






[153-4J The Intellectual Achievements of the Sumerians 15

existence. At the same time complex names were invented for the great gods, so that all
aspects of their power might be expressed verbally. Truly syncretistic theology, however
the equation of gods with gods, of gods with stars, and of stars with each other-became an
actuality only with the Neo-Babylonian period.

Here again Sumerian polytheism differed essentially from that of Egypt, which already showed
speculation with a definitely monotheistic tendency at the beginning of the third millennium.
There the king of the gods was equated, for example, with the heart and tongue of other gods,
and thus it was expressed that he existed within all gods. Or a god might claim for himself
the power of another when he robbed him of his eyes. As far as pure achievement of thought
is concerned, Egyptian religion was far superior to contemporary Sumerian in intellectual
depth. But Sumerian religion had the advantage of being quite free of abstruse mythological
trivia and esoteric speculation. In simplicity and polymorphism Sumerian polytheism can be
compared only with that of the Greeks, with which it also shared its productivity for literary
productions of all types. In comparison with Greek polytheism, however, we might ascribe it
to a certain superiority with regard to deeper religiosity, greater compactness, and deeper
roots in all facets of the people's life.

3. In examining the question of how the gods exercised their authority over the people, and
how they shared this authority with that of the secular powers, we must next discuss the hypo
thesis of a primeval theocracy. According to this hypothesis, in Sumerian cities sacred and
secular authority were originally united in one hand. The designation of the city ruler, ens ( ,
was accordingly translated as "priest-king," the total landed property was interpreted as being
temple property, and the whole population as temple personnel. This hypothesis, which also
caused the social structure of the Sumerian city in later times to be interpreted erroneously, is
untenable. The landed property of the ens {, who governed the city in the name of the city
god was always clearly distinguished from the possessions of the temples. But these, although
they commanded an undoubted autonomy within the city, still had to subordinate themselves to
the authority of the ens {, be it often under duress.

The authority of the gods over the people was at no time exercised through a direct relation
ship of ownership or command, and it was only a spiritual authority. Nevertheless, the gods
took possession of the people in the most powerful and complete manner. Exercise of divine
authority was not conceived directly or mechanically, but rather in a dynam ic fashion. An
analysis of the Sumerian concepts of me and nam can give us an idea of this dynamism.
Me is at the same time both power and order. The me of the individual gods is differenti
ated according to their functions. It emanated from gods and temples in a mystic manner, was
imagined as a substance, was symbolized by emblems, and could be transferred from one god
to another. The nam, customarily translated "fate," was a formula pronounced by gods,
humans, citieS, and even stones and plants. In addition to the name or names defining the
essence of a thing, it determined its life or future.

Admittedly, the Sumerian temple was only a simple building of unbaked bricks for which only
very little stone was utilized. But the aura of the me immanent in the temple magically
drew the pious into its spelL The rooms of the temple were differentiated and animated by
their cosmic relations and mythological significance. In the temple built by the ens { Gudea for
his god Ningirsu the cosmic fresh-water ocean was represented by an unpretentious water
basin. The temple's kitchen, stables, even its brewery, were administered by divine cooks,
shepherds, and brewmasters, each of whom exercised his me j no distinction was made be
tween the cosmic and actual functions of the gods.

The rich, yet always self-controlled imagination of the Sumerians was also expressed in the
liveliness and multiplicity of the cult forms. Depending on the nature of each city god, special
priestly classes were assigned to him. Asceticism (nuns and monks), transvestitism (feminine
men and masculine women), and cult prostitution only represented examples of the extremes of
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this polymorphic world. Month and year were nearly filled by the cycle of monthly and annual
celebrations. Nature myths and experiences of the gods were brought to life through mimed
performances, and a flood of religious lyric poetry accompanied all cultic proceedings.

4. This superabundant wealth of temple cults left no time for the practice of private piety.
Only in the late Sumerian and Babylonian cultural periods, when the temples had lost their
prevailing importance in everyday life, did this aspect of piety develop to a world view crucial
to the life of individuals. But the basis of individual piety, namely the idea that every man has
his own protective god and goddess, may be traced to the classical Sumerian period. If man
became impure or sinned, his guardian deities abandoned him. Then a magic constraint had to
be exercised upon the guardian deities to make them return into the body of the man, either by
"soothing the heart of the gods" with lamentations, or by magic combined with prayers.

5. In the wealth of the pantheon, of the myths, and of the cult forms we admire the imagina
tive genius and creative power of the Sumerians. The more the religion of the individual
developed, the more also were mythological characters-mixed beings of terrible shape
invented for the evil powers that plotted the destruction of the individual. Sumero-Babylonian
art, for its part, created a rich repertory of types for gods as well as demons. In its golden
age, the time of the dynasty of Akkad, it also proceeded to compose lively and ingenious
mythological scenes. But the Sumerians and their heirs were far more talented in literature
than in the graphic arts. Motifs and forms of visual expression became rigid only too rapidly.
The t rem end u m, the awfulness of gods and divine beings, which varied in literature with
countless words and phrases and was forever illustrated by new poetic images, could not find
adequate expression in the graphic arts, at least according to our feelings.

It is a widespread but erroneous assumption that all Sumerian schools were temple schools,
and that Sumerian literature and scholarship were of a purely religious nature. The "tablet
house," which was both school and scholarly institution, was a thoroughly secular institution.
In the years after 2000 B. C., Sumerian literature was for the first time gathered into a type
of canon, and countless new literary works were created. The schools occupied themselves, in
addition to philology (the art of writing, the study of language in all its refinements, and

- belles-lettres), chiefly with the so-called Listenwissenschaft (list literature). Not only
the gods, but absolutely everything that constituted the empirical world, was arranged into
lists. Practical wisdom was learned in the form of proverbs and didactic poetry, historical
tradition was given poetical shape in the lyrical description of favorable and unfavorable times,
and a great canonical list traced the historical tradition back to primeval times, in which
semi-divine kings founded cities and created civilization. Although the richly differentiated
sciences of divination and magic, as also medicine and jurisprudence, were in their systematic
presentation products only of post-Sumerian times, their bases were Sumerian.

6. An exam ination of the question of how far the intellectual accomplishments of the Sumerians
influenced neighboring peoples, especially in the west, has as prerequisite an extensive educa
tion in world history, Similarities of cultural forms in neighboring cultural spheres are not
enough to demonstrate the fact of influence. Influence is exerted in the most varying ways,
often only as a stimulus, but often also as a conflict which gives rise not to the borrowing of
an idea, but rather to the intensification of native ideas. The world-historical question con
cerning the cultural influence exerted by the Sum erians is at present not yet ready for a solution.
We must be content with indicating the conditions prerequisite for such borrowing, and the
possibilities for the adaptation of Sumerian genius in other cultures.

In itself the intellectual world of the Sumerians, like that of the Egyptians, was closed and
unintelligible to strangers. The Sumerian language could only be learned through the medium
of Akkadian. But Akkadian, from about 1800 B. C. on spread over all of Western Asia as
the language of commerce and scholarship. It was taught in schools and used in internal
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commerce as far as Egypt and central Anatolia, and it took on the task of spreading Sumerian
culture. The forms in which the Sumerian spirit thus became known certainly were simplifi
cations, and usually also coarser manifestiations. Nevertheless they were essential as the
bases of Babylonian structure, which in its turn could be taken over by the neighboring peoples
only in simplified and coarser form.

The schools, and with them the instruction imparted on the basis of Babylonian education,
disappeared with the destruction first of the great Hurrian state, and then that of the Hittite
Empire. But soon after that the Assyrians began their conquest of Western Asia, which they
accomplished in several stages. The Assyrian Empire (740-620 B. Co) was continued by the
Babylonian; the Babylonian by the Persian. The peoples of Western Asia came in contact with

- Babylonian culture in all these phases. In particular the Israelites and Judaeans, who for a
time lived among the Babylonians, had to come to terms with their views.

The Babylonian civilization and its most important representative, the cuneiform script, finally
died out. But it bequeathed as its inheritance to Hellenism the so-called "Chaldaeism," an
astrological doctrine distilled from Sumero-Babylonian religion, as well as the science of omens
and of magic.

Having sketched the external conditions for the assumption of Sumerian, or basically Sumerian,
cultural values in the west, we may stress a few major problems which touch on the essen
tial characteristics of every ancient civilizat ion.

a. Was the overcoming of the "totemistic" stage of religion, of which we can observe
traces not only in Mesopotamia but also in all of Western Asia, there and in Greece the direct
or indirect result of Sumerian influence? The religions of the Hittites and Syrians became
anthropomorphic only at a time when these peoples were already under the influence of the
written culture of Mesopotamia. The possibility cannot be excluded that a similar evolution
took place among the Greeks, after the example of the peoples neighboring them to the east.

b. Did the transformation of local num ina into cosmic and nature deities and their combination
into a system spread from the Sumerians to their western neighbors?

It was the Hurrians who first adapted for themselves the Sum erian pantheon in rough outline.
They also took from the Sumerians the theory of the primeval gods and the generations of the
gods, to which they apparently attached greater value than the Sumerians themselves. We can
thus trace the Greeks' theory of the generations of the gods which at the same time represent
eras of the world (the succession Uranos-Kronos-Zeus) back to its Sumerian origin. The path
goes via the Phoenicians and Hurrians.

The Hittites were not so consistent in the systematization of their pantheon, and were not able
to divest their gods so completely of their local character. Yet the more so they adopted the
classification of local gods according to Sumerian stereotypes. The immense number of local
numina was thus ordered according to the types sun god, moon god, storm god, hero god, and
war- or mother-goddess. This raises the possibility that the Hittite pantheon, thus reduced
to specific basic types, stimulated the transformation of Greek conceptions which finally led
to the polytheis tic Greek pantheon.

c. Did the mythological forms invented by the Sumerians and modified by the Babylonians
enrich or influence the mythology of the neighboring peoples?

The story of the deluge and the creation of the "Noah" type are a clear example of such
borrowing, but even among conceptions of primeval times this example is only one among
many. A primeval paradise and the founding of all branches of civilization by gods or semi
divine beings were the characteristic motifs of Sumerian mythology, and wherever these motifs
occur we must suspect Sumerian origin.
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d. The concept of personal protective deities whic h lead humans in the fight against the
personified evil, and which are estranged by sinning, is central in later religions 0 Was it
basically Sumerian?

These conceptions of angels and devils who fought over the individual acquired decisive signi
ficance in all the new religions of the Achaemenid period, and it must be assumed that here
again at least the basic pattern, even if not all the content of these ideas, was taken from
Sumero-Babylonian religion.

eo The theory of the connection of gods with stars and of the dynamism of the heavenly
bodies can only be understood as an intellectual inheritance from the Sumerians. Only by
way of the Sumerian pantheon could order be brought into the world of the stars: only Sumerian
mythology could invent forms sufficient to populate even the heavens. The Sumerians also
devised the way of utilizing the stars for the purpose of foretelling the future. And specula
tion with numbers and with propitious and ill-fated days, sorcery, hepatoscopy. the interpre
tation of dreams. and the study of physiognomy also constitute an inheritance of doubtful value
from the Sumero-Babylonian culture o
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INTRODUCTION

The original researches of scholars dealing with ancient Mesopotam ian civilizations have not
been easily available to non-specialist students of history. Many studies are either too highly
technical in content, or are inaccessible because of problems of language and out-of-the way
places of publication. In order to perm it students whose linguistic and library facilities are
limited to investigate aspects of Mesopotam ian history for themselves, translations such as the
present one are necessary.

The essays translated here originally were published in 1943-45, as "Die Sumerer," "Die
AnHinge del' Zivilisation in Mesopotamia," and "Die geistigen Leistungen del' Sumerer," in the
Ankara Universitesi, Dil ve Tarih-Cografya Fakiiltesi Dergisi, 1 (194,3) 97-102, 2 (1944) 431-37,
and 3 (1945) 150-58, respectively. They were even then only summaries of more extensive
Turkish articles which preceded each of the German resume's in the journal issues. 1 The
process of condensation from the Turkish originals resulted in a few discontinuities, which
appear also in this translation. In spite of this drawback, these articles are of considerable
importance, both as fairly lengthy statements made on the subject by one of its foremost
scholars, and as portrayals of a stage in the development of interpretation of Mesopotamian
culture. Landsberger's contributions to the study of Sumerian culture and civilization were
many,2 and his influence on other scholars has been pervasive. But he very seldom wrote for a
more general audience. His contributions were rather studies in depth on some particular sub
ject, and certainly were not intended for a lay public.

The present translation was completed in 19G5. Landsberger reviewed the translation
and suggested some material revisions which are incorporated here. These appear primarily in
section V o~ the second essay, in the discussion of the designation of OCCup'ltio:ml names either as Su
merian or as belonging to the Proto~Euphratic substratum. In preparing the translation itself, the
only editorial effort made in terms of updating or annotating the text has been to unsnarl a con
fusion caused by the use of slightly differing tables of cultural periods in the original publication
of the three articles (sec note to p. 3). It may bl' mentioned that accessibility h:ts been a key factor
in the choice of other studies cited below.

The provenience and cultural contributions of the Sumerians have long been a subject of discus
sion among cuneiform scholars. Tom B. Jones has recently published a selection of articles
chosen to illustrate the development of intcrprut:\tion in The Sumerian Problem, Major Issues in
History (New York, Wiley and Sons, 19G~)). This book provides us with much of the historical
context into which Landsberger's work must be fitted. Jones on p. 93 cites the "disturbing
linguistic suggestions of Benno Landsberger" as one of the reasons necessitating revisions of
the status of the Sumerian problem in 1950. These suggestions were published in the essays
translated here.

11 (1943) 89-96; 2 (1944) H9-29: and ~l (UH5) 137-·19.

2 On the occasion of his 60th birthday in 1950 a list of lexical and bibliographical contributions
was published in Journal of Cuneiform Studies, 1 (1950), 1-62; a complete compilation is now
in preparation.
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The last statement on the "Sumerian Problem" before the appearance of Landsberger!s essays was
made by E. A. Speiser in "The Beginnings of Civilization in Mesopotamia, " .Journal of the American
Oriental Society, 5~ (1~39), supplement IV, 17-31 (reprinted by Jones,:; Sumerian Problem, pp.
7G-92); sections 2 and :3 are of particular interest in our context. Following the publication of
Landsberger's essays, Speiser again discussed the situation in detail in "The Sumerian Problem
Reviewed," Hebrew Union College Annual, 23/1 (1850-51), :339-55 (=Jones, Sumerian Problem,
PP< ~)3-109). In part III of his study (= Sumerian Problem, pp. 102fL) Speiser specifically
discussed Landsberger's views. Of further interest to the problem are the other two essays
reprinted by Jones. Of these, one, S< No Kramer!s "New Light on the Early History of the
Ancient Near East," American Journal of Archaeology, 52 (1948), 15G-G4 ("" Sumerian Problem,
pp. 109-24), was also discussed by Speiser, ibid. The other, J. Oates' "Dr and Eridu: The
Prehistory," Iraq, 22 (1%0), 32-50, is partially reproduced by Jones under the title" Eridu
and the Sumerian Problem," on pp. 12G-34e We are indeed fortunate that the recent collection
edited by .Jones has made some of the more apposite works easily availableo Jones concludes
with an excerpt from Gc Raux:' s Ancient Iraq, which he calls a "modern overview." In this
category must certainly also be mentioned "The Prehistory and Protohistory of Western Asia,"
in The Near East: The Early Civilizations, edc Jo Bottero, E. Cassin, and J. Vercoutter, tr.
R. F o Tannenbaum (New York, Delacourte Press, 19G7 [first published in German in 1965 as
volume 2 of the Fischer Weltgeschichte]), pPo 1-51, a summary by the eminent German Sumer
ologist Adam Falkensteine

All of the works just mentioned can lead the student to further, more detailed treatments of
specific problems as they appeared during the development of the discussion. In contrast,
Landsberger! s is essentially an essay of personal opinion, since, as was pointed out by Speiser
in 1950 (apud Jones, Sumerian Problem, po 102), Landsberger did not publish at the time any
detailed documentation of his views. He never has e

In these essays Landsberger was concerned primarily with the problem of the development of
civilization in ancient Mesopotamia, and the vexing question of who were the initiators of the
various stages of it, as well as that of the orig'ins of the Sumerians, whom we find in firm
possession of the country at the time that our sources become clear. He only touched in
passing on the matter of the description of the Sumerian state, and of its putative origins and
later developm ent. A number of lengthy studies exist that deal with this aspect of Sumerian
culture also. One of the basic attempts at interpretation, Ao Falkenstein's "La Cite-Temple
Swnerienne" (1~54), was republished in an English translation in an earlier fascicle of this
series (MANE 1/1). Students Wishing to pursue the Sumerians and their contributions to the
history of civilization are referred to it and the other sources cited there.

December 1973
Maria deJ. Ellis
University Museum
University of Pennsylvania

Editor's note - Num bel'S in square brackets at the top of the page refer to the numeration of
the original German text; dishes on the left margin of each page indicate the approximate
transition from one p:lge to the next in the sam e original.

3 It is to be noted that the footnotes in all the articles reprinted by Jones have been renumbered'
to run consecutively within his presentation.


