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Proposal: Sumerian interactions with death, burial, and the afterlife

“I pledge, I hereby declare upon my word of honour that I have neither given nor received

unauthorised help on this work” [ Charlotte Niblett |

The proposed paper is a study into how the Sumerians of the Early Dynastic period
interacted with death, burial, and the afterlife. The evidence will be focused on the Royal
Tomb at Ur and the archaeological evidence found there as well as translations of historical
texts regarding death. Excavations by Sir Leonard Wooley in 1922 provided us with physical
evidence from the major archaeological site at Ur. These discoveries were very substantial
within the realm of Sumerian burial culture and the historiography of Sumerian study. These
burial sites provide insight into how the Sumerians thought of death and the afterlife by
showing us the arrangements of tombs, servants, and offerings.

Sumerian culture existed from approximately 4100 to 1750 BCE. As a society, it
formulated writing, bureaucracy, religious rule, the wheel, and much more. Primarily located
in the southwest of Mesopotamia, its major cities included such marvels as Uruk, Ur, Eridu,
Larsa, Nippur, and Shuruppak. Its invention of writing, what the Greeks called cuneiform, is
what spurred this great culture of city-states into historical notoriety; square-shaped reeds
were used to indent on soft clay and then baked into tablets to keep records of their
transactions, religious rites, and more. These clay tablets are the first-hand accounts of the
Sumerians and what Assiriologists study as their main primary source. Assyriology, the study
of the Ancient Near East or Cuneiform Studies, came to fruition as a field of study in the later
half of the nineteenth century as a parallel to Egyptology. The study found itself in the
company of many French, German, and British noblemen explorers of the time and would

become a historical and archaeological craze in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
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centuries. The area of focus for the proposed paper is the early dynastic period dating
between 2900 and 2350 BCE, in which the culturally bound city-states of Sumer prospered
and their influence reigned in the region.

This topic fills a gap in the historiography of Sumerian Assyriology as death and
burial are not typically given more than a section in journals or books. While a good amount
of secondary sources exist discussing the subject, many include it as a subset to their topics of
religion, mythology, or Sumerian cultural practices as a whole. This is where the paper will
fill the gap with its specific focus on death, burial, and the afterlife.

The paper will talk about the religious rites in death, queries on the seeming servant
suicide at graves, offerings and ornaments, and where the Sumerians believe they’re going
after death. It will do this by taking reference from primary source translations of clay tablets
that reference death and burial, by the excavation notes at found tombs and burials, and by
interpreting the myth and legend of Sumerian culture and how it represents their outlook on
death.

The proposed paper, regarding the evidence and primary sources, will look into the
physical traces left behind as well as direct and contextual evidence from tablet
transcriptions. The paper’s primary or original sources include The Electronic Text Corpus of
Sumerian Literature, Literature from Ancient Sumer, Letters from Early Mesopotamia,
Excavations at Ur, and The Epic of Gilgamesh. These are the translations of the
aforementioned clay tablets that will provide the paper with evidence regarding the burial
customs as well as the archaeological notes from the first-hand encounters at the dig site. The
Epic of Gilgamesh in particular shows a good insight into how Sumerians perceived death
through its incarnation in popular literature whereas Excavations at Ur recounts the layout

and findings at physical digsites.
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Though I do not have access to all translations of known cuneiform tablets the ones
available will provide more than enough evidence along with the excavation notes. From
there the paper will be able to accurately describe and explain the Sumerian burial practices
and the culture around death. It will be able to give insight into the religious or mythological
aspects of death as well as the physical customs that accompany it regarding mainly wealthier

burials.



Charlotte Niblett 4

Bibliography

Primary Sources

Black, Jeremy A. The Literature of Ancient Sumer. Oxford : Oxford University Press, 2004.
Black, J.A., Cunningham, G., Fluckiger-Hawker, E, Robson, E., and Zdlyomi, G.,

The Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature (http://www-etcsl.orient.ox.ac.uk/),
Oxford 1998- .

Dalley, Stephanie. Myths from Mesopotamia: Creation, the Flood, Gilgamesh, and Others.
Revised Editioned. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989.

Jacobsen, Thorkild. The Harps that Once-- Sumerian poetry in translation. Translated and
edited by Thorkild Jacobsen. Champaign, IL: University of Illinois Press, 2009.

Michalowski, Piotr, and Erica Reiner. Letters from Early Mesopotamia. Atlanta, GA:
Scholars Press, 2018.

Sandars, N. K. The Epic of Gilgamesh. Baltimore, MD: Penguin Books, 1968.

Wooley, Leonard. Excavations at Ur. London: Kegan Paul Limited, 2006.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203040683.

Secondary Sources

Bottéro, Jean. Religion in Ancient Mesopotamia. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001.

Crawford, Harriet E. W. The Sumerian World. Milton Park, Abingdon: Routledge,
2013. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203096604.

Jacobsen, Thorkild. The Treasures of Darkness : a History of Mesopotamian Religion. New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1976.

Kramer, Samuel Noah. From the Tablets of Sumer, Twenty-Five Firsts in Man's Recorded
History. Indian Hills, CO: Falcon’s Wing Press, 1956.

Kramer, Samuel Noah. The Sacred Marriage Rite; Aspects of Faith, Myth, and Ritual in
Ancient Sumer. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1969.

Kramer, Samuel Noah. The Sumerians: Their History, Culture, and Character. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1963.

Van de Mieroop, Marc. The Ancient Mesopotamian City. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997.

Wolkstein, Diane., and Samuel Noah Kramer. Inanna, Queen of Heaven and Earth : her
stories and hymns from Sumer. 1st ed. New York, NY: Harper & Row, 1983.


https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203096604

Charlotte Niblett 5



