M388 appears in the first entry of a text or elsewhere, since the first entries contain 

information that is often distinct from entries in the body of a text.  

 
Figure 6.20: differing patterns of sign use are apparent for the sign-sets occurring 
before M388 in sign-strings versus after.  

Signs appearing before M388 (270 total)
157 appear only once
49 only twice
49 between 3–10 times
10 signs, about 11–21 times
2 signs (M305 and M157) at 40 and 61 attestations each 

Signs appearing after M388 (314 total)
168 appear only once
41 appear only twice
79 appear between 3–10 times
16 between 11–21 times
7 signs between 23–39 times
3 signs between 53–67 times
1 sign (M218) at 123 times
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If some longer strings in proto-Elamite contain within them personal names 

(Damerow and Englund 1989a), perhaps written syllabically, it might be expected that 

recognizable sequences follow (or precede) M388. Within 1,700 documents a good 

number of personal names might appear multiple times. To put this hypothesis to a 

preliminary text, all entries including M388 in sign-strings were collected with 

dramatic result—out of over 500 entries, as few as five entire entries including M388 

(plus two M388 complex graphemes) can find exact matches in another text (fig. 

6.21)144; this number can be only slightly increased by ignoring variants and including 

probable matches with broken sign strings. Of these five, M370 M388 and M388 M3b 

are rare ‘worker category’ designations included in long rations texts (not understood 

to be ‘personal names’), and the other three are all modified with signs before rather 

than after M388, leaving us with no identically repeated entries of signs that may 

represent repeated personal names following M388. In general, the scarcity of 

matching full entries in proto-Elamite texts might suggest that a proto-Elamite entry is 

a ‘sentence’ with information of different types and included in ways that are unlikely 

to frequently repeat in their precise combinations, although clarifying what sort of 

administrative practice this might reflect is at present difficult.  

   
Figure 6.21: There are surprisingly few identical sign-strings with M388 in proto-
Elamite—the entire list is presented here. 
 

                                                
144 This, if accepting M157 and M157a as equivalent.  

Full entry including M383            number of times identified
M370+M388+M370 8
M370b+M388 14 
M370 M388 5 (in one text) 
M5a M388 2
M41g M388 2
M157(a) M340 M54 M388 5
M388 M3b 2
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However, a much larger number of matches can be found in two or three signs 

following M388 in the same order within an entry that otherwise differs (fig. 6.22), 

perhaps suggesting that ‘personal names’ were usually written with only two to three  

signs and could be followed by other information. On the other hand, even among 

these 2–3 sign matches, most of the repeated entries are found in only one or two 

other texts. Repeated ‘personal names’ from this list of course may appear in entries 

without the M388-designation. This may be the case even if they are individuals of 

M388 identity, as explored in the following section. 

 

 M388 in ‘header’ entries as qualifying further text entries 

 

Internal evidence of the texts suggests that the position of the entry within a text may 

affect how it is interpreted (and this may differ for text types). Signs included in the 

‘first’ entry of a text (after the header sign) may imply semantic qualification of 

further entries of the text. This can be shown through comparison of a large high-level 

account MDP 6, 5242 (fig. 6.31–2) and two smaller accounts, which each record a 

‘name’ from the list in figure 6.22 in different contexts.  

 

In MDP 6, 5242, the sign M388 is used in sixteen entries (fig. 6.32a), which cluster 

near the middle of the text and contribute to the impression of an internal ordering of 

the text despite the irregular distribution of capacity measures145.  Most of the sixteen 

sign combinations following M388 in this text match the order of parts of entries 

(though not entire entries) in other proto-Elamite texts, however not always 

immediately following M388. For example, in entry 24 of MDP 6, 5242, the series 

M305j M388 M32 M66a can be hypothetically broken down as follows:  

 

M305j               M388       M32 M66a 

household  +                Personnenkeil           +       personal name  

                                                
145 A line drawing and discussion of the text were prepared by this author for Masters of Philosophy 
dissertation (2012). The line drawing is available on the CDLI, P272825. 



	 	 	

 

 

Figure 6.22: A comprehensive list of sign-strings including M388 that contain two or more signs in the same order as can be found in at least 
one other proto-Elamite text. The number of matching sign strings might be considered curiously low, given the theory that M388 may introduce 
‘personal names’ and is found in around a third of all proto-Elamite texts.
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M305+x M388

M32 M66a

Entry 25 in MDP 6, 5242:

M305+x M388 M32 M66x

MDP 17, 490

   

These last two signs, the proposed ‘personal name’, can be identified in two other 

texts. In MDP 17, 490 (fig. 6.23) they occur as a discrete entry followed by the ‘grain 

container’ sign M288, suggesting the individual ‘M32 M66a’ was receiving a grain 

distribution. While there is no M305 or M388 preceding this designation in that entry, 

both of these signs, M305146 and M388, are used in the first entry after a broken 

‘header’ sign in this text.  

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 6.23: Tracking a possible proto-Elamite ‘name’ (M32 M66) between 
documents. 
 
 
This format, in comparison with the structure found in MDP 6, 5242 suggests that the 

information ‘M305+x M388’ at the beginning of text MDP 17, 490 does indeed 

qualify all or some of the remainder of entries in that text; that is, ‘M32 M66’ refers 

                                                
146 Here with the addition of an inscribed sign, possibly M340 
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to a person(?) described as an M388, and also under the category or further 

description M305—as is the situation in MDP 6, 5242. This sign combination M32 

M66a is found in only a few texts, another one being MDP 6, 4997 where it appears in 

a partially broken entry that might begin with M388; in any case most entries in this 

text (including the heading and summary lines) use the sign M388, further 

strengthening the link between this designation and M388 ‘status’.  

 
M388 in text headers 
 

Over 60% (c. 214) of the texts using M388 have it occurring in the first entry of the 

text following the header, or as the header itself. Only eleven texts have been 

identified that use M388 as the very first sign of the text (see below), while over 200 

use one or more of what may be ‘header/household’ signs (the most frequent being 

M157) and possibly other signs before M388. In some ‘headers’, M388 may mark the 

beginning of the first unit of information following the text header, perhaps by 

qualifying the first of a list of personal names, since it is usually followed by a 

sequence of other signs before the numerical notation. One of a few observable 

patterns can, by hypothesis, be understood as: 

 

 

 

An example is MDP 6, 212, which may count sheep belonging to different M388 

individuals. While M388 is only used before the first proposed ‘owner name’, it may 

apply to further entries in the text.  
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Groups of texts with similar headers including M388 
 

M388 is used in five of the group of 11 simple worker-and-ration texts discussed on 

pages 160–61, in the header string M157 M340 M54 M388 (accounting also for one 

of the few ‘repeated sign’ combinations in fig. 6.21). These texts are among those that 

share the ratio of 15N30c per counted individual. In another coherent group of texts 

(MDP 26, 29–42, fig. 6.24) which all share the post-script M3b, the sign M388 

appears in similar positions within slightly varying headers. All of the heading entries 

in MDP 26, 29–42 begin with the combination M157 M196+M57, but only some add 

M388 and/or other signs. Further study of the variations in such similar texts, cross-

analysed with examples from the broader proto-Elamite corpus, might help to explain 

the role of M388 in proto-Elamite writing.   

   

Figure 6.24: Related ration receipts, all with M388 in their complex first text entry  

 

 

a)MDP 26, 30                             b) MDP 26, 32                         c)MDP 26, 39

d)MDP 26, 40                          e) MDP 26, 36                            f) MDP 26, 41          

postscript

M388
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Texts in which M388 is the only ‘header’ sign 
 

Eleven texts begin with M388 with no preceding ‘header’ signs. These fall into two 

main groups. The first are short documents, blank on the reverse, and contain only 

one entry. They may be described as ‘receipts’ recording a single unit of information. 

Most receipts have small numerical notations in the capacity measure system (MDP 

17, 59 has ‘21’; MDP 6, 226 ‘10’; and CahDAFI 1, 58 12 ‘6’), excepting MDP 17, 

254 which appears to count 2N48b, or “1,200” in the sexagesimal system used 

sometimes to count humans. This text by hypothesis could represent a personal name 

of someone who ‘owns’, or otherwise represents, unnamed counted individuals in the 

text. The other short receipts often appear to count grain distributions to unclear 

M388-status individuals.  In MDP 17, 59 the amount, equivalent to 390 N30c is 

suspiciously close to the amount expected for a single individual for a year of 360 

days (Englund 1988 for proto-cuneiform) plus precisely one extra month, at the rate 

of 1N30c per day.  

     

Figure 6.25: Examples of short receipts beginning with M388. Left: MDP 17, 254; 
Right: MDP 17, 59.   

 

M388 2N48 = ‘1,200’

M288 2N14 1N1
‘grain’ c. 390 litres

(If 1N30c = 1 litre)
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In contrast to the single-entry receipts, two small multiple-entry documents and three 

longer accounts also begin with M388. MDP 31, 43 may count 10 ‘named’ or 

complexly designated individuals, and the summary on the reverse is ‘10’ M139a2. 

This is also the last sign of the first entry, and can be added to the examples that 

suggest the first entry contains information which applies to the remainder of the text. 

Significantly, the text might be read to suggest that M139a  may be a ‘type’ of 

M388 (or M388 a type of M139a). While M139  is known from around 35 texts, 

the variant M139a is limited to this text.  

 

Another significant text beginning with M388 is MDP 17, 73, which is mentioned 

above for displaying a sign-string in the text body found directly qualified with M388. 

Unfortunately, the damage to the text makes it difficult to study the numerical 

notations, but the text appears to be entirely recorded in the capacity measure system, 

unlike the other texts beginning with M388 described above. This text may therefore 

represent grain distributions to individuals of the category M388, each complexly 

designated in strings of signs between 2–5 characters in length. The summary of the 

text is a large capacity measure introduced with the ‘grain container’ sign M288. The 

numerical entries in the final two rows of the text body are notably smaller than for 

the beginning of the text.  

 

Texts in which two M388 ‘frame’ the signs of the first entry 
  

In fifteen texts, M388 appears twice in an entry, in what is either ‘framing’ of a string 

of signs, or two separate functions for M388. Two of these entries are the summary 

lines of text MDP 6, 4997 discussed below; and the remaining 12 (excepting an 
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unusual, perhaps unreliable drawing by Scheil [MDP 26, 403]), are all in the first 

entry of the text following the header. Some of these are short, single-entry 

documents ending in a grain notation (e.g. MDP 6, 263; MDP 6, 4996). Others are 

longer, for example MDP 17, 45, a text which is one of the few whose summary 

designations is M388. This suggests that the second M388 in the opening entry of that 

text may indicate the ‘object’ being counted in the decimal system implicitly in the 

entries of the remainder of the text. This is not necessarily the case for the other 

examples listed in figure 6.21, which require further study.  

 

   
 

Figure 6.26: Entries in which M388 is used twice. 

 

Decimal counts and rations for M388  
 

A count of 591 unnamed M388 individuals is recorded in text MDP 17, 45 (fig. 6.27a/ 

Nissen et al. 1993: 77).  These are listed in unevenly-sized groups (‘94’, ‘69’, ‘147’, 

‘44’, ‘50’, ‘12’ and ‘75’) headed by different designations. Nissen et al. (1993) 

propose to understand these as work groups, and the use of M291 in the first entry 

may be part of the designation of an administrator in charge of these groups (see also 

Johnson 2015: 175 ff.).  Other decimal counts of M388 probably occur, but the 

[…] ⸢M388⸣ M122 M242ab M96 M388 M218 M44c […] 
M1 M388 M347+1N14 M371 M291 M388 M387 
M1 M388 M254h M254h M291 M388
M147 M1 M388 M242k M228b+M320 M291 M388 
M157 M388 M218 M329b M388 M66 ⸢M136 M259⸣ M388 M218 M314 M297 M206d 
M195d M388 M218 M329 M388 M263 ⸢M281f M377e⸣ M347 M371 M288  
M288 M388 ⸢M341⸣ M388 M365 M388 M6 M388 […]
M365 M388 M57 M318a3 M371 M388 
M387i M387i M388 M390 ⸢M1281⸣ M7a M96 M388
M157 M388 ⸢M2601⸣ M380b M388 M2621 M224⸣ M288 
M157 M388 M262 M372 M388 M377e M347 […] M288 
M157 M388 M2621 M380c M388 M145 M66⸣ M288 
M327+X M388 M387? M263 M314f ⸢M96 M388⸣ M301 M372 ⸢M367c⸣
M327+M342 M147 M1 M388 M242k M228b+M320 M291 M388
[…] M249n1 M388 ⸢M153⸣ M296+M296 […] M388
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numerical system is not always explicitly proveable unless the numbers reach above 

‘100’ so that the sign N23 (for ‘100’) is used.   

 

Text MDP 6, 399 counts M54 M388 (‘yoked M388’) on the obverse in the decimal 

system, with one group as large as 595 ‘M388’; on the partially broken reverse, the 

tally of M388 is followed by notations in the capacity system approximating 8,500 

litres, accurate down to a fraction of a litre (N24), following the absolute measure 

estimates proposed by Damerow and Englund (1989: 26), and maintaining a ratio of 

very nearly 15N30c per counted worker.  

 

    
a) MDP	17,	45	 	 				b)	MDP	6,	399	

Figure 6.27 a) decimal count of teams of unnamed M388 ‘workers’ b) decimal count 
of teams of unnamed M54 M388 along with a capacity measure summary indicating a 
large amount of grain 
 

 
 
 
 



	 	 	

 

242 

MDP 6, 4997:  M388 as work-group ‘foremen’?  
 

The text in figure 6.28 was used by Nissen et al. (1993: 78–9) to describe the 

development of bookkeeping relating to labour gangs in proto-Elamite. It counts 

nameless groups of M388 ‘workers’ and named M291 M388 ‘overseers(?)’ in the 

decimal system, as well as including grain distributions to each ‘work gang’. This text 

is unique in the proto-Elamite corpus, although the information it provides is 

complemented by some of the features of other texts, for example MDP 17, 45 (fig. 

6.27a), which also uses M291 and M388 together in decimal counts.  

 

There are many interesting features of this text, but at present there is space only to 

mention that the two ‘individuals’ counted with 1N1 in the text (fig. 6.28) appear in 

the text summary followed by the sign combination M291 M388 (overseers of 

M388?), the total count of nameless M388—presumably under each of their 

command—and the amount of grain associated with each. The ratio of grain per 

counted individual in both summaries is consistent, and is almost, but not precisely, 

the rate of 15N30c per individual known from other texts (the first summary seems to 

have two too many people, and the second, three too many, to reach exactly 

15N30c/person). 
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Figure 6.28: Text MDP 6, 4997 records ‘teams’ of unnamed M388 headed by what 
may be named ‘overseers’.  
 

M388 in the ‘very long rations texts’ 
 

The very long ration texts (appendix pages 446–9) described by Dahl et al. (2018) are 

characterized by their repetitive structures and inclusion of ‘women’ and ‘children’ 

signs (including the complex graphemes M370b+M388 and M370+M388+M370). 

The texts are divided into ‘units’ beginning with a longer designation and followed by 

a series of short entries made up of a small group of signs that may represent ‘worker 

categories’ (Dahl et al. 2018). Each unit is concluded with a grain notation (see figure 

8.14 for diagram of the structure of a single unit). It is hypothesized that the texts 

record ‘teams’ of workers defined by their task or other person category (including in 

some cases as ‘women’, ‘girls’ or ‘boys’), and organized into groups headed by 

named individuals with their own distinct set of titles.  
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In all of these texts, M388 appears in the proposed ‘overseer’ designations that head 

each work team147. The header entries of each unit in all three very long rations texts 

display a distinct pattern of sign use that differs from the entries listing ‘workers’ that 

make up each unit (figs. 6.29 and 8.14). They are also marked out distinctly by 

appearing after the ‘grain container’ M288 and capacity measure entry which ends the 

preceding ‘team’. Those capacity measures are proposed to represent ‘rations’ for 

each group at a rate shown to be standard at 15N30c per counted individual in the 

team, where the preservation of the text allows calculation, and strengthening the 

interpretation of these texts as ‘ration lists’ for workers (Dahl et al. 2018). 

 

The repeating structures of the ‘overseer’ designations are observable in figure 6.29. 

By comparing all the fully-preserved entries following the capacity measure 

notations, the ‘rules’ for unit header designations become apparent. The designations 

fall under one of the following categories, they: 

 
1. begin with M124 (30 times), or have M124 in another position (2 times)  
2. end in M54 (9 times) or have M54 in another position (1 time) 
3. And/or begin with M388 (18) or have M388 as the second sign (5 times) 

 

All complete unit header designations fall into the above categories, with only six 

broken entries that cannot be proven to follow one of these patterns. A few 

designations fit in both category 2 and 3, using M388 in first or second position and 

M54 in ultimate position. The distribution of these patterns is not even over the three 

long rations texts, although the texts are fragmentary and preserve different sections 

which may skew the particular combinations that appear (in the chance that some 

                                                
147 However M388 is not strictly limited to the ‘overseer’ designations: in a few instances, in 
combination with other worker category signs, it appear within the ‘teams’ (RT 3 only, Entry 46’: 
M351+1N14 M388, and entry 74’: M388 M3b).  
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level of internal ordering grouped different types of units by ‘header’ designation, for 

which there is some indication). In RT 3, the pattern is less clearly definable, and the 

state of the text interferes with testing any ‘rules’ of entry order observed. Like in RT 

1 and 2, unit ‘headers’ seem to vary between either including M388, or M124, 

although no unit headers with only M54 are preserved in this text.  

 

M388 appears with different frequency in the long rations texts (RT 1–3) with M370 

complex graphemes. While it is identified only once in RT 1, and 10 times in RT 2, it 

is found 20 times in RT 3 (Dahl et al 2018, figure 7). This last very long ration text is 

also the one in which only one adult M72 ‘woman’ is identified, in contrast with the 

16 and 22 women appearing respectively in RT 1 and 2.  A notable pattern in RT 3 is 

the strong tendency for unit header designations beginning with M388 or M124 to end 

in M3b.  This is visible for six of the ten complete entries with M388. Another pattern 

in this text is that the first entry in a team is often (or perhaps always) a worker 

category in the form of M370 + SIGN (e.g. M370 M54; M370 M317).  

 

Understanding these ‘unit headers’ as ‘overseer designations’ remains a working 

hypothesis. Occasionally the ‘units’ (number of entries before the next grain notation) 

are only one entry long, and followed directly by a capacity notation. Conversely, in 

RT 3 a few longer designations including M124 and M3b which would otherwise be 

expected to represent ‘overseers’ appear in the middle of a unit, such as entry 72’ with 

⸢M124⸣ M218 M106 M3b. 

 

How can the hypothesis that these designations represent ‘personal names’ of 

overseers be tested? Looking first at the designations beginning with M124 (figure 
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6.29 and 6.30), out of 28 partially or fully preserved entries with at least two signs, 

only one short string is precisely the same (M124 M218). On the other hand, M124 is 

directly followed by M218 six other times with further signs continuing the string; 

and only once M218 appears in a location other than directly following M388 — in 

the string M124 M97h M218. A next step may be to compare the ‘unit header’ strings 

using M388 with other strings including M388 in the proto-Elamite corpus, to 

determine if the leaders of work groups here can be identified in other administrative 

contexts.  



	 	 	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
Figure 6.29: Unit header (‘overseer’) designations in three very long ration texts. As the groupings here show, the overseer designations follow 
one of six or seven patterns (beginning with M124, beginning with M388, having M388 second, etc.). 
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Figure 6.30 very long ‘Ration Text 3’ (Dahl et al. 2018) MDP 17, 292.  
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‘Elite’ M388 in MDP 6, 5242  
 

In the ‘elite rationing’ text discussed in chapter 5b (MDP 6, 5242), M388 appears 

clustered through the first third of the text (fig. 6.32a). The distribution of this and other 

signs (for example M1 and M9, figure 6.32b) in the text suggests an internal structuring 

reflecting a social or administrative context that is unclear to us.  M388 in this text often 

appears after one or two ‘household’ signs, especially the M305 series148.   

    

Figure 6.31 Text MDP 6, 5242 an ‘elite’ rationing text of over 110 entries. 

                                                

148 M305:  

obverse

reverse

1st summary 
entry

2nd summary 
entry

last entries of main text 
(continuation from the obverse)
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8. b)	

Figure 6.32: The obverse of MDP 6, 5242 is presented twice with different signs 
highlighted in each. A) shows the distribution of M388 (green)and M381–M383 (orange); 
b) highlights M1b (blue) and M9 (yellow). The clustering of similar signs in sections of 
the text suggests an internal ordering to the text entries.  
 

Proto-Elamite M381–385 
 

   

M381        M383a 

 

The sign that is graphically most similar to proto-cuneiform KURa is M381. Variants on 

this sign (in Dahl’s working signlist M381e–M385f) are formed from three to seven 

circular impressions, with various other strokes and shapes added to modify the sign. 

Some of these are very similar to glyptic depictions of mountains with vegetation 
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springing from them. The forms with six circular impressions creating a ‘mountain’ shape 

are graphically similar to proto-cuneiform LAMa-b, although their meanings have not 

been proven to be similar.  

 

M381 is used in around 20 texts in diverse contexts. M383 and variants appear in around 

thirty texts, sometimes as the only sign in an entry, sometimes in short sign sequences.  

These sequences are divisible into three groups: those in which M383 is in the ‘first’ 

position in the sign sequence (eight times, all distinct sequences); those in which M383 is 

either inscribed inside or written along with M362, possibly the sign for female goat (five 

times) (Dahl 2005a: 91); and two outliers. One of the outliers has M383 ‘framed’ by two 

signs (M54, the ‘yoke’ sign for workers, and M377, a typical ‘household’ sign frame), 

and followed by M388 in an entry as follows: M54 M377+M383+M377 M54 M388. The 

other is a unique sequence: M304 M146d M383n M151c —neither the whole string, nor 

M304 M146 ever occur elsewhere in the currently known proto-Elamite corpus.  

 

The combinations with M362 may reflect ‘mountain goats’ or wild goats (for example the 

Capra aegagrus, documented in Fars [Potts 2016: 30 fig. 2.3]), although whether as 

counted objects or other symbolic reference is not clear. For example, it may be relevant 

to compare the proto-Elamite (and following periods) seal motif showing a mountain—

made by circular impressions similarly to M383—with goats rearing up its side (fig. 

3.8c). In addition, the possible attestation of M383c M418b (the latter sign is an equid 

head) may represent another ‘mountain’ animal, similarly to Mesopotamian designations 

for equids with KURa149.  

                                                
149 ANŠE.KUR for ‘true horse’ is not certain until the Isin-Larsa period (Zarins 2014: 163, 170).  
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Figure 6.33 Sign strings with M383(x)  

 
M388 and early Iranian labour organization traditions  
 

While this dissertation compares proto-Elamite and proto-cuneiform scripts, and includes 

references to later Mesopotamian cuneiform to help clarify, this can also have the effect 

of seeming to put proto-Elamite into a ‘Mesopotamian’ context. This method is partly 

inevitable due to the relative scarcity of Iranian written sources for labour organization 

until the first millennium BC. However, the comparisons may not be as entirely as 

Mesopotamia-centric as they seem at first glance—after all, Gelb’s reconstruction of the 

classical ‘Mesopotamian’ rationing system drew heavily on textual evidence from 

Sargonic period Susa (1965: 232 ff.).  

 

Another way to re-center the discussion on Iranian labour organization traditions 

(whatever their complex sharing of traditions with Mesopotamia) may come from 

comparison with much later Elamite cuneiform rationing and personnel transfer texts, that 

attest an Elamite word for workmen or dependent workers, kurtash150. These workers, 

who have been described as ‘dependent’ (Aperghis 2000; Hinz and Koch 1987) were 

                                                
150 Hinz and Koch (1987: 534) consider the word of Old Persian origin, and Khačikjan (1998: 12) groups it 
with a few other Old Persian loans into Elamite with –aš ending, that are all ‘connected with agriculture’.  
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sometimes classified by gender and age, by craft specialization and/or by geographic 

origin, and are attested in both small and large groups in administrative documents from 

Persepolis (509 to 494 B.C.E) often along with food and drink distributions (Briant 2013: 

18–22; Hallock 1969). From the Achaemenid period, Akkadian text (YOS 7, 187) records 

a team of 40 workers sent from the Eanna temple in Uruk to a town probably nearby 

Persepolis for agricultural labour (Henkelman and Kleber 2007). Aperghis (2000) 

suggested that the amounts of food recorded suggest that malnutrition led to the deaths of 

some of these workers, a view questioned by Tuplin (2002: 317–18), and echoing similar 

debates in Mesopotamian ‘rationing’ contexts. The continuity and changes in labour-

organization traditions in Iran are difficult to trace in the ancient Near East because of the 

patchy textual record. 

 

Summary  
 

M388 may have been a generic sign for ‘man’ associated with the many proposed 

anthroponymics identified in rationing texts and rosters (and without, it is noted, parallel 

uses of M72— ‘female’—in similar anthroponymic sequences).  Either no females were 

involved in these many redistributive contexts including M388, or the classifier M388 

functioned as a social designator or lexeme inclusive of both men and women, in a 

similar manner as English ‘person’, or Sumerian ‘lu2’ which is gender neutral despite the 

possibility of adding munus to clarify. For M388 however, the specific implication ‘male’ 

is apparent in the confined group of complex graphemes that designating male children in 

contrast to female children. In order to take M388 as a gender-neutral indicator for 

‘person’ we may have to understand that M370b+M388 and M370+M388+M370 

represent ‘young person (of the M388-class)’—and that M370b+M72 and 

M370+M72+M370 were therefore shorthand writings of this, namely ‘young female 
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(person of the M388 class)’. Alternately, if M388 does in fact explicitly represent ‘male’ 

in both situations, the extremely prolific use of M388 in proto-Elamite record would 

indicate that scribes were overwhelmingly concerned with the organization of male 

personnel. Finally, while some of the texts show that M388 can represent nameless, 

counted workers in the decimal system, the greater number of uses of M388 are 

accompanied by complex designations in the forms of as-yet undeciphered sign-strings 

and are hypothesised to represent names of personnel of differing whose social class 

remains unclear.  
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Chapter 7a: SAL in proto-cuneiform and female workers 
 
Introduction  

 

Identifying the sex or gender of workers, professionals, owners or other individuals in 

third millennium cuneiform administrative documents is sometimes more problematic 

than has been assumed (Garcia-Ventura 2016: 184 ff.). While oftentimes women are 

marked out with the sign SAL—sometimes as part of a personal name that is 

recognizably ‘feminine’—this is not always the case. For both proto-cuneiform and 

proto-Elamite, professionals and officials are normally interpreted as men, unless SAL or 

M72 is included in a title. It is almost certainly not the case that all women in the proto-

cuneiform administrative and lexical record were marked out with the SAL sign151, 

although both the dependents referred to solely by their sex with SAL.(KURa) as well as 

individuals with some administrative or cultic titles (such 

as EN SAL, NINKUM) are explicitly visible in this way. 

An administrative text from Uruk (W 09168,h + W 

09168,n) may highlight the viewpoint from which ‘male’ 

was sometimes an unexpressed ‘norm’, while ‘female’ 

was specially marked152.   

Figure 7.1 W 09168,h + W 09168,n,  
unmarked male and marked female  
administrative personnel.  
 

 

                                                
151 for example, the sign LAGARa-c probably denotes a female cultic individual, as indicated by comparison 
with later cuneiform tradition.   
152 This phenomenon of ‘marking’ the female of an occupation is also attested in Early Dynastic LU2 E 
listing munusAGRIG, for which Zsolnay and Westenholz (2016: 21–2) suggest it might ‘have been related to 
the differentiation in the Semitic languages, which do have grammatical gender (‘the so-called Kish area’)’.  

4. 2N14 UKKINa ŠU
5. 2N14 SAL UKKINa  ŠU
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Proto-cuneiform SAL as evidence for labour organization?  
 

In order to establish the relevance of proto-cuneiform SAL to the study of labour 

administration, the current chapter must separate out the uses of SAL that refer to 

different kinds of women, animals, and other things.  A significant observation is that 

sign SAL functioned as a sex (or gender) marker of women of both low and high social 

classes in proto-cuneiform, although some SAL and many SAL.KURa recorded in the 

texts may have been of comparable social identities to the standard term geme2 of third 

millennium Sumerian cuneiform (following Vaiman 1989). However, this is only one 

context in which SAL is used in proto-cuneiform.  

 

In the proto-cuneiform texts, SAL is one of the most commonly used signs, prompting 

Asher-Greve (2008: 121) to write about the extent of slavery in proto-cuneiform texts:   

‘In seventh place follow female slaves with 338 entries . . . and there are 224 
entries for humans, 113 for male slaves, 153 for ‘ERIM’ (perhaps designating 
prisoners of war or forced labourers comprising people from foreign places), and 
197 entries for small persons (‘TUR’). According to these statistics, a large 
segment of the workforce consisted of female and male slaves, prisoners or forced 
labourers, and children.’  

 

G. Algaze similarly concluded (2013: 81):  

 
…the frequency of references to captive individuals in proto-cuneiform as a whole 
is quite high. Robert Englund (1998) notes that if one excludes non-numerical 
signs, the second most common sign in those texts is that denoting female slaves 
of foreign origin. Signs for captive males, while less common, are also quite 
frequent.  

 

Unfortunately, the statistics cited by Asher-Greve and Algaze153 have been 

misinterpreted. While Englund (1998) does cite the high frequency of the sign SAL in 

                                                
153 Algaze may be referring to Englund 1998: 70, where, however, SAL is cited as the 7th most common 
sign with 388 uses. This can be updated to around 700 administrative uses, based on the current CDLI 
catalogue. 
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proto-cuneiform, which he provided with its (occasional) interpretation ‘female slave’, 

this chapter shows that, like the KURa-b sign, the use of the SAL sign in proto-cuneiform 

can only sometimes be demonstrated with a degree of confidence to represent counted 

female ‘workers’ of comparable situation to later cuneiform geme2 of worker lists. A fair 

amount of ambiguity remains in many of the contexts in which SAL is used, but by 

reasonable estimation many of the designations including SAL can be understood as: 

• household, administrative unit, or geographic names  
• personal names  
• titles of (sometimes demonstrably high-status) cultic or administrative 

personnel (e.g. ENa/b SAL, SAL SANGAa, NAR SAL A)  
•  the sex of animals  
• groups of counted female workers or slaves (named or unnamed). These 

may be classed as SAL.KURa or sometimes associated with a particular 
craft or household (e.g. SAL.GURUŠ; SAL.KURa E2b NAMEŠDA)  

 

The separation here between cultic personnel and ‘workers’ is admittedly an etic 

perspective, and simply classifying individuals as ‘lower-class’, ‘low-status’ or 

‘dependent’ is fraught—for example, how does one assess the status or class of the count 

of forty UNUGa SAL, ‘female personnel of Uruk’ in association with 120 rationed 

consumables (W 19591,a)154?  

 

This chapter therefore outlines the contexts in which SAL may represent counted women 

or women receiving rations, exploring possible production contexts similar to those 

known from third millennium cuneiform texts —these may include occasional references 

to agriculture, weaving, and grinding grain. It also outlines the uses of SAL for a diverse 

range of human, animal, and household or other designations; as chapter 7b shows, this 

presents an important contrast with the narrower use of the female sign M72 in proto-

Elamite.  

                                                
154 Grain products, cheese or fish may be recorded in this system (Englund 1998: 118). 
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The SAL sign 
 

The sign ZATU 443 is conventionally referred to as SAL (Green and Nissen 1987: 267 

also listed as ‘MI2, MUNUS’).  This sign name is drawn from Sumerian /sal/ meaning 

‘fine, thin’ and may not have been the most accurate choice of sign name for proto-

cuneiform since the meaning in proto-cuneiform is usually or always ‘female’ or 

‘woman’ (Bartash 2014: 13 n. 17). However the name is retained as convention here (and 

in lieu of any proven link between proto-cuneiform SAL and a Sumerian lexeme such as 

geme2, contra Bartash 2014). The actual object depicted is the ‘pubic triangle’155, and in 

Sumerian the term for vulva is written with this sign with a reading gal4 (more often 

written gal4-la in Old Babylonian texts), Akkadian biṣṣūru. In later cuneiform, the sign 

can have the meaning ‘woman’ (Sum. Munus / Akk. Sinništum). Krecher (1987) proposed 

a Sumerian lexeme /eme/ ‘female, woman’ that would be represented by the abbreviate 

reading mi2 for the sign SAL.  

 

Sallaberger (2014) notes that women designated with the sign DAM (a sign incorporating 

the element SAL) were among those at Tell Beydar (Early Dynastic IIIb) engaged in 

agricultural work and in ‘grain expenditure documents’, while a separate designation, 

geme2 (wr. SAL+KUR) is known from that corpus to refer specifically to female slaves, a 

situation probably similar across primarily semitic language contexts of the Early 

Dynastic periods (see Sallaberger 2014: 43). He suggests that in the Sumerian-speaking 

environments of Southern Babylonia however, geme2 (wr. SAL+KUR) functioned as a 

general term for women, including slaves and others. This differs from Gelb’s suggestion 

that, ‘the term geme2 denotes women of dependent status, from slaves to serfs, 

                                                
155 That is, the pubic area including the mons veneris and the external-most indication of the vulva.    
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contrasting with the term SAL, which, generally, is used for women of, more or less, 

independent status, from wives of rulers and ladies of the court downward’ (1973: 83). 

The latter assessment aligns more closely with the proto-cuneiform evidence, in which 

SAL.KURa was more likely used as a term for particular slave women or captives, than as 

a general term for ‘woman’, for which the sign SAL seemed to be able to function—

although bookkeeping formats and a possibly loose association between signs and 

lexemes in proto-cuneiform complicate the picture.    

 

The cuneiform sign SAL is also used in titles of female professions and offices (see most 

recently Lecompte 2016) and can also indicate ‘female’ for animals. With the reading 

/sal/ it also has a Sumerian meaning ‘fine, thin’ (also sometimes written with the 

graphically similar sign SILA3, with the reading sal4) and ‘wide’ / ‘to become wide’ (akk. 

Rapšu / rapāšu). The eme-sal for munus is /nunus/ (wr. Nu-nus). Glassner includes this 

sign in his examples of metonymy in proto-cuneiform (a thing standing for an associated 

concept)—that is, ‘pubic triangle’ for ‘woman/female’.   

 
Problems with identifying female personnel  
 

Charvát (2014b: 171–81) compiled a list of known uses of SAL in proto-cuneiform texts 

from Uruk and from MSVO 4 (including three texts of unknown provenance, possibly 

from Tell Uqair). His list excluded the texts from Jemdet Nasr and from private 

collections. The list highlights many of the uncertainties in interpreting the record. For 

example, he asks of W 9655, s ‘are SAL SU animals?’; and often the tentative translation 

‘servile personnel?’ makes the ambiguity clear. However, some of the ‘translations’ that 

are presented as though they could be read with certainty are in fact only speculative. 

Charvát reads the short GU7 text W 20511,7  as a ‘record of expenditure to 



	 	 	

	
260 

‘ploughwomen’’ based on its colophon: APINa SAL GA2b x DUBa.  Charvát’s 

translation, however, must contend with the use of SAL GA2b x DUBa as a place-name in 

the lexical tradition as well as other administrative texts.  Another important ambiguity is 

whether SAL refers to humans or animals, as in the ‘equid texts’ of unknown provenance 

published in the volumes CUSAS 1, 21, and 31 (Monaco 2007; 2014b; 2016). Crucial to 

understanding the uses of SAL is attention to the systems of cases and subcases, since the 

meaning of proto-cuneiform signs is often dependent upon clarification in a colophon or 

other format and contextual clues.  

 

Methodology for identifying SAL as workers or dependent women 
 

After separating out uses of the sign SAL that are understood to represent other things, 

several criteria are used here to identify uses of SAL that may represent female workers, 

slaves or household dependents. These are: 

 

1. The sign SAL stands alone in a case and is counted in the sexagesimal system  
2. The sign SAL is paired or paralleled with GURUŠ  
3. The sign SAL is paralleled in other cases with KURa, (ŠA) TUR and or/ 

SAL/KURa.TUR 
4. SAL (and sometimes KURa) are counted in the body of the text and summarised 

in the text colophon as SAL.KURa 
5. Sexagesimally counted SAL in a case are attached to the same number of ‘sub-

cases’ including designations that may be ‘personal names’ 
6. The colophon of a text including counted entries with SAL in the designations is 

summarised with SAG SAL (W 19416,b) or SAG x MA (MSVO 1, 212–214 fig. 
5.12) 

7. Specifically for Uruk IV receipts with small numerical notations, SAL is the 
closest sign to the numerical notation and no other ‘counted objects’ are 
recognized (unless paralleled with KURa or GURUŠ). This category is the most 
uncertain (see below figure 7.3) 

 

This methodology excludes a small number of texts that use SAL in mixed personal 

designations that might in fact reflect named women receiving rations. The results of the 

analysis are presented in figure 7.2  



	 	 	

	
261 

 

 
Uses of SAL in proto-cuneiform 

 
Lexical Texts  
Period  Provenience  total uses  in # texts = female worker 
              or slave(?) 
Uruk IV -   0  0  0  
Uruk III Uruk   18  15  1(?)156  
 

 

Administrative Texts157 

Period   Provenience      total uses         in # texts = female worker 
              or slave(?)  
 
Uruk IV Uruk   69  55  19158 +16 unclear        
                                                                                                                           ‘receipts’  
Uruk III Uruk   233  168  13  
Uruk III Jemdet Nasr  60  27  18 
Uruk III Tell Asmar  1(?)  1(?)  0 
Uruk III Unprovenanced 130  83  7159 
Uruk III Kish   0  0  0  

 
Figure 7.2: A small number of the uses of SAL in proto-cuneiform offer strong evidence 
that they refer to female workers or slaves in labour or human resource bookkeeping 
contexts. The remainder of uses of SAL may reflect various animal, human, geographic or 
other designations.  
 

All of the texts that give reasonable indication that they use SAL to count dependent 

females are described in the catalogue in the following pages (263–72). Nearly 60 texts 

are identified here; 16 more uncertain ‘receipts’ are discussed on pages 282–5. At this 

stage of decipherment, it is not always possible to determine whether the appearance of 

                                                
156 Possible witness to AD-GI4 (P000709), see comments on page 312. 
157 The final category in figure 7.2 represents the number of texts in which circumstantial evidence suggests 
that the sign SAL appears to represent a counted woman or group of women, and includes the use of 
SAL.KURa when it may refer to counted women; it excludes ‘naming’ cases in which SAL appears to be 
part of a personal name or title. The cited ‘total uses’ of the SAL sign excludes the use of SAL as part of 
NIN (SAL + NAM2), and NINKUM.   
158 See ‘Uruk IV accounts with SAL…’ pages 262–66, plus ‘receipt’ W 20854; for the 16 unclear receipts, 
see section ‘Uruk IV receipts: female slaves or high status women?’.  
159 Not included in descriptive catalogue below. The texts are: CUSAS 31, 26; 27; 111; MSVO 4, 29; 67; 
MS 2440 ; and MS 2840.  
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SAL indicates a counted female slave, worker or woman of other status—or whether the 

sign is used in another way. A few texts below are included that might in fact record 

cattle (e.g. W 20891,1).   

 

Uruk IV accounts with SAL as female workers: Descriptive catalogue  
 

In the texts of the descriptive catalogue below, one can find several different roles for 

individuals counted as SAL. These include probable slave or dependent designations; 

rare, possible references to millers/ grinders, agricultural workers, textile workers and 

brewers among perhaps some other cultic and administrative personnel. Uses of SAL in 

official’s titles and cultic personnel are, for the most part, not included in the descriptive 

catalogues, which aims to identify possible dependent workers. However, such ‘higher 

status/class’ individuals may have formed a significant part of the ‘human resource’ 

management undertaken by proto-cuneiform scribes.  
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Uruk IV accounts with SAL as workers: Descriptive catalogue160 
 
 

Text Description Relevant signs 

W 6710,a  / P000813 (fig. 
5.9a) 

A count of 48, probably in the sexagesimal 
system. Six different categories are provided with 
numerical notations. Five SAL are counted in 
parallel to the five other categories. Summary 
includes only a numerical notation on the reverse.  

SAL = parallel ‘personnel’ 
category to: 
 
ZATU 678  ERIMa 

 
ZATU 678  ZATU 765 
(depicts a hand mixings 
something in a container) 
 
ZATU 718 ? 
 
PAPa 
 
URUDUa  […] 
 

W 9311,a / P001156 List of 22 personnel or livestock categories. The 
first seven categories, three of which include the 
sign SAL, finish with a case reading UNUGa 
(Uruk). Double dividing lines then separate out 
two(?) further sections of the list, including two 
livestock designations ⸢KU3a⸣ U8 and UTUA a 
KU3a. Pietkan-Hinz (2011: 344–45) for proto-
cuneiform designations of Zebu (Bos primigenius 
Taurus) including the sign ZAG. 

 
SAL NUNa  
 
SAL GURUŠa 

 

SIG7 

 

SAL ZAGc 
 
NUNc = summary/accounting 
context. See below W 
20044,8. 
 

W 9579,l / P001259 Single-sided receipt for ‘baskets of fish’ 
(Wagensonner 2015) for the ENb.SAL and SAL, 
listed in parallel cases. Probably counted in the 
sexagesimal system, ‘6 baskets of fish, the ENb 
SAL; 5 baskets of fish, the SAL’.   

SAL 
 
SAL = female personnel of 
the EN priestess?  
 
ENb SAL = EN priestess? 
 

W 9656,ef / P001550 Account of 13 SAL.KURa qualified in the 
summary along with the signs BUa DIMb A ZATU 
758 (a yoke?). Three ‘groups’ on reverse are 
summarized with a few SAL and a few KURa 
each. Obv. Col i. 2b161 designates the group of two 
SAL and one KURa as SILA4b DIMb  (see also MS 
4488), raising the possibility that this could be an 
account of sheep. 
 
The designation NUNa GAa in obv. Col 2. 1b also 
appears on an unclear account (W 20907, 2) 
involving six KURa, with the first line listing a 
NIMGIR SI, the possible ‘herald’.  
 

SAL 
 
KURa 
 
SAL.KURa 
 
SAL.KURa = mixed females 
and males 
 
 

                                                
160 Excluding the ambiguous ‘receipts’.  
161 Following CDLI transliteration convention. 
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Uruk IV accounts with SAL as workers: Descriptive catalogue 

W 9827 / P001684 A receipt of 211 + […] unnamed SAL.KURa. The 
obverse is only about half preserved, and shows 
two cases, the first with 23 BA SAL. 

SAL.KURa = mixed SAL and 
KURa? 
 
BA SAL  
 

 
W 20364,1 + W 20364,2 / 
P003675 
 

Colophon on the obverse reading KAŠb AN 
MUŠ3a [...] may indicate the text relates to ale 
distributions associated with personnel of an Inana 
temple. GEŠTUb appears in the first case, opposite 
the numerical notation from SAL, and may relate 
to an account context including ‘middle-ranking 
officials’ (Johnson 2015: 175) 
 

SAL 

W 9578,e / P001237  Count of seven (?) different categories, possibly 
personnel designations. Surface is poorly 
preserved and several readings are uncertain. 

SAL SANGAa= Female 
Sanga-administrator 
 
SALa GAa = ? (note LU2 
titles composite 20 and 21, 
GALa GAa and SIG2b GAa) 
 
SAL TE = personnel 
designation ? 
 
1N58 BADa = personnel 
designation ? 
 
SAL 1N58 BADa = female 
personnel designation? 
 

W 15776,b / P002380 
 

Fragment of an account with 3 N1 SAL counted in 
parallel to other categories (not preserved). The 
small part of the numerical summary preserved, 
1N34 2N14 […] is ambiguous and could be either 
sexagesimal, capacity system or mixed account. 
SAL is the only non-numerical sign preserved on 
the fragment.   
 

 
SAL [...] 

W 19591,a / P003261 
(unpublished) 

The notation N51 in the first entry represents a unit 
in the bisexagesimal system, (‘120’ + x?). This 
system is thought to reflect a ‘rationing’ tradition, 
usually counting discrete objects in the form of 
grain, cheese or fish. The three entries of the text 
may be in the sexagesimal system, totaling 40 
‘personnel’ of three categories two of which are 
partially legible: […]⸢GI NI⸣ AN ZATU 659 
ZATU 659 ; ⸢MUŠ3ag⸣. If 120 represents the 
entire numerical notation in the first case, then the 
account records only 3 of the unspecified items to 
be distributed to each of the 40 personnel.  

 
UNUGa SAL = female 
personnel of Uruk?  
 
 

W 20719,1 / P004027 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fragment of account enumerating groups of 
females (SAL) and males (KURa) separately. 
There are 18 [+ x] females and 23 males. The 
colophon is not preserved.  
 

 
SAL  
 
KURa  
 
=female and male (humans or 
animals?) 
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Uruk IV accounts with SAL as workers: Descriptive catalogue 

 W 20831,3 / P004085 Fragment of accounting, that might enumerate 
different ‘categories’ of females. 12 + X SAL with 
a separated additional designation ⸢HIga⸣; 2 AMA 
SAL; and 3 KURgb which in the lexical tradition 
may represent a jarred product. 

 
 SAL   
 
AMAa SAL 
 
KURgb 
 
 

W 20891,1 / P004106 One (1N1) SAL (?) —the sign form is elongated. 
It is counted next to 5N2 with no ideographic 
designation (possibly implying ‘specially 
marked’/dead SAL). A total of 6 appears in the 
next case, with the designation ŠU GURUŠDA 
NEb. Both NE and ŠU are in some contexts 
designations of cattle ‘hybrid’ and 
‘grey’respectively (Pientka-Hinz 2011: 330, 335). 
 

SAL? 
=woman or cattle 
designation? 
 
ŠU GURUŠDA NEb 

= cattle fattener of grey and 
hybrid animal (speculative 
translation) 

W 21336 / P004373 Fragment counting 8N1 + x SAL GUMb. Context 
lost.  

SAL GUMb = women who 
grind/crush grain with mortar 
and pestle? (GUM = naga4 / 
esittu ‘pestle’) 

W 20044,8 / P003409 
(unpublished)  

 
The first case (probably NIb rather than CDLI 
‘GAR’) records 60 jars of dairy fat; the second 
case, 10 jars of ale (possibly sexagesimal 
notations). — provisions for SAL NUNb.  
 
The use of the sign NUNb possibly relates to Uruk 
IV NUNa as a designation of ‘lower level’ of 
administrative offices within a given bureau 
(Johnson 2015: 174 ff.)  
 

 
SAL NUNb =  

1) female personnel of 
the household or 
personnel status 
NUNb   
 
OR: 

2) and individual with 
personal name or 
title SAL NUNb 

 
(see above W 9311,a for SAL 
NUNc) 
 

W 20920,2 + W 21054,1 
/ P004135 

Fragmentary mixed account, including some titles 
or personal names (ENb ŠU2; SUKKAL ZATU 
651) and some apparent products (GUG2 ŠEa  
breads?). There is no numerical summary 
preserved so the numerical system(s) is/are 
uncertain. The reverse colophon preserves only 
the sign AB, so it may be understood as an 
account of a particular city household. 
 
 

 
SAL ERIMa = female 
personnel?  

W 9656,dn / P001532  Short count divided into two cases: 3N1 + x BUa; 
and ⸢1N1⸣ (? Or 1N14) SAL […] ABa. These are 
totaled together on the reverse with the numerical 
notation and no ideographic signs preserved.  

 
SAL[…] AB 
 
BUa = a category parallel to 
SAL. See also archaic 
vocabulary BUa SAL ; 
administrative texts W 
15775,o + W 15775,v  and W 
21608.  
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Uruk IV accounts with SAL as workers: Descriptive catalogue 

Uruk IV accounts with SAL as workers: Descriptive catalogue 

W 07024 / P000928  Account of textiles for different persons or 
households, or for different purposes. The SAL in 
this text is anunceratin reading (following 
Englund 1994) —the case may read only UŠa). If 
SAL were present, the possibility that the 
combination represents female personnel related 
to later Sumerian karkid (wr. SAL.UŠ) 

 
⸢SAL⸣ UŠa = sum. Karkid? 
(cultic personnel sometimes 
associated with prostitution)  
 

 
 
 
Uruk III texts that may record female workers with SAL 
 
Texts from Uruk 
 
Text Description  Relevant signs  
W 19416,b / P003183 Fragment of account with 8 SAG 

SAL split into ‘categories’ : 4 GI6 
AMAa, 2 NAa AMAa SAL and 2 
IŠa KU3a . Unusual signs 
resembling LAGAB are used in 
the subcases instead of N1.  

 
SAL 
 
SAG SAL = female slaves 
 
GI6 AMAa = ama-gi4 (?)  
NAa AMAa SAL 
IŠa KU3a 
= categories of  women? 

W 15775,k  / P002358 
 

Fragment of account, enumerating 
8+ unnamed SAL in the upper 
section; perhaps counting grain in 
capacity measures in the lower 
section, including the sign ZATU 
659, a sign interpreted by Friberg 
(1999:17) as relating time and 
labour costs, ‘1 day of hired 
work?’) 

 
SAL 
 
ZATU 659 = ‘day of hired labour’?  
 
 

W 22104,3 / P004554 
 
See Appendix II.ii, ‘Uruk III 
texts recording children’  

‘Receipt’ of four women, one male 
child, and one female child – 
unnamed and summarised as 
SAL.KURa and associated with 
the household UB IBa UNUGa.  

 
SAL 
 
SAL.KURa 
 
KURa 
 
KURa ŠA3a2 TUR = infant boy 
 
ŠA3a2 [SAL TUR] = infant girl 
UB = household or place name 
common in Jemdet Nasr texts 
IBa = ‘household?’ (Englund 1998: 70)  
UNUGa = Uruk (Englund 1998) / or 
more generally ‘the city’ (Michalowski 
1993)  

W 23999,1 / P004735 Account of eight SAL.KURa 

associated with an ENa official and 
perhaps a reference to a cultic 
festival of Nanna, ENa EZENb AN 
HI URI3a ZATU 774. 

 
SAL 
 
SAL.KURa  
 
KURa 
 
ŠA3a2 TUR = infant  
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Uruk III texts that may record female workers with SAL – Texts from Uruk 
 

W 24214,3 / P004957 
 

Fragment of a large administrative 
list of unclear nature. The 
colophon reads: ŠU GIBIL NUNa 
KU6a […] 3N57.SAL E2b 

NAMEŠDA X […]  

 
3N57 SAL E2b  NAMEŠDA = 
‘SAL.KURa (?)’  of the house of the 
NAMEŠDA  

W 17729,fg / P002789 
 

Fragment of account including 
cases and naming subcases: the 
first category includes 3 SAL UR5, 
with two of presumably three 
subcases preserved below; the 
second category is two SAL ŠA3a1.  

 
SAL UR5 = ‘miller/grinder’ (?)162 / 
sum. Geme2 ar3-ra (UR5 = ar3) — or 
HAR-(tu) (dependent female 
domestic)? 
 
SAL ŠA3a1 = ‘female infants’ (?) 
uncertain. 

W 17729,eu / P002777 
 

Fragment, apparently of a 
colophon, with 2 + […] 
SAL.KURa and SILA4a BA; and 
the edge of what may be a subcase 
below further enumerating SAL. 

 
SAL(?); SAL.KURa 

W 20274,57 / P003555 
(unpublished) 

A partially preserved GU7 
(‘provisioning’) account 
associated with the city Šuruppak 
(mod. Tell Fāra). The first two 
cases on the obverse may include 
products: ZATU 764 ‘mats’? 
(Charvát 2014a: 93) and DARA4 

TUR3a (?); the third provides the 
numerical notation 3N14, probably 
a sexagesimal system notation 
meaning ‘30’, and SAL GURUŠa 
‘female workers?’. This text 
therefore may include provisions 
for 30 female workers for a year.  

 
SAL GURUŠa = ‘female workers’ 
 
U4 x 1N57 = ‘1 year’ 
 
GU7 = ‘provisioning’  

W 21662,2 / P004431  
(unpublished) 

Fragment of a complex mixed 
account of various products (dairy, 
textiles, pots?, ropes?, fruit) and 
designations of officials (e.g. 
KINGAL SANGAa ). The 
sexagesimal or bisexagesimal 
count 1N34 1N14 = ‘70’ with 
HAŠHUR ZABALAMa SAL 
KISALb1 could indicate a gift of 70 
strings of dried fruit from or for 
the female personnel of (a temple 
household of) Zabalam.  
 
 

 
HAŠHUR ZABALAMa SAL 
KISALb1 = fruit for/from the female 
courtyard personnel of (the temple of 
Inana in) Zabalam?  
 

W 24004, 3b / P004747  
 

Fragment of a list of women 
(SAL) associated with different 
cities (Uri5 = Ur; Ararma2 = Larsa; 
Arinax); Colophon on the reverse 
summarises these as 20 [+ x] 
SAL.KURa and includes a broken 
designation ŠU AB […] 
 
 
 

 
SAL = female personnel, sent between 
cities (?) 
 
SAL.KURa = female (and male?) 
personnel  

                                                
162 contra Charvát, who interpreted SAL UR5 in this text as ‘birds?’ (2014b: 175). 
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Uruk III texts that may record female workers with SAL – Texts from Uruk 
 

W 17729,bp + W 17729,bx / 
P002694 

A fragment of an account 
enumerating SAL.KURa 
‘personnel’ for the household 
ZATU 737 x SAL. Workers are 
divided by age and sex, with only 
the case for men (?) and male 
infants preserved. The format 
suggests further ‘naming’ subcases 
were included.  

 
SAL.KURa ; KURa  
 
ŠA3a1 TUR (KURa) = male infant 
 
ZATU 737 x SAL = ‘textile 
workshop’?   
 
 

W 21045,1 / P004205  (?) 
(unpublished) 
 

A list of products (livestock, fish, 
and personnel?) for unclear 
purpose, perhaps in the 
sexagesimal system; no text 
colophon preserved. The first entry 
of the text includes 1 (?) GURUŠa 

SAL 

 
1N1 DUGcx x 1N57 (?) 
GURUŠa SAL = female worker(s) 
 

W 15770,y / P002254 Fragment of larger account. The 
format is complex, divisible into 
different parts: a sub-colophon 
reads 6+ SAL.KURa divided in 
subcases into SAL and KUR. The 
place-name SAL GA2+DUB 
appears in this sub-colophon. 
Unclear (named?) uses of SAL and 
KURa appear in the fragmentary 
cases of the other part of the 
account. 

 
SAL ; KURa; SAL.KURa 
 
TUG2a E2a SAL = garments of/for the 
women’s house?  
 
SAL GA2+DUB = toponym 

 
 
 
Texts from Jemdet Nasr  
 
Text Description  Relevant signs  
MSVO 1, 1 / P005068 fig. 
5.1d 

The GURUŠa SAL appear in 
subcases to each of the fields, 
counted in groups of twenty 
and forty. The number of 
labourers is, as expected, larger 
for the larger-sized agricultural 
lands.  

 
GURUŠa SAL = male and female field 
workers?  

MSVO 1, 26 / P005093 Account of the ‘city’ NIa.RU, 
with capacity measures in four 
separate cases. The 
undeciphered sign combination 
NINDA2 x ZATU 659   
qualifying these in the fifth 
case and the colophon may 
reflect a grain equivalency 
calculation (Englund 2004a: 
38), with ZATU 659 possibly 
reflecting ‘one month of hired 
work’ (Friberg 1999:17).  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
ŠEa 3N57 SAL = grain for the SAL.KURx 
workers?  
 
NINDA2 x ZATU 659 = grain required 
for one month of hired work?  
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Uruk III texts that may record female workers with SAL – Texts from Jemdet Nasr 

MSVO 1, 44 / P005111 Emmer wheat distribution (?) 
account with 14 + recipients. 
Four of the cases include 
designations with SAL (left), 
some of which may be officials 
or personal names, and others 
categories of lower-status 
female labourers.  
 
ZATU 751a  may sometimes be 
correlated with agricultural 
activity; it occurs in other texts 
with undeciphered sign DUR2, 
with SAL.KURa, with 
3N57.SAL, in accounts with 
agricultural land, and GU7 
texts. 
 

 
3N57 SAL = SAL.KURx  workers?  
 
PAPa SAL = PAPa official (overseer of 
female workers?) 
 
SAL SAL PAPa = female PAPa official 
(overseer of female workers?) 

 
SAL ZATU 751a = household or 
personnel designation 

 

MSVO 1, 146 / P005213 Account quoting labour days, 
and ŠITAa1 distributions to 
officials (including the 
SANGA NIa.RU and SANGA 
AB); the sheep and fish 
designations on the reverse 
reflect the nature of the ŠITAa1 
distribution (Johnson 2015: 
193). SIG7 SAL […], 
appearing next to a broken 
entry including SAG, may be a 
single official, or a group of 
personnel. These entries and 
the following three are 
accompanied by ZATU 659 x 
1N1 understood to represent 
‘one month of work’ 

 
SIG7(?) SAL = female SIG7 (?) 
 
ZATU 659 x 1N1 = 1 month of work 

MSVO 1, 154 / P005221 Account contrasting 21 
3N57.SAL GI and 12 BA. A 
time notation is poorly 
preserved in the reverse 
colophon.  

 
3N57.SAL GI = ‘older (male and?) 
female workers’ (speculative translation), 
or male and female workers associated 
with administrative context GI 
(contrasting with BA).  
 

MSVO 1, 158 / P005225 Fragmentary short account or 
calculation. The case layout 
suggests SAL […] describes 
the cases before it, which 
include the sign GAR (grain 
distributions), a jar (DUGa?) 
representing ale distributions, 
and a subcase providing the 
rate or equivalent of grain for 
each main case, set at 15 N30c 
for each (here wr. 1N42a 1N25, 
the capacity system Š* 
possibly barley groats). This 
amount corresponds (possibly 
coincidentally) to the common 
ration (15N30a/c) observed in 
proto-Elamite distribution 
texts.  

 
SAL […] 
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Uruk III texts that may record female workers with SAL – Texts from Jemdet Nasr 

 
MSVO 1, 212 / P005279 

 
Complex summary account 
combining entries from MSVO 
1, 213 and 214. Totalling [27] 
SAG x MA […], and 
distinguishing in a subcase of 
the colophon between 17 SAG 
x MA SAL.KURa  and 10 (?) 
SAL.KUR ERIMa […].  

SAL.KURa SAG x MA = captive 
women and men 
 
SAL.KURa  ERIMa = ‘yoked’ women 
and men 

MSVO 1, 213 / P005280 Complex primary account with 
entries copied onto MSVO 1, 
212. 

 
SAG x MA SAL.KURa 
 
SAG x MA KURa  
 
SAG x MA GEŠTUc5  = parallel 
category  
 
TUR PAPa MUNUS= parallel category  
 
KURa PAPa = parallel category  
 
TUR = young person, parallel category  
 

MSVO 1, 214 / P005281 Primary account with entries 
copied onto MSVO 1, 212. 

SAG x MA NIMGIR= captives 
(presented by the NIMGIR?) 
 
SAL.KURa = female of KURa 
origin/class 
 
SAL.KURa TUR = young female of 
KURa origin/class 
 
SAL = female  
 
 
 

MSVO 1, 215 / P005282 Poorly preserved administrative 
list counting ‘14’ between 15 
cases (designations not 
preserved), and the summary 
‘14’ SAL ZATU 751b of the 
‘city’ (ABa) of UB. (See MSVO 
1, 219 below with the same 
colophon). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
SAL ZATU 751b = household or 
personnel category 
 
Belonging to the ABa UB 
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Uruk III texts that may record female workers with SAL – Texts from Jemdet Nasr 

MSVO 1, 217 / P005284 List of individual captives (?), 
one per case, with designations 
that may be personal names or 
other group identifiers. These 
individual cases do not use the 
gender or status designations 
SAL.KURa etc. attested in the 
accounts MSVO 1, 212–214, 
but the similar text colophon 
(SAL.[KURa] SAG x MA 
NIMGIR) show these were of 
similar accounting context.  
The household or city-name in 
the colophon is UB A […]. 
 

 
SAL.(KURa) SAG x MA NIMGIR = 
female and male (?) captives (presented 
by) the NIMGIR.  
 
Belonging to the UB A […]?  

 
MSVO 1, 218 / P005285 

 
Count of unclear nature, 
(possibly of animal herders?) 
with ‘naming’ subcases. 
Includes the title PAa AB2 KI.  
 3N57.SAL appears counted 
with 1N1 in a case on its own, 
with unclear significance.  
 
 
 

 
3N57.SAL 
 
Belonging to the ABa NIa.RU  

MSVO 1, 219 / P005286 Fragment of short unclear list 
(including a counted SANGAa 
ABa) with the colophon ABa 
UB SAL ZATU 751b  (see 
MSVO  1, 215 above with the 
same colophon). ‘Account of a 
labour force’ after Englund and 
Grégoire (1991: 28) 

 
SAL ZATU 751b = household or 
personnel category 
 
Belonging to the ABa UB 

MSVO 1, 220 / P005287 Short account of the ABa UB, 
recording 2 KURa in the 
context DUBa GI. One of these 
is of the category AL (adult?) 
with the ‘name UB ZIa and the 
other is of the category 
ENa.TUR with the name 
3N57.ŠU. The role of SAL in 
this text, used in the other half 
of the colophon, is unclear. ŠU 
SAL is known from other texts 
(often with PAPa) and may be a 
title or personal name. A NAM2 
KAB official is mentioned.  
 

 
AMAa SAL (?) 
 
KURa 
 

MSVO 1, 222 / P005289 Receipt of two KURa SAL 
(note the placement of the signs 
is different from the typical 
SAL.KURa. The individuals are 
‘named’ ENa PAPa X and  
SUKKAL GIR3gc.  
 

 
KURa SAL = females of KURa 

class/identity 
 
GALa SAL = official responsible for 
two KURa SAL 
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Uruk III texts that may record female workers with SAL – Texts from Jemdet Nasr 
 

MSVO 1, 234 / P005301 Fragment of unclear account, 
including a case with 3N1 
(numerical system not clear) E2a 
1N58.BADa SAL . This case is 
counted parallel to 2N1 GAR 
LA2 SAa and 2 ABa TAK4a KI 
GAR, also of unclear category.  
Another association between 
1N58.BADa and SAL appears in 
Uruk text W 09578,e.   
 

 
E2a 1N58.BADa (?) SAL  = ? 
 
 
 

MSVO 1, 221 / P005288 Receipt of 1N1 NIMb1 SAL.   
NIMb1 SAL = Woman from the 
highlands? (speculative translation)  
 

MSVO 1, 94 + 124 / P005161 A combination of two mixed 
multi-year accounts of the AB 
NIa.RU, tracking grain perhaps 
through various equivalencies 
(sheep and textiles are both 
named). 3N57.SAL appears in 
the second account (covering 
5+ years) along with a grain 
notation, possibly representing 
grain expenditure to those 
personnel (or animals), totalling 
over 1,500 litres of grain.  

 
3N57.SAL = SAL.KURx, female 
personnel ?  
 
Belonging to the AB NIa.RU 
 
 

 
 
Female captives and/or slaves 
 

Central to discussions of third millennium labour organization has been the suggestion 

that some sectors of the economy —particularly textile production and grinding grain—

may have engaged large numbers of predominantly female captives from surrounding 

regions as slaves or encumbered labourers. The proto-cuneiform record is unlikely to 

provide representative information on the scale and details of society-wide slaving 

practices, but some observations can be made about the use of writing to track the 

movement of slaves, as well as possibly their labour, and the resources allotted to their 

upkeep.   

 

Vaiman argued that the later Sumerian designation for female slaves, geme2 (wr. 

SAL+KUR) was derived from a practice of recording SAL (females) of the status or type 
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KURa in proto-cuneiform, but remained ambiguous about the conclusion by other early 

Assyriologists that KURa indicated that these women were from ‘the mountains’. The 

sign KURa in proto-cuneiform often relates to products of mountainous origin (chapter 

6a), and KUR a, along with the similar proto-Elamite M381–M383 series, may be related 

to the depiction of mountains in the glyptic of both Mesopotamia and Iran at the end of 

the 4th millennium (fig. 3.8). This evidence supports the commonly held idea that the 

writing for ‘slave’ (SAL+KUR) reflected a regional dynamic already present in the late 

fourth millennium, in which women of the KURa identity (Early Dynastic and following 

geme2) were often of a status identifiably lower than ordinary women (Early Dynastic 

period munus or dam). The descriptive catalogue in this chapter shows that the opposition 

SAL and KURa is restricted in scale in proto-cuneiform but clearly demonstrated in a few 

texts that may reflect a slave trade. In addition to texts using SAL in contrast with KURa, 

‘slave trade’ texts may also be identified in a few instances by the use of SAL along with 

the sign SAG or SAG x MA. 

 

The correlation between KURa-status women and children 
 

The ‘slave trade’ texts are identified as those that use KURa and SAL as contrasting, 

counted ‘objects’ in accounts (this excludes the unclear Uruk IV receipts). They also 

almost exclusively include children along with them, and are presented in chapter 8a as 

‘scheme 1: Gender and age’ texts (page 365 ff.). Only a few possible texts may include 

counted SAL and KURa adults without children, although two are only fragmentary (fig. 

7.3).  
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   W 9656,ef    W 20719,1    W 15770,y 

   Uruk IV    Uruk IV      Uruk III    

 

Figure 7.3: Adult male and female (KURa and SAL) texts from Uruk. These accounts are 
the only available evidence outside the unclear Uruk IV ‘receipts’ for directly contrasting 
SAL and KURa adults without children.   
 
 

Are there more female than male slaves recorded?  
 

In the proto-cuneiform documents there are a somewhat greater number of SAL.(KURa) 

women recorded than KURa men, as well as a much larger number of recorded SAL of 

varying social positions. Among the SAL specifically qualified as, or in association with 

KURa, it is most clearly in the Jemdet Nasr SAGxMA accounts that one can find a 

discrepancy between numbers of male and female captives recorded—with females well 

out-numbering males. At Uruk, the Uruk IV phase ‘slave trade’ account W 9656,ef 

records 8 females and 5 males, while on the other hand Uruk III text W 20719,1 (fig. 

5.9c) shows 23 males and 18 females. Sometimes the ambiguity of the writing 

SAL.KURa inhibits interpretation of the number of male versus females of this status: for 

example, does partially preserved text W 9821 (fig. 5.9b) refer to 211 + ‘women of the 
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region/status KURa’, or does it represent an account of mixed males and females like W 

23999,1?  

 

One account may include only female (and no male) slaves, with the category SAG SAL 

divided between three more specific categories (W 19416,b, figure 7.4).  In this fragment, 

the SAG SAL appear divided into four AMAa GI6, two NA AMAa SAL, and two IŠa 

KU3a163. Analysing the possible interpretations of these combinations is part of the larger 

job of deciphering proto-cuneiform, although two of them including the common female 

naming-prefix ama- (‘mother’) may possibly reflect categories of female dependents.  

       

  W 19416,b      W 20831,3 

  (Uruk III)      (Uruk IV) 

 
Figure 7.4 Fragments of accounts from Uruk that may list  
categories of female slaves or other household personnel 
 

                                                
163 The numerical notations in the subcases with these categories are of an unusual ‘drawn’ form rather than 
being impressed. 
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Uruk III script phase: SAL contrasting KURa  
 

The direct contrast between SAL and KURa is already limited to a small genre of texts in 

Uruk IV proto-cuneiform; yet in the Uruk III script phase it is even more limited, with 

only five texts from Uruk that clearly record SAL and KURa as contrasting counted 

objects in the body of the text (W 22104,3; W 23999,1; W 24214,3; W 17729,bp + W 

17729,bx; W 15770,y). Several more texts use the designation SAL.KURa discussed 

below, which may sometimes refer to women of KURa-status; however, the most 

important slave trade text W 23999,1 (Fig. 7.8) proves the use of SAL.KURa in Uruk III 

texts in some cases almost certainly refers to groups of SAL and KURa.  

  



	 	 	

	

 
Figure 7.5 Names and categorization of SAG x MA and ERIMa in MSVO 1, 213. Only three of the individuals are clearly marked as KURa men, 
one or two are ungendered children (TUR), and the remainder are women of either SAL or SAL.KURa identity.
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Women in the Jemdet Nasr SAG x MA accounts 
 

The Jemdet Nasr evidence for female slaves is somewhat different from the Uruk 

evidence. The three related plus one similar account (fig. 5.12 for all four texts), may 

record slaves originating as captives if the sign SAG x MA (head + rope) can be literally 

interpreted. One of these texts, MSVO 1, 214 records only females, and includes the 

categories SAL.KURa, (SAL.KURa?) TUR, and SAL (fig. 7.6). The apparent 

differentiation between the SAL.KURa and SAL cases suggests that some females other 

than those of KURa identity were included in the group of counted captives.  

 
Figure 7.6: Captive (SAG x MA) women in MSVO 1, 214. The meanings of the series of 
subcases describing each SAL.KURa or SAL individual are not understood, and since 
there are two per one individual for cases 1, 3, and 4, they appear not to represent only 
personal names of the slaves. 
 

A number of problems arise in interpreting the naming cases, numerals, and gender 

designations in this and the related texts. It is difficult to disentangle the different pieces 

of information in the main cases of the text —in cases 3 and 4, the counted ‘woman’ may 

be classified primarily as SAL or as SAL ENa (see comments on W 9579,l pages 263 and 

316).  There is also sometimes an apparent mismatch between the number of individuals 

case:

1

2

3

4

main case

count    sex/age/status additional designation 

subcase 1 subcase 2

1N2           SAL.KURa MENa NUNUZa1 SAG TAK4a NIa KU6a KISIMa KUb1

2N2           SAL.KURa TUR          MENa NUNUZa1 MUŠEN 6N57? KAŠc E2a DAH

1N2 SAL ENa  A SILA3a x ŠU2 KU6a ERIMa E2a DAH

or SAL ENa A SILA3a x ŠU2

1N2          SAL ENa  A SILA3a x ŠU2 MUŠEN MAŠ                 GI x KUb1
or SAL ENa A SILA3a x ŠU2

main case    subcases 
1      2
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indicated and the number of naming ‘subcases’. The first case could include one (written 

1N2) SAL.KURa with two different ‘naming’ subcases; but by hypothesis the naming 

subcases are supposed to correspond to the number of individuals, as in Uruk text W 

23999,1. Could this text somehow include two SAL.KURa with only the sign 1N2? The 

second case may include one SAL.KURa (female) and one associated TUR (child), or 

alternately two SAL.KURa TUR (female KURa-children). These are just some of the 

complications in understanding the accounts.  

 

SAL.KURa as ‘mixed males and females’?  
 

In proto-cuneiform the combination SAL.KURa is often known from text summaries, but 

also sometimes appears in the body of the text, as the Jemdet Nasr instances discussed 

above show. It appears that sometimes SAL.KURa acts as a summary of females and 

males (W 23999,1 fig. 7.8a), while in other cases it may refer to a single individual, as 

shown in MSVO 1, 214, fig. 7.8b; the tablet format and content dictate which of these 

meanings is to be understood. It is maintained in this dissertation (adapted from Vaiman’s 

1989 proposal) that when slaves are counted, the sign KURa alone represents implicitly 

male and explicitly of ‘KURa’ —namely, slave or perhaps ‘foreign’— in status. When 

SAL is used alone in texts that are summarized as SAL.KURa (or in texts where SAL is 

paralleled with KURa in the text body) the sign SAL normally represents a short-hand for 

‘female’ (implied: of the KURa class).  
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Standard 

(28x’s) 

Variant A 

(2x’s) 

Variant B 

(1x) 

Variant C 

(1x) 

Variant D  

(1x) 

 

     

  
Figure 7.7: The combination SAL.KURa appears in different arrangements, and it is 
unclear if rare variants should be understood to have the same meaning as the ‘standard’ 
combination. Sign placement in proto-cuneiform is almost entirely unexplored.    
 

The sign combination SAL.KURa appears in only three Uruk IV texts. Text W 9656,ef 

(fig. 7.3) clearly represents a summary of SAL and KURa  = ‘mixed females and males’, 

as is apparent from the count of separate SAL and KURa in the text body. This is the most 

complex Uruk IV labour account using the KURa sign. Another text (W 9827 figure 5.9 

b) is only partially preserved, but appears to record over 211 SAL.KURa (written: 3N34 

3N14 1N1… SAL.KURa). Most of the text is missing, and the broken portion contains 

remnants that suggest this count might have been divided between unnamed groups of 

SAL and KURa, though this is uncertain. The final use of SAL.KURa in Uruk IV texts (W 

9655,t figure 8.9a) is less clear. The text might contrast 3 adult and 2 young164 counted 

‘SAL.KURa’(?) with one counted KURa. Because there is limited evidence for discussing 

the use of SAL.KURa in the Uruk IV period, it is not possible to say, as did Vaiman, that 

there was a shift between an exclusive Uruk IV meaning of ‘mixed male and female’ to 

an Uruk III meaning of ‘geme2 = female slave’.  

 

                                                
164 see Vaiman 1989: 127, Englund 1998:158 for reading the numeral N8 as ‘immature human or animal’.  
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In fact, contrary to Vaiman’s proposal, in a few Uruk III texts there can be no doubt that 

SAL.KURa represents mixed males and females (e.g. fig. 7.8a below)165. However, the 

sign combination is also used in other texts in which the meaning is unclear and may 

represent a single individual (MSVO 1, 212–214; MS 2727); these examples all come 

from Jemdet Nasr or are of unknown origin. Some ambiguity can be found in the Uruk 

record as well:  the unusual fragment that preserves counts of women (SAL) from 

different cities (W 24004, 3b, pages 267 and 308), is summarized with SAL.KURa ŠU 

AB —the remainder of the text is missing and it therefore unclear if SAL.KURa refers to 

women only. 	

			 	
 
Figure 7.8: Uruk III texts with SAL.KURa a) SAL.KURa as ‘mixed males and females’  
b) SAL.KURa as a single individual, as shown by the count of 1 N2 c) ambiguous use of 
SAL.KURa 

                                                
165 This appears to be the case in Uruk III texts from Uruk: W 15776,a ; W 157770,y ; W 23999,1 ; W 
22104,3 ; W 17729,bp+bx. 

1N2 SAL.KURa MENa NUNUZa1

“One foreign(?) woman, MEN NUNUZ

6N1 SAL.KURa

“six (foreign) males 
and females”

2N14 ŠEa ŠU SAL.KURa

“360 litres of grain for 
elderly foreign(?) female 
captives”

a) W 23999,1 b) MSVO 1, 214

b) MSVO 1, 216
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It would take further corpora of excavated texts to determine if the meaning of 

SAL.KURa varied between sites due to cultural or linguistic differences.  In contrast with 

Uruk texts, Jemdet Nasr texts have not provided examples of accounts in which 

SAL.KURa can be proven to be divided into SAL and KURa, since many questions 

remain about the gender and class designations in MSVO 1, 212–214. 

  

Uruk IV ‘receipts’: female slaves or high status women?  
 

SAL is found in over fifty known Uruk IV period texts. Because of the number of short 

receipts (see also chapter 5a) over twice as many Uruk IV texts as Uruk III texts are 

identified above as possibly reflecting record of female slaves, workers or other lower-

class personnel. This is significant, especially since there are three times as many Uruk III 

as Uruk IV texts overall. Yet the receipts are difficult to understand and to relate to the 

‘slave trade’ accounts.  

 

A complete list of the Uruk IV receipts from Uruk including SAL is presented in figure 

7.9. It has been suggested elsewhere (Vaiman 1974) and is maintained here that some of 

the receipts might record female (SAL) and/or male (KURa) personnel, in a few cases 

categorized additionally as GURUŠ or ERIM. These receipts typically record one or a 

few individuals, assuming N1 in these texts is interpreted in the sexagesimal system 

(alternately, it could represent a capacity measure, in which case most of these texts 

would record 1N1, about one month’s traditional ‘ration’ worth of grain).  

 

Because of the terse nature of the texts, they remain difficult to interpret. Chapter 5a 

raised the possibility that they could be records of ‘offerings’ or ‘gift-giving’ traditions, 

such as the a-ru-a or the maš-da-ri-a of other third-millennium corpora.  In light of the 
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clear Uruk III uses of SAL and KURa for equid and cattle designations, the Uruk IV 

reading of SAL and KURa in texts texts as signs representing humans must be treated 

with caution. Additionally, of these texts only W 20854 (fig. 5.5f) unambiguously counts 

SAL as an object in contrast to KURa (since they are the only two signs on the text), 

while in other texts SAL may be part of more complex designations. A larger number of 

receipts include SAL along with sign combinations that could be interpreted as 

designations of higher status women (for example, the names of women presenting 

offerings).  

 

A few points emerge from the Uruk IV texts collected above. Firstly, none of the 

designations associated with SAL are identical, and therefore no common households or 

individuals associated with SAL humans emerge. Overall, the designations on these texts 

are not similar to the ‘names’ in the naming cases from ‘herded human’ accounts.  In a 

few instances SAL appears along with a known official’s title (NAM2 DI; SUKKAL UŠa; 

SANGAa KISALa1). If SAL were sometimes to represent proto-cuneiform equivalent of 

later geme2, one could speculate whether a Sumerian name similar to geme2 dub-lal(a) 

(Limet 1969: 415) can be identified within W 9123,w (DUBb SAL DI LAL2a ). In another 

instance, the SAL in W 9579,al should be part of the ‘city’ designation known from 

lexical and administrative texts, SAL GA2b x DUBb , here marked also with IBa 

(‘household’?). 
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Figure 7.9: A complete list of Uruk IV receipts from Uruk including SAL 

 

Therefore, a possible (loose) parallel for at least some of these texts are the maš-da-ri-a 

tablets from Pre-Sargonic Lagash, which often record gifts (‘deliveries’) to the e2-dba-U2 

or the palace from the wives of important officials (Prentice 2010: 187 ff. and 153 ff. for 

other types of gift-giving in that corpus). However, the items being ‘counted’, and even 

the numerical system in which they are counted, remains unclear. If W 20044,51is of the 
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same accounting context, it raises doubts about the numerical system represented in these 

texts since it apparently uses a sign (N24) belonging to the capacity systems but not the 

sexagesimal system. The social and economic context of these receipts has been lost and 

any interpretation remains tentative. 

 

Grain distribution texts with SAL 
 

Grain distribution texts in proto-cuneiform are distinct from the slave trade texts and 

others discussed above that most clearly contrast SAL and KURa. Some proto-cuneiform 

texts with the label GU7  may record distributions to personnel, and a number of these 

include ambiguous uses of the sign SAL that may in some cases refer to lower-class 

female personnel. For example, text MSVO 3, 75 (possibly from Uruk) records emmer166 

distributions, including a case consisting of only the designation SAL and a capacity 

measure of grain. An Uruk fragment W 15775,k  may count SAL and include calculation 

of man-day costs in grain (ZATU 659), but the majority of this text is missing. In a short 

Uruk text W 20274,57 with GU7 in the colophon, a tentative interpretation of the 

combination U4 x 1N57   SAL GURUŠ is ‘one year, female workers’ —this may relate to 

grain distributions to female workers, however this text as a whole is not understood. 

Texts that might record grain distributions in combination with ‘named’ individuals 

including the sign SAL are: W 2656,a ; W 20274, 24; CUSAS 1, 82; CUSAS 1, 105 and 

especially MSVO 4, 65. 

 

The evidence for a difference in men’s and women’s rations in proto-cuneiform is very 

slim—namely, the observation by Friberg (1999:13) that in text MSVO 4, 65 (fig. 7.10b), 

                                                
166 As indicated by the use of the derived capacity measure system Š‘ (Englund 1998: 118).  
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the ‘names’ or designations of three of the ‘workers’ in the second line of the text include 

the sign SAL, and that these individuals are associated with amounts of emmer roughly 

one half to one third the size of the emmer distributions for individuals in the first column 

of the text. However, one of the individuals in the first column also includes the sign SAL 

in the personal designation, BU SAL ZATU 751b. ‘Names’ including SAL ZATU 751b 

are known in a handful of other texts (see page 293).   

 

    
  a) MSVO 1, 94 + 124       b) MSVO 4, 65 

 

Figure 7.10 Accounts including capacity measures of grain and including SAL in 
designations with uncertain meanings 
 

In MSVO 1, 94 + 124 (fig. 7.10a) the grain notation associated with 3N57.SAL 

(=SAL.KUR, see page 186–7) is equivalent to 1,980 N30a, which would equal five-and-a-
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half year’s grain for a single individual at the common 1N1 / month rate—it may not be 

coincidence then that the account records the broken time notation U4 + 5N57 (+ x N57?), 

or ‘5 + x years’. The implication is that this text calculates grain expenditure for a single 

individual of the designation 3N57.SAL for a time period of 5 or more years. While these 

types of correspondences between time, capacity measure, and number of workers are a 

possible path towards further decipherment, many questions—such as the social and 

economic context for an account calculating a single individual’s grain consumption—

remain unanswered. On the one hand these calculations are consonant with human 

‘rations’ known from text MSVO 4, 27 (fig. 5.14); on the other, the use of ŠE and GI in 

the summary counts on the reverse might indicate animal fodder, which could include 

both grain (ŠE) and reeds (GI).   

 

‘Households’ with SAL in the designation 
 

ZATU 737 x SAL      
 
 
ZATU 737 x SAL (Green and Nissen ZATU 743), appearing in 29 administrative texts, is 

interpreted by Charvát as a ‘textile workshop’. It is used consistently in administrative 

texts involving textiles, although its role in those texts is not clear. Wagensonner (2015: 

15) considers ZATU 737 to be a ‘container sign’ along with GA2a1, DUGc, and ZATU 

759, all of which can ‘frame’ other signs. The sign is similar in form to the proto-Elamite 

series of sign forms M157 (fig. 7.11), although a direct relationship between ZATU 737 

and M157 has not been demonstrated. M157 is by hypothesis a ‘household’ sign, and is 

used as a frame within which other signs can be inscribed; around 20 different such 

‘complex graphemes’ using M157 have been identified. Similarly, ZATU 737 can be 
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inscribed with other signs; however, despite their graphical similarity, a functional 

comparison between the proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite signs is difficult to prove. 

The very common proto-Elamite sign M157 is frequently used as the first entry in a text 

as a ‘header’, which may suggest it represents a household or other administrative unit 

associated with particular goods or personnel. Similarly, ZATU 737 x […] is sometimes 

used in the colophons of proto-cuneiform texts (e.g. ZATU 737 x SAL in Uruk text W 

21671), but it is also often used in the body of the text.  

 

ZATU 737 x SAL is used in the lexical Archaic LU2, among other combinations 

involving ZATU 737 between entries 40 and 44 (composite167): 

 

40. GALa  ZATU 737 x DI 
41. SANGAa ZATU 737 x DI 
42. SANGAa ZATU 737 x U4 (?) 
43. SANGAa ZATU 737 x SAL 
44. SANGAa ZATU 737 xGAR 
 

Since the sign went out of use after the Jemdet Nasr period, it is difficult to assess the 

meaning of both ZATU 737 and its combination with SAL. We can suggest that if it 

represents a household or administrative unit, the lexical evidence above suggests this 

unit was headed by a SANGAa. The administrative documents also sometimes refer to the 

SANGAa of ZATU 737 ‘households/units’; for example an Uruk fragment (W 20044,19) 

may record bread and ale for the SANGAa  of ZATU 737 x SAL. The parallel ZATU 737 

combinations in the lexical list above (with DI, U4 and GAR) are not all easy to interpret 

as households or administrative units, but we note that most of these combinations appear 

in administrative texts as well (for example ZATU 737 x DI is found in 6 administrative 

texts).   

                                                
167 Noting Johnson’s (2015: 174) caution about the variation among witnesses of this list. 
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ZATU 737 is consistently replaced with GA2 x ME in the Early Dynastic lexical 

traditions (Lecompte 2013: 149; Wagensonner 2015:16; cf. Steinkeller 1995a: 702), and 

this replacement may strengthen the suggestion that ZATU 737 is a ‘household’ sign in 

proto-cuneiform168. A transition might be reflected in unprovenanced Uruk III text MS 

4557 which includes an entry GA2a1 3N57 ZATU 737. Here GA2a1 could be an 

explanatory writing for scribes already unfamiliar ZATU 737. The sign ZATU 737 might 

have elsewhere been used phonetically for /ga/ in proto-cuneiform, such as in the 

combination ZATU 737 x BUR (=GABURRA, ZATU 185) for the place name gaburra.  

 

 As noted above, Charvát (2014a: 81) described SAL in ZATU 737 x SAL as a textile 

workshop employing primarily women. In fact, the only account explicitly preserving the 

sex of workers related to this household (W 17729,bp + W 17729,bx) records men with 

the sign KURa and young male children, ŠA3a1 TUR (KURa)— as well as presumably 

recording women in the part of the text not preserved, since the summary designation is 

SAL.KURa. Judging by later cuneiform parallel, the presence of male children in textile 

production ‘workshops’ is expected; although male ‘adults’ are less commonly seen, 

Garcia-Ventura (2016) has highlighted the gender neutrality of the term uš-bar, and 

pointed out instances of male textiles workers in third millennium Mesopotamia.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
168 contra Bartash 2014: 15 who suggests that ZATU 737 is not likely to be a ‘household’ sign because it is 
not directly related to E2a–b. 
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SAL GA2b+DUBa  
 

The place name SAL GA2b+DUBa  is known in both the lexical Cities (composite 39) and 

in a few administrative texts (W 15770,y; W 20511,7). The name has not been 

    
 

Figure 7.11: proto-cuneiform ZATU 737 and proto-Elamite M157 are similarly ‘frame’ 
signs that may represent households—however, a relationship between the two has not 
been proven.  

 

Identified with an archaeological site. It follows the ‘city’ (E2) NINLIL, which one could 

only speculate to relate to one of the cities known to be associated with that goddess 

UNUGa

possible glyptic parallel to 
proto-Elamite M157. Seal 
from private collection 
(Pittman 1977: 65). 
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(such as Nippur or Šuruppak). One or possibly two fragments of archaic Cities preserve 

this entry169. One of these records SAL GA2b+DUBa   URI3a ⸢PAPa⸣ and the other records 

[…] PAPa GA2b+DUBa   NUNa.  The entry is replaced by SAL iri-dub-bu PAP in the 

Early Dynastic version from Fara (Deimel 1923 no. 23) and the only Old Babylonian 

copy doesn’t preserve the entry.  

 

As mentioned above, GA2 is another ‘container’ sign that may depict a basket or box 

(Wagensonner 2015). The replacement of proto-cuneiform GA2 with Early Dynastic iri 

again raises the possibility of the sign’s status as a household or city organization, and 

also the possible relationship with later emesal GA2, ‘household’ (although emesal isn’t 

attested until much later, in the second millennium BC [Michalowski 2012]). The 

replacement of proto-cuneiform sign GA2 with iri in the Early Dynastic version of Cities 

might reflect a situation in which ‘household’ and ‘city’ were fluid concepts in early 

urban centres (see also Michalowski 1993) and by which the representation in writing of 

various ‘households’ or organizations (page 20) was complicated by cultural and 

linguistic factors across different cuneiform corpora. 	

E2 SAL and E2 KURa/3N57 SAL   
 

A combination E2a SAL, with unclear meaning, may be found in a few texts and 

fragments (CUSAS 1, 168; MRAH O.4995), as well as appearing in cases with other 

signs, including E2a SAL PAP (MSVO 1, 191); E2a SAL ADc and SAL E2a TI ENa 

(MSVO 1, 213 and 214); and SAL E2 3N57 PIRIGb1 (W 15774,b). The spatial ordering of 

signs in this last combination should be compare to that of 3N57.PIRIGb1 DU E2a (W 

                                                
169 W 23998,1 and W 21208,17 + W 21208,20 + W 21208,21. A third, W 21208, 18 is illegible. 
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15772,z) with SAL replacing DU in the spatial organization (fig. 7.12). The combination 

3N57 SAL E2 in Uruk text W 24214,3 is comparable to the E2 SAL KUR in CUSAS 1, 

218170, both possibly in reference to a household or administrative unit involving either 

female KURa personnel, or males and females of KURa identity. The Uruk text links this 

household to the NAMEŠDA and appears as the colophon for a large list of commodities, 

while the unprovenanced text (CUSAS 1, 218) lists E2 SAL KUR in association with a 

count of ZATU 733a (fig. 7.12), a sign visually similar to GU (flax) which could suggest a 

linen or oil production context.           

          

Figure 7.12: a) Text W 24214, 3 may be a complex account relating to SAL.KURx 
personnel of the ruler’s (NAMEŠDA) household. B) E2 SAL in a very similar designation 
to E2 DU. These kinds of comparisons may aid future decipherment efforts c) ZATU 773a 
may be a variant of the sign GU (‘flax’).  
                                                
170 As collated by Monaco (2007). The KURa appears uncertain.   

Gu, ‘flax’

ZATU 773a

W 15774,b
Col. 2, 1

W 15772,z 
Col. 3, 2b

W 24214, 3a) W 24214,3

b)

c)



	 	 	

 

293 

SAL ZATU 751a-b             

       

ZATU 751a      ZATU 751b     SAL ZATU 751a 

 

ZATU 751a-b is included in this section, although it is not clear whether the sign 

represents a ‘household’, administrative unit, or some other type of designation such as a 

product. ZATU 751a-b is not a very commonly used sign (fig. 7.13). While it appears in 

cases with a variety of signs, there is a noticeable correlation between ZATU 751 and a 

few signs: DUR2, 3N57, and SAL (and at Uruk, BUa + DU6a).  An unprovenanced text 

(CUSAS 1, 101) may record a SANGAa SAL ZATU 751a, which could suggest that SAL 

ZATU 751a represented an administrative context like ZATU 737 above, that could be 

headed by a SANGAa. Bartash understands the colophon in text W 20327,3 reading GU7 

GAa.ZATU 753 to mean ‘milk allocations’, he interprets 3N57 ZATU 751a  E2a SAL as 

‘The 3rd (delivery) of the milk product ZATU 751a to the E2-MUNUS’ (2014: 14). A 

possible argument against interpreting 3N57 here as ‘third’ is that, as shown in figure 7.13, 

ZATU 751a consistently appears with 3 (but never one or two) N57 — and this includes a 

possible lexical entry. 
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Figure 7.13: Complete list of uses of ZATU 751a-b in proto-cuneiform texts.  

 
Female craft workers and laborers in proto-cuneiform  
 

Drawing on the later cuneiform records in which geme2 and other women appear in roster 

and ration texts, often with reference to particular productive contexts such as textile 

work, it might be asked whether similar accounting traditions are already visible in the 

Lexical
LU2: GALa ZATU 751a
AD-GI4: TARa ZATU 751a

DI ZATU 751a
Unidentified:   HAL ZATU 751a A

3N57 ZATU 751b

Uruk
W 14384 DUR2 ZATU 751a X
W 14731,b1 [...] BUa + DU6a AN ZATU 751b UDUa xTAR ENa
W 20274, 13 DUR2 3N57 ZATU 751a  BUa +DU6a BAR?
W 20274, 39 ZATU 751a [3N57 DUR2] BUa + DU6a

U4 X [ZATU 751a]
W 20493, 15 BUa X AB2 AB2 ZATU 751a? SI
W 24184 [...] ZATU 751a KA2 x LAM URI3a PAPa MEa
W 20327, 3 3N57 E2a ZATU 751a SAL
W 20274, 22 TUG2a.BAD x BAD 3N57 DUR2 ZATU 751a BUa+DU6a
MSVO 3, 75 SAL ZATU 751a

Jemdet Nasr
MSVO 1, 44 SAL ZATU 751a
MSVO 1,  71 [ZATU 751a]
MSVO 1, 212 ZATU 751a ERIMa

MENa [DUR2 ZATU 751a] ERIMa
MSVO 1, 213 ZATU 751a [ERIMa]

DUR2 3N57 ZATU 751a
GA2a2 x ŠE3 ZATU 751a
[GA2a2 x ŠE3] DUR2 ZATU 751a ERIMc

MSVO 1, 215 SAL ZATU 751b UB [ABa]
MSVO 1, 217 KIŠ
SAL ZATU 751a

[SAL] ZATU 751a NIMb1 KI
MSVO 1, 219 ABa UB SAL ZATU 751b

Uncertain
CUSAS 1, 014 PAPa ZATU 751a
CUSAS 1, 080 [ENa DUR2 ZATU 751a] ŠU [...]
CUSAS 1, 101 SANGAa SAL ZATU 751a
CUSAS 1, 58 SAL SAL + ZATU 751a GALa
MSVO 4, 58 ZATU 751a ENa
MSVO 4, 69 GAa.ZATU753  ZATU 751a
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Late Uruk and Jemdet Nasr period texts. The question is not so much whether women 

were undertaking particular craft activities already in the late fourth millennium (they 

surely were), but to what extent a scribal community was using their accounting 

technology to oversee production, and what information on the centralization and 

organization of the workforce can be extracted from the texts. A more difficult (and 

perhaps impossible to answer) set of questions relate to the scale of production, and —

even more difficult to address—the social dynamics governing producers and consumers.  

 

In addition to the later third millennium administrative texts, the schematic seals of the 

Late Uruk and Jemdet Nasr period have drawn attention to a possible cultural emphasis 

on groups of women working in textile production on a scale to be of significance for 

interregional trade already at the end of the fourth millennium. However, as outlined in 

chapter 3, the schematic seals themselves appear less closely related to the proto-

cuneiform writing system, potentially limiting their relevance in helping to interpret the 

cultural context of the proto-cuneiform texts.  

 

Archaic LU2 is an important source for our knowledge of proto-cuneiform 

‘professionals’. With the exception of NINKUM and DAM, it does not list individuals 

explicitly labelled as female (SAL)— this may not be because the professions were 

assumed to be all masculine, but because gender was not a relevant factor in that lexical 

tradition (Zsolnay and Westenholz 2017). A major hurdle to proving readings of craft-

workers in proto-cuneiform administrative texts is our poor understanding of the 

organizational contexts in which such individuals would appear. There are no straight-

forward rosters or rationing texts listing different craft-workers, or at least none in which 
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the designations in entries can be consistently correlated to later cuneiform (Sumerian or 

Akkadian) writings.   

 

Brewing 
 

While in Sumerian literature, brewing may have been depicted as a woman’s duty within 

the domestic sphere, a variety of professionals relating to brewing industries 

(professionals usually presumed to be male) are known from third millennium 

documents—although the gender of workers involved in these industries has not been 

explored. The appearance of a (perhaps mythical) female king (lugal) of Kish, Ku-Baba 

‘the ale-brewer’—that is, munus lu2 KAŠ.DIN.NA (‘woman of kurun-ale) — in the 

Sumerian King List, an early second millennium literary document, may retain memory 

of powerful women heading brewing establishments (if it is not to be understood entirely 

as a literary construct).  

 

Archaic LU2 does not seem to include any identifiable terms for brewers, but in the Early 

Dynastic List B from Fara (VAT 12617), a ŠIM SAR and MUNU3 SAR appear as 

professionals related to ale production (Civil 1969: 13). In later Sumerian, a normal term 

for brewer is lu2 ŠIM (ŠIM = bappir2 or perhaps lunga) literally ‘person (who does) 

bappir2’, and is distinguished sometimes from munux mu2, ‘[person who] “grows” malt’ 

(Powell 1994: 99). The KUb1 ŠIMa accounts discussed on page 138 evidence proto-

cuneiform administration of breweries as well.  
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 Ale is a frequently-occurring commodity in the 

proto-cuneiform texts, known by at least nine 

different varieties (Damerow 2012). KAŠ is the 

most basic sign for ale, and DUGa also depicts a 

jar with a spout that may hold ale (Englund 

1998: 181). A related product DIN was also 

attested in the proto-cuneiform texts. Proto-

cuneiform signs for ale products, vessels, and tools do not have a straight-forward 

relationship with later signs (Damerow 2012: 6 traces some of the transformations), and 

the sign names are only conventional. The proto-cuneiform sign ŠIM may depict a vessel 

with a valve at the bottom, possibly used to drain ale into a storage vessel (Damerow 

2012: 15).  

  

Unprovenanced text MSVO 4, 67 (possibly from Larsa, Englund 1996: 14), was 

described as ‘a consolidated account of female slaves(?), possibly assigned to the brewery 

represented by the sign ŠIM, and to be ‘traded’ (? ŠAM2)’ (Englund 1996: 27; similarly 

Charvát 2014b: 170). As the tentative translation suggestions, there is ambiguity in the 

text. What is clear is that it records 10 SAL, and that six of these were ŠIM (perhaps 

recalling the ŠIM SAR brewers from Fara) while four were ŠAM2 (for sale? Or even 

‘merchants’?). The ten main cases on the obverse of the text, recorded with 1N1 each, 

refer to the ten (wr. 1N14) in the text summary on the reverse labelled SAL ŠAM2 ŠIM.  

Unforunately, the incomprehensibility of the set of signs in the cases and subcases 

associated with each of these SAL (compared by Englund to the subcase formatting in 

SAG x MA account MSVO 1, 212) show how much work remains in the decipherment of 

proto-cuneiform. They are difficult to understand as personal names.  

Figure 7.14: Proto-cuneiform  
signs for vessels of ale  

DUGa KAŠa ŠIMa
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For example, entries 4–6 obv. Are: 

4a. 1N1 LU2 PAPa 
4b1.  SANGAa 
4b2. SI4f 
5a. 1N1 MARa PAPa SAL 
5b1. GURUŠDA 
5b.  SILA3a x ŠU2 
6a. 1N1 DAa  MUŠEN x 2N57 
6b1. BAHAR2c 
6b2. [KIDb] 
 

The pattern appears to be:  

A) ‘One’ + Personal Name  
B) Title/occupation 
C) Further unclear designation  
 

The ‘professions’ referenced side-by-side in the selection above are a sanga-

administrator, a cattle-fattener, and a potter. The text summary might be read to suggest 

that the counted SAL(?) associated with each are involved in ale production. We probably 

need to understand the subcase B to reflect individuals associated with each SAL, as 

opposed to descriptions of the SAL themselves (would a cattle-fattener also be listed as a 

female brewer?). The further designations (C in the pattern outline above, the second 

‘subcases’) are hard to understand and do not immediately appear to be plausible personal 

names of the aforementioned professionals or the SAL. For example, entry 5b uses a 

variant of SILA3a. Englund (1998: 165) has suggested that SILA3a could be a depiction of 

the Blumentopf vessel, and Johnson (2015:192) has described the sign which is modified 

by the addition of a number of different signs, as a ‘SILA3a vessel of ale or dairy fats’ and 

its administrative attestations as ‘used to track the distribution of highly valued goods’ in 

elite rationing contexts. It is not known if this sign was used syllabically or otherwise as 

part of personal names. In short, the social and administrative context of this text is far 

from clear, although the conclusion that it records female brewers (perhaps ‘donated’ to a 

brewery, following Englund above) appears likely. On the other hand, a feasible 
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alternative is that SAL acted as a qualifier for the type of ŠIM (for example, ‘fine, thin’?), 

and four of these SAL ŠIM were ‘for sale’ (ŠAM2). As is often the case in proto-

cuneiform, it is difficult to devise ways to confirm one hypothesis over another.  

 

   
a) MSVO	4,	67	 	 	 b)	W	21335	

Figure 7.15: Possible textual references to female brewers (a) and grain-grinders (b).  

 

Grain grinding 
 

Maekawa noted that in the evidence from Ur III Lagash/Girsu, groups of milling women 

(geme2-kikkenx = HAR.HAR) were the next most commonly attested after groups of 

female weavers (1980b: 96)171.  At the time of the third dynasty of Ur, the large ‘grain 

grinding households’ (e2-HAR-HAR) at Girsu were divided up into different 

administrative units related to the storage and processing of grain, and even including 

                                                
171 An association between grinding and particularly female labour is also visible in New Kingdom 
Egyptian evidence (Lang 2016). 
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textile workers, livestock departments (presumably related by the use of grain products as 

animal feed), and various other workshops (Grégiore 1999).  

 

While there are no obvious rosters of grain-grinders in the proto-cuneiform texts, the 

preponderance of capacity measure references to grain—probably distinguishing between 

barley, emmer and other grains and in varying states (malt and groats? [Nissen et al. 

1993: 29]) and including texts calculating amounts of grain used in the production of 

breads and ales— make it clear that both the movement and processing of grain were 

fundamental concerns of the proto-cuneiform administrators. In addition, the large 

number of bevelled-rim bowls at urban sites of this period may reflect a situation in 

which large households were ‘baking bread on an industrial scale’ (Potts 2009: 13), or 

judging by the bowl’s recovery often away from areas with hearths, for large-scale 

serving of products such as ale that did not require cooking (Pollock 2015: 37).  

 

Yet direct references to millers and milling have so far been difficult to pinpoint. An 

Uruk IV fragment (W 21335) might record a team of eight females for grinding grain, 

indicated by SAL GUM; the sign GUM is a depiction of a mortar and pestle. Other uses 

of the sign in proto-cuneiform are varied. The combination ŠU GUM is recorded in 

conjunction with ‘598’ counted breads or bread-rations (NINDA) in an Uruk III text from 

Uruk (W 22114). GUM is used a number of other times in association with ERIM, which 

could possibly reflect teams of grinders; but it never appears combined with SAL 

elsewhere, apart from one unprovenanced text (MS 2350) with the case ⸢GUMb⸣ 

SAL.LAMb TUR.  
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In addition, a rare use of the sign combination SAL UR5 in a single Uruk III text (W 

17729,fg) could potentially refer to women employed in grinding or milling grain, and the 

fragment appears to include subcases to the count of three SAL UR5  that could record 

personal names. Another common designation for females using the sign UR5 is HAR-tu 

for female slave, which is sometimes translated as ‘domestic servant’ or ‘chambermaid’ 

(Renger 1975: 440). In addition, when UR5 is used along with grain notations in proto-

cuneiform texts it may often refer to an administrative procedure that Monaco (2012) 

proposes to understand, like later cuneiform, as a ‘loan’ of barley. The use of UR5 in the 

case preceding GUMb in unprovenanced text MS 2440 can be noted as evidence of the 

sign’s possible relationship with grinding grain already in the proto-cuneiform texts.  

 

Textile production 
 

Charvát (2014a: 81) proposed understanding nine Uruk III texts (fig. 7.16) from Uruk as 

records of ‘a number of specific textile materials transferred to the SAL…such women 

probably both produced, and received, textiles, sometimes as rations, sometimes not, 

occasionally on festive days’. Only W 24024, 1 offers enough evidence to suggest a link 

between the materials and tools for textile production and the ‘workers’ perhaps 

identified through the summary case with ZATU 759 SAG. On the other hand, it is also 

possible that SAG refers to the type or quality of a product here as is known from later 

cuneiform.  
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Figure 7.16: Texts proposed by Charvát (2014a) to record material deliveries to female 
textile workers. 
 

It can still be asked —are male or female textile workers ever referenced in the proto-

cuneiform documents?  Female weavers in third millennium Mesopotamia could be 

known as ki-siki(-ka), and at least from the Sargonic period onwards as (geme2) uš-bar 
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(Sum.) or išpartu/ašpartu (Akk.). These terms haven’t been identified in proto-cuneiform. 

Twenty-seven proto-cuneiform texts include the designation 1N57 BAR SAL which 

clearly relates to wool or textiles. This combination can also be modified with the 

qualification ‘small’ (TUR) (e.g. W 20274, 97). Texts including 1N57 BAR SAL come 

from Uruk and from private collections, but are not known from the excavated Jemdet 

Nasr corpus. The contexts in which this combination is used include other known proto-

cuneiform textile designations, confirming that its meaning in proto-cuneiform was 

related to textile production.  

 

1N57 BAR SAL may be connected to the writing BAR SAL known in later cuneiform as a 

textile designation. TUG2 bar sal-la is known as a type of garment from the Old Akkadian 

period, and in Old Babylonian lexical tradition, UDU BAR SAL is known as a 

designation of sheep or sheep’s wool. On the other hand, the proto-cuneiform designation 

consistently includes a single ‘stroke’ (1N57) of unclear significance. This could also be 

read as the sign ‘aš’ (Sumerian for ‘one’)172, or alternately 1N57 inside a numerical 

notation N1 (which in fact does occur in W 20274, 97, 2ii, figure 7.16) is a proto-

cuneiform sign that has been related to later uš2 (Hakwins 2015). Both of these 

suggestions could result in the Sumerian reading geme2 aš-bar / geme2 ušx-bar, or perhaps 

an abbreviated writing for an early Akkadian faš-par(tu). Firth (2014: 71 and fn. 39) notes 

fifteen examples of a type of textile called tug2 nig2-lam2 uš-bar, especially present at Ur 

III Girsu, which he tentatively interprets as ‘a tug2 nig2-lam2 for a weaver (uš-bar)’, though 

expressing doubts at the interpretation that these were garments for weavers, because of 

the relatively low number of this type of textile listed in comparison to the number of 

weavers (cf. also Englund 1998:151 fn. 343 referring to tug2 uš.bar as ‘simple cloths’).  

                                                
172 Sarzyńska 2002 read the combination as AŠ SAL BAR and understood it as a textile designation. 
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There is a possibility that the proto-cuneiform combination 1N57 BAR SAL is related 

either to later TUG2 bar sal-la or to tug2 nig2-lam2 uš-bar, although it may not be 

appropriate to look for a precise garment identification from later cuneiform sources.  The 

use of 1N57 BAR SAL in the proto-cuneiform texts is difficult to interpret, but appears 

more likely to be taken as a product than as a female textile worker. On the other hand, in 

CUSAS 31, 26 (fig. 7.17b) that Monaco has classified as a ‘register of personnel’, five 

cases of the category 1N57 BAR SAL are counted seemingly along with personal names 

(possibly, distributions to these individuals). A similar text from Uruk, W 20274, 14 (fig. 

7.17a) counts thirty-five of this product (or personnel cateogory?); this text shares with 

CUSAS 31, 26 the marking out of a sign combination Monaco reads as GIŠxŠU2b (2016: 

52). It is noted also that the combination BAR:UŠ in the archaic lexical Metal may 

represent a metal tool related to textile production173. An interpretation of the 

combination 1N57 BAR SAL as a product rather than textile workers means that no proto-

cuneiform terms for textile workers have yet been identified.  

 
Fieldwork 
 

Explicit evidence for women engaged in fieldwork comes from only a few Jemdet Nasr 

texts. Despite the possible connection between AL as a designation for adult, and AL as a 

depiction of a hoe (Englund 2005: fn. 19), it is difficult to identify either women or men 

in texts referencing fieldwork with this sign.  For example, MSVO 1, 32 may possibly  

  

 
 
 
 

                                                
173 see Maiocchi 2016: 93 with previous references, who however, only notes the presence of the 
combination as early as the Early Dynastic version of the lexical.     
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Figure 7.17: W 20274, 14 and CUSAS 31, 26 are examples of accounts including 1N57 
SAL UŠ BAR with a numerical notation in an unclear numerical system. See also W 
20274,97 figure 7.16. 
 

record grain allocations for ‘hoers’, by one interpretation of the colophon ŠEa BA AL 

⸢DU⸣ however, the workers themselves do not appear in the text. It would be interesting 

to know whether there are in fact large numbers of females recorded as agricultural 

workers, particularly in order to bring tangible evidence to Sherratt’s (1981) theorization 

on the shift from primarily female ‘hoers’ to male ‘plough-workers’, and the associated 

suggestion that within early Near Eastern urbanism there is general movement of female 

labour out of the fields and into specialized domains such as textile production 

(McCorriston 1997).  

 

SAL and GURUŠ personnel 
 

In a few Uruk texts (W 9311,a; W 17879,ae ; W 20274, 57; W 21045,1), SAL.GURUŠ or 

SAL and GURUŠ are recorded. Steinkeller understood this proto-cuneiform sign, ZATU 

247, as a ceremonial threshing sledge, but disagreed with Green and Nissen (1987) that 

b) CUSAS 31, 26a) W 20274,14
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the reading GURUŠ should be applied to the sign. Regardless of the possible 

transliteration of the sign and links with later cuneiform terminology, the evidence from 

MSVO 1, 1 (fig. 5.1d) and other texts confirms a link between ZATU 247 and terms for 

agricultural personnel.  

 

W 17879,ae is only a small fragment, but preserves a combination SAL.GURUŠ (with 

SAL written close on top of GURUŠ), and the text includes numerical notations for large 

area measures, thus linking (SAL)GURUŠ to agricultural work in Uruk. In W 9311,a 

SAL GURUŠ is used in a case before SIG7, and then SAL ZAGc , all of which might be 

interpreted as ‘worker categories’ and are followed by a case that qualify these as 

‘(from?) Uruk (UNUGa)’. The sign ZAG is a rare descriptor for GU4, AMAR, and ŠAH2 

(cattle and pigs) in other texts, so its meaning here should be carefully considered. This 

text counts 22 humans or animals in the body of the text, as shown by the summary on the 

reverse.  

 

Jemdet Nasr text MSVO 1, 1 (fig. 5.1d) links groups of SAL GURUŠ to plots of irrigated 

fields for growing barley, each plot belonging to a different official (GALa ŠUBa, GIR3gb 

PAa, NAM2 DI, EN SAL, and MEa NIa.RU), all of whose titles are known from both 

lexical and administrative texts. This text is closely associated with the ‘field of the EN’ 

text (MSVO 1, 2), since the same officials occur in the same order—with the exception 

only that MEa NIa.RU in MSVO 1,1 is paralleled by MEa in MSVO 1,2, and that EN SAL 

and MEa (NIa.RU) are reversed in the ordering of the two accounts.  

 

The designation SAL GURUŠ might sometimes be understood to reflect mixed groups of 

SAL and GURUŠ in a pattern of the same type as the designation SAL.KURa for mixed  
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Figure 7.18: Texts recording GURUŠ and SAL 

 

SAL and KURa. It may also be that the combination represents female GURUŠ, 

following the other demonstrable use of SAL.KURa in proto-cuneiform as females of 

KURa status. Following later uses of GURUŠ (if that is the sign’s lexemic association), 
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these might be female workers. However, they may also be female-animal threshing 

sledge teams174; ‘female GURUŠ-class workers’ is not the only possible interpretation.  

 

Inter-city personnel exchanges 
 

One Uruk III fragment (W 24004, 3b) lists known place names (Uri5 ; Ararma2; Arinax) 

along with small numbers of otherwise nameless SAL. Englund tentatively interprets this 

as ‘a list of female slaves donated to Uruk cults by major Babylonian towns?’ (1998: 30 

fn. 41). In this text, SAL.KURa is interpreted as ‘female slaves’ rather than ‘mixed males 

and females’ because no KURa appear (although the text is only fragmentary). The 

significance of the fragment is that it offers a look at the interconnectedness of some early 

Mesopotamian cities. In particular, it suggests that there was an exchange of female 

personnel between city institutions, and that this exchange was formalized and recorded 

by the scribes of Uruk.  The SAL(.KURa) in this text are not provided with personal 

names, but are only ‘assigned’ from or to a city. The fragment reads: 

       Translation 
obverse 
column 1 
1.a. 1N1  URI5      Ur,     
1.b. 4N1  SAL      four women; 
2.a. 1N1 ARARMA2a     Larsa, 
2.b. 2N1 SAL      two women; 
3.a. [...]       […] 
3.b. 2N1 [...]  SAL     two (+ x?) women; 
 
column 2 
1. 1N1 BUa×BUa.NA2a     Arinax 
2. 2N1 [...]      two (+ x?) [women] 
 
reverse 
column 1 
1. 2N14 [...] , SAL.KURa ŠU ABa [...] twenty (+ ?) female slaves, […] the city-

institution (AB) […] 

                                                
174 Such work could be done by asses (Liverani 1998/2006:17), and we note the uses of SAL for adult 
equids known especially from the CUSAS 1 and 31 texts (Monaco 2007: 66–78 nos. 31–40, 2016: 68–81 
nos. 41–56).  



	 	 	

 

309 

 

 

Uruk fragment W 18247,5 may also list a ‘woman of Ur’ (URI5 SAL). The movement of 

women between cities, whether as emissaries or slaves is not surprising. Some possible 

third millennium parallels are a reference to dam e3 uru-bar in the texts from Tell Beydar, 

which are understood as some sort of professional women who travel ‘outside of’ or ‘to 

other cities’ (Sallaberger 2014: 43); and a text from Ebla which records ‘matrons’ 

(AB2xAŠ2.AB2xAŠ2) and ‘singers’ SAL.NAR from Kiški who had travelled with a 

caravan from Mari to Ebla, where they received silver in the palace (Steinkeller 1993a: / 

Eblaitica 1, 139 no. 16).  The different geographic locales mentioned in the proto-

cuneiform texts referencing SAL (Ur; Larsa; Arina; Zabalam; Šuruppak; SAL 

GA2xDUB; NIMb1?) as well as the local references to SAL(.KURa) from Uruk, NIa.RU 

and UB altogether highlight the interconnectedness of early Mesopotamian cities, and 

shows that female personnel were among those ‘transferred’ or travelling between these 

different centres.   

 
Unprovenanced texts 
  

Around a dozen unprovenanced texts use the sign SAL in situations that might reflect 

counts of women, or designations for female administrative units. Most of these texts do 

not provide information significantly different from what is observed in the Uruk and 

Jemdet Nasr texts, but a few require comment.  

 

MS 4494 is a broken text with unusual features. The impressions of the numerical 

notation N1 on the obverse are at an unusual angle. The format on the reverse is unique. 

The colophon on the obverse, as preserved, reads […] SAL KIŠx ŠURRUPAK 
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(‘…female equids of Šurrupak’?). The reverse seems to count ‘teams’ of unnamed ERIMa 

divided into groups of SAL and KURa, and could strengthen the possibility that other 

SAL or KURa in contexts with the designation ERIMa in proto-cuneiform could be 

interpreted as donkey teams. The authenticity of the text is difficult to judge, and like 

others in private collections, information from this text is best not relied upon at this stage 

in the decipherment of proto-cuneiform.  

 

Potentially most important to understanding SAL as possible counted female workers in 

proto-cuneiform is text MS 2437 (fig. 7.19), which provides an exceptionally well 

preserved longer list of small groups of unnamed SAL, appearing in subcases attached to 

62 different main cases. In each main case, a complex designation (a personal name?) is 

recorded along with a numerical notation ranging between 1 and 7 N1. The summary, 

1N34 2 N1 is marked as SAG. 

 

In total, 281 unnamed SAL are included in the text, assuming the sexagesimal system for 

the subcases with SAL. These SAL are counted in groups of between 2 and 13, in 

subcases to the sixty-two different main cases (A few of the sixty-two cases do not 

include subcases with SAL). There is no apparent numerical relationship between the 

numerical notation in the main cases and the number of SAL in the subcases, and it is 

therefore difficult to understand this text as a ‘rationing’ text. In short, the text provides 

serious challenges of interpretation. While the sign-forms are mostly consistent with 

proto-cuneiform corpus more broadly, a provenance for the text is sorely missing, since 

judging its authenticity would be crucial before building a more complex analysis and 

before drawing further conclusions on records of female personnel in proto-cuneiform. 
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The account could potentially be the most well-preserved complex account of female 

personnel.  

 

Figure 7.19: MS 2437, an unusual account including repeated groups of nameless SAL. 
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Lexical evidence 
 

Entries including the sign SAL are known from lexical texts, both known compositions 

and non-standard ones (proto-cuneiform lexical traditions that cannot be matched with 

later cuneiform tradition). Lecompte (2016) notes that only two titles from archaic LU2 

may explicitly refer to females through sign combinations incorporating SAL—these are 

DAM (LU2 52) and NINKUM (LU2 68). 

 

In the lexical or literary composition AD-GI4, one entry includes SAL: entry 73 

(following Civil 2013), reads SAL.IŠ (=GIBIL), and Fara and Abu Salabikh versions 

modify this to DAM:URU x IŠ, for which Civil (2013: 44–5) suggests a reading ‘the 

expert town woman’ munus uru zux (IŠ). Civil interprets this entry as a description of the 

woman referred to by a personal name in entry 72, EN:EŠ2:ZI – which he understands as 

the female counterpart to a possible male name in the preceding entry 71, EN.EŠ2 (the 

later version convinced Civil this is a reference to Enmerkar). The Early Dynastic 

versions also contain an entry 92 reading simpy SAL (not preserved in archaic AD-GI4). 

Civil takes the most likely meaning of this to be ‘female servant’ (he cites Akk. Amtu), 

with the following case UR UR possibly meaning ‘and all workmen’, reading Sumerian 

/ur/ as the term for ‘servant’ parallel to Akkadian (w)ardum (Civil 2013: 49; Krecher 

1987). In this context, we compared the unidentified lexical fragment ATU 7, HD 9 

(P000709) which may possibly fill this gap in archaic AD-GI4: 

2’. 1N1  SAL SAL 
3’. 1N1  URa URa 

 

Another proto-cuneiform lexical text including SAL is Vocabulary, which uses SAL as a 

category contrasting with four others: PAPa, GI, and AN. The significance of the sign 



	 	 	

 

313 

UR3 in proto-cuneiform administrative contexts (later Sumerian ‘plank of wood’; ‘roof’; 

‘to drag’) is not known. The section is preserved in text VAT 16912175: 

Column 3  
4. 1N1 PAPa UR3b2 
5. 1N1 SAL UR3b2 
6. 1N1 GI UR3b2 
7. 1N1 AN UR3b2 

 

It might be asked whether parallel can be found in proto-Elamite text MDP 17, 112 (fig. 

5.28e), which counts categories of ‘workers’ including M72 (graphically equivalent to 

SAL), M3b (graphically equivalent to PAPa), and M46 (graphically equivalent to AN). 

SAL also occasionally contrasts with PAPa in administrative texts such as Uruk IV text W 

6710,a (page 263). 

 

 
 
Figure 7.20: A possible comparison of proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite human 
categories—noting the same order of appearance (M3b—M72—M46 and PAPa—SAL—
(EN)—AN).  
 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
175 W 14337,a + W 14337,b + W 14337,c + W 14337,d + W 14337,e (P000025) 
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Women’s names in proto-cuneiform? 
 

It has yet to be established whether any of the uses of SAL.KURa or SAL in proto-

cuneiform could reflect a specifically Sumerian lexeme geme2 or munus. One avenue for 

exploring this possibility is to identify in the proto-cuneiform texts personal names that 

can be explained as geme2- or munus- names comparable to those found in other third 

millennium corpora. This has proven extremely difficult: Sumerian personal names have 

not been securely identified in the proto-cuneiform corpus. Of a few possible ‘names’ in 

proto-cuneiform including the sign SAL just one is mentioned here: a number of 

combinations using SAL and PIRIGb1 may form a personal or geographic name. 

Steinkeller read PIRIGb1 SUa in these combinations as as (s)ug6 ‘lion’ (1995: 707). 

 

Text     ‘name’ or other designation 
 
W 02656,a               ⸢SAL PIRIGb1⸣  GIR2a 

W 15772,n     3N57 PIRIGb1 ⸢SUa⸣ SAL 
W 19948,5     [...] SAL ⸢PIRIGb1⸣  SUa 
W 20274,13    SAL BA PIRIGb1 
W 15892,m     SUa SAL PIRIG b1 
W 21253, 5     ŠU SAL PIRIG b1 

 

Figure 7.21: A group of similar ‘names’ or other designations that appear in proto-
cuneiform texts, including the signs SAL and PIRIGb1.  
 

The sign PIRIGb1 (sign name after sum. Piriĝ ‘lion’) depicts a large feline head. Possible 

cultural significance of large felines in Late Uruk Southern Mesopotamia is suggested by 

the frescos at Uqair and the remains of large felines (perhaps a leopard and a lion) buried 

as a ‘foundation sacrifice’ under level B of the White Temple at Uruk (Perkins 1949: 

111). A similar (but probably unrelated) placename SAL.PIRIG.TUR is attested in an 

Early Dynastic text from Nippur (Westenholz 1975: 35 no. 45 i:1), and Frayne (1992: 32) 

relates this to the place name PIRIG.TUR in the Early Dynastic List of Geographic 
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Names (see also W 20274, 124 for proto-cuneiform PIGIR.TUR in a fragmentary text), 

and translates the place name as ‘panther town’. He locates this town along the Iturungal 

canal northwards from Adab.  

 

Cultic and administrative personnel 
 

Lecompte (2013; 2016: 34) recognized two cultic positions from the Early Dynastic Cult 

Personnel List as mentioned already in the Uruk administrative texts. The first is the 

‘Priestess of Utu (Larsa?)’, listed in the ED texts as nunuzx-zi Utu / nu[nunuzx]nuz which 

he identifies in CUSAS 1, 98 in the reading U4 SAL ZI. Though it is difficult to confirm 

this reading, it is a possibility, and if correct it implies a reading nunuzx of SAL176. In this 

text, U4 SAL ZI is associated with a capacity measure of emmer in the derived ŠE system 

Š*, in parallel to other (probable) personnel including U4 ENa BUa ARARMA2 (the U4 

ENa BUa of Larsa?). The second cultic title Lecompte recognizes in the proto-cuneiform 

texts appears in the ED list as murub2 Unug, ‘Priestess of Enki? (Uruk)’ (Lecompte 2013: 

155 n. 66 citing unprovenanced proto-cuneiform texts MS 2430 and HJN 11). The proto-

cuneiform writing identified is SAL LAGARa UNUG (SAL+ LAGAR = murub2). Both 

texts are lists of personnel, including titles like GALa GAa (LU2 A: composite entry 20) 

and NIMGIR.  To be added to this list, unpublished Uruk fragment W 20233,1 may attest 

to a female cultic singer with the entry NAR SAL A.  

 

The Jemdet Nasr ‘field of the EN’ text (MSVO 1, 2) informs us that the ENc.SAL was an 

important official—the one allotted the next largest plot of land after the EN. The 

metrological aspects of this text were discussed in detail by Friberg (1991). The 

                                                
176 nunuz is the eme-sal equivalent of munus.  
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combination may be understood as an En-‘priestess’. The related text MSVO 1, 1 informs 

us that these plots of land may have been worked by personnel labelled SAL (and?) 

GURUŠ. The combination EN SAL is known already in the Uruk IV texts, but may be 

interpreted in different ways. For example, short text W 9579,l consists of two cases, 

separated by a dividing line: 

1. 6 N1 ENb SAL GA2a1 x SUKUD 
2. 5 N1 SAL GA2a1 x SUKUD  
 

Charvát (2014b: 172) suggested an interpretation of this text as ‘EN’s females of a type of 

storeroom’ in contrast with (other) ‘females of a type of storeroom’; another possibility 

would be that the contrast is between the storeroom of the ENb SAL and that of her 

female personnel. The ENb SAL also appears in Uruk IV in other texts including W 

9656,ex. Most entries in this text apparently count cattle (bulls, GU4 or cows, ABa) in 

association with different designations, some appearing to relate to officials (e.g. UNa 

SANGAa GU4) including the ENb SAL.  

 

The sign NIN, attested in 16 archaic administrative texts (Green and Nissen: 1987: 256) is 

made up of SAL and NAM2, and is easily relatable to the later cuneiform forms, where 

the sign means ‘lady’ (Akk. Bēltum). NAM2 is a title which appears in many variations in 

the earliest lexical and administrative texts —including the highest title on the LU2 list 

NAMEŠDA (NAM2 + EŠDA), representing some sort of functionary (Nissen 1986: 329), 

and SAL NAM2 in this way parallels EN SAL in its construction of ‘female’+ ‘title’.   

 

SAL and PAPa 
 

SAL and PAPa  sometimes act as contrasting categories in proto-cuneiform texts, but the 

two signs also frequently occur in the same case. Figure 7.22 lists these. The meaning of 
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the combinations have not yet been established.  By later cuneiform parallel, PAPa could 

be Sumerian ugula, therefore tying these uses of SAL to the organization of a workforce. 

Monaco (2014a: 265 fn. 7) proposes reading Eb as a verb in several cases, suggesting a 

proto-cuneiform case recording SAL Eb PAPa could mean ‘sent to the PAPa official, 

responsible for the female workers’, and Eb SAL could be ‘sent for the female workers’. 

However the common combination of SAL and PAPa in other contexts suggests that the 

two signs form a title describing an office. Lecompte notes that the Early Dynastic II list 

of cultic personnel (attested at Fara and Abu Salabikh) includes a priestess written SAL 

PAP DU10 GIŠGAL, and a nunuzx-zi PAP Nanna, commenting for the latter ‘the addition 

of PAP seems to refer to a peculiar feature which is unclear to me here’. It is possible that 

this is related to a proto-cuneiform tradition involving cultic-administrative personnel 

with the sign PAPa.  

 

It can also be noted that a number of the designations in figure 7.22 include signs for 

animals. It is difficult to say if this indicates that PAPa could function as a sign for a 

professional ‘herder’ (Šarzynska 2002) or whether the animal signs are being used in 

other ways—to represent human names, for example.  
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Sign combination    attestations 

      Uruk    Jemdet Nasr      unpovenanced  

SAL PAPa       2   7  
SAL SAL PAPa      1  
ŠU SAL PAPa    3    7  
SAL E2a PAPa      2  
MARa PAPa SAL        2  
MUŠEN PAPa SAL    2  
GUN3a/b PAPa SAL    1     2  
PAPa SAL DARa        1  
MAŠ2 PAPa SAL    1  
SIG7 PAPa SAL        1 
PAPa SAL GIR3c        1  
TUR PAPa SAL NIa AL      1  
NUNa PAPa SAL URa   1   
BA SUHUR PAPa SAL       1  

 

Figure 7.22: Proto-Cuneiform entries including SAL and PAPa 

 

Upon collecting all uses of SAL and PAPa together, it seems possible that the group 

involving one of the signs modelled on a bird (fig. 7.23) could feasibly represent the same 

designation. A comparison might be the DAM/DUMU MUNUS GUN3 from the Ebla 

texts, the female cloth-dyers (Biga 2016: 84 / 2010), with PAPa perhaps for ‘overseer’ 

(ugula) of the female dyers, as is common in later third millennium texts. In proto-

cuneiform, GUN3 is used in at least two other contexts (apart from the uses with PAPa 

and SAL above) where it apparently referred to textiles (or fleeces). Both of these Uruk 

texts are unpublished: W 20274, 80 + W 20274,127 + W 20274,136 with three references 

to GUN3a TUG2a; and W 21662,1 which contains repeated uses of GUN3a, DARA4c2, and 

GI6 GI (also references to dark and/or mottled colours?). As a descriptor for wool, GUN3 

is usually thought to refer to a mix of light and dark naturally coloured fibers in third 

millennium texts (Waetzoldt 2010: 202). The significance of these and the other 

combinations including SAL PAPa listed in figure 7.22 remain elusive for the time being.  
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GUN3b   GUN3a    DARa   MUŠEN 

 

Figure 7.23: ‘bird’ signs sometimes used in conjunction with SAL PAPa 

 

Female animals 
 

From the earliest proto-cuneiform texts, SAL was probably used to refer to both female 

animals and humans (Green 1980; Charvát 2014b: 169). Green pointed out the uses of 

SAL to indicate young female sheep (sum. Kir11) and cattle (sum. Amar sal). In addition, 

Uruk text W 20572,1 (fig. 6.9) attests a SAL MAŠ (contrasting with a KURa MAŠ) 

apparently as a designation for a young female goat, that differs from the sign ZATU 149 

(Sum. Ešgar) identified by Green in other livestock texts. There are also various 

combinations of SAL with fish or bird designations, perhaps some of which are to be 

taken literally as female animals.    

 

Finally, as with KURa, the sign SAL is also used standing on its own for adult equids.  

The reason for the particular similarity between human and equid designations remains 

unclear. Later Sumerian MUNUS.ANŠE was read eme3, and this reading could be 

tentatively proposed for proto-cuneiform SAL in equid texts (noting the phonetic 

similarity to Sum. ‘woman’, possible /eme/, /mi3/ [Krecher 1987]).  

 

The unprovenanced texts published in CUSAS 1, 21, and 31 (Monaco 2007, 2014b, 2016, 

see figure 8.9) exemplify the strong similarity between human and equid accounting. In 

most instances, the sign SAL stood alone in a case to indicate the animal (or human), with 

the species possibly being known only from the summary, in these texts including the 
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sign transliterated by Monaco as KIŠ (an animal head). These and other texts in which 

SAL apparently refers to female animals—despite being a sign visually derived from 

human anatomy (a woman’s pubic triangle)— highlight how the script from its earliest 

stage had formed associations such that signs could be used in multiple ways. The use of 

SAL for animals casts considerable doubt on the sign’s interpretation as a human female 

in other contexts where it appears as a counted object, although the unequivocal uses for 

female cultic personnel and officials discussed above confirms that in many cases the sign 

represented human females.  

 
 
Summary 
 

The number of texts identified above, in which SAL might represent a counted slave, 

worker or ration-receiver, at c. 50 to 70 examples, can be put into the context of c. 6,000 

proto-cuneiform texts and fragments. Direct references to workers, rosters of workers, 

and possible captives and/or slave trade documents were marginal administrative genres 

within the proto-cuneiform administration at Uruk, although significantly more possible 

examples of SAL as workers or slaves exist than do examples of human KURa males. 

Jemdet Nasr offers the strongest evidence that the designation SAL.KURa could refer to 

captives that were enslaved and entered into the workforce. Unlike KURa, SAL could be 

applied to describe women in a wide variety of contexts, from cultic and administrative 

personnel to grain-grinders and (probable) brewers. It is not known if the many more 

official/cultic titles attested in the proto-cuneiform record refer to males unless marked 

with the sign SAL, although it is almost certainly the case that explicit marking of SAL 

depended upon account context, and gender may have been assumed in many cases. As 

with all proto-cuneiform signs, attaching a single lexemic item (such as geme2) to a sign 
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is not possible, and in many cases the sign may have conveyed meaning (here, ‘female’) 

in a linguistically-weak accounting context (Damerow 2006).  

 

Returning to the question of marking gender, Yoffee (1995: 115) observed: 

 
as in languages (Greenberg 1966; Waugh 1982), the feminine is often the marked gender in 
historical documentation, because in early documents (from Mesopotamia and elsewhere) 
references to women are relatively rare and tend to connote extraordinariness.  

 

It remains difficult to interpret whether proto-cuneiform uses of the sign SAL suggest that 

scribes were operating with a ‘male’ perspective that treated femaleness as ‘exceptional’. 

It is generally held that women’s labour was both most important and most common in 

the key productive context of the textile industry, which some textual and glyptic 

evidence suggests is a tradition that may have already been significant in the Late Uruk 

and Jemdet Nasr periods. The class and status associations of possible female textile 

workers in proto-cuneiform society remain unknown.  
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Chapter 7b: M72 as female workers in proto-Elamite 
 

Introduction 
 

An equivalent form, and to some extent equivalent function, is found between proto-

cuneiform SAL and proto-Elamite M72, and M72 is proposed to represent ‘women’ in 

labour administration contexts in proto-Elamite texts (Damerow and Englund 1989a; 

1993). The majority of texts recording M72 are from Susa; one is from Tal-i Malyan, four 

from Tepe Yahya, and at least two fragments from Tepe Sofalin, which are however too 

small to provide much information177.  

 

   

Figure 7.24: Signs that may represent women and  
female childrenin proto-Elamite 
 

Sign form and graphical referent 
 

Proto-Elamite M72 is the only sign in the writing system that is unequivocally modelled 

on a human body part—there are no human head, hand, or leg signs as are known in 

                                                
177 However, one of the Tepe Sofalin fragments preserves the sign combination M54 M72, suggesting that 
M72 was used in similar contexts at Sofalin to Susa. 
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proto-cuneiform (Dahl 2013). This apparent feature of the writing system, in combination 

with the lack of human figures in Classic proto-Elamite glyptic across sites where the 

writing system was present, led Dahl (2013) to raise the possibility that proto-Elamite 

scribal communities may have had a taboo against depictions of the human form. This is 

only a speculation, but until securely dated glyptic is discovered with classic proto-

Elamite human figures, the lack of representations of humans can be taken as a hallmark 

feature of the culture. In the case of M72, it may be that the visual referent—a woman’s 

pubic area—was obscured when proto-Elamite scribes borrowed the sign from the 

neighbouring proto-cuneiform tradition (if it was borrowed).  

 

The form of M72 is well-standardised. However, there is the possibility for some 

confusion with a rarely attested sign that may relate to textiles (ZATU 644a) as early as 

Uruk V (and on through the Uruk III period), as shown in the non-standard, perhaps Uruk 

V-date text from Tepe Sialk (Sialk 1631/ P009520) and one text from Susa (MDP 17, 

169) (see figure 7.25). These documents may have close parallel with numero-

ideographic tablets from Uruk, such as W 6881,o2+ab (Englund 1998: 54). For example, 

Sialk 1631 contains a numerical notation that does not conform to later bundling 

principles (a hallmark feature of numerical and numero-ideographic texts). The signs in 

these texts are included in the list which Schmandt-Besseret derives from token forms 

(1992, 2007; also Šarzynska 1988). On the one hand, this early point of contact (perhaps 

best described as a numero-ideographic tradition shared between Mesopotamia and 

southwestern Iran) is an appealing place to locate the origin of M72 in proto-Elamite and 

SAL in proto-cuneiform, but on the other hand these early signs are at present thought to 

relate to textiles rather than to the later signs for women. It is noted that the Uruk text in 
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figure 7.25 bears a sealing (not represented in the graphic) with a feline(?) striding, which 

is similar to the seal impression on the Susa example.   

   
 

Figure 7.25: Early textile signs, not to be confused with SAL or M72 ‘female’ 

 

A sign attested three times, named M72a in Dahl’s working signlist (fig. 7.26), may in 

fact relate instead to a set of signs with parallels to proto-cuneiform sila3 complex 

graphemes that may have related to cuts of meat or other elite rations (see comments in 

Johnson 2015: 194–5). In the three texts where it appears178, the use contexts are 

                                                
178 MDP 26, 47 ; MDP 26, 441; MDP 31, 16. But note the similarity between text MDP 26, 288 which uses 
M72 (rather than the variant M72a) and MDP 26, 441.  
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sufficiently different from most other M72 uses to confirm it is unlikely to be related. 

This highlights the fact that the proto-Elamite signlist is still under construction, a process 

that requires access to high quality images of texts (or collations of the originals) to 

confirm sign forms as well as analysis of the use of signs.   

  
 
Figure 7.26 M72a is probably distinct from M72 in meaning. The similar complex 
graphemes in proto-Elamite and proto-cuneiform presented above may both relate to 
redistributive practices, since the proto-cuneiform sign is related to later cuneiform sila3 
= ‘1 litre’.  
 

In contrast to the incorporation of M388 into many different complex graphemes, the 

only complex graphemes that M72 is used in are the M370 complex graphemes 

hypothesised to mean ‘female child’ (fig. 7.24). In one unusual instance (MDP 26, 297), 

the form of the sign M72 appears to be re-imagined by the scribe (fig. 7.27, ‘M72x?’). 

The sign is used in the text summary, where according to the line drawing by Scheil 

(1935), it represents the count of M72 appearing in the body of the text. However, this 

summary ‘sign’ appears to depict a woman’s lower body including hips and legs. No 

photograph is available, and collation of the text, currently in the National Museum 

Tehran, is needed.  
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Sign frequency and function 
 

As noted in chapter 1, the sign M72 is less common in proto-Elamite than is SAL in 

proto-cuneiform: SAL is the 7th most common proto-cuneiform sign, and M72 the 24th 

most common proto-Elamite sign. A general conclusion drawn from this, and borne out in 

the use contexts discussed below, is that M72 has a more restricted meaning in proto-

Elamite than does SAL in proto-cuneiform.  

 

The use contexts of the 46 texts using M72 are explored in this chapter, with the 

conclusion that M72 was always or almost always a counted object sign. The texts in 

which it appears include an identifiable set of signs, and suggest that M72 had a relatively 

uniform usage that contrasts with the more diverse proto-cuneiform uses of SAL. For 

example, there is no evidence that M72 was used in personal names or in ‘elite’ 

administrative titles in the way that SAL was. Nor is there evidence to suggest that M72 

Figure 7.27: Text MDP 26, 297 records 
seven different ‘types’ of M72 summarised 
under an unusual sign-form,  
probably M72.  
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was used in other ways, such as in place or household names. Its use in reference to 

animals is likewise not visible, unless the hypothesis that M72 in the ration texts represent 

women is incorrect, with these texts potentially including references to work animals 

instead. 

 

The more restricted use of the sign M72 in proto-Elamite parallels the difference between 

proto-Elamite M370(b) combinations and proto-cuneiform TUR as well—while TUR is 

used in a variety of situations in proto-cuneiform, M370(b) combinations are limited (with 

rare exception) to a single administrative context in around a dozen texts. It is clear that 

both M72 and M370 were instead used in the same narrow administrative context in 

proto-Elamite, and were not used as fluidly as their proto-cuneiform sign counterparts 

which could describe things in various administrative contexts.   

 

Simple Receipts 
 

Some of the texts using M72 are one or a few lines in length (seven or eight texts from 

Susa and one from Tepe Yahya, see appendix nos. xiii–xix). The shortest is a small count 

of two (=2N1) M72, which is the only information recorded in the text (MDP 26, 191 / 

P008879, appendix no. xiv); this text may be compared to Uruk receipt W 20854 (fig. 

5.5f) counting two SAL and one KURa. Could this and perhaps other simple proto-

Elamite ‘receipts’ represent similar cultural and economic contexts to the Uruk IV 

receipts (page 106 ff.), despite their cultural and apparent chronological separation?  

A somewhat larger count of nineteen179 M72 appears on elongated tablet MDP 17, 113 

(appendix no. xvi). The numerical system used in this text and many other smaller proto-

                                                
179 =1N14 9N1 
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Elamite receipts is uncertain, since the bundling principle 10N1 = 1N14 is common to both 

the sexagesimal and the decimal system—the systems can only be distinguished for 

certain when a decimal count of 100 or above is recorded, because the sign N23 (= ‘100’) 

is unique to the decimal system. At least one simple document including 

M72, text MDP 26, 397 (appendix no. xv) clearly uses the decimal system, since it 

includes 5 N23 (= ‘500’) if Scheil’s (1935) drawing is correct. The purpose of short 

documents like those presented in the appendix (xiii–xiv) is unclear. 

 

These texts do not include multiple other signs for designations that might indicate 

households or personal names, as often appear on the earliest proto-cuneiform ‘receipts’ 

including SAL. They also never appear with parallel counts of M388, the way that SAL is 

sometimes paralleled with KURa in proto-cuneiform receipts. On the other hand, the 

inclusion of sign M54, the equivalent of ERIM (a ‘yoke’) in medium-length (e.g. 

appendix nos. xix, xxii–xiii, xxv, xxviii, xxx) and in the long ration texts with M72, 

suggests a link between the proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite sign sets, and probably 

labour organization.  

 

A ration receipt for M72?  
 
There may be different kinds of simple documents including M72. There are the ‘counts’ 

of M72 and other worker categories known from Susa mentioned above, and there may 

be at least one possible ‘ration’ text from Tepe Yahya which records a count of thirty-

six180 nameless M72 plus two separate capacity measures (fig. 7.28/appendix no. xxxix). 

In this text, the first of these measures is 1N1 1N39b (=36 N30c), and it therefore records a 

                                                
180 =3N14 6N1 
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‘rate’ of 1N30c per M72, a ‘rationing’ rate comparable to the proto-cuneiform ration 

‘calculation’ text MSVO 4, 27 (fig. 5.14; see Englund 1998: 181)—but twice the 15N30c 

 

 

Figure 7.28: Tepe Yahya 12 counts associates thirty-six M72 with thirty-six N30c, the 
proto-Elamite capacity unit candidate for roughly one litre. 
 

Known from many other proto-Elamite texts. This is recorded in the second entry of the 

text following the sign M297, a sign which has been interpreted as a grain product, 

possibly ‘bread’ (Damerow and Englund 1989a) or ‘beer’ (Meriggi 1974). By current 

hypothesis, this text relates to the provisioning of a group of thirty-six M72 with a ‘daily’ 

distribution of grain or grain product made from a certain capacity of barley or wheat. 

However, the second capacity measure, following another M72 sign, complicates the 

picture.  This capacity measure records the equivalent of 16 ½ N30c181, which is much 

closer to the commonly attested 15N30c per worker ratio. The relationship between this 

capacity measure, the other measure thirty-six N30c, and the thirty-six M72 is unclear. 

While a receipt for distribution to ‘female ration-recievers’ is a strong hypothesis for the 

context of this receipt, it is worth considering other options, for example by re-examining 

                                                
181 Although the smallest numerical unit recorded is difficult to identify, it may be a form of N30d. 

M72 ‘women’?

‘36’  (decimal system)

M297 ‘beer’ or ‘bread’?
(qualifies capacity measures)

1N1 1N39b = ‘36’ N30c
(capacity system)
=c. 36 litres following 
Mesopotamian parallel

line             1                      2             

1N39b 1N24 1N30c 1N30d(?)  = 16 ½ N30c
(capacity system)
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the possible relationship between M72 in this text and the sign M72a, in light of 

comparison with proto-cuneiform SILA3 (fig. 7.26), which could imply that Tepe Yahya 

12 was a scribal calculation equating thirty-six counted ‘litre’-sized vessels with capacity 

measures.  

 
 
M72 and M388 
 

M72 and M388 appear in under twenty texts in common. Six of these are the ‘women and 

children’ genre, where M388 is used most commonly in combination with M370b or in 

M370+M388+M370 probably to indicate male children, as well as in ‘overseer’ 

designations. As an ‘overseer’ designation, M388 appears not to be a parallel worker 

category to M72 and the other ‘worker categories’. In the very long Ration Text 1 

(Appendix, page 446), one of the summary entry categories, paralleling the summaries of 

M72 and the different M370(b) combinations, is M388 M3b. A ‘male(?) overseer’ would 

be the conventional translation of this combination, following the initial interpretations of 

Nissen et al. (1993). In short, the only clear situations in which M72 and M388 are 

contrasted in a way that suggests a female-male distinction is in the M370(b) combinations 

for ‘children’ (chapter 8b). It may be only for these children that M72 and M388 function 

as opposing categories ‘female’ and ‘male’.  

 

One text indicates a comparable use of M72 and M388 to the proto-cuneiform 

designation SAL.KURa. This is text MDP 26, 205 (fig. 7.29), which provides very large 

decimal counts. It is stressed here that while the text suggests a possible comparison with 

SAL.KURa ERIMa of the SAG x MA accounts, this is the single example of M72 and 

M388 used together in one designation for counted ‘objects’. It is therefore difficult to be 
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confident in interpreting the count, which by ‘Mesopotamian’ reading of the signs could 

indicate ‘male and female obligated workers’—recorded here at 1,776182 in number!  

  

Figure 7.29: MDP 26, 205 may record a large number of male and female workers along 
with other counted objects. By hypothesis (see right above), The first entry might be 
broken down into two parts (a and b), including header information in part a that applies 
to the whole text, and description of the counted object (‘yoked males and females’?) in 

part b. Reading  as part of the header is supported by that sign’s use in heading 
lines of other texts (e.g. MDP 26, 96 and MDP 26, 345) including sometimes as part of 

the ‘heading’ complex grapheme:  
  
 
 

The ‘animal head’ M417h appearing in entry 5 may give some pause to the interpretation 

of these M53a M72 M388 as humans rather than yoked equids. In either case, the text 

implies a large scale labour-organization role on the part of the proto-Elamite scribes, 

assuming that the yoked animals were being used for plow-based agriculture or even 

transport of agricultural produce. M417h in the text acts as a parallel category to M53a 

M388 M72, and to two other categories, the only legible one appearing to be M101. 

                                                
182 The precise number of N1 (representing ‘one’ each, up to ten) is unclear from the drawing and the text 
requires collation.  

Line:     1        2       3       4 direction of writing

line and entry arrangement

Line:        1        2       3       4

a. header

parts of entry 1:

b. first group of 
counted objects 

hypothetical parsing of entry 1

Text MDP 26, 205

Entry:

2

3

1
4

5

1         2       3        4  
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Figure 7.30: Schematization of the entries of text MDP 26, 205.  
Entry 1 may be read in other ways—for example, M53   
may either be part of the ‘header’ qualifying all entries of the text,  
or it may be part of entry 1 and indicate only what is counted in  
that entry. 
 
 
The combination M388 M72 is known in only one other context, where the combination 

may have a different interpretation. This is a Tepe Yahya text, in which most or all entries 

begin with M388: in line 16, the sign M72 is the second in the string following M388; it 

is followed by M371 M346.  The last sign, M346 is the generic ‘sheep’ sign, repeated at 

the end of each entry of this text and thought to be the ‘counted object’, perhaps 
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M388 in the ‘header’ 
may define the type of 
objects being counted 
(possible ‘dependent 
workers’?) throughout 
the text. 

In the text 
summary, the 
counted objects are 
divided into the 
categories M291 
and M72 

following names of ‘owners’ or other individuals associated with the sheep. The entry 

might be parsed in the following way: 

 

Personenkeil   +     individual’s name or designation  +  sheep ,   ‘one’  

M388               +      M72 M371                +  M346,     1N1 

 

This use of M72 among other strings thought to represent personal names or designations 

(not simply worker categories) is unique in the known proto-Elamite corpus, and may be 

related to a general difference apparent in the few uses of the sign at Tepe Yahya than is 

seen in the much more numerous Susian texts.  

 

The scarcity of entries recording M388 

M72 as outlined above doesn’t necessarily 

mean M388 didn’t act as a category 

describing a ‘type’ of M72. This may in 

fact be the case in MDP 6, 290 (fig. 7.31) 

and MDP 17, 44 (appendix no. xxxii), 

where M388, as is typical, appears in the 

first entry of the text in a longer sign 

string. The summaries on the reverse of 

each of these texts include counts of M72, 

leaving the possibility that M388 was 

presented in the first entry of the text as a 

broader ‘category’ of human that applied 

Figure 7.31: MDP 6, 290 uses M388 in 
the ‘heading’ line, where it might refer to 
the objects counted in the remainder of the 
text. Although the drawing does not 
preserve accurate information on the text 
content, it is clear from the text summary 
that five of these counted ‘objects’ are 
M72-‘women’.  
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to some or all of the remaining text entries.  

 

The correlation between M72 ‘women’ and M370(b) ‘children’ 
 

Around a dozen texts may use M370b combinations to record children in proto-Elamite 

texts (Dahl et al. 2018; appendix pages 446 ff.). All of these texts include M72 ‘females’. 

For four texts (three are fragmentary), M72 is included only in the form of young females 

(with M370b and M370 complex graphemes) but for the remaining nine, adult females 

(M72) are included in the texts as well. One could hypothesise that this strong correlation 

between the use of M370 complex graphemes and M72 could reflect labour organization 

traditions similar to those known from later cuneiform ration and roster texts, in which 

women and children are listed together, the standard example being the ‘geme2-dumu’ 

texts of Lagash province (Maekawa 1980b). However, not all of the proto-Elamite long 

ration texts equally represent women, and in all the texts other categories of workers 

overshadow the number of M72-‘women’ recorded.  

 

Through analysis of text structure, it is apparent that several other signs represent 

humans, animals, or things that are counted in parallel to M72 ‘females’ and M370(b)-

combination ‘children’. Dahl et al. (2018) discuss a few longer ration-and-work-team 

texts in greater detail and explore whether these signs might reflect ‘worker categories’ 

for workers recorded along with women and children in ‘work teams’. None of the female 

(or male) ‘children’ —represented by M370b+M72 or M370+M72+M370—are ever 

modified by the addition of other signs and therefore appear to be recorded without their 

personal names, but only by their age and gender category. While the signs modifying 

M72-women on the other hand are sometimes recorded along with other signs in an entry, 

the particular sign-set seems to be made up of a small, repeated set of ‘worker category’ 
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signs rather than a syllabary recording personal names. This contrasts with the proto-

cuneiform texts, in which SAL.(KURa) and TUR were sometimes listed along with 

hypothetical ‘naming cases’.  

 

M72 in contexts without children  
 

As might be expected in labour bookkeeping contexts, while all the texts that record 

children (M370(b)+ x) include women (M72), not all the texts that record women include 

children. Apart from the text with children, just over thirty more texts record M72. These 

are diverse (appendix nos. xiii–xliv183), but the sign use presents basic similarities with 

texts including children. Figure 7.38 suggests that there might be some difference in the 

sets of signs that appear in entries along with M72 in texts with children than in those 

texts without children; however, a significant observation is that in both groups, M72 

consistently appears in the final position in a set of signs (fig. 7.35–6), with an exception 

in a single Tepe Yahya text.  

 

A mixed animal and female worker account? 
 

Using text format clues as discussed below, it has been possible to begin grouping proto-

Elamite signs into ‘groups’ of like objects (most securely, Dahl: 2005a for livestock 

signs), in this case hypothetical ‘worker categories’. However, there are many texts that 

challenge these understandings. MDP 26, 214 (fig. 7.32a) is an example. It is a 

fragmentary text that adds a livestock sign (M367 for ‘billy-goat’ [Dahl 2005a: 90 ff.]; 

and possibly M346 ‘sheep’) into the set of counted objects that are otherwise mainly 

recognized as ‘worker category’ signs (M54; M3; M373, M124). A schematic 

                                                
183 The appendix fragment nos. viii–x don’t preserve entries with M370b, but belong to the category of long 
rations texts which are expected to.  
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representation of this ‘list’ is shown in figures 7.32b–c. In most cases the text counts 

entries by one sign, and in a few cases it combines two of these same set of signs, or signs 

that can also be found in similar combination in ‘worker lists’, including the long rations 

texts with women and children discussed above (e.g. the sign combination M305 M54). 

No summary is preserved in this text to inform us if there is a higher-order category under 

which these signs are considered. Among the other entries, the text records six M72 

‘women’. 

    
Figure 7.32a: Text MDP 26, 214 counts varying numbers of ‘objects’ including both M72 

— (female humans or animals?), and M367   ‘[billy?]-goat’ (Dahl 2005a). 

two groups of 3 
counted, unqualified 
M72 (‘females’) 

Two groups of 
goats (?): two 
M54 M367 and 
eight M367

line:        1 2         3         4         5         6
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Figure 7.32b Partial translation of MDP 26, 214 (above 7.32a). The text counts groups of 
unnamed ‘workers’, including a group of three unnamed M72 ‘females’.  

[...]

[...]

[...]

[...]

[...]

[...]

[...]

[...]

(worker category)
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Figure 7.32c: Partial translation of MDP 26, 214 (continued) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[...]

[...]
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M72 for animals? 
 

The evidence from MDP 26, 214 and from another account associating ‘billy goats’ and 

M72 (text MDP 26, 51 appendix xxi) therefore raises questions about the relationship 

between M72 and livestock. M72 has not been securely associated with any known 

livestock signs in a manner indicating that the sign M72 itself represents female animals 

(see Dahl 2005a). In a pattern unique to Tepe Yahya (text 11, fig. 7.39), two sign strings 

end in M72 followed by M346, thought to be the sign for ‘female sheep’. However, since 

the sign M346 already carries with it sex information, it seems unlikely that M72 refers to 

the sheep in these cases—instead, the text format suggests that M72 here refers to an 

‘owner’ designation preceding the sheep.  

 

Yet because of the use of SAL in some proto-cuneiform texts probably in reference to 

equids, we should also consider whether M72 acts in this way in proto-Elamite, either in 

addition to its use to indicate women, or even perhaps instead of. Dahl et al. (2018) 

outline the cumulative set of arguments for understanding the limited number of uses of 

M72 as relating to humans rather than equids in proto-Elamite (relating to the standard 

capacity measures associated with both M72 and ‘named’ individuals’), but the question 

is not definitively settled. Evaluation of the sign combinations including M72 may in 

future provided clearer answer to this problem.  

 

Parallel counted objects and sign hierarchies  
 

In many instances, M72 is known to be the counted object, since it is the only sign in a 

case. In others, it is combined with either the hypothesised ‘worker category’ (Dahl et al. 

2018) or other undeciphered signs.  As a ‘worker category’, M72 is found along with 
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several others that appear in texts, from short (SE 124) medium (MDP 17, 112) up to very 

long (MDP 17, 292). For example, the undeciphered sign M59 appears in three texts with 

M72 in ways that suggest the two are parallel ‘person’ or other categories: a short receipt 

MDP 26, 257, the more complex text MDP 17, 113, and Yahya 14184. M59 may therefore 

be a sign describing a ‘work category’ correlated with M72-individuals.  

 

Dahl et al. 2018 identified a group of signs that appear to represent the ‘worker 

categories’ (fig. 7.33) in the very long rations texts including women and children. These 

worker categories overlap with the categories found in the shorter texts described above 

here. The worker category signs can be combined with each other or modified by the 

addition of other signs (such as M305). The implications of these sign-use patterns need 

further analysis in future studies targeting sign-order in proto-Elamite; such studies may 

especially benefit from computer-aided analysis of the sign-string and entry order 

patterns.  

 

SE 124 (appendix no. xix) is a simple document that provides information about the 

classification of M72 in relation to other signs (figure 7.34). It counts 99 (= 9N14 9N1) of 

the category M207m. Forty-six M72 were subsumed under the category M207m, alongside 

twenty-four M54 (the ‘yoke’ sign), eleven M373, twelve M46 (possibly ‘young adults?’) 

and six M370 (possibly ‘children’). M207 itself looks like a fringed textile, but without 

independent information from the texts, identifications of signs based upon their forms 

cannot be confirmed. It is notable that M72 ‘women’(?) make up the largest group of 

‘workers’ in this text.  

                                                
184 sign M44m in Yahya 18 (appendix no. xxxviii) may also be comparable to M59. 
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A different categorization of M72, with some similarities to SE 124, is MDP 17, 112 (fig. 

5.28e). In this text, the same ‘worker categories’ appear, and are introduced in the same 

order—with the addition of M317 at the beginning of the sequence and no M370 at the 

end of the sequence. A number of other texts also use some signs from this set in the 

same order throughout the texts (fig. 5.25): Desset 2012 identifies 26 such texts. In 

chapter 7a, a comparison between this ordering and proto-cuneiform lexical Vocabulary 

is made, in that it lists PAPa UR3b2, SAL UR3b2, and AN UR3b2, in the same order as 

observed in this proto-Elamite hierarchy (PAPa, SAL, and AN are graphical equivalents 

of M3b, M72, and M46 respectively). 

  Sign name  Sign form frequency   frequency       frequency 
            in  RT 1   in RT 2       in RT 3 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7.33 : Basic worker category signs in long ration texts identified by Dahl et al. 
(2018). RT =‘Ration Text’ 1–3.  
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Figure 7.34: Sign hierarchies in texts SE 124 and MDP 17, 112, along with the total 
‘count’ of each of the signs in the texts, transliterated from the proto-Elamite numerical 
systems. In SE 124 all ninety-nine individuals divided between the five ‘worker’ 
categories are summarized under the single label M207m. In MDP 17, 112, one of these 
worker categories, M54, is used to summarise both the counted M54 and the counted M3b 
in the body of the text, suggesting M3b could be a sub-category of M54.    
 

 

MDP 17, 112 has no single summary designation (like M207m in the text discussed 

above), but instead the text summarises numbers of each individual category (although 

the category M3b is subsumed under the count of M54 [Hawkins 2015]). The exact 

proportions of each type of worker vary between the two texts —in MDP 17, 112 there 

are almost twice as many M54 as there are M72, whereas the reverse is true in SE 124. 

However, both texts contain many more M54 and M72 than the categories M371 and 

M46. Another medium-length document, MDP 26, 472 (appendix no. xxviii) presents 

similar categories and adds a few others: in this way, the number of signs understood to 

be ‘worker categories’ can be constructed by piecing together information from different 

texts.  
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While there is a certain level of consistency in sign use, some texts present challenges. 

MDP 26, 297 (fig. 7.27 and 7.37/appendix no. xxvii) appears to present varying-sized 

groups of seven different ‘types’ of women (M72) that are all summarized as simply 

M72. With the exception of line 6 (M6 M376 M72), the signs further describing each 

M72 in this text are not of the familiar ‘worker categories’ set shown in figure 7.33.  

 

Sign ordering within entries 
 

One characteristic feature of the attestations of M72 is its location in strings of signs. In 

all the texts from Susa, M72 comes consistently at the end of the string (fig. 7.35 and 

7.36). The exceptions to this rule is the Tepe Yahya sheep text mentioned above (and fig. 

7.39). Corpus-wide, there are a few dozen signs that directly modify M72 (fig. 7.38). 

Four of these signs are shared between the two groups (M157, M124, M297/b, M376), 

and the rest are distinct to each group (although with the few attestations of each set); it is 

difficult to say if this represents a distinction of the ‘types’ of M72 in the large ration 

texts versus the other documents—certainly M54 (see fig. 7.38 top sign in the right 

column) does occur in the ‘women and children’ texts, though not, in currently known 

texts, in an entry directly modifying M72 (instead it is known as a parallel category in 

other text entries).  

 

In other ancient script decipherments, signs appearing consistently in one location in a 

string of signs, such as the end or the beginning, have provided clues about verbal 

morphemes or noun declensions (e.g. for the decipherment of linear B). However, in 

proto-Elamite, textual clues including summary designations have indicated that the signs 

in final position of a proto-Elamite sign string may represent the ‘counted’ object (such as  
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Figure 7.35: All proto-Elamite sign combinations that include M72 from the ‘women and 
children’ text genre. M72 appears consistently at the end of sign strings. These sign 
strings present some similarities in sign ordering, and the set of signs mostly differs from 
those in M72 texts where no M370 ‘children’ appear (fig. 7.36). The results presented 
reflect the entire text corpus, excluding only some broken combinations with uncertain 
readings.  
 

 

 

 

 

 



	 	 	

 

345 

 

  
 

Figure 7.36: All complex designations of M72 ‘women’ in texts where no ‘children’ 
(M70) are recorded. M72 appears consistently at the end of sign strings, excepting Tepe 
Yahya 11(fig. 7.39). The results presented represent the entire text corpus, excluding only 
some broken combinations with uncertain readings. 
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Sign combinations modifying M72 in ‘women and children’ texts

Text Entry

MDP 6, 246 + 269+ 302 + 332 M9 M203a M72
MDP 17, 292 M302ba M72

MDP 6, 316 + 322 + 324 +
MDP 26S, 335 + Sb 15247 M305+X ⸢M296 M72⸣

M305+X M297 M72
M5a ⸢M297 M72⸣
M5a ⸢M297 M124 M72⸣
⸢M124⸣ M5a M376 M72
M370 M376 M72
⸢M57 M72⸣
M157+M153 M297b M72

MDP 6, 243 M387 ⸢M661⸣ M370 M72
MDP 6, 315 M370 M376 M72

M157+M57 M297 M72
MDP 26S, 333 M370 M305+X ⸢M297⸣ M72

[...]⸢M157a+M131a⸣ M297 M72
MDP 26S, 339 M157 M297 M72

Sign combinations modifying M72 in other texts

Text Entry

Sb 15212 ⸢M291⸣ M388 M72
Sb 19517 M176 M72 
MDP 17, 112 M323 M124 M386a M240 M72

M54 ⸢M372⸣ […] M72
MDP 26, 194 M247e M72
MDP 26, 205 M377+M377 ⸢M053a⸣ M388 M72
MDP 26, 288 M265f M72 [...]
MDP 26, 297 M176 M72

M134ba M72
M6 M376 M72
M297b M72
M157 M72
M342 M72

MDP 26S, 339 M157 M297 M72
Yahya 11 M136+M7a M388 M296+M296 ⸢M72⸣ M346

M388 M72 M371 M346

 
Figure 7.37 : Texts in which the sign sets in figures 7.35 and 7.36 appear 
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Figure 7.38 The signs used before M72. In text entries of the ‘women and children’ texts 
(left column), signs used before M72 are mostly distinct from those in other texts. 
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the M346 ‘sheep’ in Tepe Yahya 11, 7.39). Other peculiar sign-ordering principles 

deserve more attention in future studies. It has not yet been shown whether proto-Elamite 

sign strings such as those in figures 7.35–6 include syllabic (or mixed syllabic-

logographic) writings, simple strings of objects, heraldic (genealogical?) symbols put in 

conventional order, or other combinations of sign-types. For the time being, a few 

observable sign-order rules from the combinations including M72 can be mentioned. 

M157 + x always comes at the start of a string. M305 always comes before other signs 

with the same basic shape but with modified strokes inside. When M376 is used (three 

times) it comes directly before M72. In a few cases, however, some variation in sign 

hierarchies can be observed: M124 comes before M5 in one text, while in another it 

comes after M5 M297. This latter text is also the only exception to the tendency (in 10 

texts) for M297 to come directly before M72. 

 
 
Elite women? 
 

A significant observation is that the important Susian household represented in text MDP 

6, 5242 (fig. 6.31–2) does not include any entries with the sign M72—this could either 

reflect a lack of ‘women’ in the text, or perhaps more likely, a lack of M72-class women. 

There is no clear evidence from the sign use patterns to suppose that the many 

designations which, by current hypothesis, represent personal designations or titles 

throughout the proto-Elamite corpus are all ‘male’ unless marked with M72. In contrast 

to M72, a number of the use contexts of proto-cuneiform SAL are in association with 

elite individuals, so ‘elite’ women are often more visible in proto-cuneiform. It is possible 

that instead of acting as an abstract ‘female’ marker as in proto-cuneiform, M72 may 

have referred specifically to low-class females, female slaves, or working women perhaps 

associated with a particular work context, if not female animals.  
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Figure 7.39 Tepe Yahya text 11 (Damerow and Englund 1989a) presents a different use-
pattern for the sign M72 than do texts from Susa.  
 

line:       1 2         3        4        5        6       7

M346 = sheep
(equivalent of 
proto-cuneiform 
UDU         )

M388 M72 M371 M346 
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Tepe Yahya text 11: regional variation in the use of M72 
 

M72 is used in four of the 27 texts from Tepe Yahya. One of these, TY 11 (fig. 7.39), was 

discussed above for its use of M72 in a way that contrasts with the Susa evidence, in that 

the sign appears in a location other than the end of the sign string. One could speculate on 

possible linguistic differences at Tepe Yahya that would produce sign ordering unfamiliar 

from Susa; or simply alternate bookkeeping practices relating to livestock or personnel. 

More examples would be needed to draw any conclusions.  

 
Conclusions 
 

The list in figure 7.40 includes all known proto-Elamite texts that record M72 

‘women’185. Many of these texts are broken, leaving an even smaller number available to 

study the contexts in which M72 is used. From these few texts, representing only 3% of 

the proto-Elamite corpus, a few conclusions can be drawn.  

 

M72 was used in a less flexible and more specific way than was its graphical equivalent 

in proto-cuneiform, SAL. The distinction between a more diversely used SAL in proto-

cuneiform and the restricted use of M72 in proto-Elamite mirrors the situation for proto-

cuneiform TUR and proto-Elamite M370(b) combinations for young people or 

subordinates, which also show the proto-cuneiform sign to be the more multi-valent and 

extensively used.  

 

There is a strong correlation between the use of M72 and the M370(b) combinations in 

proto-Elamite, suggesting that their application in that script was within an accounting 

                                                
185 Only PETF 1, 002 lacks an image or line drawing.  
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context in which women or female animals were often recorded in texts with children or 

young animals. However, with the exception of the complex graphemes for male and 

female children, M72 is not paralleled by M388 the way that SAL is paralleled by KURa 

in the small but important sets of proto-cuneiform ‘slave trade’ and animal accounts. For 

example, there is no parallel bookkeeping context in proto-Elamite to the proto-

cuneiform ‘named slave’ SAL.KURa account W 23999, 1.  

 

The contexts in which M72 appears have been interpreted as ‘counted women’, and these 

women are, so far as can be observed, not provided with ‘personal names’, though 

occasionally modified by ‘type’, and are counted alongside other ‘types’ of things (Dahl 

et al. 2018).  At the same time, the use of M72 as a category in parallel to several others 

presents interpretive problems. Does M72 represent a specific class or category of 

women—or are we to assume that the parallel categories all belong to men of different 

classifications? Can we be certain that the correlation between M72 and M54 (the ‘yoke’ 

sign) doesn’t indicate that M72 records female equids in contexts where M54 represents 

specifically ‘yoked’ animals? At present the proto-cuneiform parallel sign SAL remains 

the most crucial evidence in assigning a value ‘woman’ to M72—however, it is clear that 

the two signs have quite different ranges of application in their respective writing 

systems.  
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Figure 7.40 This list presents all known proto-Elamite texts that use the sign M72, 
dividing them broadly into groups reflecting the completeness and length of the texts, 
and finally distinguishing between those longer texts including M370 children (the 
majority) and those not including children.   
 

  

Fragments
TSF 7 
TSF 10 

Simple receipts including M72

MDP 17, 113 
MDP 17, 184 
MDP 26, 191 
MDP 26, 257 
MDP 26, 397 
MDP 26, 415 
SE 124 
Yahya 12 

Medium-length accounts including M72

MDP 17, 210 
MDP 26, 51 
MDP 26, 194 
MDP 26, 205 
MDP 26, 206 
MDP 26, 214 
MDP 26, 288 
MDP 26, 297 
MDP 26, 472 
MDP 26S, 4848 
MDP 31, 16 
MDP 6, 390 
MDP 6, 290 
MDP 17, 44 
MDP 17, 112 
MDP 6, 287 
Yahya 18 
Yahya 11 
Yahya 14 
KADMOS 24, 6 

‘Very long ration texts’ with women and children

MDP 17, 234 
MDP 06, 246 + 269+ 302 + 332
MDP 17, 292
MDP 6, 311 
MDP 6, 315 
MDP 6, 316 + 322 + 324 + MDP 26S, 335 + MDP 26S, 336 
MDP 6, 243
MDP 6, 315
MDP 6, 343 
MDP 26S, 333
MDP 26S, 339 
MDP 17, 368 
SE 121
MDP 26S, 5218 
PETF 1, 002 

Longer accounts (not using M370 combinations) 

MDP 26, 303 
MDP 6, 243 

M72 ‘women’ in proto-Elamite texts
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Chapter 8a: Proto-cuneiform texts recording young people 
 

Introduction 
 

In later third millennium administrative texts, young children are recorded attached to 

female workers and receive smaller ration-sizes than adults; several age categories 

can appear, with staggered ration levels presumably related to the increasing labour 

ability of young people (Gelb 1965; Waetzoldt 1972). Non-working young (infants) 

also receive rations and may be seen as latent labour potential in these contexts. The 

most well-studied examples of children in third millennium accounts are those 

attached to female weavers in pre-Sargonic and Ur III Lagash province (Maekawa 

1980b; Waetzoldt 1987, 1988).  

 

Half a millennium earlier, children may already appear in a handful of proto-

cuneiform administrative texts. Much of the available proto-cuneiform evidence 

remains ambiguous and difficult to interpret, particularly given the similarity between 

accounting practices relating to livestock and humans.  Englund (2009) identifies 

proto-cuneiform age-group designations which he suggests relate directly to labour 

productivity in a similar manner to the later third millennium examples. That is, 

young human age categories are indicated in proto-cuneiform as a tool to gauge 

human labour resources and household expenditure of grain or other products in the 

context of redistributive practices.  

 

A few documents (listed in fig. 8.2) provide the only evidence for reconstructing young 

human categories in early cuneiform. These texts are all of the Uruk III script phase, 

excavated from Uruk, Jemdet Nasr, or are of unknown origin, some probably coming 
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from illicit diggings in the area of Umma (Monaco 2010: 7–10). Englund (2009) relied 

upon three of the most well-preserved accounts to discuss evidence for slavery in early 

Mesopotamia, and all of the longest accounts (excepting MRAH O.4995) have been 

reproduced in various publications. Altogether only around twenty texts and fragments, 

identified by their use of the sign TUR or other sign combinations discussed below 

which may indicate human age categories, can offer evidence for labour or human 

resource bookkeeping practices relating to young humans. This chapter describes the 

evidence and concludes by suggesting some possible administrative contexts for the 

different types of texts identified.  

 

The TUR sign  
 

The sign TUR is the basic sign for ‘child, dependent’ in later cuneiform, and it seems 

also already in proto-cuneiform. Significantly, this sign is paralleled in the proto-

Elamite signs M370b and M370+X+M370 for children (discussed in chapter 8b). In 

proto-cuneiform, TUR is sometimes used to represent a young person, either by itself, 

in combination with gender indication (KURa or SAL), or with the signs ŠA3 (infant?) 

or EN (unknown meaning). However, the majority of uses of the sign TUR in proto-

cuneiform are in contexts that are probably unrelated to human age categories.  

 

Identification of the early form of the TUR sign by comparison with its later form is 

simple, although this is not the case for all proto-cuneiform signs. Definitive evidence 

for the identification of TUR can be taken from the lexical tradition in which the IMa 
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TUR186 of archaic Lu2 A can be compared with the later versions (archaic Lu2 A is a 

lexical list running in to the Old Babylonian period). 

 
 

The earliest TUR signs were written using the back of the stylus to make two circular 

impressions, and rendering the remaining parts with a stylus. Later forms ‘drew’ the 

circles with the tip of the stylus instead of stamping them with the back, and finally the 

circles became more triangular—this process follows the expected progression of 

cuneiform signs from more curvilinear to more ‘chicken-scratched’ forms. Within this 

process, a number of elements in the TUR sign exhibit variation. The transformation 

from earlier to later sign forms may have happened very quickly within the Uruk IV 

period since Uruk IV texts already attest both ‘earlier’ and ‘later’-looking forms.  The 

form made with circular impressions is most similar to proto-Elamite M370b, which 

supports other observations about the early date of sign sharing between proto-

cuneiform and proto-Elamite.   

                                                
186 The meaning of this title is not known. The entry is contrasted with GALa TURa, and Krispijn 
(2016: 2) proposes to understand the pair as ‘(adult) worker with clay(?)’ and ‘junior worker with 
clay(?)’.  

Figure 8.1: Forms of the TUR 
sign in proto-cuneiform  
(Green 1987: 296)   



	 	 	

	
356 

 

Glassner (2003: 147), in contrast to Damerow (2006: 1), argues that signs must have 

had a linguistic connection, in particular a (Sumerian) sign name, from their inception. 

According to Glassner, possible visual referents for signs cannot be taken as a ‘basic’ 

meaning while other meanings are derived—instead, a whole set of related meanings 

were deliberately applied to a sign at the outset. TUR is a polysemic logogram from the 

start, he argues; he then provides the range of values in Sumerian dumu, tur and 

banda3, and an English semantic range of ‘child’, ‘small’, ‘young’ and ‘weak’. For this 

study of the Uruk IV and III texts, the sign name TUR is used by convention, with no 

implication that proto-cuneiform had a solely or even primarily Sumerian linguistic 

connection, a subject open to debate (Englund 2009: 7–8 n. 18). A weakness of 

Glassner’s discussion is that it does not investigate the possibly changing semantic 

range of signs. For example, it has not been shown by contextual study of the sign use 

whether or not all of the above meanings are attested from the earliest period, a matter 

addressed here.   

 

The visual referent proposed by Englund (2009: 13) for the TUR sign is a woman’s 

breasts or (Glassner 2003: 152) an animal’s udders. The underlying idea for this 

proposal is that a primary meaning of ‘child’ (and by extension the meanings ‘small’ 

or ‘lesser’ as an antonym of ‘GAL’, as well as the familial meaning ‘son/daughter/heir 

(of any age)’) came about through the idea of breast-feeding, much like a ‘suckling’ in 

English can be a synonym for ‘young baby’. Glassner takes issue with Englund’s visual 

etymology on the grounds that another sign already exists in the archaic corpus, gaba 

(DU8), which later clearly mean ‘breast(s)/chest’—however the graphical form of DU8 

is quite different and doesn’t appear to depict specifically a woman’s breasts. Glassner 
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claims that the visual ‘rationale’ behind the TUR sign is less concrete than Englund 

suggests, instead probably connected to the LAGAR sign which indicates a class of 

women187. There is in fact no indisputable way to match signs like TUR with a supposed 

object in the world, and a more productive approach is to simply establish the range of 

uses of a sign for any given period.   

 
 
Sign use in later cuneiform 

 

In later cuneiform, the TUR sign in Sumerian has a number of meanings. Sumerian tur 

as a verb can mean ‘to diminish, make small’ (Akk. ṣuḫḫuru) or ‘to be small’, and 

relatedly it means ‘small’ as an adjective. It is one of only a few Sumerian adjectives 

that does not add an ‘a’ vowel to the base; this is also true for its antonym GAL 

(Thomsen 2001). With DAM it probably indicates a ‘lesser’ wife rather than a young 

wife. When read as a Sumerian noun it is dumu, ‘child’, equated with Akkadian māru 

and mārtu ‘son’ or ‘daughter’, and sometimes gender is indicated in the Sumerian as 

well, with dumu-munus or dumu-nita (Behrens and Steible: 1983: 85–86 and 

references), although it is significant to Sumerian kinship structures to note that the 

term is basically ungendered. All of the above meanings suggest a general semantic 

range of ‘subordinate’ in size or importance.  

 

Before the Early Dynastic III period, identification of children in administrative texts 

with the sign TUR is difficult.  In the Early Dynastic (so-called ‘archaic’) texts from 

Ur (UET 2), the TUR sign appears 46 times in 33 texts, out of the corpus of 373 tablets 

                                                
187 Glassner 2003: 152–3. This suggestion may be interesting in the context of the M370 ‘worker 
category’ in proto-Elamite. The sign M370 is graphically ‘half’ of M370b (the TUR ‘equivalent’) and 
might, at a stretch, be visually comparable to LAGAR. M370 is used in the ‘women and children’ rations 
texts as well as other contexts (see chapter 8b).  
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and fragments. Represented in 8% of the texts, this stands in sharp contrast to the 

preceding Uruk III and IV periods, in which less than 1% of texts attested the TUR 

sign. However, meanings of TUR other than ‘dependent child’ in the ED I-II Ur texts 

are apparent for most or all of those uses, summarized as follows: 

 

1. elements in personal names (10 times, possibly many more)  
 2. the Sumerian administrative title nu-banda3 (11 times)/other titles (2 times) 
 4. designations of small or young livestock (1 time?) 
 5. modifying products (wood, ale jars, ropes?) (4 times) 
 6. other unclear designations, including possible field names (15 times) 
 7. ‘personnel’ designation(?) TUR DILMUN (3 times) 
 

In text UET 2, 364, one case of TUR SAL (dumu munus?) is recorded with 1 bur’u 1 

bur of land, in a case following that of the E2 GAL (palace) with 1 bur’u 6 bur, 3 eše3 

2 iku of land. This case precedes a HI SAL GURUŠ with, like the TUR SAL, 1 bur’u 

1 bur of land. The placement of TUR SAL and HI SAL GURUŠ in cases next to each 

other suggests in fact these are human gender and age or status categories. It is 

difficult to venture further in interpreting whether the TUR SAL represent mature 

‘daughters’ of the palace, that is ‘female personnel’ (perhaps in the way that DUMU 

in the Fara texts and onwards stands for ‘dependents’ or simply ‘men’ of a large 

household), or immature dependent females in contrast to HI SAL GURUŠ188. 

 

Overview of uses of TUR in proto-cuneiform 
 

While TUR is not an uncommon sign in the proto-cuneiform corpus (Englund lists it as 

the 32nd most common sign with 197 attestations at the time of his counting)189 it only 

rarely occurs in situations where it can, given our current understanding of proto-

                                                
188 Compare Richardson’s reinterpretation of the Old Babylonian term DUMU.MUNUS LUGAL as not 
biological ‘daughters’ of the king but ‘an institutional class of votaresses without families to support 
them, thus afforded legal protections as dependents of the King’s household’ (2017: 68).  
189 Englund 1998: 70  
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cuneiform, be shown likely to represent young humans. The remainder of uses are 

either too fragmentary, have found no later or contemporary parallels for clarification 

or, as in the majority of cases, exhibit the other characteristic uses of the sign TUR, 

discussed below. For the Uruk IV period, the sign is not very frequently used— and of 

those uses no definitive attestations of young people can be identified, as is shown in 

the following section190.  

 

Identifying humans in the proto-cuneiform record is not straight-forward. The 

following criteria have been used in this chapter to identify when TUR may be used in 

reference to ‘children’:  

 

1. TUR is not better explained as an adjective describing a ‘small’ product, an 
animal, or an official’s designation 

2. TUR is used with the signs KUR, SAL, AL, ŠA3 or variants of U4, when 
these are not proven to reflect animal designations 

3. the above conditions especially in the presence of complex sub-cases that 
may provide human names 

4. (in 4 cases) in texts summarised with the designation SAG x MA (a roped 
human head) and ERIMa  

 

Uruk IV uses of TUR 
 

The number of attestations of the TUR sign in the Uruk IV is quite small. Out of a 

total of approximately 1860 Uruk IV texts catalogued on the CDLI, there are 36 uses 

of TUR in 32 texts of the Uruk IV period, none of which provide strong evidence to 

suggest that the sign is functioning to mean ‘human child’191. SAL and TUR do not 

                                                
190 Bartash (2015) made the claim that the use of TUR for children was an innovation of the Uruk III 
period. However, this is not certain since further finds of Uruk IV texts could change the picture. After 
all, the use of TUR for children in Uruk III is itself rarely attested.  
191 A possible exception is the Uruk IV fragment from Uruk, W 14111,?2 (Nissen and Englund: 2005) 
with the transcription EN.TUR, that represents one of the scheme 2 age grades (see below)—however, 
the sign TUR is not visible in the image (see CDLI P001982).  
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appear in any of the same texts known from the Uruk IV period (of c. 56 Uruk IV 

texts using SAL). However, W 6940,a does include 5N1 TUR listed before 5 GURUŠ 

(personnel?), which could feasibly represent ‘young workers’. Other entries in this 

fragmentary text include livestock designations and the purpose of the account is not 

clear.  

 

Examining the uses of TUR in the Uruk IV texts offers the important insight that the 

sign is multi-valent from the earliest attested evidence. Two cases of a jar modified by 

the TUR sign occur in unclear accounts. Similarly, two cases of a TUR SILA3 

(modified litre measure?) appear. In these texts, TUR modifies a type of SILA3, in the 

cases SILA3 x MAŠ TUR and TUR SILA3 x GEŠTU. It is possible that these 

represent ‘small’ measures of particular kinds; this type of designation, naming a 

measure ‘small’ or ‘large’ is known from later periods192.  Four separate metal objects 

modified with the TUR sign appear in two administrative texts listing metal objects 

with varying numerical entries193. These two texts were excavated from the same 

locus, and while ATU 6 (Englund and Nissen: 2005) considers them Uruk IV period, 

Englund et al. (1993: 21) had dated them to an Uruk III.3 period. The metal 

designations are AN TAG TUR; NAGAR AN TUR; NAGAR AN TUR; and AN UR 

x TAR TUR. None of these designations occur in the Uruk III period ‘metals’ list194, 

of which the composite contains 122 unique entries.  

 

                                                
192  e.g. Powell 1989: 489 for a ‘little shekel’ (gin2 tur) and ‘little mina’ (mana-tur)  
193 ATU 6, W 13946, b and W 13946, n1, pl. 27 and 30 
194 Although, see Metals 56b UR2 +TAR AN [TARa] (W 24008,11) where TARa is reconstructed, and 
could possibly be compared to AN UR x TAR TUR from the administrative text discussed above, with 
a phonetic reading for UR2. 
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The TUR sign was not included in M. Green’s table of archaic livestock designations. 

However, TUR and livestock designations appear together in a few Uruk IV texts. 

The first is a single-case receipt counting 1N1 UDU TUR (W 15893,a) with further 

unclear qualification ZATU802 RADa. The second, W 9579, cg is a simple account 

with two cases: 

3N1 MAŠ  
4 N1 TUR 
ZATU 631 

 

This indicates that TUR might stand for some young animal category, one that differed 

from MAŠ, which is already known to represent immature male goats (Green: 1980: 

5). These uses could offer (albeit meagre) support to the notion that the TUR sign was 

initially closely related to the concept of suckling (Englund 2009: 13), and might here 

distinguish between young weaned and un-weaned goats.  However, by comparison, an 

Uruk III text, CUSAS 1, 65 uses the designation MAŠ2 TUR in a text with other counted 

livestock, where it may refer to a small adult male goat (MAŠ2 = adult male [Green 

1980:5]).  

 

A number of unclear uses of the TUR sign also occur. One such designation is a short 

account with three cases and a summary of 6 N1 that may represent six workers of 

different categories. The summary line reads TUR Arinax (wr. BUa x BUa NA2a); Arina 

is a geographic name possibly in the area of Nippur195, and a suggested reading is 

‘personnel’ from Arina. Texts listing troops or personnel attached to households, clans, 

or geographic locals are common in the later Early Dynastic texts, including those from 

Fara (Visicato: 1995 7–59 the dumu-dumu and guruš texts). Finally, at least six texts 

in the Uruk IV (and many more from the Uruk III period) also offer evidence that the 

                                                
195 Frayne: 1992: 121–2 n. 279 
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sign occurs as a modifier to administrative titles. The titles with which it appears in 

Uruk IV, that can be positively identified as such, are SANGA and EN (see discussion 

below), although the latter in particular might be interpreted as a term for ‘subordinate 

staff’ (Johnson 2015) with unclear connection to the official EN (see discussion page 

385 ff.).   

 

Uruk III uses of TUR  
 

The CDLI returns a result of 334 instances of TUR in 237 texts of the Uruk III period, 

and the more diverse administrative uses of the sign as known from the Uruk IV period 

continue. Even though the proto-cuneiform corpus cannot necessarily be taken as 

representative of the whole (see Nissen 1986: 332 for one reason to suspect this), it is 

still striking that of the 4,878 texts and fragments from the Uruk III period catalogued 

on the CDLI196— less than a dozen of these offer strong evidence that the sign indicates 

a category of young humans, with around an equal number offering far less conclusive 

evidence for this (altogether, represented in figures 8.2, 8.4, and 8.6–7). The texts 

identified here with children make up approximately half the number of accounts that 

Englund (2009: 15) cited as recording slaves; the remainder of those ‘slave’ texts record 

(as far as can be determined) only adults. These numbers contrast sharply with Asher-

Greve’s conclusion that there are ‘197 entries for small persons (‘TUR’)…[indicating 

that] a large segment of the workforce consisted of female and male slaves, prisoners 

or forced labourers, and children’ (2008), and highlight the importance of the approach 

taken in this dissertation.   

 

 

                                                
196 Accessed March 19, 2017 
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Proto-cuneiform texts that may record children (scheme 1) 

 

Proto-cuneiform texts that may record children (scheme 2) 

 

Other proto-cuneiform texts that may record children 

Publication Text number P number  Provenience Figure 8.11 
ATU 5 W 9655,t  P001392 Uruk a 
ATU 7  W 19408, 54 P003090 Uruk  b 
ATU 6 W 14777,e + W 

14777,r1 
P002181 Uruk c 

CUSAS 31 19 P006426 Umma (?) d 
 

Figure 8.2 Proto-cuneiform texts that possibly reference young humans. The majority 
of the identifications of possible young peoples are through uses of the sign TUR.    
 

Publication Text number P number Provenience Figure 8.4 
MSVO I 212 P005279 Jemdet Nasr i 
  213 P005280 Jemdet Nasr j 
  214 P005281 Jemdet Nasr  k 
ATU 5 W 6372  P000760 Uruk f 
ATU 6   W 15860,a4  P002438 Uruk  b 
ATU 7 W 22104,3 P004554 Uruk c 
BagM 22 W 23999,1 P004735 Uruk a 
CUSAS 21 190 P387504 Umma (?) l 
CUSAS 31 27 P387752 Unknown g 
 — W 17729, bp + bx P002694 Uruk  e 
  W 17729,fg P002789 Uruk h 
— W 17729, dp  P002746 Uruk d 

Publication Text number P number Provenienc
e 

Figure 8.6 

MSVO 1   220 P005287 Jemdet Nasr b 
ATU 3  W 15772,l P000037 Uruk  d 
ATU 6 W 15772,p P002296 Uruk e 
  W 15772,z P002306 Uruk c 
  W 14731,s P002107 Uruk j 
 BagM 22 W 20274,2 P003500 Uruk a 
Unpublished MRAH O.4995 =Talon 1 P005573 Umma (?) l 
  MS 2863,18 P006184 Umma (?) i 
  MS 2863, 27  P006193 Umma (?) h 
  W 15825, a2 P002414 Uruk g 
  W 15825,a1 P002413 Uruk f 
  W 20573, 3  P003921 Uruk *image 

unavailable 
CDLJ 2009  MS 3035  P006268 Umma (?)  k 
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The proto-cuneiform texts are not to be considered statistically representative of urban 

economic activity as a whole; yet the top-down methodology used here, through 

carefully defining the available evidence, leads to the conclusion that scribal practices 

in the Uruk III period only exceptionally involved recording dependent children. If all  

texts cited in figure 8.2 record children, this is still less than 1% of Uruk III texts known 

so far.  

 

Nonetheless, since the archaic Ur texts (following proto-cuneiform at the beginning of 

the Early Dynastic period) do not provide clear records of children, the few Uruk III 

accounts discussed in this chapter provide the most detailed textual information on 

children available until 2600 BC. Figure 8.2 provides a list of the 28 texts that may 

include reference to children (26 including use of TUR possibly in this way). The figure 

represents what can be considered the maximal number of texts among the known 

proto-cuneiform sources, though many are fragmentary and ambiguous.  

 

Human age categories: two differing administrative terminologies  
 

By approaching three accounts 197  in light of tablet formats known from animal 

husbandry texts, Englund (2009) shows that they may record totals of humans in a 

series of cases and sub-cases. He extracted from these texts a list of proposed age 

categories (2009: 15). Although Englund included these terms together, they can be 

divided into two usually distinct sets of administrative terms—those recording gender 

with the terms KURa and SAL, along with age categories TUR and ŠA3 + 

TUR/SAL/KURa (scheme 1) and those involving EN.TUR, AL, and ‘yearling’ 

                                                
197 W 20274,2; W 23999,1; MS 3035 
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designations U4 +1–3 N57 TUR but do not record gender (scheme 2)198 . The two 

different sets of designations may reflect differing administrative contexts. However, 

this distinction is irrelevant to the recently published equid accounts of unknown origin, 

which mix most features of both of these systems in a number of texts that, through the 

inclusion of an equid head in the account, can be understood as small-scale equid 

herding records. The distinctions between these three broad sets of terminologies 

including age designations are discussed below.  

 

Texts of scheme 1:  gender and age designations in proto-cuneiform 
 

Texts of scheme 1 are the most relevant for parallel with proto-Elamite through their 

use of SAL, KURa and TUR, and they display features which suggests they may be 

rosters of ‘slaves’. These texts use KURa and SAL to refer to male and female adults, 

as well as various combinations for young humans:  ŠA3 (in the form of KURa ŠA3a1/2, 

SAL ŠA3a1/2, or ŠA3a1 TUR199) and/or TUR. Texts can summarise both adults and 

children with SAL.KURa (e.g. W 23999,1 figure 8.4a). Ten or eleven of these texts can 

be more confidently identified as accounts including gendered adults and young 

humans (8.4 a–e, g, i–l, and 8.9a), while two further texts (8.4 f and h) use ŠA3 and 

SAL in an ambiguous context. This group of around a dozen texts is indeed a slim body 

of evidence upon which to establish a set of administrative terminology. However, 

some of these signs and sign combinations are used in similar ways in texts recording 

                                                
198 Bartash (2015: 136) also came to this conclusion, although he did not mention that the two 
categories are mixed in equid accounts.  
199 This proto-cuneiform combination ŠA3.TUR should probably not be confused with later Sumerian 
ša3 tur3 meaning ‘[child in the] womb’, even if the latter is attested with the syllabic spelling ŠA3 TUR 
in the context of an incantation (Krebernik 1984: 212). The meaning ‘child in the womb’ is not 
possible at least for ŠA3 KURa/SAL which are explicitly gendered. Futhermore, in the one Uruk 
example in which the term itself does not indicate gender, ŠA3.TUR are listed separately under groups 
of men and women, implying gender (and certainly not implying a child in the womb when listed in the 
men’s section). 
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adult and young animals (see below), lending support to their interpretation as sex and 

age markers. 

 



	 	 	

	

 

Figure 8.3: Age and gender designations in scheme 1 texts. Texts from Uruk, Jemdet Nasr, and of unknown origin that may record SAL and 
KURa adults along with children. Two texts counting SAL UR5 (female millers?) seem to belong to this terminological set. 

Gender and 
age categories SAL.KURa KURa KURa TUR SAL SAL TUR TUR ŠA3a1 KUR ŠA3a1 SAL ŠA3a1 TUR ŠA3a2 KURa

TUR SAL UR5

Text
W 6372 (SAL KI) X
W 9655,t X X

W 15860,a4 X X X

W 17729,bp + 
bx X X [X] X

W 17729, dp X

W 17729,fg X X

W 22104,3 X X X

W 23999,1 X X X X

MSVO 1, 212 X X X

MSVO 1, 213 X X X X

MSVO 1, 214 X X

CUSAS 31, 27 X X X X X X X

CUSAS 21, 190
X

+ *SAL AL TUR

+ *AL
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Figure 8.4(1): Figure 8.4 Scheme 1 texts (part 1). Proto-cuneiform texts from Uruk that 
may record adult and young humans by gender and age with the terminological set of 
scheme 1.   
 

 

 

b) W 15860,a4 c) W 22104,3

a) W 23999,1 

e) W 17729,bp + bx f) W  6372d) W 17729,dp
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Figure 8.4(2): Scheme 1 texts (part 2). Two texts may record female millers, possibly 
along with young females (SAL ŠA3a1/2). 
 

 

 



	 	 	

	

  

Figure 8.4(3): Scheme 1 texts (part 3) i–k are three related texts from Jemdet Nasr that record  
male and female captives (SAL, KURa and SAL.KURa SAG x MA and ERIM) which may  
include a few children (TUR). Text l is a receipt of unknown origin that uses a designation  
(TUR MEN) also found in the Jemdet Nasr texts.  

i) MSVO 1, 212 j) MSVO 1, 213 k) MSVO 1, 214

l) CUSAS 21, 190
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The age category ŠA3a1-2 
 

The sign ŠA3  is one defining feature of scheme 1 texts. Its uses in proto-cuneiform 

could match well with the later-known ša3 dug3, a Sumerian phrase with its earliest 

identification in pre-Sargonic texts from Lagash (Gelb 1965: 239) 200 . Applied to 

humans, the term in pre-Sargonic texts may represent an age category older than dumu 

gaba (suckling infants) and younger than adults. The distinction between ša3 dug3 and 

dumu (TUR) is not clear, and both terms are used in the same corpora; this distinction 

may be observable already in proto-cuneiform (text CUSAS 31, 27 fig. 8.4g). The term 

is also used for immature livestock in the Ur III period201  and similarly in proto-

cuneiform, which highlights the inter-changeability of the concept of ‘immature’ for 

humans and animals in administrative contexts across the third millennium. While 

Englund’s (2009:15) reconstruction of proto-cuneiform age designations suggests 

ambiguously that ŠA3 (TUR) are ‘very young’, like later administrative documents the 

unprovenanced proto-cuneiform texts suggest that at least for animals ŠA3 are older 

than the yearlings. For humans in the proto-cuneiform texts, this comparison is 

impossible to make since	ŠA3 (TUR) does not occur in texts with the year indications 

(which are texts of scheme 2). Instead we can observe that two young age groups of 

males, KUR TUR and KUR ŠA3 are contrasted in text CUSAS 31, 27 of unknown 

origin (fig. 8.4 g). If ŠA3 in proto-cuneiform stands for later Sumerian ša3 dug3, it may 

be added to the small list of evidence for a Sumerian linguistic influence in the early 

texts, in this case a kind of syllabic acrophony for a longer Sumerian term. Another 

posited use of proto-cuneiform ŠA3 with the Sumerian syllabic value /ša3/ is the writing 

                                                
200 Also subsequently, Bartash 2015: 133 ff. 
201 for both sheep and goats (Gelb 1965: 239) and pigs as šah2 nita ša3 du10/ šah2 munus ša3 du10 (Dahl 
2006: 34). 
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of the placename ŠA3a1 BUa in the proto-cuneiform lexical Cities (line 50 composite), 

for later known ša-bu-nun (Krebernik 2007: 43). 

 
W 23999,1: A slave trade account with children?  
 
 
Uruk text W 23999,1 (fig. 8.4a) is the most complete account from Uruk with the 

scheme 1 terminology. It lists SAL.KURa distinguished by first sex, then age, and then 

provided with what Englund (2009) suggests are personal names in the final sub-cases. 

The text only distinguishes between adults (SAL and KURa) and children of one age 

category, ŠA3.TUR. The designation ŠA3.TUR itself does not indicate gender in this 

text, but it appears that the male and female ŠA3.TUR are categorized next to the male 

and female adults respectively. ŠA3.TUR are listed with ‘names’, just as the adults are. 

In this text, one (female) ŠA3.TUR occurs with four adult females, and two (male) 

ŠA3.TUR are listed alongside one adult KURa. In the totals represented by the higher-

order cases, the ŠA3.TUR are included so that the account total 4 females (SAL), and 3 

males (KURa); and at the highest order the text represents 8 SAL.KURa, associated with 

an unclear ideographic designation discussed below.  

 

The text formatting provides an essential clue to the cultural and economic context of 

the account. W 23999,1 does not visibly associate the three ŠA3.TUR with any 

particular adult, for example, any mother. This practice, that apparently cuts through 

maternal and paternal links (if indeed it represents humans rather than animals), could 

be explained in the context of the commoditization of humans within a slave trade: 

human family groupings are ignored and (presumably economic) value is attached to 

individuals based upon their gender and status as either adults or children. Alternately 

it could indicate that the purpose of the text was to aid the scribe in evaluating grain 
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expenditure needs for personnel fed at standard rates determined by the 

abovementioned gender and age characteristics—although grain notations themselves 

are not included in this text. The colophon of the text reads:  

ENa EZENb AN HI URI3a ZATU 774  

The same colophon designation, with an additional ZATU 737 x SAL instead of ZATU 

774, appears on the textile account W 21671. The sign EZENa/b is used in a number of 

account colophons, and may refer, like in later Sumerian, to ‘festivals’ (Englund 1998: 

127) or similar events that could have involved resource exchange or redistribution. 

While the meaning of the combination is not well understood, the relationship with the 

city Ur (URI3a) can be noted. The ‘festival’—or perhaps relatedly, a month name(?)—

mentioned in the colophon of these two texts may therefore be characterized as 

involving scribal reckoning of named adult and child slaves (W 23999,1), and textiles 

perhaps made in the household ZATU 737 x SAL (W 21671).    

 

Female millers and their children?  
 

In contrast to W 23999,1 which lists only KURa/SAL ‘men and women’ and ŠA3 

KURa/SAL ‘boys and girls’, unprovenanced text CUSAS 31, 27 (fig. 8.4g) may record 

female millers (UR5 SAL) of three categories ([…], AMA, and GI), as well as male and 

female children of two categories KURa TUR/ SAL TUR and ŠA3a2 SAL/ ŠA3a2 KURa. 

All of these categories are summarized under the designation SAL.KURa on the 

reverse. As with W 23999,1, for each of the counted individuals in this text, there is a 

corresponding sub-case that might record a personal name (Englund 2009, 2011). The 

text shows that, similarly to third millennium cuneiform administrative practice, 

gendered ŠA3 can represent an age category distinct from gendered TUR.  
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This text may record 37 female ‘millers’ and 11 children. The whole group is totalled 

together under the designation 48 SAL.KURa. The inclusion of children may indicate 

that, as in later periods, children were listed because they were also provided with 

rations. However, like W 23999,1 above this text appears to be a list of named 

personnel, and not a rationing text (no capacity measures are included). The number of 

‘children’ is less than a quarter of the number of adult females. Although all individuals 

seem to be ‘named’, the children are again not associated with any particular individuals 

listed among the UR5 SAL, but instead recorded separately by age and sex. This text 

therefore displays a similar lack of concern for ‘family units’ to W 23999,1 above.  

 

‘Children’ in the SAG x MA accounts  
 

The most important ‘personnel’ documents are three related accounts from Jemdet 

Nasr, MSVO 1, 212–214 (fig. 5.12/ 8.4i–k). The two primary documents MSVO 1, 

213–214 were compiled into MSVO 212. The texts use SAL.KURa, SAL, KURa, and 

occasionally TUR, and therefore belong to the ‘scheme 1’ group; however, they do not 

use ŠA3. Their uses of KURa separate from and in opposition to SAL are rare and 

ambiguous. The text also includes ambiguous uses of the designation AL in a few 

entries, which belongs to the scheme 2 sign-set for ‘adults’—however, it may be used 

differently in these Jemdet Nasr texts, as part of household designations.  

 

The three related accounts from Jemdet Nasr (fig. 8.4i–k) provide the most visually 

explicit evidence for the cuneiform administration of captives who may have been put 

to labour, since the text categorises humans under the categories SAG x  MA and 

ERIMa (see also pages 118–21). They count humans in the sexagesimal system, and 

share with W 23999,1 of scheme 1, as well as with the large accounts MS 3035 and 
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MRAH O.4995 of scheme 2 (discussed below), the format in which individuals (in 

this case, KURa, SAL, SAL.KURa, or TUR) are provided with sub-cases that might 

record ‘personal names’ (Englund 2009, 2011) (but see comments on page 120 

regarding problems with the Jemdet Nasr ‘naming cases’).  

 

The individuals in this text are summarised under the label SAL.KURa SAG x MA 

and SAL.KURa ERIMa, and these summary designations appears to incorporate the 

few TUR recorded in the main text. Approximately six children occur in these 

accounts (some areas are broken), along with twenty-four adults. The TUR are 

variously marked for ‘gender’ as well as (by hypothesis) household or productive unit 

attachment in the main cases, in the form of: 

o PAPa SAL TUR NIa AL (MSVO 1, 213 r. 2a) 
o  SAL AL TUR (MSVO 1, 212 obv. 9a) 
o SAL.KURa TUR MENa NUNUZa1 (MSVO 1, 214 obv. 2a) 

 
In addition, some of the TUR appear to be unmarked for gender in the summary 

account, designated (twice) as only: 

o TUR MENa NUNUZa1 (212 rev. 2a and 7a / 213 rev. 8a) 
 

Entries with TUR are twice counted with 2 (rather than 1) N1 or two N2. By 

comparison only one entry with ‘adults’ 213 rev. 1a 2N1 SAL.KURa SAG x MA NIa 

AL is also counted with 2N1, and the remainder of the 24 adults are counted 1 per 

case. That is, the ‘children’ in these texts are more frequently recorded in ‘pairs’.  

 
There are two problems that can be mentioned in relation to the 2N1 TUR MENa 

NUNUZa1 in MSVO 1, 213 rev. 8a. Firstly, although two N1 are recorded, only one 

subcase, with the designation E2 DAH, is provided. This may suggest that rather than 

a personal name, this subcase is recording a household affiliation, worker category, or 
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other person classifier. This same designation, E2 DAH applies to (one of?) the two 

SAL.KURa TUR MENa NUNUZa1 in text MSVO 1, 214 2a, and to the SAL adult 

following in 3a—perhaps suggesting that the woman in 3a will remain attached to 

these two ‘children’ in work placement. The meaning of E2 DAH can only be guessed 

at: later Sumerian dah means ‘extra, additional’, and a tentative (unconfirmed) 

understanding of this may be as an administrative unit (E2) of superfluous individuals 

including children and some women.  

 
The second notable feature is that the 2N1 individuals in text MSVO 1, 213 are 

transferred onto the summary account (MSVO 1, 212) with a change in status, since 

they are counted there instead as 2N2 (N2 = N1 with a vertical stroke added). 

Individuals with N2 may be considered specially ‘marked out’ for unclear purpose 

(Hawkins 2015). Both of these observations highlight that further research on the 

subcases is needed to understand these accounts.  

 

Texts of scheme 2: age (but not sex) designations 
 

In the accounts of scheme 2, age but not gender is indicated, and age is broken down 

into ‘mature’ (AL = maḫ2?), EN.TUR (adolescent?), and ‘year 1–3’ (U4 +1–3N57). 

These texts seem to count personnel in contexts where gender is not a relevant defining 

factor, whether this is because it is assumed, or was irrelevant to the administrative 

roles of the personnel. In addition, the unprovenanced scheme 2 accounts (fig. 8.6[2]) 

include larger numbers of ‘children’ proportionally to ‘adults’ than do the scheme 1 

accounts, which may be key to their interpretation:  MRAH O.4995 has 36 adults and 

38 ‘children’ when combining the EN.TUR and U4 + 1–3N57; and MS 3035 has 43 

adults and 46 ‘children’. For example, MS 3035 may record eighty-five personnel, 43 
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of whom are classified as AL adults, and 42 as immature, of four different age groups 

(EN.TUR and 1–3 ‘year olds’); while the Jemdet Nasr SAG x MA accounts record 

dozens of adults and perhaps only six children. The almost equal number of adults and 

immature humans or animals in the two largest scheme 2 accounts, could however, in 

theory still represent a ‘captive-taking’ situation similar to that of the SAG x MA 

accounts.  

 

It is difficult to be certain that this set of terminology, 

which shares many features with livestock age 

categorisation, doesn’t in fact record animals (below 

page 390–94). The arguments against this are that the 

number of subcases in the large texts match the 

number of individuals counted, which Englund (2009) 

has interpreted as evidence that the subcases represent 

personal names. However, there may be different 

interpretations of the information provided in these 

subcases. A second argument that the texts might 

record humans is that the sign combination EN.TUR 

is used in other texts in contexts referencing 

‘subordinate staff’ (Johnson 2015) who appear as 

personnel of officials known from the lexical list  

 

Figure 8.5: Scheme 2 age 
designations in proto-
cuneiform 
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Figure 8.6(1): Texts of scheme 2. Noting the similar excavation numbers of Uruk texts 
c-e and f-g, those fragments may have belonged to two original accounts (W 15772 
and W 15825). 
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Figure 8.6(2): Texts of scheme 2. These two accounts of unknown origin provide the 
most complete information on the scheme 2 terminology, but many questions remain 
about the content. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

EN TUR, AL, and U4 + (1–3) N57 TUR

k) MS 3035

l) MRAH O.4995 

Uruk III Texts with young people (scheme 2)
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Officials. The meaning of EN.TUR along with ‘yearling’ designations in scheme 2 

texts is however less clear, and may or may not be related to the ‘subordinate staff’ 

designation. 

 

The use of the sign AL was presumed by Englund (1998, 2009) to stand for ‘adult 

workers’ a meaning which he speculates may derive from the sign’s graphical 

referent, a hoe.  As a proto-cuneiform age category, the sign AL may be related to its 

later reading mah2, a Sumerian term for grown animals202. In the scheme 2 texts, 

EN.TUR may represent an age category ‘older’ than 3 years but younger than AL 

adults203, judging by the ordering of cases.   

Figure 8.7: Scheme 2 terminology groups humans(?) by what are probably age 
categories but (with a possible exception in W 15825,a1) without including indication 
of gender in the form of KURa or SAL 
 

 

                                                
202 Other terms for ‘adults’ have been proposed for proto-cuneiform: ‘…we have to consider GALa in 
ED LU2 A as expressing the same idea as LU2 in other Early Dynastic lists and that is serves as a 
general indicator for an adult and professional worker or ‘the one who…’ or ‘the one of…’’ (Krispijn 
2016: 3) / citing Green and Nissen 1987: 207 no. 188. Krispijn also takes AB for later ab-ba ‘old man, 
senior’ (2016: 3). 
203 Bartash offerred the reading uru16-n ‘meaning ‘strong’ i.e. ‘developed child’’ (2015: 135), but this 
seems difficult to provide evidence for.  

*SAL SUa 
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U4 + 1–3N57 TUR 
 
Translated here as ‘yearlings’, the individuals indicated by the sign U4 + 1–3N57 TUR, 

represent a pattern that is very similar to livestock designations for young animals. 

Animals in their first three years are routinely distinguished in livestock texts of later 

cuneiform, since this is significant information in relation to herd management. 

Within the context of cattle accounts, the ages one, two and three are particularly 

important in order to choose the appropriate age at which to start breeding a heifer 

(Englund 1995). However, ‘yearling’ children in the form of clearly distinguished 

one, two, or three year olds are not known from later cuneiform administrative texts, 

and the significance of U4 +1–3N57 TUR in proto-cuneiform requires careful 

consideration. Would human resource management in the late fourth millennium 

include tracking human children in their first three years, and to what purpose?  

According to Englund’s analysis, the early years of humans are distinguished in order 

to keep track of the human resources until they reach an age at which they can begin 

to work. Fragment W 15825, a1 (fig. 8.6 f) may show two ‘one-year-old’s next to 

what may be two elderly persons represented by ŠU, which would support the idea 

that the scribes were recording humans with diminished working potential for labour 

and/or redistributive planning. Unfortunately, the text is fragmentary and almost 

entirely incomprehensible. The U4 designations are also known in one possibly 

scheme-1 related text with SAL women (CUSAS 31, 19, fig. 8.11d).  

 

MS 3035 and MRAH O.4995 (large unprovenanced accounts) 
 

The account is visibly divided in two separate counts of the entire series AL through 

‘yearlings’ by a double line (dividing column 1 and column 2), before being totaled 

together on the reverse. The summary on the reverse is labelled with the combination 
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1N57 2N57 MUN as well as the designation SUa PAPa 1N58.BADa SI AN ADa GIRa, 

which remains undeciphered. The entries with TUR in this account are not gendered 

themselves nor are they associated with visibly distinguished females (SAL) or males 

(KURa). This brings into question its administrative context. Englund connects the text 

to labour administration by his interpretation of AL as a representing an (adult) field-

worker by association with what may have initially been a representation of a hoe 

(2009: 13). On the other hand, the (perhaps derived) general reading maḫ2, or ‘mature’, 

known later as a designation of mature livestock in contrast with TUR, may be possible 

here with no particular type of labour connotation204. 

 

Taking a prosopographic approach, we see that the names of individuals categorised as 

EN.TUR in this MUN account also occur elsewhere in the archaic corpus205 . For 

example, BUa+ DU6a GUL appears in at least five other accounts, including the other 

large scheme 2 text, MRAH O.4995, where it is the name of an U4+3N57 TUR (3 year-

old?). In the possible ‘slave sale’ document (MSVO 4, 58 fig. 5.13), which parallels the 

naming-case format of MS 3035, the combination BUa+ DU6a GUL occurs as a subcase 

categorised as one of two things assigned to AN MAR in a sexagesimal account labelled 

EN TE; AN MAR is a combination also known, for example, in a case above an 

EN.TUR in the personnel account W 14777,c discussed below (page 389 ff.).  Another 

BUa+ DU6a GUL appears on the summary of a short grain accounting receipt (MSVO 

1, 34) with a very large grain notation (approximately 14,610 litres of barley and 

                                                
204 See the comments by Englund 2009: 19–20 fn.19 suggesting a rebus between unknown languages to 
explain the sign’s different historic associations.  
205  The ability to search in the CDLI electronic database for comparable uses of signs has dramatically 
changed the nature of investigation into archaic texts.  
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emmer206) from Jemdet Nasr, and may in that case be proposed to represent the personal 

name or title of a possibly elite administrative professional.  

 

However, some of the signs used in MS 3035 are unexpected for ‘naming’ cases. ZATU 

659  has been understood by Friberg (1999) as relating to calculation for man-

days of labour, but appear in MS 3035 as the ‘names’ of three separate AL as do two 

different U4+3N57 TUR (3-year-olds?). Could ZATU 659 here be a personal name 

common to five different individuals? Whatever its meaning, the cases it is recorded in 

are certainly included in the numerical summaries of each section, showing that it is a 

category of thing ‘in parallel’ to the other cases. Another of the proposed ‘names’, DIM, 

is repeated frequently in the naming cases as well.  

 

Another unprovenanced text, MRAH O.4995 (formerly, “Talon 1”) reproduces 

precisely the format of MS 3035. It is likewise labelled MUN, and shares part of the 

ideographic summary line, the sign combination PAPa SUa, which Englund (2009: 15 

n. 43) proposed in reference to MS 3035, may represent a general worker category such 

as ‘slaves’ (note also, very speculatively, a possible comparison with Steinkeller’s 

[1990] identification of LU2.SU.A in much later third millennium texts as the Zagros 

dwellers then known as the ‘Šimaškians’).   As with MS 3035 above, in MRAH O.4995 

two separate accounts on the obverse are summarized together on the reverse. The text 

records altogether 64 (=1N34 4N1) individuals, 36 of which are AL, 8 EN.TUR, 7 ‘one-

year olds’, 1 ‘two-year-old’, and four ‘three-year-olds’.  This retains very roughly the 

                                                
206 Emmer may be represented by the modified numeral N46. 
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same ratio of adults (AL) to the younger categories as MS 3035, that is, almost equal 

numbers of adults to the different categories of immature ‘humans’.    

 

Interpretting these texts as records of adult workers (AL) along with young and older 

children is reasonable, but it may not be the only possibility. For one, the unusual 

naming practice described above suggests that the ‘naming cases’ require through study 

with cross-corpus comparison of similar sign combinations that might help confirm or 

deny their use as personnel names. Secondly, use of MUN and the concern for 

‘yearlings’ are both familiar in livestock accounts, and while it is reasonable to assume 

overlap in administrative practices for livestock and humans (as is known in manifold 

ways in later third millennium cuneiform), the possibility that the texts record animals 

is not totally excluded. Interpretation of the texts as accounts of humans of various age 

groups is the ‘safest’ option in light of tablet format and other third millennium 

cuneiform sign use—but it is not the only option.  

 

Other scheme 2 texts 
 

W 20274,2, (fig. 8.6 a) is a single-sided account from Uruk presenting a format and 

sign set that appear in larger MS 3035 and MRAH O.4995. This text is important for 

offering a more securely excavated example of the categories in the accounts 

described above. These signs in W 20274, 2 are U4+1N57 (a ‘one year old child’); EN 

TUR (older child?); and AL (adult). This text adds three more ‘categories’ apparently 

counted in parallel to those: BU, U2-A and ŠU. Only the last of these, ŠU possibly for 

šu-gi (‘old’) offers an easy ‘age category’ translation. The colophon of the text is 

BAR ŠAM2 EZENaxSUa 3N57.NUNUZa1, which includes the signs that by later 

cuneiform parallel would indicate ‘sale/price’, ‘lapis lazuli’, and ‘Sua ? festival’. The 



	 	 	

	
385 

proto-cuneiform meaning of ŠAM2 (later Sum. ‘price’) is uncertain. The presence of 

EZENa in this colophon can also be compared with EZENb in the account W 23999,1 

of scheme 1 discussed above, recording SAL.KURa and their infants by name. The 

social contexts for the economic transactions recorded in proto-cuneiform texts have 

not been explicitly discussed, and it may be that EZEN (later, ‘festival’) were events 

that involved the exchange or expenditure of livestock, as well as perhaps the 

exchange of slaves and/or other personnel.  

 

MSVO 1, 220 from Jemdet Nasr contrasts a ‘named’ EN.TUR with a ‘named’ AL and 

is therefore the only ‘scheme 2’ text from Jemdet Nasr. The colophon of the text 

suggests the counted AL and EN.TUR might here be categorised as KURa DUBa GI 

(for KURa DUBa together in other simple receipts W 9579,o, fig. 5.5a; W 9579,cf, fig. 

5.3a; W 9656,o).    

 

The meaning of EN.TUR 
  

The term EN alone is known to designate a powerful individual from early southern 

Mesopotamia. Although frequently attested in proto-cuneiform administrative 

documents, it is difficult to define the role of this individual in society, although some 

titles for priests are known from proto-cuneiform (comprehensible because of their 

survival into later cuneiform) and confirm that EN was sometimes associated with 

priestly designations in proto-cuneiform (Johnson 2015: 177–8). By the Early 

Dynastic periods the EN is understood to be something like a ‘city ruler’ with some 

association to a temple household.  
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But what could EN.TUR mean in proto-cuneiform? It is not clear that the different 

uses of the sign combination EN.TUR across the proto-cuneiform corpus carry the 

same meaning. An EN.TUR occurs already in a short account of the Uruk IV period 

(W 9579,ce) that uses the numerical system EN, a system with unknown purpose and 

which doesn’t occur after the Uruk IV period.  In other texts outside of those 

belonging to scheme 2—that is, without the presence of other identifiable age 

categories—the term is used to label what Johnson has interpreted as ‘subordinate 

staff’ (Johnson 2015).  Johnson (2015: 174) demonstrated that the subordinate staff 

lists ‘were used to either organize or audit the distribution of cuts of meat and fish to 

mid-level elites at the end of the Late Uruk period’.  For example, EN.TUR appears 

as a summary designation in the staff list W 14804,a + W 14804,b (fig. 8.8b) where 

personnel, many of whose titles are known from the lexical Officials, are assigned  

‘groups’ of unnamed EN.TUR, with the total summarizing all 224 of the EN.TUR.  
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Figure 8.8 EN.TUR ‘subordinate staff’ texts with unclear relationship to scheme 2 age 
designations 
 

The category EN.TUR, ‘subordinate staff’, is not found as a particular title in the 

proto-cuneiform lexical Officials witnesses themselves (although that list is only 

fragmentarily preserved), and may not be expected, since the category may refer more 

generally to the subordinate personnel of those who had titles. The Early Dynastic 

version of Officials (see Fara text VAT 12425) includes two entries that could 

a) W 14777,c b) W 14804,a + W 14804,b
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potentially be related to the administrative designation EN TUR: en tur ŠE3 

(=KARx)207 and en tur AN-ŠE3 (=KARx), which are in turn referenced in an Old 

Babylonian source from Nippur (CBS 02243 + CBS 11072 + N 3093) with the 

writing [en] tur-ra an-kar2 perhaps a title referencing a small ‘enkara’ or ‘sibir’-staff 

(Sjöberg 1973). However, there is no strong evidence for a connection between a 

proto-cuneiform EN TUR ‘subordinate staff’ and an Early Dynastic and following en 

tur ŠE3. 

 

The term en tur does not occur in the administrative Early Dynastic I–II texts from 

Ur, nor in later administrative texts of the third millennium. But much later, 

Gilgamesh is referred to as en tur in Gilgamesh and the Bull of Heaven (ETCSL 

1.08.01.2 / P469668, composite line 4) and Gilgamesh and Huwawa A (ETCSL 

1.08.01.5 / P480190 composite lines 77 and 167); George (2003: 103 n. 50) translates 

this title as ‘young lord’ and notes that the reading tur (rather than banda3) is assured 

by the title’s spelling in one text as en.tur.re. It is difficult to prove a link between 

this title and the proto-cuneiform administrative term EN.TUR, but it remains 

possible that Old Babylonian scribes were drawing on themes from the Gilgamesh 

narratives (especially a contrast between the assembly of the elders versus the ‘young 

men’) to interpret the echoes of Late Uruk administrative terminology that had been 

passed down in lexical compositions, or more generally through ‘bicameral 

orthographic’ traditions relating to elite rationing practices (Johnson 2015). The 

meaning of EN.TUR in proto-cuneiform will probably only be clarified through 

examining the proto-cuneiform administrative texts themselves.  

 

                                                
207 This title may be administratively attested several times in proto-cuneiform, e.g. IM 134832.  
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Another enigmatic and fragmentary proto-cuneiform text (W 14777,c, figure 8.8 a) 

uses the combination EN.TUR thirteen times. This is a large account with multiple 

sub-cases and alternating BA and GI designations. While Bartash (2016: 136) 

understood this text as ‘a cumulative account of individuals, adults and children, 

entering or leaving a central institution’, the interpretation of BA and GI in verbal 

opposition (Bartash takes BA as bar, ‘to release’ and GI as ge-en ‘to confirm’) does 

not address the reality that in proto-cuneiform these designations can be summarised 

together. In fact, Johnson (2015: 190 ff.) showed that BA and GI are designations 

recorded with officials who are, in the UKKIN list and other documents, associated 

with the term ŠITAa1 or UKKIN, and that W 14777,c represents ‘mid-level’ officials 

who appear in subcases (thus probably as subordinates to) officials known from lines 

16–19 of the UKKIN list. Presenting some of the designations from this text next to 

those in a ‘subordinate staff list’ MSVO 1, 112, Johnson shows that the officials occur 

in the same order in both texts, confirming the connection between the administrative 

contexts of each text—this demonstrates remarkable administrative consistency, since 

these texts were excavated at different sites (W 14777,c  at Uruk and MSVO 1, 112 at 

Jemdet Nasr)—and it also links ŠITAa1 and UKKIN designations on the one hand 

with BA and GI designations on the other (though not observably one-for-one).  

 

W 14777,c can therefore be associated with accounting practices that involved listing 

personnel who were subordinate to UKKIN-list officials, perhaps being marked as 

recipients of one kind of meat and fish cut or another (Johnson 2015). But if W 

14777,c belongs to the ‘subordinate staff lists’ rather than the age-group scheme 2 

texts, what are we then to make of a crucial link between W 14777,c and the age 

terminology, namely that as in texts such as MS 3035 and MRAH O.4995, the staff 
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list W 14777,c record EN.TUR followed by subcases with either U4+1N57 or U4+2N57 

(cases 3’ –7’ and 9’, fig. 8.8) that mimic the ‘yearlings’ of the scheme 2 texts? Could 

it be only coincidence that EN.TUR are here also associated with similar U4 

designations? In the Officials-related EN.TUR staff lists there may be other 

interpretations for U4+1–2N57 than as human age categories208. A difference in 

terminology is that the ‘year’ designations in the staff lists are not accompanied by the 

sign TUR (similarly to the equid age designations discussed below). At present, it is 

therefore best to hypothesis that the scheme 2 texts with EN.TUR and subordinate 

staff lists with the same sign combination in fact represent different accounting 

contexts which might use EN.TUR and U4  + 1–2N57 in different ways. 

 

Equid accounts compared to scheme 1 and 2 accounts 
 

Whatever the administratrive distinction may be between genderless EN.TUR and 

‘yearling’ texts (scheme 2) and gendered adult and children texts (scheme 1), it does 

not appear to apply to animal accounts. The use of SAL and KURa along with both ŠA3 

and ‘year’ designations U4+1–3N57, that is, the mixing of a few defining features of 

schemes 1 and 2 for humans, is clear in several of the unprovenanced equid accounts. 

These texts have appeared on the antiquities market in recent years, and most have been 

published in CUSAS volumes 1, 21, and 31. CUSAS 1, text numbers 31–40 inclusive 

                                                
208 There is not space here to widely explore the possible meanings of ‘year’ designations in association 
with subordinate staff, but as a starting point it appears from text format and numerical notations that 
the ‘year’ designations identify counted personnel who are subordinate to EN.TUR. Several hypotheses 
could be put forth: they could refer to years or months of apprenticeship or service in a particular role. 
Or they could in some way reference the age at which an animal is slaughtered for ‘elite’ meat rations, 
to which these staff lists are known to be associated (the signs may indicate ‘month’ rather than ‘year’ 
for example if the context is lamb, since cuts from one-month olds are in some societies more valued 
than two or three-month old slaughters). Or perhaps the U4 are in some way references to accounting 
periods. These latter two are less easy to explain in terms of a text format in which the U4 designations 
appear counted in parallel to other staff. The U4 time units themselves may indicate either cardinal or 
ordinal numbering (Englund 1988: 137). In short, clarifying these texts would require intense cross-
examination with other proto-cuneiform sources. 
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are the clearest example of this text type. Unpublished texts MS 2863/9, 2963, 4494 are 

also representative accounts. Some of these are accounts of equids and possibly also 

sheep (Monaco 2007: 26, see also comments in Englund 2009: 11 n. 29), an 

interpretation based in part on the ideographic sign KIŠ (an equid) at the top of the 

account.  

 

The texts provide evidence that ŠA3 for equids represents an age category of immature 

animals distinguished from both 1–3 year olds and adults, as it does in later cuneiform 

for animals and humans. By modern livestock standards, donkeys are considered fully 

mature and able to breed between the ages of 3 and 5, which might in part explain an 

administrative practice that tracked 1–3 year olds (especially in contrast with NINDA2, 

possibly ‘breeding males’, figure 8.10).  

 

It remains difficult to distinguish human and animal accounts. The distinctions between 

the texts that are hypothesised here to record age and sex of equids, as opposed to 

humans of scheme 1 or 2, are: 

 

1. an animal head sign (usually ANŠE, KIŠ, or AMAR) usually appears in the 
colophon or elsewhere in the text 

2. examples identified so far that use ‘yearling’ designations are not combined 
with the sign TUR as in the scheme 2 accounts.  

3. some texts with animal age designations use both ŠA3 and U4 ‘yearling’ 
designations, which breaks down the distinction between schemes 1 and 2 
human count schemes.  

 
These are only tentative conclusions which may need to be modified with future 

evidence.  
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MUN in account colophons 
 

The sign MUN appears in both MS 3035 and MRAH O.4995 of scheme 2 texts and in 

several of the equid accounts (fig. 8.9a and e–g; fig. 8.10).  Could this call into question 

whether those scheme 2 texts in fact record humans instead of animals? Or is it an 

accounting context that is relevant to both herded animals and ‘herded humans’? The 

sign is ZATU 368, which is named ‘MUN’ (Sum. ‘salt’) by Green and Nissen (1989: 

247). Steinkeller (1995a: 703) questions the association between all forms of this sign 

provided by Green and Nissen with later cuneiform MUN, but he can offer no 

alternative reading.    

 
Age hierarchies: scheme 2 vs. animal accounts 
 

Another strong comparison between equid and scheme 2 accounts is the use of 

‘yearling’ designations.  According to the direction of writing, the adults in the 

scheme 2 texts are followed by the EN.TUR, then normally with the 1-year olds 

proceeding through the 2 and 3-year olds (see rev. MS 3035 in fig. 8.10). That is, 

from beginning to end, the text appears to list adults and older ‘children’, but then 

skips to the youngest (one-year-olds) proceeding up to the oldest (3-year-olds). In the 

equid texts with ‘yearling’ designations we generally see a reversal of this ordering 

with the adults followed by ‘ŠA3’ (the scheme 1 human age category), then followed 

by the 3, 2, then 1-year olds in descending age order.  It is difficult to devise 

explanations for these differences, which may relate to the process of compiling 

(hypothetical) primary accounts into larger ones in the case of the scheme 2 texts, or 

may simply reflect idiosyncratic accounting tradition. The interruption to the age 

order in MS 3035 column 1, with the sequence of 2-1-3 (see fig. 8.10) is similarly 

difficult to explain.  
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Figure 8.9: Small equid herding accounts. Age and gender terminologies for equids 
mix signs from both scheme 1 and 2 texts that may record humans. 

Uruk III texts with age designations (equids?)

KUR, SAL, ŠA3a1, and U4 (1–2)N57

e) CUSAS 1, 40

a) CUSAS 1, 36

f) CUSAS 31, 50

(Selected examples)

d)CUSAS 31, 44

c)CUSAS 31, 12b) CUSAS 1, 30

e) CUSAS 1, 37f) CUSAS 1, 37 g) CUSAS 31,50

c) CUSAS 31,12 

d) CUSAS 31,144



	 	 	

	

MS 3035

Thirty-two AL 
‘adults’

nine EN.TUR

nine ‘2 year 
olds’

two ‘1 year 
olds’

twelve ‘3 year 
olds’

forty-three AL 
‘adults’

eleven EN.TUR

five ‘1 year olds’

ten ‘2 year olds’

sixteen ‘3 year 
olds’

CUSAS 31, 50

two ‘[adult] 
equids’

seventeen ŠA3  
‘adolescents’

seven ‘3 year 
olds’

eight ‘2 year olds’

four ‘1year olds’ / 
SAL AMAR 
‘female calves’

two NINDA2
‘breeding age?’

five ‘2 year olds’

two ‘1 year olds’
/ KURa AMAR 
‘male calves’

= MUN

thirteen MUN

forty-four ‘females’

nine ‘males’

sixty-six ‘GAL-
equids(?)’

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 8.10 Age ordering comparison: a scheme 2 text (MS 3035) and an equid account (CUSAS 31, 50). 
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Other texts that may record children 
 

A few texts are difficult to place in scheme 1 or 2, in part due to their fragmentary state. 

Uruk texts W 19408,54 (fig. 8.11b) and W 14777,e + W 14777,r1 (fig. 8.11c) may or 

may not record children. W 19408,54 is least convincing but is included here due to the 

‘count’ of TUR in association with the designation MUN, which is discussed above as 

a sign featuring in the scheme 2 texts and the equid texts. W 14777,e + W 14777,r1 

provides another example of possible AL adults as distinguished from TUR 

adolescents, as in scheme 2 texts—however, no EN.TUR or yearlings are recorded, and 

a reference on the poorly preserved obverse of the text to UDU KURa may suggest this 

is a livestock account. The unprovenanced text CUSAS 31, 19 (fig. 8.11d), presents 

three cases recording 1N57 TUR in association with 1N1 SAL, thereby mixing terms of 

scheme 1 (gender in the form of SAL) and scheme 2 (the ‘yearling’ designation in the 

form of 1N57 TUR). The counted ‘yearlings’ and SAL also appear to have associated 

sub-cases to the left that are comparable to the ‘naming cases’ in the accounts discussed 

by Englund (2009). One of the ‘yearlings’ is ‘named’ 3N57 NUNUZ (‘lapis lazuli’), a 

designation also known from a ‘naming case’ of scheme 2 text MS 3035 where it 

belongs to one of twelve ‘3-year olds’.  

 
Children’s rations in proto-cuneiform?  
 

The specifically age-related ration differentiation as discussed by Gelb for texts from 

the pre-Sargonic period onwards has not been recognized in the proto-cuneiform 

record, where no texts are yet identified with both known age designations and 

accompanying ration amounts; however, Vaiman (1990) suggested that in counts of 

workers, children could sometime be counted as ‘half’ a worker, citing the example of  
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a) W 9655, t   b) W 19408, 54             c) W 14777,e + W 14777,r1 
 

 
d) CUSAS 31, 19  

 

Figure 8.11: Texts that might record children, but which can be only loosely placed in 
the scheme 1 and 2 designations described above. 
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Uruk text W 9655,t (fig. 8.11a)209. This may be the case in some accounting contexts, 

but is clearly not so in all, since the majority of texts discussed above use one N1 (as 

with adults) to count ‘children’ (such as W 23999,1 counting ŠA3.TUR and MSVO 1, 

212 counting TUR). One other text fragment, W 17729,dp (not included in scheme 1 

texts above due to poor preservation and uncertain reading) may include an entry 

recording SAL TUR 2N57 (?) that also appears to be counted with N8, although the 

accounting context is lost except for the following entry with the sign SILA4b 

(‘lamb’). 

 
Summary 
 

Through examining all the uses of TUR and other signs representing age categories, it 

can be established that very few texts—fewer than 30 texts, less than 1% of the 

known proto-cuneiform corpus—may record young humans. This helps to better 

characterise the demonstrable administrative priorities of proto-cuneiform scribes, and 

directly contradicts the statement of Asher-Greve (2008). That is, explicitly tracking 

workers along with their children was only a very marginal concern of the proto-

cuneiform scribes, though the small-scale practice attested by a handful of proto-

cuneiform examples was to be developed more fully across the third millennium.  

 

Some of the proto-cuneiform texts that record children may include detail in the form 

of personal names that is not generally recorded in the rationing texts of later third 

millennium —for example, children are not usually listed by personal name in the še-

ba geme2-dumu ration lists of Pre-Sargonic Girsu (Maekawa: 1980b: 91). However, 

the hypothetical ‘names’ of the proto-cuneiform slaves or household personnel have 

                                                
209 A seemingly different practice in Ur III administrative texts is the recording of ‘1/2’ workers that 
may reflect ‘half time’ labourers (e.g. Englund 1992: 90).  
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not yet been shown to reflect any particular linguistic group, and research into the 

sub-case designations could form a point of future study.  

 

This chapter has shown that children might have been recorded in different 

administrative contexts, explaining the care in some texts to record ŠA3 and TUR 

children of each gender (scheme 1), while in other texts distinguishing between four 

age categories but neglecting to record gender (scheme 2). The scheme 1 ‘gender and 

age’ texts—particularly the three SAG x MA texts that include small numbers of 

children—appear most likley to represent small-scale slave or captive accounts. One 

account plus another fragment, both belonging to scheme 1 may be records of female 

millers (SAL UR5) along with children; this is an administrative tradition that is 

known in later cuneiform, and may now, based upon these proto-cuneiform examples, 

be tentatively shown to have its roots in late fourth millennium accounting practices.  

 

On the other hand, the EN.TUR and yearling texts (scheme 2) are less clearly related 

to labour contexts familiar in later cuneiform administrative genres through their 

proportionally larger numbers of children compared to adults, and their lack of 

explicitly identified females (and gender marking in general). The sign AL/MAH2 

(possibly a depiction of a hoe) is not sufficient on its own to link the texts to 

agricultural labour, since many signs in proto-cuneiform can be shown to have 

already developed meanings beyond their literal pictographic reference. Further 

examination of the meaning of MUN (and why it appears also in equid accounts) 

could help clarify the administrative context of some scheme 2 texts. A few features 

of scheme 2 texts also suggest a possible but unclear relationship to the Officials-

derived staff lists including EN.TUR, where the term probably means ‘subordinate 
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staff’. It remains to be shown whether EN.TUR and the U4- combinations in the staff 

lists and in the scheme 2 age texts are identical terms reflecting related administrative 

contexts.  
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Chapter 8b: Proto-Elamite evidence for children  
 

The proto-Elamite sign M370b and its variants have long been thought derived from 

proto-cuneiform TUR (Meriggi 1969: 157–8). Apart from the graphical similarity, the 

use of signs that look like KURa and SAL (proto-Elamite M388 and M72 respectively) 

in complex graphemes by being inscribed in the centre of M370b, prove some kind of 

relationship to the cuneiform set used to indicate the sex and age of humans (scheme 1 

chapter 8a) and animals. Two further complex graphemes in proto-Elamite, consisting 

of M370b with a sign resembling an asterisk (M46) or a single stroke (M386) in the 

centre, are not understood.  

 

 
M370 

 

           
M370 b   M370 b + M388   M370 b + M072   

 

           
M370 + M370  M370 + M388 + M370  M370 + M072+ M370  

  

        
M370 b + M46   M46+ M370   M370 + M386 + M370 

 

Figure 8.12: Proto-Elamite signs possibly indicating young humans  

 

The form M370b (second from the top left, fig. 8.12) most closely resembles the early 

cuneiform sign TUR. Forms with two M370 physically unconnected, yet part of the 

same complex grapheme, also occur, with the signs mentioned above standing between 

them: M370+SIGN+M370. It is not yet clear whether the connected and unconnected 
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forms have different meanings; in any case it is often difficult to tell from poorly 

preserved texts which form is used. The proto-Elamite sign M370, made with a single 

stroke of the stylus (rather than two connected strokes of M370b) has an unclear 

semantic connection to M370b. This section first analyses the uses of M370 + SIGN + 

M370, and M370b which appear in comparable circumstances, and then addresses the 

‘single stroke’ M370 of less certain meaning.  

 

The sign M370 b and variants do not occur in the small corpora from Tepe Yahya and 

Tal-i Malyan, nor in the handful of other sites which have produced small numbers of 

proto-Elamite texts, including the few published texts from Tepe Sofalin; therefore at 

present we only discuss the Susa material. Of over 1500 proto-Elamite texts published 

in various volumes, and transliterated on the cdli, M370 b and/or M370+[x+]M370 

occur in only 14 texts, all included in the dissertation appendix. Of these, around ten 

are large, but never fully preserved accounts (a few preserve approximately 180 entries) 

with an identifiable and repetitive text organization (Appendix: the ‘Very long rations 

texts’ and ‘Fragments of long ration texts’ / see also Dahl et al. 2018).  

 

M370b and M370+SIGN+M370 in the very long rations texts 
 

The complex graphemes in figure 8.11 are hypothesized to represent male and female 

‘children’. They appear in the three most complete very long rations texts, along with 

the fragments that belong to very similar texts210. These texts are divisible into ‘teams’ 

of decimally (?) counted workers with overseers (see also chapter 6b ‘M388 in the very 

                                                
210 RT 1 MDP 6 246 +; RT 2 MDP 6 316; RT 3 MDP 17 292; fragmentary rations texts MDP 6 311, 
315, 343, 5007; MDP 17 234; MDP 26S 333, 339; plus possibly related ‘primary document’ MDP 6, 
287.  
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long rations texts’ page 243). One of these, MDP 6, 246 + 269+ 302 + 332, consists of 

fragments joined in the Louvre museum by J. Dahl in 2012 (Dahl: CDLN 2012:006). 

The texts are not complete, but each of Ration texts 1–3 preserve over 100 entries. A 

loose comparison with later cuneiform geme2-dumu texts has been indicated in this 

dissertation.  

 

A variety of other ‘worker categories’ are counted in the texts, and ‘women’ and 

‘children’ only make up some of the counted workers.  Rations text 1 includes six M72 

women and eleven female children, plus according to the summary, 21 other children 

for which the gender is unclear from the broken summary—at least six of which are 

male (M388) according to the body of the text.  Rations Text 2 includes fifteen M72 

women, four female children, eight male children and two ‘M46’ children; and Rations 

Text 3 only one M72 woman, four female children, four male children and one M46 

child. The number of each basic worker category is presented in figure 8.13211.  The 

large numbers of M388 and M124 listed there appear mostly in the complexly 

designated ‘overseer’ entries rather than within the teams—although M124 frequently 

appears within the teams as well.  

 

Even among the three more fully preserved ‘very long rations texts’, the ‘teams’ of 

workers are rarely preserved in full, which makes it difficult to study the make-up of 

groups. Some of the better-preserved teams are presented in figure 8.14, and a few basic 

observations about the presence of children can be made:  

• No ‘team’ consists of only M370-combination ‘children’, but they are spread 

across teams as are the other worker categories 

• Not all the teams include children (e.g. RT 2 entries 106’–111’).  

                                                
211 Also fig. 7.33 and discussion  
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• Children can appear after a number of different ‘worker category’ signs 

(including but not limited to M124, M46, and M373), and there is no particular 

tendency for the sign to follow immediately after an M72 ‘woman’.  

• Children tend to be listed near the end of ‘teams’ which may reflect hierarchical 

ordering of ‘most-important first’.  

• Children always come with no further designation in the same entry (a few 

possible exceptions such as in MDP 6, 324 may be drawing/transliteration 

errors).  

• For each female, male, or M46 ‘child’, the count following is one, two or three 

but never more. Other worker categories similarly have a count of either one or 

(more rarely than with M370 CG’s) two or three per entry. The tendency to 

record ‘children’ more regularly in two’s than adults may recall the Jemdet Nasr 

SAG x MA texts.  

• Counted M370+M72+M370 with no other qualification, can appear twice (that 

is, represented in separate entries) in the same work team. In Rations text 1, a 

sequences of entries may suggest that the first counts of four male children and 

one female child may ‘belong’ to the preceding, counted M371, while one more 

female child belongs to the counted M46 preceding it.  

• A difficulty in interpretation is presented in RT 1, in which 1 M46 is followed 

first by 1 M370+M72+M370, and then by 1 M370b M72 with no intervening 

entries. This ordering suggests the two M370 complex graphemes may carry 

distinct meanings, however it could also be a scribal error or idiosyncratic 

accounting practice.   

• Unfortunately, the evidence doesn’t make visible any possible ‘ration-level’ 

distinction (as would be expected following later regional redistributive 

practices) between adult and child worker categories.  

 



	 	 	

	
404 

  
Figure 8.13 : Some basic worker category signs in the Very long ration texts 1–3 
(After Dahl et al. 2018) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 	 	

	

  
Figure 8.14 Examples of complete and nearly complete ‘teams’ or workers in the very long rations texts 

Ration Text 1

(obverse)
3. M124 ⸢M242ab⸣ M230 M96 M3b , 1N1
4. M370 M124 , 1N1
5. [M370+x+M370] ,2 N1
6. M373 , 2 N1
7. M46 , 2N1
8. ⸢M370b+M72⸣ , 1 N1
9. M288 , 4N1 2N39B ⸢1N24⸣

14'. M97h M218b M250ba M54, 1 N1
15'. M370 M53a , 1 N1
16'. ⸢M371⸣ , ⸢3N1⸣
17'. ⸢M288⸣ , ⸢3N1⸣ 1N39B

18'. ⸢M124⸣ M097h M218, 1N1
19'. M370 M54 , 3N1
20'. M203a M124 , 1N1
21'. M370+M72+M370 , [...]
22'. [M288] , [...] 1N24

*one of the longest ‘teams’
25'. [...] M3b , 1N1
26'. M124 , 1N1
27'. M370 M203a M124 , 2N1
28'. M124 , 1N1
29'. M72 , 1N1
30'. M54 , 2N1
31'. ⸢M373⸣ , 1N1
32'. M370b+M388 , 3N1
33'. ⸢M370b+M072⸣ , 1N1
34'. M46 , 1N1
35'. M370b+M72 , 2N1
36'. ⸢M288⸣ , [...]

Ration Text 2

(obverse)
84'. M57 ⸢M4⸣ ⸢M218⸣ x , [...]
85'. ⸢M370b+X⸣ x x , ⸢1N1⸣
86'. x , ⸢1N1⸣
87'. x ⸢M310⸣ ⸢M46⸣ , 1N1
88'. M124 , 1N1
89'. M370+M72+M370 , 1N1
90'. ⸢M370b+M388⸣ , [...]
n lines broken

106'. M149a M388 M218 x M54 , 1N1
107'. M124 M376 , ⸢1N1⸣
108'. M149a x ⸢M373⸣ , ⸢1N1⸣
109'. ⸢M54⸣ , 1N1
110'. M46 , 1N1
111'. M288 , ⸢2N1⸣

(reverse)
27'. M124 M318a M9 [M371?], [...]
28'. [...] x ⸢M124⸣ , ⸢1N1⸣
29'. x M376 M124 , 1N1
30'. M54 , 4N1
31'. x M54 , 1N1
32'. M373 ⸢M54⸣, 1N1
33'. M373, ⸢2N1⸣
34'. [...], 1N1
35'. ⸢M370+M46+M370⸣, 1N1
36'. ⸢M370b+M72⸣, 1N1

Ration Text 3

(obverse)
9. [...] ⸢M4⸣ ⸢M387⸣ M218 x , 1N1
10. ⸢M124⸣ , 1N1
11. M367 M193 M373, 1N1
12. M370b+M388, 1N1
13. M288, 1N1 3N39B 1N24

92. [...], [...]
93. M376 M124, 1N1
94. M124, 1N1
95. [...], 1N1
96. M373a, 1N1
97. M370+M46+M370, 1N1
98. M370b+M72, 2N1
99. M329 M373, 1N1
100. M288, 3N1 2N39B 1N24

131. M431 M124 M102da M4, 1N1
132. M376 M124, 1N1
133. M370 M310 M373a, 1N1
134. M149a M373a, 1N1
135. M54, 2N1
136. M370+M373a+M370, 1N1
137. M370b+M388, [...]
138. [...], 2N14 […]N1

M288 ‘grain 
container’ + 
capacity system 
notation

team ‘overseer’(?) of 
M124-status + PN + 
capacity measure

mixed worker 
category signs +
count
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M370                
 

In addition to the combinations M370b and M370+x+M370 which are more confidently 

identified as ‘children’, the sign M370 on its own is used. By present hypothesis, M370 

probably does not represent a simple graphical variant of a semantically identical sign. The 

graphical form suggests that scribes might have understood M370b as a complex grapheme 

M370 + M370. If the sign TUR was borrowed from cuneiform, the use of M370 ‘on its own’ 

represents an interesting re-interpretation of the meaning, as it would be a ‘deconstructed’ part 

of the sign TUR. What ‘half’ the sign for a child could represent is unclear, and while on the 

one hand M370 might represent an entirely unrelated sign, it is linked to the use of the M370 

complex graphemes by its presence in all but one of the very long rations texts and fragments 

discussed above. However, it is also more broadly used that the complex graphemes, appearing 

in over 50 texts altogether. This includes eight more texts that include M72, as well as around 

30 more texts in which neither other M370 ‘children’ signs nor M72 ‘females’ appear. Further 

analysis is needed on the uses of this sign. In the very long ration texts M370 is used in short 

combinations preceding other ‘worker category’ signs (for this reason it hasn’t been included 

in the ‘basic’ worker category list in fig. 8.13). In these entries, M370 consistently comes first 

with one exception (fig. 8.15), and is followed by either one or two of the worker category 

signs combined. The basic worker category signs are thought to represent counted ‘person 

categories’, and are mostly distinct from the signs used to complexly identify the unit headers 

in these same very long rations texts (Dahl et al. 2018). The modification M370 to these 

categories could indicate ‘young person of category x’, in which case the number of children 

recorded in proto-Elamite is much higher than indicated above.  
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M370 M124 
M370 M54 
M370 M203a M54 
M370 M72 
M370 M203a 
M370 M46 (?) 
M370 M124 M376 
M370 M376 M001 
M370 M369 (?) 
M370 M373 
M370 (?) M376 M072 
M370 M376 M124 
M370 M388 (*MDP 17, 120 only)  
M351+1N14 M370 

 

Figure 8.15 Combinations in which M370 appears in the very long ration text genre 
 

However, in other texts M370 appears in more diverse designations, both longer and short, and 

(rarely) may also stand on its own in an entry (MDP 6, 383). In MDP 6, 253 it appears before 

the entry-final M346, in a situation hypothesised to represent the ‘owner’ of that M346 ‘sheep’. 

In other cases it appears in longer designations, such as entry 4’ from MDP 6, 309: 

 

 M388 M661 M352n M370 M218 M288  

 

Here, M388 could introduce the person category, followed by a complex designation of the 

individual that is four signs long, and ending in the ‘grain container’ sign M288 which tells us 

this entry is followed by a numerical notation in the capacity system (a grain distribution?).  

M370 appears in the middle of this designation with unknown significance.  
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A few unusual uses of M370 complex graphemes  
 

An important observation is that M370b and M370+x+M370 do not show the strong signs of 

multi-valency apparent for the TUR sign in the Uruk IV/III texts. The signs are limited to ten 

closely related ration lists plus the possibly related MDP 6, 287, and just two outlying 

examples: MDP 26, 177 and MDP 26, 71 (Appendix nos. xi–xii). MDP 26, 177 is a fragment 

of a grain distribution or calculation text including small units and signs not characteristic of 

the ration lists above, while MDP 26, 71 appears to be a ‘staff list’ of different nature altogether 

to the very long ration texts. The second of these is briefly described below. 

 

Officials? 
 
MDP 26, 71 is a complete text with 95 entries and a summary on the reverse. The entries are 

diverse complex designations, accompanied by 1 N1 (or in only two cases, possibly 2 N1). A 

distinguishing feature of this text is that M370b is used only once in the 95 lines, and these lines 

do not show the regular repetitions that characterise the above texts. Neither does the text use 

the signs M72 or M388. Rather, it may be more comparable to the administrative staff lists in 

the proto-cuneiform corpora. An image of the reverse is not available, but MDP 26 provided a 

copy of the summary line on the reverse. The numerical summary shows that the text is in the 

sexagesimal system. This type of evidence led Englund to propose that the Babylonian-loaned 

sexagesimal system may have been used to record ‘high status’ humans, while the native 

decimal system was reserved for labourers (most recently, Englund 2011: 46–7). The use of 

M370b in this text in the entry M210 M153 M370b may well represent an official whose title 

incorporated the element M370b much in the same way as the proto-cuneiform administrative 

SANGA TUR, or the IMa TUR of the lexical material.  
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Livestock? 
 
Among all eleven other closely related texts that use M370 complex graphemes, the signs are 

used in a consistent manner and hypothesised to record humans in all cases. A possible 

exception among these is MDP 6, 287 (Appendix page 448): this is a short receipt with two 

lines and 3–4 entries altogether. In a difficult to interpret context, 2N1 M370 b + M72 (two girl 

children?) occur before a single stroke used to separate entries in an unclear way, followed by 

a ‘subscript’ consisting of M9 (a single stylus impression perhaps used to separate sections of 

information) and the sign M346, which is known to stand for a female sheep. This is the only 

text identified in the corpus here in which we have some indication that M370b is used in close 

association with livestock accounting practices. On the other hand, the meaning of M346 as a 

sign in a subscript is uncertain. Dahl et al. (2018: 9 fn 11) have speculated that the document 

could also represent the only identifiable receipt including the type of information that is 

compiled into the complex ration texts.  

 
Conclusions 

 

The fragmentary very long ration texts, plus the three texts mentioned above represent the 

extent of the uses of M370 complex graphemes, and by hypothesis the extent of records of 

children in the proto-Elamite texts. The limitation of these complex graphemes to a coherent 

genre of texts all containing M72 ‘women’ provides strong correlation between the two 

hypothetical person categories, despite the fact that M370 complex graphemes do not appear 

in direct associate with M72 within the ‘worker teams’—that is, M370 complex graphemes 

rarely appear in an entry directly following M72. Further analysis of the 50+ texts including 

the variant M370 may clarify its meaning, and perhaps extend the number accounts including 

young people, although the different pattern of use of M370 in texts outside the long ration text 

genre suggest they may be a separate ‘worker category’ sign.   
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Perhaps surprisingly, the texts described above present a closer parallel in structure and content 

(so far as it can be understood) to later third millennium rationing texts involving large groups 

of women and children than do any proto-cuneiform documents. The ten fragmentary very long 

ration texts may be the earliest known personnel accounts for households that were organising 

groups of dependent workers including children in the dozens to hundreds, remunerated with 

standard grain distributions.  
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Chapter 9: Conclusions  
 

The proto-Elamite and proto-cuneiform administrators chose to write in different scripts and 

carve different glyptic styles, reflecting clearly delineated cultural spheres. The numerical 

systems represent the strongest point of contact between the two writing systems, which is 

consistent with what is known of other script developments across the world—foreign 

numerical signs and some other marks may be easily incorporated into a writing system, 

while non-numerical signs are only very infrequently adopted from foreign systems while 

retaining similar values (de Voogt and Quack 2012). Yet the evidence discussed in this  

dissertation confirms that another strong point of contact between the two scripts was the set 

of signs sometimes used to describe male, female and young humans and animals in certain 

contexts. It has previously been assumed that these signs evidence a prominent place for 

labour organization among the proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite sources, but this study has 

undertaken specific articulation of the accounting practices involving these signs, producing a 

number of conclusions on the role of gender and age designations in the earliest written 

documents of the region.    

 
 
Results of a corpus-wide approach 
 

A corpus-wide approach was taken in this study, which was facilitated by the electronic 

database of transliterated and imaged proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite texts. Instead of 

depending on a few select texts and sign uses in order to construct broad arguments about the 

importance of labour organization throughout the written sources, the entire corpus was 

mined for the relevant signs, and those texts were then analyzed. The results demonstrate the 

necessity of contextualizing sign-based studies in corpus-wide research. 
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Figure 9.1: Proposed meanings for the parallel proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite sign sets discussed in this study. 

slave or dependent (male); foreign / mountain origin 
for products, names and other designations; adult 
male equid 

in conjunction with other signs: young wild (?) male 
sheep, goat and equid; wild bull 

phonetic uses (?): /gur/ and /kurun/ 

Woman of low or high class ; slave or female 
dependent, esp. with KURa; adult female equid

other: part of household and geographic designations; 
unconfirmed: thin, fine(?) 

in conjunction with other signs: young female sheep, 
goat, and equid (esp. contrasting with KURa-young). 

unnamed young dependent worker? (rare)

(once): subordinate staff member?
small, subordinate, child; child slave, esp. with 
SAL/KURa 

unnamed woman of low class / worker category; 
female animal? 

Tepe Yahya only (once) : part of a shepherd’s 
personal designation

person (of M388-status), and by association: work-
group overseer, named ration-receiver; less 
commonly: unnamed-worker category; man?

unnamed young male worker/ ration receiver

young female slave-child (younger than ŠA3
SAL)  

young male slave-child (younger than ŠA3 KUR)  

unnamed young female worker/ ration-receiver

KURa 

SAL

TUR

KURa TUR

SAL TUR

M388

M72

M370b

M370b + M388

M370b + M72
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Despite the emphasis in secondary literature (Damerow and Englund 1989a; Nissen et 

al. 1993; Englund 1998, 2006, 2009, 2004a, 2011) on proto-cuneiform and proto-

Elamite as tools to control low-class workers, two of the key sign-sets (KURa and 

SAL for proto-cuneiform, and M388 and M72 for proto-Elamite) identified in those 

studies as representing ‘workers’ only appear together in a small percentage of known 

texts in each corpus. While the total percentages of texts using each sign are presented 

in figure 9.2, few of those texts, once analyzed, can in fact be shown to refer to 

humans of demonstrably low class. The proto-cuneiform corpus records human slaves 

or dependents by gender and age in less than 1% of known texts. A similarly small 

genre of texts in proto-Elamite records women and children in ration lists, although 

individuals of the M388-class (possibly male workers) are very common. The sorting 

of the corpora according to text content and sign use undertaken in this dissertation 

has therefore resulted in a more balanced perspective on the importance of worker-

lists as part of the labour organization practices of the early scribes of Western Asia, 

and particularly on the use of gender and age designations in relation to this.  

 

Gender, age and text genre in proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite  
 
 

The process also resulted in the partial clarification or identification of several small 

genres of texts that directly reference workers (most with only a few textual examples 

each). In proto-cuneiform, these genres include: 

1. Uruk IV receipts (pages 106–13/282–285) that clearly contrast males 
(KURa) and females (SAL), with an unclear accounting purpose. This 
dissertation proposed that the receipts may record transactions or temple 
donations involving either humans or animals.  

2.  short slave or dependent personnel rosters using ‘scheme 1’ gender and 
age designations KURa, SAL, SAL.KURa, ŠA3 (TUR/SAL/KURa), and/or 
TUR (SAL/KURa) and sometimes recording individuals along with their 
personal names. Including:  
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a. two fragmentary texts with UR5 SAL and ŠA3 SAL/KURa KURa 
TUR that may record female millers and their male and female 
children (page 383) 

b. three or four ‘captives-cum-labourer’ rosters	(pages	118–22/	
278–9) from Jemdet Nasr that predominately record females of the 
KURa-identity, and include small numbers of TUR children; 
possibly recording all individuals along with personal names.  

3. Scheme 2 age category texts (376	ff.), including groups of ‘yearlings’ 
and the age groups AL (‘adult’) and EN.TUR (‘adolescent’?). The number 
of young humans (?) in these texts are much larger in comparison to the 
scheme 1 texts. These documents are the most difficult to contextualize, 
and may record either young people, subordinate administrators, or even 
animals destined for redistribution among administrative personnel.  

 
While uses of the signs KURa and TUR outside of some of these texts types do not 

seem to directly reflect the administration of human labourers, SAL is used in a wide 

variety of contexts, most of which are poorly understood, but several of which may be 

described as records of female personnel of varying roles (including possible female 

brewers, weavers, and cultic personnel). In this sense, SAL is the sign from this set 

most widely relevant to discussion of ‘labour administration’ in proto-cuneiform.   

 

Results of the study highlight the danger in the assumption that proto-cuneiform 

account genres will closely reflect (or be limited to) later cuneiform accounting 

genres. This is particularly relevant to discussion of the scheme 2 texts involving 

EN.TUR, whose administrative context remains open to speculation.  The study also 

highlights the fact that worker-and-ration lists are almost entirely unknown in proto-

cuneiform—and are not associated with the identifiably low-class individuals marked 

with age and gender signs as is known in third millennium cuneiform roster-and-

ration lists. Instead, the tracking of grain movement, which is a common proto-

cuneiform accounting subject, is associated with a variety of text types and 

undeciphered proto-cuneiform sign combinations that may represent institutions or 

named individuals, among other things.  
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In proto-Elamite, the most important textual genre discussed was that of the complex 

ration lists (Appendix pages 446–8) including M72 ‘women’ and M370(b) + x ‘male 

and female children’ among several other undeciphered ‘worker categories’ (also 

identified in Dahl et al. 2018). In contrast to the proto-cuneiform rosters, it appears 

that individuals in these proto-Elamite rosters are not recorded along with personal 

names but are perhaps ‘categorized’ by their roles in the workforce, including the 

category hypothesized to indicate simply ‘female’ (M72) (but see below page 425–6). 

 

These large proto-Elamite ration lists including women and children recall later third 

millennium cuneiform worker rosters-and-ration lists—particularly the geme2-dumu 

texts recording female weavers and their children (Waetzoldt 1972/ Maekawa 1980b). 

It is surprising that a later cuneiform textual genre may find closer structural parallel 

in a proto-Elamite text genre than in any known proto-cuneiform examples. This later 

cuneiform textual evidence, in association with the glyptic evidence for early textile 

production in Susiana (chapter 3), suggests that textile production is a strong 

candidate for the work-group contexts of these proto-Elamite ration lists. However, 

several problematic features of these long rationing texts in proto-Elamite require 

future attention. Foremost among the puzzling aspects of the texts is that they record 

dozens of unnamed (and therefore undistinguishable) workers through gross repetition 

of several sets of ‘worker category’ signs, of which M72 ‘women’ are just one group. 

The lack of direct connection between the M72 ‘women’ and the M370-complex 

grapheme ‘children’ within the text format also gives pause to any comparison with 

the pre-Sargonic geme2-dumu texts. That the text entries are made up of ‘worker 
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category signs’ as proposed by Dahl et al. (2018) and maintained in this study, 

remains a working hypothesis.  

 

 

Figure 9.2: Comparison of sign use by the percentage of texts in each corpus that 
contain an attestation of each sign. M388 is the most common of the signs represented 
above, appearing in 22% of known proto-Elamite texts. M370-complex graphemes 
are the least common, appearing in less than 1% of texts. These statistics do not 
consider the multivalency of signs: for example, all uses of KURa are included, 
whether in reference to humans, animals, products, or institutions. 
 

This study is the first to explicitly compare how the gender and age sign sets were 

used in proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite. However earlier, more cursory 

comparisons between the two scripts were significant in establishing the lens through 

which proto-cuneiform in particular was understood: that is, it was the evidence from 

proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite texts combined that led Nissen et al (1993: 70 ff.), 

and Englund (1998, 1999:46–7) to confidently compare labour organization practices 

in the late fourth millennium with those of later third millennium cuneiform and 
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thereby establish the emphasis on the theme of controlling a workforce within proto-

cuneiform studies. That is, while KURa, SAL, and TUR in proto-cuneiform are 

known primarily from ambiguous Uruk IV receipts and a handful of ‘rosters’, the 

signs M72, M388, and the M370-complex graphemes are used in clearer ‘rationing’ 

lists with strong later Mesopotamian parallels. And while the uses of the ‘yoke’ sign 

ERIMa-c in proto-cuneiform are difficult to interpret, with the clearest use appearing to 

label a group of primarily SAL.KURa captives from Jemdet Nasr, the use of ERIM’s 

graphical equivalent M54 in proto-Elamite as a commonly counted ‘worker category’ 

sign strengthens the comparison of both signs with later Sumerian erin2 as a 

designation for workers engaged on various construction projects, agriculture, and 

other work.  

 

Yet these observations on shared sign sets in the two systems, most significantly by 

Damerow and Englund (1989a) and Nissen et al (1993), were not thoroughly explored 

in order to establish the range of uses of the signs unique to each writing system. This 

led to a presentation of proto-cuneiform material that implied an association between 

gender designations of ‘low status workers’ (Nissen et al 1993) and ration-lists of 

clear relationship to labour organization—when in fact this is instead an association 

only clear in proto-Elamite texts. A proto-cuneiform textual genre combining gender 

and age signs and rationing doesn’t exist: the sign-set KURa SAL and TUR can 

therefore be uncoupled with broader discussions of labour organization, and instead 

understood as a marginal terminological set applied to small rosters of slaves or 

foreign captives.  
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Sign use in proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite 
 

The use of proto-cuneiform signs to indicate males, females, and children in labour or 

human resource contexts is even more limited than figures 9.2 and 9.3 initially 

suggest. Sign ‘readings’—either phonetic or ideographic—cannot be assumed a 

priori, based upon later cuneiform values, but must be supported through proto-

cuneiform contextual clues. The preceding chapters demonstrated that high levels of 

multivalency are known for proto-cuneiform signs already from the Uruk IV period, 

proving that statements by Algaze (2013:129–30) and Asher-Greve (2008:121) 

regarding the prevalence of records of human captives in proto-cuneiform, based only 

upon the number of uses of the signs SAL and TUR, are erroneous: analysis of sign 

use and text format instead shows that tracking female and child dependents together 

was a very rare practice in proto-cuneiform, judging by currently known corpora; and 

while female personnel were more widely recorded with SAL, they appear to have 

been of varying social and economic positions.  

 

Contrary to the diverse uses of proto-cuneiform SAL and TUR (fig. 9.1/9.3), the 

proto-Elamite parallels M72 and the M370-complex graphemes appear not to display 

much or any multivalency, as shown by their especially limited and consistent use 

contexts. The KURa equivalent M388, on the other hand, is used in at least two 

distinct contexts apparently with different implications (below, pages 424–5).  Yet 

overall, all three of the proto-cuneiform signs analyzed (KURa-b, SAL, and TUR) 

show much higher degrees of multivalency than do their proto-Elamite equivalents. 

This may suggest that the proto-cuneiform writing system was expanding the subjects 
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Figure 9.3: Comparing the total number of ‘gender and age’ sign-set uses between 
proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite (Based upon the CDLI’s electronic 
transliterations).  
 

it could express through attaching varying meanings to signs, based upon either 

conceptual association or rebus effects. The proto-Elamite writing system proved to 

be a technological dead-end, and potential reasons for its failure have been sought in 

the past (e.g. Dahl 2013). It may be that the restricted uses of these proto-Elamite 

signs reflect a larger tendency within the writing system not to expand its 

communicative potential through flexible use of signs.  The restricted use of signs for 
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women and children in proto-Elamite could also represent the borrowing of a sign-set 

from proto-cuneiform for a very niche accounting context which retained a unique 

identity in the proto-Elamite society. Further studies of proto-Elamite sign use, 

expanded to other sign sets, could begin to fill in the picture.  

 
 
Slavery and captive-taking in proto-cuneiform 
 

The approach taken in this study has produced an important observation that should 

drive future discussion on early writing and social control in the first cities of the Near 

East: the number of known texts that deal with what are probably slaves in proto-

cuneiform (where they are identified by their sex and sometimes age) is small, and 

this is fully in keeping with the observed marginal significance of slavery in other 

periods of ancient Near Eastern history. In addition, there appears to be a somewhat 

larger number of SAL.KURa women than KURa men in the proto-cuneiform record, 

confirming that as in later third millennium Mesopotamia (e.g. Lafont 2013), there 

was a visible numerical importance of women in the textual records of 

Mesopotamia’s urban workforce who were of foreign origin or from the margins of 

society.  

 

The proto-cuneiform scheme 1 texts combine two primary types of identity markers 

to attach ‘value’ to the humans recorded: gender and age. The gender markers in 

particular are associated with slavery in early Mesopotamia because of the historical 

development of the sign SAL+KUR = geme2, which in some (but not all) third 

millennium contexts refers particularly to female slaves. Returning to Brook’s 

“captives and cousins…”  (quoted on page 27–8), we are reminded that in the 

shepherding environment of 19th century southwest America, in which Spanish 
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colonialists were interacting with (semi)-nomadic native societies, in addition to 

sheep it is particularly captive women and children that Brooks identified as being 

crucial ‘agents (and objects) of cultural negotiation’. Interaction between southern 

Mesopotamia and a Susiana-Iranian highlands coalition (or equally with the other 

regions surrounding Mesopotamia) may have similarly involved captive-taking on the 

borderlands–especially considering that the archaeological record suggests regional 

fracturing at this time. In this context, it is notable that a key feature of proto-

cuneiform texts so far identified as recording captives and/or slaves is their prominent 

inclusion of women and children. 

 

Gender and labour organization in proto-cuneiform 
 

While gender and age were crucial to a few limited administrative contexts in proto-

cuneiform, a far greater number of texts in both scripts detail the ‘workforce’—

including individuals such as administrators or cultic personnel—more broadly, and 

in complex ways that remain largely undeciphered. Gender may have been an 

essential factor in the division of tasks in society, but individuals were referred to 

solely by their gender (or sex) in only a small number of texts, which may record 

captives and/or lower-class workers in proto-cuneiform, judging by text format and 

other features. For example, family groupings were broken down in the key text W 

23999,1 (fig. 5.11 and page 372), apparently for the convenience of the proto-

cuneiform administrator, with males (both men, and ŠA TUR ‘children’) were 

separated to one side and females to the other. The way that the gender signs were 

used in these and other texts across the proto-cuneiform corpus provides insights on 

the overlapping of gender and other identities, or ‘intersectionality’ (page 30).  
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Gender and intersectionality in proto-cuneiform 
 
Male gender and social identities 

 

KURa was not widely used in proto-cuneiform as a general word for ‘man’ in the way 

that proto-Elamite M388 may have been, but instead was extremely limited in its use 

to indicate male humans. When it does, it most likely refers to ‘foreign’ and by 

extension ‘slave’ men.  

 

Textual analysis in chapter 6a addressed the uncertainty expressed by earlier scholars 

(Uchitel 1984; Vaiman 1989) regarding whether there were in fact any meanings of 

KURa other than ‘male slave’ in proto-cuneiform. The analysis showed that KURa is 

both an indicator of the males of certain animals and humans on the one hand, and a 

marker for products, institutions, and a part of personal names on the other hand. The 

conceptual, lexemic, or phonetic link between these two uses is unknown and presents 

a problem. The conclusion of this analysis, that the sign KURa most likely indicated 

‘foreign’ humans, through its ideographic association with a region at the fringes of 

the proto-cuneiform world (a mountain), is supported by a variety of evidence, 

outlined in chapter 6a. Among this evidence is the observation that Proto-cuneiform 

texts use the sign to describe ‘foreign’ products like nuts, wood, and wine, as well as 

apparently slaves, which are all historically known to derive from the north or east of 

Sumer.  

 

It is proposed that KURa, when used for humans, may have indicated explicitly 

‘foreigner’ or ‘imported’, and only implicitly ‘male’ (page 223), although this is 

difficult to prove, and a rebus based upon synonymns for ‘mountain’ and ‘male’ in an 

unknown linguistic context remains a possibility. However, the various ways to 
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indicate ‘man’ or ‘(male) person’ already in proto-cuneiform, minimally, LU2; NITA; 

NITA.KURa; and KURa show that intersectionality is essential for describing and 

translating the ‘meanings’ of terms for men and male gender in these and later 

Mesopotamian texts—each of these terms probably contain information on economic 

and social position, as well as perhaps other group affiliations such as geographic 

identities. Chapter 6a (page 223) concluded by proposing a candidate for a lexeme 

associated with the sign KURa that could explain its use both as a product designation 

and a term for slaves: Akkadian wardum and associated words from the root 

(w)arādu, in reference to individuals who had ‘come down’ from the surrounding 

regions or perhaps from the mountains212.     

 

Female gender and social identities 
 
 
In proto-cuneiform a depiction of a human pubic triangle and vulva (SAL) was used 

to identify slave women, but also cultic and administrative personnel that might be 

considered higher status and class (for example, the EN SAL had control of a large 

amount of land, page 315). This sign was also extended to most species for some (but 

not necessarily all) of that species’ female animals, and was particularly used as a sign 

standing on its own to represent adult female donkeys. These latter uses for animals 

represent ‘sex marking’ rather than ‘gender marking’. Unlike the use of different 

signs to mark male humans of differing identities or in differing contexts, SAL was 

                                                
212 The prolific use of graphically similar ‘mountain’ signs (M381–383) in proto-Elamite in positions 
that suggest they indicate household or individual identities is of unclear relevance to the proto-
cuneiform meaning of KURa as an identity marker— KURa may after all reflect ambiguously ‘foreign’ 
identity including individuals and goods from northern Mesopotamia, rather than specifically a Susiana 
or Iranian highlands identity.  
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used widely to mark many types of women, as well as part of proper names that may 

be geographic locations and households or other social institutions.  

 
Gender and intersectionality in proto-Elamite 

 
Male gender and social identities 

 
 

In contrast to KURa, the graphically inverse sign M388 in proto-Elamite appears to 

represent a person category that was central to proto-Elamite society and the proto-

Elamite social order. It often appears at the beginning of strings of signs that may 

indicate personal names, although this hypothesis requires further exploration through 

analysis of the sign strings (fig. 6.22). The centrality of this person-marker to proto-

Elamite society is shown first of all through the frequency of its use: M388 is the 

second most common proto-Elamite sign, occurring in almost a quarter of all proto-

Elamite texts (fig. 9.2–3). M388 itself does not appear conceptually linked to 

‘mountain’, which is relegated instead to the separate sign sets M381–383.  

 

M388 probably held a general meaning of ‘person’ and possibly ‘man’, although the 

specific sex or gender implications of the sign across the corpus are uncertain. The 

majority of texts using M388 do not include M72 ‘women’ (unlike the consistent 

pairing of KURa and SAL humans and animals in proto-cuneiform). However, in the 

small number of rosters that record M72 women and children, the sign M388 takes on 

a specific gender-marking role, where M370b+M388 (‘young male’) is contrasted 

with M370b+M72 (‘young female’) in a pattern whose interpretation is strengthened 

by proto-cuneiform slave text parallels. It is difficult to say whether the use of M388 

in the M370-complex graphemes represents the same social identity as the M388 

‘adults’ (who are often ‘overseers’) or whether proto-Elamite, after all did use the 
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sign multivalently to indicate male gender/sex in some cases and a social class or 

worker category in others. While the outline of sign use is entirely different from that 

of KURa, a similar problem arises in determining whether M388 indicates ‘male’ as a 

primary meaning or only as a ‘default’ situation of a primarily social-class marking 

sign. If the sign’s semantic equivalent is ‘man’ (rather than just ‘person’) then the 

proto-Elamite corpus records many thousands more men than it does identifiable 

women.   

 

Female gender and social identities 
 
 
Unlike the proto-cuneiform SAL ‘women’ who were of diverse positions and 

appeared in different accounting contexts, in proto-Elamite around half of the small 

number of recorded instances of M72 ‘women’ were in texts that also included 

‘children’ in the form of the M370-complex graphemes. The remaining handful of 

texts using M72 also show consistent patterns, counting the sign as an ‘object’ in 

work rosters and ration lists. M72 is shown to always occur as the last sign within in 

an entry, with the exception of one text from Tepe Yahya.  

 

The question must be raised: does the lack of M72 in the vast majority of proto-

Elamite texts (in sharp contrast to M388), imply that few proto-Elamite texts recorded 

women? This is a possibility, but it may also be that many women are not explicitly 

‘marked’ in the texts with M72, either because the information was assumed or not 

needed, or perhaps because the category M72 did not apply to all women. 

Circumstantial evidence suggests the possibility that M72 only indicated a certain 

kind of woman, in a manner similar to how KURa in proto-cuneiform only indicated 

captive, slave or other dependent men in restricted contexts. Speculatively, one could 
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suggest the possibility that the Proto-Elamite scribes, who devised a system which 

almost exclusively lacks signs that can be understood as depictions of human body 

parts (Dahl 2013) may not have considered the sign form M72 to depict a woman’s 

sexual organs after borrowing the sign from their neighbours, and may not have then 

attached an abstracted value of ‘female’ to it as in proto-cuneiform—but instead 

applied the sign only to the slaves or working ration-receivers similar to those that it 

was applied to in the scheme 1 texts of proto-cuneiform.  

 

Another reason to suggest that M72 may refer to only a specific class of women 

comes from the genre of long, repetitive ration texts including M72-women and 

children (M370-complex graphemes). These texts indicate that Proto-Elamite 

households were developing production traditions involving dependent workers 

organized in ‘workshops’ that were similar to (if smaller-scale than) those found in 

later Mesopotamia. These texts included a variety of other undeciphered signs that 

might represent ‘worker categories’; if this hypothesis is correct, the texts reflect a 

high level of task-differentiation and role-managing on the part of the scribes. In this 

context, the scattered uses of M72 as one worker category among dozens of others 

(notably not M388) appears unusual if we are to take it as a general sign for ‘woman’, 

unless being a woman was an exceptional status in work-groups of otherwise 

diversely categorized men.  Instead, M72 may be better understood as only a 

particular category of woman. This option is strengthened by the observation that 

‘children’ are not recorded immediately in association with the M72 in the texts, but 

after a variety of worker signs that could represent other (male or female) workers.  
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Young people in proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite accounts 
 

While a number of Uruk IV texts contrast only adult KURa and SAL, the smaller 

number of texts from the Uruk III period that record KURa and SAL together almost 

always also include young people who were indicated by the sign combinations 

discussed in chapter 8. This tells us something about the cultural and economic 

practices by which KURa and SAL individuals were recorded—children were an 

integral part of this type of human resource during the Uruk III script phase.  The very 

few texts explicitly recording children in proto-cuneiform represent a practice that 

was to be expanded in third millennium cuneiform labour administration.  

 

The basic sign TUR was shared with proto-Elamite scribes who also decided, in a 

small genre of texts, to include what may be ‘children’ in some personnel rosters, 

sometimes marking them as male (M388) or female (M72). One of the strongest 

arguments presented in this dissertation in support of interpreting M370-complex 

graphemes as ‘children’ is the fact that this sign combination is almost exclusively 

limited to texts that also record M72 (‘women’).  However, no evidence has yet been 

found for smaller, ‘child’-sized rations in proto-Elamite, and the ordering of M370-

complex graphemes in texts doesn’t suggest a clear association with particular M72 

‘mothers’. For the moment, it would be wise also to entertain another possible 

interpretation, that M370-complex graphemes represent ‘dependents’ or individuals of 

a subordinate status, who are mixed among workers of other categories—or even that 

M370-complex graphemes could after all refer to young animals, perhaps equids.  
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The question of class and status 
 

The cumulative set of evidence for proto-cuneiform texts of ‘scheme 1’ described in 

chapter 8 suggests that some texts recorded captives who were assigned to institutions 

or work groups (MSVO 1, 212–214 ‘SAG x MA texts’, figure 5.12/8.4i–k), while 

others may similarly have been slaves whom the scribes were sorting by gender and 

age in relation to economic practice (W 23999,1 figure 5.11/7.8a)—whether it be sale, 

calculation of expected labour output, rationing needs, or some other purpose. These 

individuals may un-problematically be described as lower class and low status, given 

the apparent lack of control over their own freedom (in the SAG x MA texts) or 

family arrangements (in W 23999,1). The ‘status’ of the adult AL, EN.TUR and 

‘yearlings’ in scheme 2 texts is, however, not possible to judge until further 

clarification of those accounting contexts is achieved. The Uruk IV receipts recording 

one or two SAL and KURa reflect a cultural and economic practice that we cannot 

reconstruct with any certainty, although the hypothesis was forwarded in this 

dissertation (page 108) that these individuals could have had social identities similar 

to later a-ru-a ‘temple devotees’ that sometimes originated as orphans or captives.   

 

The class of ‘gender and age-defined’ individuals in the proto-Elamite rationing texts 

and rosters, with a sign-set possibly derived from those low-class individuals in 

Mesopotamia, may by extension have been similarly ‘low’, although the evidence 

remains less interpretable due to the extinction of the writing system. The 

organization of individuals (including women and children) into ‘groups’ headed by 

what may be counted ‘overseers’ who appear to be provided with names, suggests a 

control over the labour of members of society which involved a minimum of two tiers 

of authority (the ‘overseers’ and the scribes recording them). At the same time, 
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smaller capacity measures and repetitive text structures involving worker categories 

in proto-Elamite (not only limited to the ‘women and children’ genre) give the 

impression that the scribes in Susa and elsewhere in Iran were attempting to micro-

manage an ordinary labour force to a greater extent than in Uruk, where larger grain 

distributions and many other products may often have been entrusted to mid and high-

level administrators. This may be evidence for a smaller-scale Susian economy, in 

which scribes attempted to track grain distributions down to the (nameless, but 

categorized) individual field worker; it may also reflect a different—perhaps less 

successful—approach to the use of writing as a new technology. While on the one 

hand the ‘equality’ of grain distribution sizes (1 worker: 15N30c) in relation to large 

numbers of differently-categorized individuals can be noted, a subtle understanding of 

the ‘status’ of ration receivers in these proto-Elamite texts, and the social contracts by 

which they were engaged by the scribal community, is probably not attainable.   

 

Concluding comments 
 

The most important distinction between the proto-cuneiform and proto-Elamite 

corpora with respect to their shared gender and age sign-set, is that proto-Elamite has 

clearer evidence for combining the gender and age worker category signs in repetitive 

‘rations lists’ in which the nameless workers are listed with small grain 

distributions—whereas in proto-cuneiform the parallel signs, SAL, KURa and TUR 

are primarily known in short slave or captive ‘rosters’ that sometimes include 

personal names but without accompanying rations.  

 

Some of the working hypotheses presented in this dissertation may prove to be wrong, 

and it is only through further articulation of these ideas that advances can be made in 
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decipherment.  Since the publication of the unprovenanced proto-cuneiform equid 

accounts (CUSAS 1, 21, 31) the similarities in bookkeeping references between 

equids and the ‘humans’ outlined in scheme 1 and 2 texts (chapter 8) have become 

glaring. A crucial factor in Englund’s (2009) identification of some texts as recording 

human slaves is the presence of ‘naming cases’ corresponding to the number of 

individuals counted, and a better understanding of these alleged ‘naming cases’ is 

therefore critical to maintaining confidence in the identification of slave or dependent 

rosters in proto-cuneiform, and perhaps by extension the use of the shared sign-set for 

humans rather than animals in proto-Elamite. While many questions remain 

unanswered, it is hoped that by outlining the uses of these proto-cuneiform and proto-

Elamite signs discussed above, the relevance of gender and age markers to the 

‘human resource management’ of the earliest Mesopotamian and Iranian scribal 

communities has already become better understood.   
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Appendix: Proto-Elamite texts including women and children  

 
 
 

Very long ration 1 text from Susa
MDP 6, 246+ 269+ 302+ 332
(Dahl et al. 2018) 
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Very long ration text 2 from Susa
MDP 6, 316 + 322 +324 + MDP 26S, 335 + Sb 15247 
(Dahl et al 2018) 
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MDP 6, 287
(Scheil 1905)

Possible ‘primary document’ of a type 
that could feed into the complex 
ration accounts

Very long ration text 3 from Susa 
MDP 17, 292  
(Scheil 1923)
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i) MDP 6, 311
ii) MDP 6, 315

iii) MDP 6, 343

vi) MDP 6, 5007

iv) MDP 26S, 333

vii) MDP 26S, 339

Fragments of long ration texts from Susa with M72 and/or M370(b)+ x

v) MDP 17, 234
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Fragments of long ration texts from Susa with M72 but no M370(b)+ x children

x) SE 121 / P009438
*contains M370 but no M370 complex graphemes

viii) MDP 26S, 5218

ix) MDP 17, 368

Fragments of long ration texts from Susa with M72 but no M370(b)+ x children

x) SE 121 / P009438
*contains M370 but no M370 complex graphemes

viii) MDP 26S, 5218

ix) MDP 17, 368

*xlv) MDP 6 243
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M370b with uncertain use

xii) MDP 26, 177

xi) MDP 26, 71

M370b
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Short texts from Susa including M72

xvi) MDP 17, 113

xiii) MDP 17, 184 

xiv) MDP 26, 191 

xviii) MDP 26, 257 

xv) MDP 26, 397 

xvii) MDP 26, 415 

xix) SE 124 
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Accounts from Susa including M72 (1)

xx) MDP 17, 210 

xxi) MDP 26, 51 

xxv) MDP 26, 194 

xxiii) MDP 26, 205 

xxiv) MDP 26, 206 

xxii) MDP 26, 214 
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Accounts from Susa including M72 (2)

xxvi) MDP 26, 288 

xxviii) MDP 26, 472 

xxix) MDP 26S, 4848 

xxx) MDP 6, 390

xxvii) MDP 26, 297 
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xxxi) MDP 6, 290 

Accounts from Susa including M72 (3)  

xxxii) MDP 17, 44 

xxxiv) MDP 17, 112 

xxxiii) MDP 26S, 4763
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Accounts from Susa including M72 (4)

xxxv) MDP 26, 303

xxxvii) MDP 31, 16 

xxxvi) MDP 6, 243
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xxxviii) Yahya 18 

xli) Yahya 11 

Accounts from Tepe Yahya including M72

xl)Yahya 14 

xxxix) Yahya 12
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Account from Tal-i Malyan including M72 

xlii) KADMOS 24, 6 

Fragments from Tepe Sofalin including M72 

xliii) TSF 7 / P393085 xliv) TSF 10 / P393088


