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Preface 
 

To the dark house, dwelling of Erkalla’s god, to the dark house which those who enter cannot 

leave, on the road where travelling is one-way only, to the house where those enter are 

deprived of light, where dust is their food, clay their bread. They see no light, they dwell in 

darkness.  

 

Many scholars who rely on literary texts depict the Mesopotamian netherworld as a bleak and 

dismal place. This dark portrayal does, indeed, find much support in the Mesopotamian 

literature. Indeed many texts describe the afterlife as exceptionally depressing. However, the 

archaeological study of grave goods may suggest that there were other ways of thinking about 

the netherworld. Furthermore, some scholars have neglected the archaeological data, while 

others have limited the possibilities of archaeological data by solely looking at royal burials. 

Mesopotamian beliefs concerning mortuary practices and the afterlife can be studied more 

thoroughly by including archaeological data regarding non-royal burials and textual sources. 

A comparison of the copious amount of archaeological and textual evidence should give us a 

further insight in the Mesopotamian beliefs of death and the netherworld. Therefore, for this 

study grave goods from non-royal burials, literature and administrative texts will be examined 

and compared to gain a better understanding of Mesopotamian ideas regarding death and the 

netherworld.  

 

First and foremost, I would like to thank my promoter Prof. Dr. De Graef for giving me the 
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Thanks go out to Kirsten Note and Caroline Landsheere for their advice, support and 

friendship. I’d like to give my special thanks to Matthew Previto for his constructive advice 

on grammar and content and his endless support. I’d like to thank my family for general 

support and encouragement and my cats and dog for giving me essential breaks and Jimmy, 

the horse I take care of, for helping me relax in between.  
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Samenvatting 
In deze paper wordt getracht de Mesopotamische ideeën omtrent de dood en de onderwereld 

verder te definiëren. Na de dood dachten de Mesopotamiërs dat de geest van de overledene 

afdwaalde naar de onderwereld. Het hiernamaals was een belangrijk aspect in hun denkbeeld 

omtrent de dood. Archeologische en geschreven bronnen laten zien dat zorg voor de dode een 

belangrijk onderdeel was van Mesopotamische funeraire rituelen. Doordat de meeste studies 

die focussen op de funeraire praktijken en de onderwereld voornamelijk zijn gebaseerd op 

literaire teksten, schilderen de meeste onderzoekers de onderwereld af als een donkere en 

grimmige plek. Deze teksten beschrijven de onderwereld als een verschrikkelijke plaats, waar 

er geen licht of eten is. Het is goed mogelijk dat de archeologische vondsten in graven een 

ander beeld schetsen. Bepaalde grafgiften zouden kunnen impliceren dat men toch een 

redelijk aangenaam bestaan verwachtte in de onderwereld. Het is dus belangrijk om het 

archeologische materiaal ook te bestuderen om een compleet beeld te kunnen vormen. Om 

verder inzicht te verkrijgen in de gedachten omtrent de dood en de onderwereld is het nuttig 

om naar administratieve teksten te kijken, hierin komen objecten voor die bedoeld zijn voor 

de begrafenis of als offergave. Deswege, is het doel van het onderzoek om te bepalen of het 

mogelijk is een beter en duidelijker inzicht te krijgen in het Mesopotamisch denkbeeld 

betreffende de onderwereld in de Vroeg-Dynastieke III periode tot de Oud-Babylonische 

periode in het Babylonische kerngebied en het aangrenzende gebied tot Mari, aan de hand van 

grafgiften, literaire en administratieve teksten.  

 

Eerst worden belangrijke punten uitgelegd zoals de onderwereld, zijn verschillende 

componenten, de geest en funeraire rituelen zoals het rouwproces en de verzorging van de 

dode. Vervolgens worden graven vanaf de Vroeg-Dynastieke III periode tot de Oud-

Babylonische periode uit de verschillende steden Kish, Nippur, Sippar, Uruk, Ur en Mari  

besproken en geanalyseerd. Daarna worden de literaire teksten onderzocht, deze teksten 

omvatten Sumerische en Akkadische werken. Nadien worden administratieve teksten van de 

Vroeg Dynastische III periode tot de Oud Babylonische periode bekeken. Om ten slotte de 

drie verschillende bronnen te vergelijken en te matchen, hiermee kan een bijdrage worden 

gegeven tot een meer compleet en transparant inzicht in de Mesopotamische visie omtrent de 

dood en de onderwereld.  
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ePSD 

OB 

Chicago Assyrian Dictionary 
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Abstracts 
This study aims to obtain a clearer understanding of Mesopotamian beliefs regarding death 

and the afterlife. In this research archaeological data and textual sources will be studied. The 

netherworld was for the Mesopotamians a crucial facet in their beliefs concerning death. 

Many scholars, who are relying mostly on literary texts, depict the netherworld as a gloomy 

and depressing place. Furthermore, the archaeological material seems to be neglected in most 

studies about the netherworld, which limited the conclusions regarding death and the afterlife. 

Conversely, it is possible that the archaeological data may show us a different view. In 

addition, many administrative texts list objects like ceramics, foodstuffs and jewellery that 

were intended for funerary purposes. In addition, the literary texts provide us with 

information regarding the netherworld and funerary practices. Therefore, in this research the 

archaeological evidence of grave goods, literary and administrative texts will be analysed and 

compared, which contributes towards a more complete understanding of the Mesopotamian 

perspective on death and the netherworld.  

 

In dit onderzoek wordt getracht een duidelijk beeld the krijgen van de Mesopotamische 

denkbeeld omtrent de dood en het hiernamaals. Voor deze paper worden archeologische 

vondsten en teksten bestudeerd. De onderwereld was voor de Mesopotamiërs een belangrijk 

aspect in hun denkbeeld over de dood. De onderwereld wordt door vele geleerden als een 

donkere en macabere plek gezien. Zij baseren hun beschrijving voornamelijk op literaire 

teksten. In de meeste onderzoeken over de onderwereld wordt het archeologisch materiaal 

achtergesteld, waardoor uitkomsten worden gelimiteerd. Terwijl het mogelijk is dat de 

archeologie eventueel een ander beeld geeft. Daarnaast, geven de administratieve teksten, 

lijsten met objecten zoals aardwerk, eten en juwelen die bedoeld zijn voor funeraire 

doeleinden. Verder geven literaire teksten ons  verdere informatie over de onderwereld en 

funeraire rituelen. Derhalve worden voor dit onderzoek archeologische vondsten, literaire en 

administratieve teksten geanalyseerd en vergeleken, welke kan bijdragen tot een completer 

beeld van de Mesopotamische perspectieven van de dood en de onderwereld.  

Keywords 
Netherworld, funerary practices, burials, grave goods, cuneiform
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1. Introduction 

To the ancient Mesopotamians, the netherworld was an important aspect in their beliefs about 

death. From the copious archaeological and textual evidence it is obvious that care for the 

deceased was an important part of Mesopotamian funerary rites in the Babylonian heartland 

and Mari. However, one thing remains unclear: did the Mesopotamians view the netherworld 

as a positive or negative place in the Early Dynastic III period to the Old Babylonian period in 

that area? One field that should be examined more thoroughly is whether a difference can be 

detected in beliefs regarding the nature of the afterlife between the archaeological data and 

textual sources. A comparison between the former and the latter could possibly reveal 

nuances concerning Mesopotamian beliefs of death and the netherworld.  

 

Many scholars portray the netherworld as something dim and bleak relying mostly on textual 

evidence, as Barret (2007, 7) points out. For many, the netherworld was not a place to look 

forward to, especially since the afterlife seemed to be a dark reflection of the deceased’s 

earthly existence (Cooper 1992, 25). This is no surprise because many ancient Mesopotamian 

literary texts describe the netherworld as especially grim. For example, in the Epic of 

Gilgamesh, the netherworld is depicted as a terrible place, bereft of all light. Those 

unfortunate enough to dwell there have only clay as their nourishment (George 2003, 61). 

Another text, The Descent of Ishtar to the Underworld, shows a similar image of the 

netherworld. Clay is again portrayed as their bread, and only dust as their food, while again 

the netherworld is a place where there is no light only darkness (Dalley 2000, 155). In 

Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Netherworld we see a somewhat similar description of the 

underworld. Here the netherworld is not depicted as so dire. Some of the dead seem to fare 

better than others and this seems to be based on the number of children one has. For example, 

one individual who had two sons seemed to eat bread instead of clay or dust (Shaffer 1963, 

116-117). Another text that shows that some are better off is the Death of Urnamma, where 

the important factor here is the status during one’s previous life. A high social position in life 

seems to allow for a better position in the netherworld (Cohen 2005, 76-77). Overall the 

Mesopotamian texts show us a picture of the underworld that, while it can be grim, seems to 

be possibly less harsh based on the status of the individual.  

Whether this is also the case with the archaeological data is the question. According to Barret 

(2007) it would seem that some of the archaeological material illustrates a different picture. 

For the most part, the graves that have been found in Mesopotamia contained artefacts 
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(Strommenger 1971, 606). These grave goods could provide evidence that suggest that many 

ancient Mesopotamians did not see the afterlife as something bleak. Again, as is mentioned 

by Barret (2007, 9), many look only at the textual evidence and neglect the archaeological 

data from graves. As at least one scholar pointed out (Tinney 1998, 28), various grave goods 

could imply that the Mesopotamians expected or at least hoped that the afterlife was 

enjoyable. Throughout different periods, burials of people from various social environments 

contained similar artefacts, for example pottery, jewellery and tools. These graves goods were 

artefacts that they used for their daily tasks. They would have needed these goods for their 

journey to the netherworld and for living in the underworld (Strommenger 1971, 606; Katz 

2007, 171). Royals in particular were buried with much of the wealth that would have been in 

their dwellings. This might indicate that the ancient Mesopotamians believed that a semblance 

of their daily life continued in the afterlife and that they maintain their status in the 

netherworld. Furthermore, the burial goods may have been used as gifts for the deceased to 

give to the gods living in the netherworld (Tinney 1998, 28). These artefacts found in burials 

therefore should shed a light on what the Mesopotamians expected of the afterlife. 

Administrative texts give us further information about funerary beliefs. Various texts describe 

the grave goods and other luxury items required for the funerary rites. For example, a 

Sumerian land-sale document from Adab (UCLM 9-1798) lists luxury goods intended as 

funerary goods (Foxvog 1980, 67-72). Another text (CT 45, 99) from the Old-Babylonian 

period contains a list of goods used for funerary offerings and goods buried with the dead 

(Tsukimoto 1980, 129-131). Most administrative texts containing items destined for funerary 

rites seem to correlate with the archaeological evidence found in burials.  

 

While Barret (2007) argues compellingly that grave goods tell us a different story than the 

literature, a problem with her research is she hardly engaged with non-royal burials.  

Although she did state that there is a need for more research on the archaeological material to 

gain a better understanding of the Mesopotamian netherworld, her focus on royal burials 

limited conclusions only to beliefs of that class. An important part of this thesis is that royal 

burials will not be examined. Rather, the focus will be on the graves and grave goods of 

commoners to gain a better understanding of their beliefs regarding the nature of the 

netherworld. Furthermore, for this study textual sources will also be taken into consideration 

as a way to further illustrate funerary rites and the nature of the netherworld. Therefore, this 

thesis aims to determine if it is possible to get a clearer grasp on Mesopotamian beliefs 

concerning the netherworld through the Early Dynastic III period to the Old Babylonian 
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period in the Babylonian heartland and the adjunct area up to Mari, by looking at burial gifts, 

literature, and administrative texts with the goal to move away from solely concentrating on 

royal beliefs.  

 

It is important to keep in mind that texts don't always document practice and general 

perspectives but rather displays idealised and standardised precepts (Richardson 2007, 192). 

Therefore it is important to look at the archaeological material and the textual material at first 

separately and then compare the two in a final analysis. To understand each of the three 

different sources on its own, there will be given an overview of Mesopotamian funerary 

customs and beliefs. Subsequently, each source will be examined separately. First, the 

archaeological evidence will be examined. A selection of archaeological material found in 

burials from different periods and cities will be analysed to see how it reflects mortuary 

practices and what it can tell us about beliefs on the afterlife. After the archaeological 

evidence is examined and discussed, the literary sources will be reviewed. Several literary 

texts from the Sumerian and Old-Babylonian periods will be discussed to give an insight in 

how the literary texts portray the netherworld through the course of time. Next, the 

administrative texts will be discussed, to get a comprehension on what information these texts 

can give us on the beliefs about the netherworld. After the sources have been examined one 

by one, there will be a comparison and synthesis between the archaeological material and the 

two textual sources. By analysing and comparing the textual information and material 

remains, a contribution towards a more complete and transparent understanding of the 

Mesopotamian perspective on death and the netherworld can be made.  
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2. Parameters   

2.1 Archaeological data 
As stated in the introduction, the objective of this paper is to obtain an understanding of what 

the perspective was of the average Mesopotamian regarding the nature of the afterlife. 

Therefore, royal burials will not be included in the archaeological and textual data that will be 

examined in this study. Royal burials were usually treated differently, as they possessed a 

different, and exceptional, status in Mesopotamian society. Royal graves were loaded with 

wealth and luxury items that the burials of more ordinary individuals lack. These burials tell 

us more on how royals were treated in society and not what average personal beliefs were 

towards death and the afterlife (Bayliss 1973, 122-123; Cohen 2005, 3,127). Furthermore, 

royal burials are more thoroughly published and researched than non-elite graves, with the 

result that interpretations of Mesopotamian views on death may be skewed by 

overrepresentation. In addition, the quality of much of the available archaeological data 

depended the interest of the excavator (Woolley 1962, 52). This often resulted in publications 

with unreliable stratigraphic contexts and selective, inconsistent recording of the material 

found in the field (Watelin, Langdon 1934, 52; Baker 1995, 209). To better understand the 

beliefs of a wider selection of Mesopotamian society, it is important to look at the non-elite 

burials. These graves can give us a better representation of the Mesopotamian attitudes 

towards the afterlife.  

Published funerary material comes mostly from burials found in ancient cities. This is the 

natural result of excavations that mainly focussed on urban tell sites, while possible burial 

sites outside of such tells have lain neglected. (Cooper 1992, 23). Thus the available 

archaeological funerary data presumably represents only a small part of the ancient 

Mesopotamian population and is mostly urban in character. As mentioned in the introduction 

this paper focuses on the beliefs of the Mesopotamians in the Babylonian heartland and 

Marie. Therefore the archaeological materials discussed in this paper derive from the 

following ancient cities: Kish, Ur, Sippar, Nippur, Uruk and Mari. Burials from these cities 

were selected because by looking at various cities differences or similarities can be seen, 

which should aid to determine the overall Mesopotamian beliefs concerning death and the 

afterlife in this Mesopotamian territory. Furthermore, large numbers of burials have been 

excavated in these cities and are well documented, with the excavated internments ranging 

from the Early Dynastic III till the Old Babylonian period. In addition, the selected graves 
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consist of various burial types and individuals from different age groups, including that of 

children (McCown, Haines, Hansen 1967, 117-144; Woolley, Mallowan 1976, 194; Moorey 

1978, 55-69; Gasche, Burger-Heinrich 1989, 45-66; Boehmer, Pedde, Salje, 1995, 2-25). 

Moreover, by looking at the material from different time periods it can tell us whether there 

were changes in how the Mesopotamians treated their dead and if their perspectives on the 

netherworld also had changed throughout the ages. Furthermore, by looking at the graves of 

both children and adults, it provides evidence for possible differences between how these two 

age groups were treated in rituals regarding death and the afterlife, as well as it will aid to 

obtain an overall picture.  

2.2 Textual sources  
The textual evidence reveals further insights into Mesopotamian funerary practices and 

beliefs regarding the afterlife (Tsukimoto 1985; Katz 2003). Mesopotamian cuneiform 

documents existed in a variety of forms, and have been found in many places in Mesopotamia 

and date to different time periods (Civil 2000, 105). Textual documents were usually written 

in both Sumerian and Akkadian, with Sumerian developing at an earlier date and the first 

cuneiform writing. Both languages do not indicate a divide either ethnically or 

chronologically. By the third millennium BC, the population of South Mesopotamia was 

already a concoction of ethnic groups speaking different languages. Sumerian was the 

primary language for written texts. Even during the Old Babylonian period, the latter was still 

used for certain records. Furthermore, many Akkadian texts also used some Sumerian words 

(Katz 2003, xv). For clarity Akkadian words are written in italics and Sumerian rendered in 

regular uppercase letters.   

 

The textual sources can be divided into literary and administrative documents, with everyday 

texts included in the latter. It’s necessary to look at these two categories of cuneiform 

documents separately as they are each written with a different purpose. The literary 

documents clearly show us a picture of how Mesopotamians interpreted the netherworld and 

include Mesopotamian mythology and religion. Some of these literary documents are 

Akkadian translations of earlier, original Sumerian texts (Cooper 1992,25). Administrative 

texts concerning death can come in a form of lists or letters. Many such texts regarding 

funerary practices were found in the large archive at Mari. Most of the administrative texts 

date back to the Old Babylonian period (Bayliss 1973, 123; Birot 1980, 139). A part of these 

cuneiform tablets contain lists of deliveries to the palace of Mari. Certain goods on the lists 
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were used for funerary purposes, including the kispum ritual (Tsukimoto 1985, 57-59). Some 

of the texts that will be examined in this study will come from a range of time periods. 

However, most of the texts will be Old Babylonian translations and texts.  

2.3 Geographical parameters 
This study focuses on the area that is known as the “Babylonian heartland” but it will also 

include the ancient city of Mari. This urban centre was part of Babylonia under the reign of 

Hammurabi and was situated on the outer border of his domain (Van De Mieroop 2007, 111). 

Therefore Mari is also an important source on Old Babylonian administrative funerary texts 

and will be included in this research.  

The Near East is a broad landmass where the Arabic, Iranian and African tectonic plates meet. 

Where the Arabian and Iranian plates meet a long depression is formed, stretching from the 

Mediterranean Sea to the Persian Gulf. The Euphrates and the Tigris rivers run through this 

depression. The north and the east of the region are defined by the Taurus and Zagros 

mountain ranges (Van De Mieroop 2007, 7). The Babylonian heartland was situated between 

the Euphrates and the Tigris rivers in Southern Mesopotamia (Arnold 2004, 1). The area 

extended from the Persian Gulf to modern-day Baghdad. In general, the Euphrates and Tigris 

form an alluvial plain that is narrow and flat. The alluvial plain forms the Babylonian 

heartland, and it varied over time. About 500 kilometres from the Persian Gulf the plain 

started to rise somewhat. In the North it forms a desert plateau. Rainfall here is limited, but 

agriculture is possible by irrigation using the water from the rivers. South of the ancient city 

of Ur the region consists of marshes. These marshes provided the inhabitants resources like 

reeds and fish (Arnold 2004, 3-4; Van De Mieroop 2007, 7-8).   

As previously stated, the grave goods examined for this study derive from the ancient cities of 

Mari, Kish, Ur, Uruk, Nippur and Sippar (fig. 1). The city of Mari was situated near the right 

bank of the Euphrates River, in a narrow stretch of the Euphrates valley where only irrigation 

agriculture is possible. Today the ancient site lies over two kilometres from the Euphrates 

River (Akkermans, Schwartz 2003, 222), and is now know under its modern name of Tell 

Hariri. The site consists off a group of small hills situated about 11 kilometres north-northeast 

of the border town of Abu Kemal and about 24 kilometres north of the Syria-Iraq border. The 

tells cover an area over a kilometre long by less than a kilometre wide. The largest of the 

mounds is almost 15 metres high (Mendenhall 1948, 2-3; Malamat 1971, 2).  

The ancient city of Kish consisted of a series of tells located 12 km east of Babylon. The 

mounds cover an area extending 8 kilometres east to west and 2,5 kilometres north to south. 
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Today the area is marked by irrigation canals and tells some of which contains ruins, others 

are remains of dumps from modern excavations. These tells contain various settlements which 

were not always part of the same town, nor simultaneously inhabited. Because of common 

customs, the entire area is named Kish (Clayden 1992, 143).  

The city of Ur is also known by its modern name Tell el-Muqayyar. The city is situated about 

225 kilometres southeast of the ancient site of Babylon and lies about 16 kilometres west of 

the modern-day riverbed of the Euphrates. In ancient times the river ran closer to the city, 

making the area irrigated and fertile. However, in the present-day, the ruins of Ur are in a 

desert (Kuiper 2010, 194).  The mound that remains today, contains only the inner city with 

ancient Ur being much larger (Van De Mieroop 1992, 121).  

Another important city for burials is Uruk. The city was one of the largest in Lower 

Mesopotamia. The modern name of Uruk is Tall al-Warka. The city is located in southeastern 

Iraq, Northwest of Ur. The Euphrates is located west of Uruk (Banks 1905, 302; Kuiper 2010, 

187). The city of Nippur, the religious centre of Sumer and Babylon is located about 160 

kilometres south of Baghdad. The site is nowadays named Nuffar. The mounds of Nippur 

cover some 180 acres. A large wadi, running north and south, divides the various tells of 

Nippur (McCown, Haines, Hansen 1967, vii). Sippar consists of two sites, Sippar-Amnānum 

or Tell ed-Dēr and Sippar-Yaḫrūrum or Tell Abū Ḫabbah (Charpin 1988). The two sites are 

situated about halfway between the Euphrates and the Tigris rivers, approximately 25 

kilometres south of Baghdad. Tell ed-Dēr is about half the size of Tell Abū Ḫabbah. Sippar-

Amnānum covers an area of some 50 hectares, while the other site covers an area of about 

100 hectares (De Meyer 1997, 145-146; De Meyer 1997, 47).  
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    Figure 1. Map of Mesopotamia in the second millennium BC (Van De Mieroop 2007, 110). 
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2.4 Chronology  

The timeframe that concerns this paper is from the Early Dynastic III to the Old Babylonian 

period. Multiple chronologies for Mesopotamia exist, based either on absolute or relative 

methods of dating. Relative dating relies on historical documents like eponyms and king lists, 

which can differ and overlap regionally (Cole 2014, 4,6). The Assyrian King list is one of the 

most important of such lists for this period. Unfortunately, some dates are either unclear or 

uncertain. In several places in the lists, there are multiple discrepancies in reign lengths, while 

the reigns of some kings are outright missing. This presents several problems for developing a 

fixed chronology based on these lists. (Gasche, Armstrong, Cole, Gurzadyan 1998, 3). With 

regards to absolute dating, alternative methods like radiocarbon dating have been suggested 

for verifying or enhancing the information gleaned from historical documents. As a result, 

absolute dates have been debated with certain academics favouring or advocating for different 

chronologies based on methods like radio carbon dating (Hasel 2004, 8). In particular, 

different chronologies have been proposed for the third and second millennium BC. For the 

second millennium BC five distinctive chronologies have been determined (table 1), with an 

example being the differences in proposed time frames for the reign of Hammurabi.   

 

Ultra-High Chronology Hammurabi reign 1930-1888 

High Chronology  Hammurabi reign 1848-1806 

Middle Chronology Hammurabi reign 1792-1750 

Low Chronology Hammurabi reign 1728-1686 

Ultra-Low Chronology  Hammurabi reign 1704-1662 
Table 1. Different chronologies for Mesopotamia (Hasel 2004, 8) 

 

Other documents used for chronological reconstruction include astronomical observations 

recorded in cuneiform texts, which further complicates the process to form a ‘fixed’ 

chronology for the third and second millennium BC. The Venus Tablet, discovered by Henry 

Austin Layard, is an important astronomical record for establishing a chronology. The Venus 

Tablet is only known in copies from the seventh century BC and later. It records astronomical 

observations locating Venus on the horizon right before sunrise on the moment of the new 

moon during the reign of Ammisaduqa and mentions a year formula. Therefore, the Venus 

Tablet has been used to contribute to absolute dates for chronology from the beginning of Ur 

III period to the end of the Old Babylonian period. There is a problem though with the 

information given by the Venus Tablet, providing us with a series of possible dates. This is 
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because the solar cycles of Venus occur every 56 or 64 years. Therefore scholars distinguish 

different chronologies for the second millennium (Gasche, Armstrong, Cole, Gurzadyan 

1998, 6; Hasel 2004, 7-8). Furthermore, as mentioned before, 14C dating has been suggested 

to help establish a precise chronology. Various attempts have been made to correlate 

radiocarbon dating with chronologies provided by historical documents (Hasel 2004, 8). Yet, 

a fixed chronology for much of the ancient Near East remains problematic.  

 

With these problems in mind, this study follows the dates of the Middle Chronology for the 

ancient Near East because this framework is most frequently used by Mesopotamians scholars 

and appears, for now, to be the most accurate. It dates Hammurabi of Babylon’s reign from 

1792 to 1750 BC and the collapse of the Old Babylonian dynasty to 1595 BC (Van De 

Mieroop 2007, 4,107). The following table is a general scheme of the ancient Near East time 

periods and dynasties using the Middle Chronology. The outline does not specify regional 

differences or overlaps in reigning dynasties.  

 

Middle Chronology 

Late Uruk 3500-3100 

Jemdet Nasr 3100-2900 

Early Dynastic I 2900-2750 

Early Dynastic I 2750-2600 

Early Dynastic III 2600-2350 

Akkadian 2350-2150 

Ur III 2112-2004 

Old Babylonian 2004-1595 

Table 2. Middle Chronology, all dates are BC (based on Van De Mieroop 

2007; McClellan 2012, 141). 

 

 



 18 

3. The Netherworld 
It’s absolutely imperative to have an understanding of the different aspects in the 

Mesopotamian funerary cult before we can interpret the textual and material sources. In this 

chapter the netherworld will be discussed.  

3.1 Introduction  
When a person died in the ancient Near East they had to be ritually separated from the living. 

After the body was buried, their ghost (Sumerian GIDIM, Akkadian ețemmum) was supposed 

to move to the netherworld; also known as ‘the land of no return’. The netherworld was 

usually referred to in Sumerian, as URU.GAL, meaning ‘Great City’. URU.GAL was used to 

refer to either the grave or the netherworld. (Cooper 1992, 24; Potts 1997, 220-221; Katz 

2003, 28). The goddess of death, Ereškigal and two male gods Nergal and Ninazu oversaw 

the underworld; other deities (annunaki) resided in the netherworld, but were less powerful 

than the three ruling deities (Potts 1997, 226; Lambert 1980, 59). The main entranceway for 

the underworld was supposedly located in the west on the horizon. Furthermore, Sumerians 

believed that the grave itself was a further entryway into the realm of the dead. Nevertheless, 

the actual location and perception of the underworld has changed through time as beliefs 

changed and developed throughout Mesopotamia (Cooper 1992, 24; Katz 2003, 236).  

3.2 Geographical settings of the Netherworld 
The location of the netherworld (with regards to Sumerian beliefs) is somewhat uncertain. 

Some of the Sumerian sources refer to the realm of the dead as a subterranean location, while 

other texts place it in the open air (Katz 2005, 68-69). This confusion is further complicated 

because the common Sumerian word for the netherworld is “KUR”, which means “mountain” 

and foreign country. The cuneiform sign for KUR itself resembles a mountain (figure 2), so it 

could seem that for the Sumerians the realm of the dead was in the mountains. If so, it could 

be possible that the netherworld would be beyond the north eastern boundary of Sumer 

(Smith, Pitard 2009, 713).  

 

Figure 2. Cuneiform sign KUR (ePSD). 
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There were also two other words in Sumerian used for the netherworld, namely, ‘KI’ and 

‘ARALI’ (Bottéro 1992, 273; Katz 2003,63).  The terms KI and ARALI seem to describe the 

realm of the dead as a mythological place instead of an actual geographical location. Also 

those two terms were more commonly used in the Old Babylonian period to describe the 

netherworld, especially since KI started to replace KUR from the second millennium onward 

(Katz 2003, 58-60). In contrast, as detailed above, KUR refers more to a real geographical 

setting and usually a mountain. For instance, in the Sumerian poem Edina-Usağake, where 

the mother of the dying god Damu walks with him to the netherworld, the netherworld is 

referred to as a dark and terrifying mountain (Smith, Pitard 2009, 713), which is demonstrated 

in the passage of the Edina-Usağake below.  

 

“ 1. [al.di ga.da.an.ğen ğuruš.me.en ḫa.ra.n]a nu.gi4.[gi4] 

   2. a ‹ğuruš› ğuruš.dda.[mu.mu] 

   3. i.in.di i.in.di gaba.kur.ra.[šè] 

   4. u4.zal u4.zal kur.mud!.šè 

 

   1. If wished, let me walk with you, you lad, the road of no return. 

   2. Oh lad, lad, my Damu. 

   3. She goes, she goes toward the edge of the mountain (KUR).  

   4. The day is ebbing, the day is ebbing, toward the dark/frightening mountain   

     (KUR).” (Katz 2003, 316). 

 

Other texts also depict the netherworld as a mountain. In the eršemma of Ninḫursag the 

netherworld is described in topographical terms. In this lamentation KUR occurs as, 

KU.ÚR.RA “foot of the mountain”, KUR.BÀD.RA “top of the mountain” and 

GABA.KUR.RA “edge of the mountain” (Katz 2003, 103). Conversely, some texts depict the 

netherworld as a subterranean place. For example the text Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the 

Netherworld refers to the netherworld as an underground area, DÚR.KUR.RA “bottom of the 

KUR” and KUR.E11.DÈ “going down to the netherworld” (Gadotti 2014, 342). IGI.KUR.RA 

“front of the KUR” is used here as the location for the gate to the netherworld. As it seems the 

dead live in an underground space, the netherworld is turned into a mythological geographical 

place in Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the netherworld where KUR is only used as a place name 

(Katz 2003, 103).  
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As we have seen the netherworld at first seemed to be conceptualized as in the mountains, 

while from the second millennium onwards the netherworld was known as a subterranean 

place. The change of view probably happened due to geographical expansion. The shift from 

a concrete geographical place towards a mythological meaning most likely began with the 

Akkadian period. During this period the concept of the netherworld as a mountain changed 

into a subterranean place and became mythological. A possible cause could have been the 

emergence of the Akkadian empire and the expansion of the political and geographical area of 

the Sumerians, who expanded into the mountains beyond their eastern borders. The 

Sumerians then knew the mountain areas and KUR wasn’t an unknown, foreign land 

anymore. Therefore the concept of KUR changed and differentiated from the now known 

non-mythical concept of the mountains. KUR stayed the common Sumerian term for 

netherworld but lost its geographical meaning (Katz 2003, 61, 105-112). Subsequent 

subterranean descriptions of the underworld presumably derive from the burial customs in 

Mesopotamia, where the grave acted as a gateway to the netherworld. The deceased were 

always buried underground and would be the means by which they were introduced to their 

subterranean new world (Bóttero 1992, 273-275; Katz 2005, 69). Thus the netherworld was 

for the early Sumerians located in the mountains, and was more or less a real geographical 

place, until later when it changed to an underground area and became a mythological place.  

3.3 Social and environmental image of the netherworld 

3.3.1 Inhabitants of the netherworld 

The netherworld resembled a community comparable to the Sumerian and Babylonian city-

state, creating an image of the netherworld, which was moulded by social and political 

developments. The society in the underworld was very similar to the terrestrial world being 

divided into classes consisting of human spirits, deities and evil spirits (McMaster 1988, 70-

71; Bottéro 2001, 107-108).  

3.3.2 Human spirits 

The population of the netherworld consisted primarily of human spirits with both royal and 

non-royals residing in the netherworld. In the textual sources mostly dead kings and high 

priests were mentioned who lived in the netherworld, for instance Urnamma, Gilgamesh and 

Etana. Interestingly, Urnamma is the only actual historical king described as a resident in the 

underworld. The goddess Ereškigal, queen of the netherworld allowed the king certain powers 
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over his companion spirits, and was given appointments that resembled his earthly tasks 

during his reign. Urnamma was the commander of the dead soldiers and was also a judge. In 

both these appointees he resembled Gilgamesh who was also a judge and military officer 

(Katz 2003, 121, 124-126). The position of Urnamma in the netherworld was therefore likely 

to have been determined by his social place in the terrestrial world. While most texts do not 

give us much information on other human spirits, from the exceptional case of Urnamma it 

can be posited that the position of the deceased in the underworld somewhat mirrored their 

former lives.   

3.3.3 Deities  

The other residents of the underworld were the deities, who governed the netherworld. 

Organised into a divine hierarchy. The netherworld had its own administration system, 

formed by deities. The highest title in the netherworld was queen, belonging to the goddess 

Ereškigal, she lived and ruled in the underworld (Potts 1997, 226).  In the netherworld Nergal, 

Gilgamesh and Ningišzida received the title LUGAL, which usually means “king”. However, 

according to Katz (2003, 172, 363) it did not mean king in this case, but had a more strictly 

military connotation. She explains that, in the literary texts, Nergal, Gilgamesh and 

Ningišzida received military gifts, while Nergal was also primarily a god of war. 

Furthermore, Gilgamesh was never the highest in rank in the underworld. Therefore she 

argues that LUGAL is meant here as an important role of a military nature. Yet, Nergal’s 

position in the netherworld changes in the Old Babylonian period, as he becomes Ereškigal’s 

new husband, and the ruling deity alongside Ereškigal. Another office was that of chair-

bearer. This title was also given to Ningišzida and is mostly mentioned in texts from the Old 

Babylonian period onward. His wife Ninazumua and Geštinanna, appear as the scribe of the 

netherworld (Potss 1997, 226; Katz 2003, 172, 174). These deities held a list of those who 

were bound to die and gave their ghosts the authorisation to enter the netherworld. Without 

the scribes, the list could not be checked and the deceased would not have been able to enter 

the netherworld. Like with the case of Urnamma, it seems that the function of scribe 

resembles the role of scribes in the world of the living. Another important office in the 

netherworld was that of gatekeeper, an office belonging to the god Bitu. That there was a gate 

implies that the netherworld was a fortified city, reflecting the material and political nature of 

Sumerian and Akkadian cities. In addition to these offices the deity Ninšubur served as the 

vizier of the netherworld during the third millennium and early Old Babylonian period. This 

deity was sometimes presented as either male or female. However, as time progressed, 
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Ninšubur began to appear only as a male and had no relation to the netherworld whatsoever 

(Katz 2003, 174-177).  These titles of some of the netherworld deities show us that the 

underworld was politically and socially designed according to the Sumerian and Babylonian 

model and reflected the political and social hierarchies of Mesopotamian city-states.  

3.3.4 Evil spirits 

The last group of inhabitants of the netherworld were evil or malevolent spirits and were 

neither deities nor humans. These evil spirits could leave and enter the netherworld causing 

the people to create many incantations against the evil spirits (Katz 2005, 72, 84). It appears 

that seven different groups of demons or evil spirits dwelled in the underworld (Black, Green, 

Rickards 1992, 85). One of these had the name gallû  (Akkadian) or GALLA (Sumerian). In 

the city-states the gallû were actually state officials, most likely some sort of policemen (Katz 

2003, 126; Katz 2005, 84).  These evil spirits were responsible for dragging unlucky souls 

into the netherworld. As a result of their fearsome nature the gallû are often mentioned in 

incantations, especially in the Udugḫul-series. In these incantations the demons were 

mentioned as one of seven evil spirits (Black, Green, Rickards 1992, 85; Katz 2003, 127). 

The following line is evidence for their role as being responsible for hauling people into the 

underworld.   

 

“173. gal5.lá.ḫul sila.a šu bar.ra.àm lú.a in.kar.kar.re 

  173. the evil GALLA, which is set free in the street, snatches the man away.”  

          (Katz 2003, 337). 

 

The gallû are also mentioned in Inanna’s decent, where Inanna was escorted by the gallû on 

her return from the netherworld. Once the demons and Inanna were out of the netherworld the 

evil spirits went after Dumuzi to bring him to the underworld. Other evil spirits mentioned are 

the UDUG, ALA and GIDIM-ḪUL, the latter meaning evil ghost (Black, Green, Rickards 

1992, 86; Katz 2003, 337). The division between the inhabitants of the netherworld according 

to different classes and hierarchy resembled the historic real world, therefore implying that 

the netherworld was a community resembling Mesopotamian society.  

3.3.5 Social norms and law 

Like in most communities there were laws and social norms present in the netherworld. 

Multiple literary texts mention laws, customs and principles. The Sumerian term ME was 

important for everyday life and the Mesopotamians believed ME was created by the gods, and 
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was the source of all aspects of civilisation, including all offices, socio-political order and 

authorities. ME is usually translated as “divine power” or divine ordinance”, it signifies the 

godly idea, of all the inherent existence. The word is usually seen as plural as it comprises 

totality (Farber 610-613). Texts about the afterlife mention the term ME.KUR.RA indicating 

that the netherworld was also governed by laws and norms created by the gods. ME was 

mentioned in the Death of Urnamma and Inanna’s Decent, describing them as actual objects 

belonging to Ereškigal. The term Á.ÁḠ.ḠÁ in Akkadian têrtum means “order, instruction”, 

and usually implies rules, customs and order. According to the following three texts: a 

balbale-hymn to Ningišzida, an incantation to Utu and Gilgamesh and Enkidu and the 

Netherworld, the term also existed in the netherworld. The hymn and the incantation show 

that the gods were in charge of the Á.ÁḠ.ḠÁ (Katz 2003, 177, 181). The following sentence 

is from the balbale-hymn to Ningišzida. 

 

“ 32. lugal ki.gu.la á.áḡ.ḡá túm.mu.dè    

   32. king, who carries out order in the netherworld, to bring about the customs of the  

        place.” (Katz 2003, 181). 

 

The Á.ÁḠ.ḠÁ also functioned as the regulations in the netherworld that dictated the social 

and economic status of the dead. This appears in Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Netherworld. In 

a dream Gilgamesh asked the spirit of Enkidu to tell him the order (Á.ÁḠ.ḠÁ) of the 

netherworld. In his answer, Enkidu described the situation of different spirits (Shaffer 1963, 

117-121). The quality of the situation of the different spirits corresponded to their terrestrial 

social standards, their previous life (Potts 1997, 226; Katz 2003, 182). This is further 

evidence that the condition of the dead was determined by set regulations, reflecting the social 

and economic situation of Mesopotamian cities  

3.3.6 Environment of the netherworld 

In general scholars believe that the netherworld was a dark and barren place, a notion 

confirmed by many Mesopotamian literary texts, which portrayed the underworld as a 

negative place. Nevertheless, Barret (2007) argues that the netherworld might not have been 

so grim (supra), an argument, which will be assessed and discussed in following chapters. 

The common view on the nature of the netherworld will be described here, based mostly on 

literary texts.  
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Two aspects that were frequently mentioned in texts regarding the environment of the 

netherworld were darkness and dust. Additionally, it also seems that there was no real food 

available in the afterlife (Potts 1997, 226). Akkadian sources especially depicted the 

netherworld as a dark and dusty place. A recurring Akkadian description rendered the 

netherworld as a dark house, with dust and inhabitants without clothes, clad in feathers eating 

clay and mud (Katz 2005, 67).  For example, this description can be found in the text Nergal 

and Ereškigal. 

 

“To the dark house, dwelling of Erkalla’s god, 

  To the house which those who enter cannot leave, 

  On the road where travelling is one way only, 

  To the house where those who enter are deprived of light, 

  Where dust is their food, clay their bread. 

  They are clothed, like birds, with feathers. 

  They see no light, they dwell in darkness.” (Dalley 2000, 168).  

  

This sombre image derives probably from the burial practice, the grave, as the grave is a dark 

and dusty place. Eating clay is an image that only occurs from the Old Babylonian period 

onwards. Additionally, Sumerian texts mentioned that the dead received food offerings and 

libations. Furthermore, these texts describe that the netherworld was dusty and that sometimes 

the dead didn’t eat food, or that the food was bitter. Both Akkadian and Sumerian texts show 

that the netherworld was a dark and barren place where there was no real food (Katz 2003, 

225-228; Katz 2005, 68).  In the Death of Dumuzi food in the netherworld was described as 

inedible. In Lulil and his Sister it was mentioned that water was poured down into a libation 

pipe, to enter the netherworld meant for a deceased, as there was no water in the afterlife 

(Katz 2003, 217, 227). Despite this constant focus on the dusty and dark nature of the 

underworld, texts also show that there was a desert or steppe and a mythical river, the Ḫubur 

leading towards the gates of the netherworld. Moreover, the netherworld resembled a city 

with seven walls and seven gates. There was also a reception hall (Potts 1997, 225-226) and 

each deity lived in its own palace in the netherworld (Katz 2003, 194).  

 

The netherworld was a complex place that was based on Sumerian and Akkadian 

communities. It resembled a city-state with its different groups of society, hierarchy, laws and 

social norms forming an intricate community. It seems that the Mesopotamians also viewed 
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the afterlife as a poor reflection of everyday life. The netherworld was a place where there 

was neither light nor food.  

3.4 The voyage 
To enter the netherworld one would have to follow a long road and there are references to 

walking, sailing and riding towards the underworld. The first step towards the journey to the 

netherworld is the burial. The grave was the gateway and began the journey of the deceased to 

the netherworld. It was believed that the road went from the grave to the west, where the 

entrance to the netherworld was supposed to be. The spirit of the deceased had to cross a 

gloomy, desolated steppe or desert and there was an ever present danger of wild animals and 

demons who could attack. If they managed to avoid these dangers, at the end of the journey 

they would reach the banks of the river Ḫubur. One had to cross the river in a boat of the 

ferryman named Ḫumut-tabal (meaning bring fast!) (Bottéro 1992, 276; Scurlock 1995, 

1886).  At the gate, the deceased needed the permission of the gatekeeper to enter the seven 

gates of the Netherworld and to finally arrive at the seat of Ereškigal (Scurlock 1995, 1886). 

Thus the netherworld was a great distance from the world of the living.  

In the next paragraph the beliefs regarding the ghosts of the deceased will be elucidated.  

3.5 The ghost 
The Mesopotamians were particularly concerned with the proper remembrance of the 

deceased. They wanted to live a good, long and healthy life and bear many children. If they 

failed to achieve this, it could result in abandoned graves without anybody to tend them.  

The dead body was named mītum, it was an object that was leftover, lacking the 

characteristics of the living, neither breathing nor having energy. The body would be then 

interred, and was thought to be resting or sleeping. The incorporeal part would therefore be 

set free at the point of death (Joncker 1995, 190-191).  

Thus when a person died in Mesopotamia two essential entities were left, the bones, called 

eṣmētum in Akkadian and the ghost/spirit termed eṭemmum in Akkadian (GIDIM in 

Sumerian) (Bottéro 1992, 271-272; Cooper 1992, 27). The spirit was manifested from the 

human’s soul. After death, during a funerary ritual the soul was released from the dead 

person’s body and moved on to the netherworld in a form of a ghost. The ghost kept some of 

the human traits and had physical and emotional needs, including the familial. The ghost 

stayed part of the family for generations. Family members had to look after the deceased’s 

ghosts otherwise it could turn evil and hound them. In the traditional view of the netherworld, 
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described above, the underworld was lacking any means of sustenance; therefore the ghost 

depended on their living family to help them survive in the netherworld (Bottéro 1992, 279; 

Katz 2003, 197-198).  

The eṭemmum was a complex concept of mind, spirit and life force combined, which survived 

in an immaterial state in the netherworld. However, the ghost was also linked with material 

nature of the deceased’s bones. Not only the presence of the bones was important, but also the 

corpse (šalamtum) had to been properly taken care of at the burial. Additionally, continuous 

care for the ghost after the funeral was very important, which has been gleaned from our 

knowledge of Mesopotamian funerary rituals. The care for the dead was also important 

because the eṭemmum might visit the family and the nature of that visit could be positive or 

negative based on its treatment. The living might then saw the ghost in the form of a shadow 

or the image of a person (Bottéro 1992, 271-273; Jonker 1995, 191-192; Bottéro 2001, 107). 

Other interpretations suggest that appearance of the ghost might also appear in the shape of a 

light breeze (zāqīqum) or a wind gust (šārum). In this form it could rise from the netherworld 

through a fissure in the earth (Jonker 1995, 192). Scurlock (1995,1892; 2002, 1) has another 

interpretation of the zāqīqum, she sees it as a “dream soul”. She associates the wind or 

shadowlike ghost as part of the living person which survives after passing away, the eṭemmum 

was a second surviving spirit which was body related. According to Scurlock both entities left 

the body during funerary rites, which separated these two spirits from the dead body. The 

separation ritual was used to “blow away the wind” to set the soul loose to begin the journey 

to the netherworld.  

Nevertheless, it seems more likely that there was only one ghost, the eṭemmum or GIDIM. 

Also it is appears from the sources that the spirits that could go back to the world of the living 

were demons, the evil spirits living in the netherworld. Therefore, to prevent this, the ghosts 

needed care. Usually one family member or several kinsmen were responsible for the care of 

the ghost. The person responsible was known as a paqidum (LU.SAG.EN.TAR in Sumerian) 

meaning “one who takes care of or attends to”. If they failed in taking care of the ghosts, it 

was believed that they would turn into demons (Bayliss 1973, 116). This could mean that they 

lost their human connection and had become malevolent spirits who were able to leave the 

netherworld, to haunt and snatch the living.  

 

Funerary rituals were important for the deceased to enter the netherworld. The rituals give us 

an idea on how the Mesopotamians thought about death and the afterlife. They were needed to 

separate the soul from the corpse in order that the ghost can embark on its journey to the 
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netherworld. Rituals also concern caring of the ghost. Without this care the ghost couldn’t 

have a proper existence in the netherworld and could return as violent, demonic spirits, which 

could harm negligent family members. In the next chapter funerary rituals will be explained.  
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4. Funerary practices 
The Mesopotamians believed that they lived for a short time on earth, between the divine 

world and the netherworld, in service of both worlds. After death, with the help of funerary 

rites, the ghost of the deceased travelled to the netherworld to remain there. Mortuary 

practices in Mesopotamia go back at least to the third millennium BC (Cooper 1992, 30; 

Scurlock 1995, 1883; Katz 2005, 55). However, it is likely that funerary rites are much older 

than attested in the archaeological and written sources. The funerary rituals in ancient 

Mesopotamia usually consisted of a period of mourning, in which mourners expressed their 

grief through lamentations and changes in their grooming and attire. Another part of the 

rituals is the dismissal of the corpse, which occurred through inhumation. During the burial 

grave goods were usually placed in the grave with the body. When they thought that the ghost 

had entered the netherworld, a periodic remembrance of the dead was held with offerings of 

food and drink to the dead (Cohen 2005, 15).  Information about funerary customs is scarce 

and the written sources also lack in detail, with the majority of texts describing the journey of 

the dead to the netherworld (Cooper 1992, 23-34). An important thought behind the funerary 

rites, is the transition of the earthly social status to the netherworld. By performing the rituals 

correct the dead would have been able to maintain a similar status in the netherworld. 

Additionally, a correct performance of the rites could mean prosperity for the next of kin. 

There was a fear of non-performance and it was seen as a disaster when the rites weren’t 

executed correctly (Cooper 1992, 29; Richardson 2007, 191; Cohen 2005, 18). To understand 

the role of grave goods it is important to discuss mortuary practices.  

4.1 Funeral  
Many burials in Mesopotamia have been discovered under the floors of buildings, especially 

in the Old Babylonian period in Babylon and Mari. Furthermore, it is likely that there were 

cemeteries for burials because the number of graves excavated under buildings does not 

correspond with the number of death that should occur in a household during the period for 

which a house was inhabited. Only a few Mesopotamian cemeteries have been found because 

excavations usually are restricted to the artificial mounds (tells), which are created through 

long periods of settlement. In general the deceased were wrapped in reed mats or laid in clay 

or wood coffins. The corpse would be placed on their sides with their limbs bend. Important 

persons and royals usually had more sumptuous burials (Cooper 1992, 23; Sayce 1900, 63), 
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for example, the royal tombs of Ur Before the inhumation the deceased needed to be 

prepared.  

4.1.2 Separation and preparation  

In ancient Mesopotamia, an ideal scenario was for a person to die in his own bed, surrounded 

by family and friends. Unfortunately this usually didn’t happen. In most cases the dying 

person was placed in a special funerary bed, on the left of the bed a chair was set, which was 

meant as a seat for the ghost (Scurlock 1995, 1883-1884). When the dying person finally 

passed away, separation and preparation rites had to be performed. The separation ritual was 

necessary to release and prepare the ghost for the journey to the netherworld (Nemet-Nejat 

1998, 142; Cohen 2005, 69). Information regarding the separation ritual can be found in the 

Sumerian literary text named the Traveller and the Maiden. However, this literary description 

of the ritual does not mean this exact ritual was performed in real life.  

The story is about a reunion with a maiden and a man, who was probably her fiancé. The 

maiden is preparing the man’s arrival, when he arrives it turns out he is dead. The maiden 

then starts with the separation and preparations rituals (Cohen 2005, 70). The following is 

described in the text: 

 

“gir5.mu gen.na.ni nu.um.gen gen.na.ni nu.um.gen 

  igi in.tuku igi nu.mu.ni du8.a 

  ka in.tuku ka nu.mu.da.ba.e 

  gir5.mu i.im.gen te.e.a in.ga.ba.gen te.e.a 

  ninda i3.si3 šu bi2.ib.gur 

  utul2 ma.al.tum.ma kešda nu.ub.du8.a 

  gi.A.LAGAB.NUMUN šu.um.du.bi nu.bil.la 

  a ib2.ta.de2 ki in.de2 ba.ab.nag 

  u5.ze2.ba.mu e2.gar8 mu.un.na.šeš2 

  tug2.gibil.ma3 giš.gu.za ba.an-mu4.mu4 

  im i.ku4.ku4 im ba.ra.e3 

  gir5.mu kur.ra kur.ša3.ba šu ba.an.tun2 ba.na2 

 

My traveller, as he comes he does not come, as he comes he does not come, 

He has eyes but does not see me, 

He has a mouth but does not converse with me. 
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My traveller has arrived-approach (me)! Indeed, he has arrived-approach (me)! 

I dipped(?) bread, I wiped him with it, 

From a covered bowl that had not been uncovered, 

From a bucket the rim of which had not been heated, 

I poured water, the place where it was poured drank it.  

With my sweet(-smelling) oil I anointed (his) body. 

With my new garment I clothed (his) chair. 

The wind was entering (him), the wind has gone, 

  My traveller who was struck down in the mountain- in the heart of the mountain-  

 (here) he  lies (dead).” (Cohen 2005, 70-71). 

 

As described in the Traveller and the Maiden, one part of the separation ritual appears to be 

the wiping of the dead with bread. This act was probably meant to purify the deceased. The 

verb ŠU.GUR is normally translated in Akkadian as kuppurum meaning “to wipe off”,  “to 

clean objects” and “to purify magically”1. In addition, other texts also refer to wiping with 

bread for purifying the sick. Therefore, wiping with bread is presumably a purifying ritual 

(Kramer 1977, 142; Cohen 2005, 71). Another act of the separation ritual described is pouring 

water onto the ground. In this example pouring water onto the ground represented a libation, 

which could be meant to honour the deceased, as this often the case with water libations in the 

third-millennium BC. The maiden in the text also changed her garment, which could indicate 

that the maiden was changing into mourning clothes that signifies that she was withdrawing 

from society to mourn, and therefore, acknowledging that the traveller was indeed dead 

(Cohen 2005, 72). 

 

After these separation rites the preparation of the corps began. Part of the preparation ritual 

was the anointment of the body with oil. Additionally, washing the body is also part of the 

preparation rite. After the corpse was anointed with perfumed oil and dressed in clean 

clothing, deceased’s mouth was closed. Sometimes the eyes were closed and inlaid with 

shells, pearls or rubbed with an antimony paste. The face could be covered with a cloth 

(Scurlock 1995, 1884; Hays 2011, 36). In graves in Ur three different ceramics have been 

found that imply that these pottery containers were used for anointing and washing the corpse. 

                                                
1 CAD K sub kapāru pg. 179. 
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These vessels, which could have been used for washing the deceased, were multipurpose 

containers and basins (figure 3). These ceramics were found near the body in the burials.  

 
Figure 3. Container and basin for washing the corpse (Cohen 2005,  209,211). 

 

Furthermore, for anointing, open vessels with channels, usually made of marine shells or in or 

were shaped in the form of a shell, could have been used (Woolley 1934, 302; Winter 1999, 

238-251; Cohen 2005, 73). Further textual evidence of preparation of the corpse can be found 

in Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Netherworld. In this story Gilgamesh his pukku (ball2) and 

mekkû (driving stick3) had fallen into the netherworld. Enkidu eventually volunteered to 

descend to the netherworld to retrieve the pukku and mekkû. Then Gilgamesh gave Enkidu 

advice on how to behave in the netherworld in order to come back from the netherworld. For 

instance, Enkidu was not supposed to dress himself with clean garments, nor rub himself with 

fragrant oil. Furthermore, Enkidu was also not allowed to put on sandals (Shaffer 1963, 107-

108). Because if he disobeys this advice, those who dwell in the netherworld would see him 

as a new arrival, a new ghost destined to live in the underworld. This text suggests that 

Enkidu was supposed to look like a mourner, clad in dirty clothes and barefoot. These few 

lines show that corpses were prepared before burial for the voyage to the netherworld (Cohen 

2005, 75). The preparation ritual helps the deceased to become pure and clean, in order that 

they were able move on to a life in the underworld.  

4.1.3 Procession and funerary display  

After the body was prepared, a funerary ‘display’ (taklimtum) and/or a procession occurred, at 

least for the elites and merchants. There are different opinions on whether the deceased was 

on view, like a wake, or whether only the burial goods were displayed (Potts 1997, 221-222; 

Scurlock 1991, 3; Scurlock 1995, 1884). The taklimtum seems to be a practice originating in 

                                                
2 CAD P sub pukku pg. 502. 
3 CAD M2 sub mekkû A pg. 7. 



 32 

the second millennium BC, since we only have Babylonian and Neo-Assyrian written 

evidence mentioning funerary ‘display’. Textual sources from the third millennium BC do 

mention funerary processions (Dhorme 1941, 58; McGinnis 1987; Potts 1997, 221; Cohen 

2005, 76-78). An important Sumerian text referring to a mortuary procession is the Death of 

Urnamma. This text does not only does give us an idea of the procession, it also indicates that 

some of the goods used before the burial were buried in the grave together with the dead. The 

passage below, lines 62-64 sets the scene and suggest a procession.  

 

62. a.ra.li ki sag.ki kalam.ma.še3 

63. ur.dnamma dumu dnin.sun2.ka h.li.na ba.da.túm 

  64. érin lugal.da ì.re7.eš.a ér mu.da.ab.ús.e  

(Katz 2003, 330; Cohen 2005, 76). 

 

“62. To ARALI, the gathering-place of land, 

  63. Urnamma, son of Ninsuna, was carried in attractiveness 

  64. The troops walked with the king, crying they followed him.” (Cohen 2005, 76). 

 

These lines suggest the funerary procession of the dead king Urnamma. It implies that his 

mourning troops surrounded him and guided him out of the city of Ur to the steppe, to the 

ARALI (Katz 2003, 332-333; Cohen 2005, 77). ARALI can mean netherworld, but here it 

implies an actual place in Sumer. It is possible that the term refers to a ‘burial ground’ where 

Urnamma was buried. The following lines 65-69 are badly preserved and are uncertain. In this 

section the region Dilmun and the destruction of a boat were mentioned. The sinking boat 

could be a metaphor of Urnamma’s death or a metaphor of the tumult that can occur during a 

procession. Moreover, the boat could have been part of the procession and been lost in the 

land between Ur and Dilmun, an area that exists of marshes, which were difficult to navigate 

(Kramer 1967, 104; Katz 2003, 333-334; Cohen 2005, 77). What the lines mean is unclear 

and there is no consensus on the actual meaning of this passage among the scholars who 

worked on this passage. The next lines 70-75 portray Urnamma’s burial: 

 

“70. Lugal.<e> [anše].ni ba.da.dúr.ru anše ki mu.un.di.ni.ib.túm 

71. ur.d[namma].e anše.ni ba.<da.dúr.ru anše ki mu.un.di.ni.ib.túm> 

72. [x].kalam.ma.ke4 ba.da.bal téš.kalam.ma ba.kúr 

73. kaskal.[kur].ra in.ti sù.ga.àm 
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74. lu[al.da]gišgigir ba.da.šú ḫar.ra.an im.ma.da.sùḫ šu nu.um.ma.nigin 

75. [ur.dnamma-da]gišgigir ba.da.šú ḫar.ra.an im.ma.da.sùḫ šu nu.um.ma.nigin 

 

70. The king was sitting on his? [donkey], the donkey was buried with him, 

71. Ur[namma] was <sitting> on his donkey, <the donkey was buried with him> 

72. The … of the land was turned with him, the dignity of the land was changed. 

73. The road of the kur is a desolate path. 

74. With the king the chariot was covered, the road twists he cannot advance, 

75 With Urnamma the chariot was covered, the road twists he cannot advance.”  

(Katz  2003, 330-331). 

 

The first two lines refer to the actual burial, line 72 indicates that Urnamma has made a 

transition to another world, while the other lines suggest the journey to the netherworld in a 

chariot. In the grave PG 800 of the royal tombs of Ur a chariot with two donkeys has been 

excavated, which parallels with the description in the Death of Urnamma (Katz 2003, 334; 

Cohen 2005, 77). This would imply that the purpose of the interment of the chariot and the 

donkeys was for the transportation to the netherworld and that the road begins at the grave. In 

addition, two other texts (DP 75 and UCLM 9-1798) dating to the Early Dynastic III period 

suggest the use of animals and vehicles for transportation to the netherworld, and interment 

together with the deceased. The first document (DP 75) contains a list of gifts for the burial of 

the princess Nineniše. In this list equids and a sort of sledge with a seat is mentioned, likely a 

ceremonial vehicle (Cohen 2005, 78). The second text (UCLM 9-1798) is a land-sale 

document from Adab and lists gifts for the funerals of a deceased temple administrator and 

his wife and furthermore, mentions a chariot and donkeys (Foxvog 1980, 67). It seems that 

the elite of the population in the third millennium BC had some sort of procession before 

being buried. Whether this is the case with commoners is not clear, since chariots were an 

expensive and we have only written evidence of the elite. Nevertheless, one didn’t need to be 

truly wealthy to own a donkey so it could be possible a similar procession was held for the 

commoners.  

  

From the second millennium onward a funerary “display” occurred. This ritual involved 

displaying grave goods to the deity Šamaš, the mediator between the world of the living and 

the netherworld. Nevertheless, it could also be that the corpse was displayed together with the 

burial goods. After the display, the goods where buried collectively with the deceased 
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(Scurlock 1991, 3; Potts 1997, 221). With the display of the grave gifts the wealth and social 

status of the deceased was introduced to the gods, ancestors and spectators of the display. 

Especially for members of the royal family this was an important part of the funerary 

practices, as it was expected and necessary that they showed their social position in order for 

them to maintain their status in the afterlife (Potts 1997, 221). The goods of the royals were 

exuberant and could include sacrificial animals as well, for offering to the netherworld gods 

(Tsukimoto 1985). Where the display was held is unclear, while some assume that this 

happened on high ground or in desolated caves, others think that the display took place in the 

house of the deceased (Hockmann 2010, 17). For the majority of the population it would be 

likely that there was a display for the family and friends where little or no grave goods were 

displayed, the latter with just the deceased. In graves of non-royals grave goods have been 

found but weren’t as lavish as these of royal burials. The display was probably necessary for 

the deceased, because this showed to the gods the deceased’s earthly status. Furthermore, the 

gifts were introduced to Šamaš, which could aid the deceased to maintain their earthly status 

by introducing the gifts to the deity, who mediates between the two worlds and who is likely 

to advocate for the deceased to maintain their status. Thus is it likely that this also happened 

for the commoners but in a smaller setting. After the taklimtum the corpse was buried.  

4.1.4 Burial 

After the funerary display the corpse was placed in the grave (kimahum) together with burial 

gifts. The dead were usually placed in a foetal position, since it looked in this way like the 

deceased was asleep (Finet 1987, 240; Jonker 1995, 192). The grave goods contained 

normally personal objects and gifts. Furthermore, documents imply that the deceased also 

received provisions for the journey to the netherworld. In multiple graves earthenware vessels 

for food and drinks have been found. It is likely that these vessels were meant for the journey 

to the netherworld and for funerary rituals by the grave (Hausleiter 1999, 135; Cohen 2005, 

82). When the body and the burial goods are placed, the grave is closed and some funerary 

rites were performed. Usually a purification ritual was carried out, which included a ritual 

burning named šuruptum in Akkadian, where a part of the belongings of the dead were 

burned, why they burned a part the belongings is not known. The purification ritual probably 

acted as a protection for the next of kin to purify them of the contact with the corpse (Potts 

1997, 222). Another part of the funerary rites next to the grave could be that of pouring water 

in the grave, for instance, in burials spouted jugs have been found. Also different texts 
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mention “pouring water” (Baybliss 1973, 116-117; Cohen 2005, 28). After and during the 

burial mourning was another important aspect of funerary practises.  

4.2 Mourning rites 

4.2.1 Mourning  

Funerary rites in Mesopotamia were structured as rites of passage. Mourning rites were 

preformed as life left the body, separated from a previous status, through death into a new 

status. Therefore, mourning rituals may point out the transitional or liminal stage of death. 

The next of kin themselves were separated from the rest of society by means of a separation 

ritual, which initiated the liminal phase during which the bereaved were known as mourners. 

The mourning stopped when the mourners were integrated back into society by a 

incorporation ritual (Cohen 2005, 45).  

4.2.2 Distinction of mourners 

Various aspects of mourning are pictured in the literary text Inanna’s Descent. This work 

makes also clear that mourning was expected after one passed away. In this story Inanna was 

tricked into staying in the netherworld but Inanna could leave if she provided a substitute. The 

main charachter had given Ninšubur instructions to mourn for her in her temple and in the 

other god’s temples. When she was looking for a substitute she wanted to use Ninšubur as a 

substitute but because she mourned for her she decided not to use her. Inanna’s other servants 

were also mourning for Inanna thus she left them alone. When the titular character came to 

the temple of Dumuzi she saw that he was not mourning for her and decided to use him as a 

substitute (Wolkenstein, Kramer 1983, 53-71; Cohen 2005, 46). This example shows that it 

was important to mourn, since Dumuzi got punished when he didn’t mourn.  

One of the aspects of mourning described in Inanna’s Descent is that of ‘marking’, making a 

change in one’s appearance and/or grooming habits. This is a manner to distinct the bereaved 

as mourners. Inanna’s garment was stripped off, her servant Ninšubur had to change her 

clothes; she had to dress herself as a beggar. Because of the beautiful clothes Dumuzi wore, 

she knows he was not mourning for her (Cohen 2005, 46-47). Another distinction of 

mourners is the change in grooming habits. Examples can be seen in Inanna’s Descent and 

the Sumerian version of the Death of Gilgamesh (Death of Bilgamesh). In Inanna’s Descent 

mourning gods Sara and Lulal were otherwise pictured in a clean temple, now sat in dust. In 

the Death of Gilgamesh the mourning men smeared themselves with dust (George 2003, 207; 
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Cohen 2005, 47). By differentiating themselves from the non-mourners; they became 

separated from the rest of society for a certain time.  

4.2.3 Acts of Mourning 

In ancient Mesopotamia mourning were physical expressions of emotion. Mourners were 

supposed to perform certain acts. One of the mourning acts was weeping, which is described 

in various literary documents (Bottéro 1992, 280; Cohen 2005, 48).  For example, in the 

Death of Urnamma, the king’s personal god Ninsuna is said to show her grief by weeping. 

The following passage shows that weeping was done in public. It’s likely other acts of 

mourning were also expressed in public.  

 

17. nam ur.dnamma mu.u.tar.ra.še3 

18. mu sipa zi ba.ra.ab.e3.a.še3 

19. sila dagal ki.a.ne.di gál.la.ba ér gig ì.šeš4.šeš4 (Kramer 1967, 113; Cohen 2005, 48). 

 

“Because of the fate decreed for Urnamma, 

  Because the righteous shepherd had to leave there [the city of Ur] 

  In the broad avenues where people celebrated, she [Ninsuna] was weeping bitter  

 tears.” (Cohen 2005, 48-49). 

 

Furthermore, self-mutilation was another act of mourning for the Mesopotamians, which was 

probably done in public, this may have happened during the funerary procession. The 

bereaved emotions of frustration and grief were expressed as aggression enacted upon their 

own body, which included scratching themselves and tearing their hair out. It seems that this 

form of extreme mourning was usually an act expressed by women. Nevertheless, in the Epic 

of Gilgamesh it was mentioned that Gilgamesh pulls out his hair, but this can also be meant 

metaphorically. The women would scratch their cheeks and breasts and pull out their hair 

(Scurlock 1995, 1886; Cohen 2005, 49). Self-mutilation is also attested in Inanna’s Descent, 

Ninšubur is said to claw her eyes, nose, ears and thighs, or buttocks.  Furthermore, pulling out 

hair is also described in Inanna’s Descent, which described it as if she pulls out her hair like 

leeks (Cohen 2005, 49). In Gilgamesh and the Netherworld, tearing out hair like leeks is also 

noted (Kramer 1967, 109). 

Besides weeping and self-mutilation, another mourning act was lamenting, which included 

songs and poetry to express grief. Lamenting was usually performed by friends and relatives 
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but could also be executed by others. Moreover, in Mesopotamian there were “lamentation 

specialists” (GALA), who could perform the lamentation instead of the family (Scurlock 

1995, 1885; Cohen 2005, 52). An example of a known lamenter is Ur-Utu, who lived in 

Sippar and who was the GALA.MAH, chief lamenter (Charpin 2010, 61). Sometimes 

prostitutes were persuaded to perform laments (Scurlock 1995, 1885; Cohen 2005, 52).  

Another group that could take part in the mourning rites are the UM.MA.ÉR “crying old 

women”. Unfortunately, there is not much known of them other than that they accompanied 

the gala (Cohen 2005, 55).  

In the Death of Urnamma it was written that Urnamma‘s wife spend passed her days in 

laments and wails. Lamentation was probably accompanied with instruments. For instance, 

the BALAG (lyre) is commonly associated with laments. An Akkadian composition mentions 

a lyre with the name “Lyre of Laments”. These instruments have also been found at 

gravesites. For example, at the cemetery of Ur eight lyres have been found (Cohen 2005, 49-

50). How long the mourning period was, is uncertain. A text from the Neo-Babylonian period 

mentions that the mourning period of the wife of the King Nabonidus lasted for seven days. 

This text is not representative but it is the only known text regarding this subject (Cooper 

1992, 19, 24).    

 

Mourning itself was an extensive way to express one’s grief, set in a specialised ritualised 

environment. It mostly took place in public, but the mourners were separated from the rest of 

society. It evolved around the deceased, who had alteredtheir status by changing into a ghost, 

therefore mourning took place in a ritualised environment. The literature shows us that 

mourning was an important and necessary part of the funerary rites.   

4.3 Ongoing care of the dead  
After the deceased were buried it was expected that the family would take care of the dead 

after burial. The care of the dead focused on food and drink offered by the living to the ghosts 

in the netherworld, so that they could live on there. In the Old Babylonian period and onwards 

the family had to perform the kispum ritual. The kispum ritual, performed first at the funeral 

and then once a month. In certain occasions that the ritual was performed more than once a 

month, when they had the need to be more connected to the deceased or during a full or new 

moon (Bottéro 1992, 282; Cooper 1992, 29). In the Early Dynastic period III care of the dead 

already existed, which then probably changed into the kispum ritual in the Old Babylonian 

period. Between these periods a transition in the Akkadian and Ur III towards the ritual 
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happened. First the Early Dynastic rituals will be described, followed by a description of the 

kispum.  

4.3.1 Care for the dead in the Early Dynastic period III 

In the Early Dynastic III period the living offered food to the ghosts in the netherworld. 

Evidence of food and drink offers to the dead can be found in the documents of the 

“household of the wife” of the Sumerian city-state Lagash. Additionally, Sumerian texts 

mention food and water intended for the dead. The Second Incantation to Utu mentions:  

 

  “A dead man, he has eaten food at your house, he has drunk water at your house.”

 (Stol 2017, 261).  

 

In this period usually statues represented the ghosts of the deceased. These statues were 

placed in specialised places called the KI.A.NAG meaning “water-drinking place”. In Mari 

stone benches were built in temple areas for the statues of the dead. For each statue there was 

a little hollow drainage channel for pouring out water (Jonker 1995, 79; Cohen 2005, 104). In 

addition, a Sumerian text ends with a wish, where a man hopes that Nergal make him drink 

clear water on the day that he dies (Stol 2017, 262). 

It is also likely that statues were placed in a shrine of a deity, since statues and other ritual 

objects have been discovered under the floor of shrines in Nippur and Ur.  Furthermore, the 

texts mention a clay pipe for ritual offerings to the statues. In Ur and other sites in Tell Agrab 

(Northern Mesopotamia), clay pipes or drain fixtures have been found. During special 

festivities, such as annual festivals, the statues were dressed with new clothes and jewellery. 

The cuneiform tablet DP 77 lists clothes and jewellery meant for statues of EN.EN.KU.KU 

(the lordly ones who are sleeping), in this document refers to statues of the dead (Cohen 2005, 

105). In the Early Dynastic period foods like meat, cereals and bread were usually offered 

during annual festivals, unlike in the Old Babylonian period where it was done monthly or 

bimonthly (Cohen 2005, 105-108). The difference between the two periods probably stems 

from the fear of the ghosts. It seems that from the second millennium onwards the 

Mesopotamians had a greater fear for the ghosts than they had before.  

An important aspect of care of the dead in the Early Dynastic III period is that during annual 

festivals, the dead were honoured with food being offered to the statues. This occurred during 

the following five festivals:  
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1. itiezem.še.kú.dnanše    

    Festival of the Barley Consumption of the goddess Nanše (Cohen 1983, 44-45). 

2. itiezem.munu4.kú.dnanše 

    Festival of the (Barley-)Malt Consumption of the goddess Nanše (Cohen 1983, 51). 

3. itiezem.dlugal.URU.KÁR 

     Festival of the god Lugal-URU.KÁR (Cohen 2005, 108). 

4. itiezem.dlugal.uru.bar.ra 

    Festival of the god Lugalurubara (Cohen 1983, 55). 

5. itiezem.dba.ú 

    Festival of the goddess Ba’u (Cohen 2005, 108).  

 

During these festivals the people and rulers gave offerings to deities as well as to the ghosts of 

their dead ancestors. For example, during the festival of the god Lugalurubara, which lasted 

for two days, offerings to the funerary shrines were sacrificed. The tablet VAT 4875 lists 

ancestor offerings for this festival on the first day. On the second day offerings were placed in 

the KI.A.NAG (Cohen 1983, 55). Offerings to the ancestors could exist of sheep, goats, 

lambs, flour, strong beer, dark beer, breads, barley and garlic (Cohen 1983, 46; Cohen 2005, 

109). It is likely that there were offerings to the statues on other times than that of the festivals 

but care of the dead in the Early Dynastic III period is more linked to special occasions. As 

we will see in the next paragraph care of the dead was more elaborate in the Old Babylonian 

period.  

4.3.2 Kispum ritual  

The kispum ritual (KI-SÌ-GA in Sumerian) was the important ritual for care of the dead from 

the Old Babylonian period onwards. Kispum entailed three important actions, the care of the 

dead ritual (kispam kasāpum) with foods, pouring water (mē naqūm) and calling the name 

(šūma zakārum) of the dead (Tsukimoto 1985, 27-29; Cohen 2005, 106). The following text 

(LKA 83 lines 1-10) shows the overall steps of the kispum ritual. Although this text is a few 

hundred years later than the Old Babylonian period, it shows background information on the 

ritual, which clearly reflects long-established steps of the ritual.  

 

LKA 83  

“1. Nenni, šá mi-i-tú ina ma-a-a-al ši-ma-[ti-šu] 

  2. [a?] nenni mi-i-tú šá ina qab-ri ni-[‘i-l]u 
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3. a-me-lu-ta at-ta-ma nenni mu-ka az-kur 

4. mu-ka it-ti e-tém-me az-kur 

5. mu-ka ina ki-is-pi az-kur 

6. a-na igi dšá-mas ú-še-šib-ka 

7. mu-ka ki e-tém-me ina igi dutu az-kur 

8. ina É-ka ú-še-šib-ka 

9. ina e-rib É-ka ú-šá kil- [ka] 

10. [ana] e-tém-me kim-ti-ka ki-is-[pa ak-sip]”(Tsukimoto 1985, 173) 

 

“[Name], who died a natural death in his bed, the son of [Name], the dead, who lies in 

the grave. The Man are you, [name], I called your name. I called your name among the 

ghosts of the dead. I called your name for kispum. I sat you before Šamaš. I called your 

name as a ghost before Šamaš. I placed you in your “house” (grave). I placed food for 

you by the entrance to your house (grave). For the ghosts of your family I performed 

kispum.” (Tsukimoto 1985, 174). 

 

Administrative texts in Mari show us also how the kispum ritual looked like. Most of these 

texts reflect kispum for the elites, LUGAL-MEŠ (dead kings), and malikum (deceased of royal 

blood), nevertheless similar actions would be performed for the rest of the population but 

most likely on a smaller scale and less elaborate. According to these texts from Mari the 

kispum meal, as well as the offerings to the dead, consisted of different types of bread and oil, 

sometimes sauce, honey or sesame were added (Jacquet 2012, 129-130). For the naq mē, 

which were libations, texts mention the use of libations pipes (arûtum or A.PA4), for this 

purpose milk, beer and water were usually used (Bottéro 1992, 281). Kispum ana malikum, 

offerings to the deceased of royal blood were usually held once a month. The kispum for the 

LUGAL-MEŠ seemed to be held in general twice a month, usually the first and the sixteenth 

day, which can be explained by the lunar cycle. According to the calendar used in Mari, the 

first day was when the moon disappears (new moon) and a full moon was on the sixteenth 

day.  (Jacquet 2002, 53).  Besides the texts from Mari, documents from Lagash dating back to 

the Ur III period mention offerings during the full and new moon. For example one text states 

that at the new moon and on the fifteenth of the month offerings should be made. The goods 

include beer and flour (Tsukimoto 1985, 62-63). It is feasible that the kispum ritual in general 
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is linked to the lunar cycle in Mesopotamia. It is likely that during the full and/or new moon, 

the next of kin performed the kispum ritual for their family as also for the deceased kings.  

Once a year a larger kispum ritual was held, this happened in the month Apum or Abu. In the 

Old Babylonian period this month was either the fourth of fifth one of the year, roughly July 

or August. During this month the festival of sacred days for the annual commemoration of the 

dead was held.  The name of the month derives from the Sumerian A.PA4, which also means 

libation pipe. Furthermore, the name of this month would also mean “firewood”, torches. The 

name refers to offerings in the ground, or one could say at the grave. The rituals in this month 

for the dead usually consisted in eating bread, offering food and drinks and carrying torches 

by night for the dead spirits (Langdon 1935, 20; Tsukimoto 1985, 48). A third millennium 

document refers to the month Apum as EZEN ITINE.NE.GAR, the month of the feast of the 

torches (Langdon 1935, 13). Another example is an Old Babylonian letter of the Babylonian 

king Ammiditana, which calls for cows, butter and milk for the annual kispum held in the 

month Apum.  

 

TCL 1,7 

“ 5. GA ù Ì.NUN           5. Milk and butter 

6. a-na KI.SÌ.GA ša ITINE.NE.GAR  6. For the kispum of the month Apum 

7. iḫ-ḫa-aš-še-eḫ    7. Is necessary  

8. ki-ma ṭup-pi an-ni-a-am    8. As soon as you, this mine table 

9. ta-am-ma-ru    9. sees 

10. 1LÚ be-el pí-ḫa-ti-ka   10. should a governor of you should  

11. 30 abḫá     11. 30 cows    

12. ù nigida ì.nun    12. and 60-qû butter  

13. li-il-qí-a-am    13. bring to me 

14. a-na ká-dingir.raki    14. To Babylon 

15.  li-il-li-kam-ma    15. he should come  

16. a-di KI.SÌ.GA i-ša-al-li-mu  16. Until the kispum is over   

17. ga li-ki-il     17. he should have milk ready.”  

(Tsukimoto 1985, 40-41). 

 

For the kispum ritual of dead kin, usually one family member was appointed to take care of 

the spirits of the dead, who was usually the last chief of the family, the elder son of the 

deceased’s family. The name for the one being responsible for the ritual is called paqidum in 
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Akkadian or LÚ.SAG.ÈN.TAR in Sumerian. If they failed in their responsibility they 

believed that the ghosts would become an evil spirit and come back to haunt them (Bayliss 

1973, 117; Bottéro 1992, 281; Jacquet 2012, 130).  The kispum offerings by the paqidum 

were also given to the evil spirits from the netherworld and gods, as well as to dead kings, 

which is attested in the administrative texts from Mari (Tsukimoto 1980, 131).  

 

Care for the dead was an important part of the funerary rites in Mesopotamia. It was a way of 

honouring the deceased as well as to make sure they could live on in the afterlife. Especially 

from the Old Babylonian onward, care for the dead seems to be very important and were 

performed extensively. Ongoing care of the dead could mean that the spirits that lived in the 

netherworld needed help from the living to have a decent life in the netherworld, which 

corresponds with the general dark image of the netherworld.  

 

Funerary rites were for the living and the dead very important. The deceased was separated in 

two entities, body and the ghost. Through rituals the corpse was prepared for burial and the 

ghost for the afterlife. After burial the next of kin kept looking after the deceased. 

Furthermore, mourners were also separated from society as they changed their grooming 

habits and expressing their grief. After the mourning period they were able to enter society 

again (figure 4). 

 
Figure 4. Schematic depiction of funerary rites after Cohen 2005, 18. 
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5. Burials and grave goods  
This chapter focuses on burials and grave goods from different time periods in the Babylonian 

heartland and Mari. A selection of burials will be analysed here, to see whether the burial gifts 

can aid to a more complete understanding on the Mesopotamian beliefs in this region 

regarding death and the netherworld through the Early Dynastic III period to the Old 

Babylonian period. First an overview of burial types used in Mesopotamia will be described. 

Followed by an overview of a selection of burials and grave goods. The complete list of 

graves used for this study, can be found in the appendix.   

5.1 Grave types  
Various burial types (figure 5) were found in Mesopotamia, many of which were used 

throughout the ages. A longstanding tradition of interment in Mesopotamia was depositing the 

corpse underneath one’s house, wrapped in reed mats, especially in the Old Babylonian 

period this was the norm (Strommenger 1954; Cooper 1992, 23; Novák 2000, 132). The 

different burial types in Mesopotamia can be divided as following:  

 

1. Earth or pit burial      

2. Shaft grave     

3. Jar burial     

4. Double jar burial    

5. Sherd grave 

6. Sarcophagus  

7. Constructed graves: Stone, brick cists 

and chambers (Strommenger 1971, 581).   

 

 

 

 

 

The simplest type of burial in Mesopotamia was the inhumation of a corpse in a simple pit in 

the ground, with the individual usually wrapped in a reed mat and then laid in the pit (Potts 

1997, 230). Another form of burial is shaft graves. These graves can be found from the Early 

Dynastic III to the Ur III period (Strommenger 1954; Potts 1997, 230). From the Akkadian 

period to the middle of the second millennium BC, shaft graves could lead to grave chambers, 
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5. Besluit  
De Koninklijke graven Nimrud is een spectaculaire vondst geweest van de meer recentere 

jaren. De graven waren enorm rijk en dit kan enkel een indicatie geven van hoe rijk de 

koningsgraven geweest zouden zijn. De identiteit van de koninginnen uit graf II is nog steeds 

niet helemaal duidelijk. Het is ook zeer moeilijk om hier een duidelijk antwoord op te krijgen. 

Dat de koninginnen aanverwant zijn is zeer waarschijnlijk. De Assyriër heeft te veel ontzag 

voor de dood en de dode dat het onwaarschijnlijk is dat men het graf zomaar gaat verstoren en 

een vreemde erbij legt. De grote rijkdom die meegegeven is wijst erop dat beide koninginnen 

zijn. Vermoedelijk is de oudste inhumatie Yaba, het graf was oorspronkelijk ook voor haar 

bedoelt. Dat Yaba en Banitu dezelfde persoon zou kunnen maar is toch zeer onwaarschijnlijk. 

Figuur 16. Verschillende graftypen; 1 Put of aardegraf, 3-5 pot en urnengraven, 6-8 sarcofagen/grafkisten, 9 bouwsteen 
graven (Potts 1997, 231). Figure 5. Different types of burial in Mesopotamia (Potts 1997, 231). 
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pit burials and sarcophagi (Potts 1997, 230). Another typical burial type was inhumation in 

ceramic vessels, ‘jar burial’, where a body was placed in large jar, which was then sealed of 

with a lid that could exist of wood, stone, terracotta or another ceramic container. In the 

earlier periods the jars used for the interment were regular household containers that were not 

specifically made for burial. These jars were usually pretty small and were mostly used for 

the inhumation of infants. Sometimes the vessels were more the size of a bowl than that of a 

jar. Furthermore, from the Ur III period onward in addition, to normal household vessels, 

specially made grave containers appeared (Strommenger 1971, 609). Additionally, one could 

also be buried in a double jar burial, in which two jars with their mouths joining were laid 

horizontally. These double jar burials could also contain adults. This type of burial can be 

found in the Ur III, Akkadian and Old Babylonian period (Strommenger 1971, 583). In sherd 

graves the corpse was usually covered with pottery sherds. The oldest sarcophagi were found 

at Ur and date back to the Jemdet Nasr period. Ceramic sarcophagi began only to make an 

appearance in the Early Dynastic III period. These sarcophagi were usually in a bathtub shape 

with an oval outline and with straight or sloping sides. These sarcophagi could be covered 

with reed matting, wood or ceramic (Potts 1997, 230-232). Brick cists and chambers were 

normally built in mudbrick, with mudbrick or small stones usually fencing off the graves. 

Rectangular brick chambers, sometimes with vaulted roofs, were used from the Early 

Dynastic period onwards. Other constructed graves were built with stone slabs. Stone coffins 

could come in different sizes. The lid of these coffins sometimes formed the so-called saddle 

roof. Tile/brick coffins were prominent in the Old-Babylonian period. These coffins were 

usually fenced off and had a rectangular shape. Vaulted tombs were constructed in mudbrick, 

rarely in stone. These vaulted tombs can be found from the Early Dynastic period onwards 

(Strommenger 1971, 585 -588).  Burial types in Mesopotamia were not uniform, as a great 

variety in graves in both third and second millennium sites occurred throughout 

Mesopotamia. As we will see later on, most graves exist of simple pit/earth burials and most 

burials usually contained grave goods.  
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5.2 Early Dynastic III graves 
In this paragraph an overview of the Early Dynastic III burials and the grave goods of 

multiple cities is described.  

5.2.1 Uruk graves  

In Uruk only two Early Dynastic III graves have been examined containing some grave 

goods. One grave (7) was found in the northern part of the city. In both burials the remains 

were missing, only grave goods had remained in the graves (Boehmer, Pedde, Salje, 1995, 2).  

Grave 6.   

Grave 6 was a simple earth burial without human remains. The burial was found on the 

present surface. In the grave a bronze dagger and parts of a bronze container were excavated.  

Grave 7.  

Grave 7 is like grave 6 a simple earth burial lacking human remains. The burial was found in 

the northern part of the city. The grave was discovered during the fourth excavation campaign 

in 1931-1932.  The grave goods contained, two bottles, a knife tip, multiple bronze fragments, 

a bronze nozzle and a bronze sword blade fragment.  

5.2.2 Kish Graves 

The burials from the Early Dynastic III periods in Kish are found in Mound A (figure 6) and 

the Red Stratum. The red stratum is the name given to an irregular stratum, beginning 40 cm 

below the plain level of the southern part of the tell of eastern Kish (Watelin, Langdon 1934, 

45). Mound A is the most southern mound of the group of tells that are known as Tell 

Ingharra (east Kish). The burials at Mound A were found under the floors of buildings or 

houses that were built on top of the remnants of the ‘A Palace’. The palace was built in the 

beginning of the Early Dynastic III period and was destroyed later in the same period. After it 

was destructed Mound A became a residential area and burial place (Torres-Rouff, Pestle, 

Daverman 2012, 199). The pottery found in the graves at Mound A were very homogenous 

consisting mostly of mother-goddess handle jars (Moorey 1978, 55, 67). Most of the burials 

were simple pit graves (Mackay, Langdon 1925, 11).   
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Figure 6. Map of Kish and Mound A (Torres-Rouff, Pestle, Daverman 2012, 199). 

Grave 5 

Mound A - A pit grave with male human remains. Ten ceramic vessels were in the grave. 

Multiple metal finds were discovered, a knife, adze, awl, pin and silver rings. Three beads 

were found of which two of them were made from shell.  

Grave 10 

Mound A – A pit grave, child burial. No pottery was found. The burial gifts consisted of: 3 

silver bracelets, a silver disk ornament and limestone beads.  

Grave 16 

Mound A – Pit burial of a male and female. Six pottery vessels were deposit in the grave. 

Other grave goods were: two metal cymbals, copper dagger with a wood and silver hilt, axe, 

two pins, toilet case, metal bowl, silver disk, silver earrings, silver bracelet, three cylinder 

seals, frog-shaped amulet and beads.  

Grave 18 

Mound A – Child burial, the grave was disturbed. The burial gifts included four ceramic 

vessels, three metal earrings, pin and beads.  

Grave 20  

Mound A – Male burial, the grave goods contained the following: four ceramic vessels (figure 

7), folded metal axe, dagger blade, pigment shells and beads.  

Moorey’s (1970, 1978) recontextualization of the dispersed material. In addition,
we employ bioarchaeological data from our recent reanalysis of the extant skeletal
material from Kish. Of the 150 EDIII/Akkadian graves excavated from Mound A,
we were able to associate the skeletal remains of 63 individuals with their burial
place.

The graves at Mound A were dug down from the floors of buildings or houses
overlaying the remnants of a structure known as the ‘A Palace’. This palace, which
featured elegant friezes depicting offerings and captives being borne to the city’s
king, was built early in EDIII, at the height of Kish’s political dominance
(Figure 3). It was twice expanded and ultimately destroyed later in that same
period (Gibson, 1972: 79–80; Mackay, 1929: 76; Moorey, 1970: 64–65).
Following its destruction (perhaps by the forces of Sargon during their conquest
of the city late in EDIIIb), Mound A became a residential sector and burial place,
as residents built modest houses made largely from bricks scavenged from the razed
palace (Moorey, 1970: 92). The ‘A Cemetery’ burials were made from within these
homes, demonstrated by their orientation parallel to house walls. The lack of
superposition of walls over grave cuts indicates their contemporaneity (Mackay,
1925; Moorey, 1970, 1978).

The intra-mural or residential placement of Mound A burials is similar to con-
temporary examples found at Khafajah (Delougaz et al., 1967), Abu Salabikh
(Postgate, 1977, 1980; Postgate and Moorey, 1976), and in the Early House
Stratum at Ingharra (Algaze, 1983–4). Although failing to conform to modern
norms defining cemeteries as removed places used exclusively for disposing of
the dead, the ‘A Cemetery’s’ residential burials, made in such close proximity to
living spaces, would have served to extend and strengthen ties between the living

Figure 2. Kish site map (image courtesy Field Museum).

Torres-Rouff et al. 199
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Figure 7. Pottery found in Grave 20 at Kish (Hrouda, Karstens 1967, Tafel 7).  

Grave 23 

Mound A - The burial of a female was found in chamber 31 of the palace that once stood on 

mound A (Moorey 1970, 11). Among the grave goods a tablet was found as well as pottery 

(figure 7). Other grave goods included: three cylinder seals, several beads were found, shell 

finger-ring, a shell spindle whorl, a knife, adze, pins, silver finger-rings, silver bowl, silver 

disk, handled bowl and a silver bracelet.  

Grave 28 

Mound A – Male burial, five types of pottery were among the grave goods. Other burial 

goods consisted of a dagger blade and beads.  

Grave 30 

Mound A – a burial of a female. The burial gifts included three different pottery types, a 

silver earring ring, three bracelets and pigment shells 

Grave 34 

Mound A – a double burial of an adult male and female. The following grave goods were 

found in the burial: six ceramic vessels, scalloped axe, dagger blade, knife blade, chisel blade, 

toilet sets, knife, chisel, metal pins, three metal bowls, bracelet, cylinder seal, beads, two 

pigment shells and faience objects.  

 
Figure 8. Some grave goods of grave 34 ( Hrouda, Karstens 1967, Tafel 11). 
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Grave 36 

Mound A – A child was buried in a jar. The grave goods consisted of three pottery vessels, 

baked clay animals toys and a bead.  

Grave 45 

Mound A – a burial of a child. In the grave two pottery vessels, one copper ring, one cylinder 

seal and two frit beads were deposit.  

Grave 48  

Mound A – burial of a child. No pottery was found in the grave. The grave goods contained a 

frit bead, cylinder seal and a copper pin.  

Grave 135 

Mound A – undisturbed burial of an adult male. The burial gifts consisted of ten ceramic 

vessels, a metal jar, dagger blade, two bowls, handled bowl, blade, bracelet, copper cosmetic 

shells, silver fillet, silver toilet set, pin, silver medallion, silver earring, stone dish, stone cup, 

cylinder seal, beads of lapis lazuli, carnelian, faience, gold and crystal and a onyx pendant 

Grave 306 

Red Stratum- Female burial. Around the skull there was a thin gold band, with the ends 

pierced for fastening. Grave goods consisted of one dish, a mother-goddess jar, alabaster 

bowls with flat rims and cylindrical pattern, two broken bronze cups. Cornelian, lapis, agate 

and onyx beads forming a necklace, a copper hairpin, copper rings, two gold wire bracelets 

and some clay jars.  

Grave 317 

Red Stratum – Female burial. The grave goods consisted of the following: a group of two 

deified bulls, the bulls had a bearded human head standing on a pedestal supported by wheels, 

a shell ‘lamp’ with eight spouts, a shell ‘ lamp’ with one spout, white paste handle with green 

glazed square socket for handle, copper bracelet, collection of small vases of black baked 

clay.  

Grave 344 

Red Stratum – Female burial. The skull was ornamented with a silver band. The following 

grave goods were deposit in the grave (figure 9): gold and lapis lazuli necklace, cornelian 

necklace with onyx beads, rosette silver pendant, silver and copper pins with lapis heads, 
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copper rings and bracelets. A seal, representing a lion attacking a stag and a man holding a 

stag by a long leash.  

 
Figure 9. Some grave goods of grave 344 (Watelin, Langdon 1934, 50). 

5.2.3 Nippur graves 

The Early Dynastic III burials found in Nippur were located in the Area WF (figure 10). Most 

of these burials were situated in a courtyard or an open area close to a house. The burials 

usually contained only one body, while two graves were double interments (McMahon, 

Gibson, Biggs, Reese, VanDiver, Yener 2006, 37).  

 
Figure 10. Topographic map of Nippur and WF area (McMahon, Gibson, Biggs, Reese, VanDiver, Yener 2006, 6). 
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Grave 17 

A pit burial found in the southern half of area WF. The skeleton was dismembered and the 

head was missing. There were no grave goods found in this grave.  

Grave 18 

The burial was situated east of a fire pit, near the centre of area WF. An infant was found in 

the pit burial. The grave consisted of one conical bowl.  

Grave 19 

This burial was located in an open area and was a pit burial. The grave contained a skeleton of 

an adult, flexed on its right side. At the feet of the skeleton twenty-eight conical bowls were 

placed. Other burial gifts found are a spouted jar, alabaster bowl and a pair of cockleshells.  

Grave 20 

This grave was a pit burial located at the outside corner of a mudbrick wall. In this pit two 

skeletons were discovered of which the sexes are unknown. The grave goods included the 

following: two conical bowls and a small plain-rimmed jar. 

Grave 21 

This was a pit burial containing two human remains, an adult and an infant. The grave was 

located in the southeast corner of area WF. The grave goods found in the burial contained the 

following: a pair of small jars, conical bowl, polished bone tool, a small jar and small shadow 

conical bowl.  

Grave 22 

The burial was found at the face of wall BP, the burial was found in a courtyard or open area. 

The grave was an oval pit, which contained the skeleton of a child. In the burial a basalt 

grindstone was found but no other grave good were discovered.   

5.3 Akkadian period graves 
This paragraph focuses on burials from the Akkadian period excavated in the cities of Uruk, 

Kish and Nippur.  

5.3.1 Uruk graves 

In Uruk only one burial from the Akkadian period has been found. Like the burials from the 

Early Dynastic period, no human remains were discovered inside the burial (Boehmer, Pedde, 

Salje, 1995, 2). 
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Grave 8 

The grave was an earth grave, which did not contain any human remains. The burial was 

excavated during the campaign of 1982. The grave goods contained: one sieve, one half round 

bowl, one small cauldron, broken cup, fragment of a bottleneck needle, a bronze chisel or 

bodkin, a stone weight and a cylinder seal.  

5.3.2 Kish graves 

The Akkadian period burials from Kish were also found in the area of mound A (figure 6) 

(Moorey, 1970; Moorey 1978, 70).  

Grave 52 

The grave goods in this burial contained five ceramics, a metal pin, a silver and copper 

earring, three silver rings, a lapis lazuli and carnelian bead and cosmetic shells. 

Grave 102 

The burial gifts of this grave include four pottery vessels, one metal bowl and a metal pin. 

Grave 104 

Burial 104 contains a skeleton of an adult male and is a pit burial. The burial gifts (figure 11) 

found in this grave consisted of six ceramic containers, a metal pin, ivory hilted dagger, toilet 

case, two bracelets, three silver earrings, silver medallion, dagger, two cymbals, metal bowls, 

animal headed pins, axe blade, beads made of porphyry, lapis and carnelian, one stone bowl, 

ostrich egg cup, cosmetic shells and three cylinder seals.  

 

 
Figure 11. Some grave goods of grave 104 (Hrouda, Karstens 1967, Tafel 17). 

Grave 106 

Burial 106 is a disturbed grave, which contained twenty-one vessels of eight different kinds. 

Grave 107 

This burial contained an adult. The grave goods found here were a metal pin, dagger blade, 

socketed axe, two cymbals, two cylinder seals and a lapis lazuli bead.   
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5.3.3 Nippur graves  

The burials of the Akkadian period were found in the Scribal Quarter and in area WF. The 

scribal quarter is located in eastern Nippur and the quarter is divided into two areas, area TA 

and area TB (McCown, Haines, Hansen 1967, 34). The Akkadian burials in the area WF are 

similar to those of the previous period (McMahon, Gibson, Biggs, Reese, VanDiver, Yener 

2006, 37).  

Grave 3 B 64 

The exact location of this burial is not attested but it was found in the TB area. It was an earth 

burial, which contained an adolescent female. There was only one grave gift, a pot, placed at 

the head of the deceased.  

Grave 3 B 67 

Earth burial with an adult male interred that contained no grave goods.  

Grave 3 B 68 

Earth burial of an adult male, located in area TB. The burial goods found in the grave 

included a blue frit tubular bead, a bone ring, incomplete bronze pin, four saucers and two jars 

at head, two saucers and six jars at feet and a black stone weight.  

Grave 13 

This burial was found in area WF, it was a pit burial that contained a child, flexed on its right 

side. The grave gifts in the burial found were a stack of four conical bowls, a copper/bronze 

bracelet and a necklace with beads of lapis, gold and silver. 

Grave 14 skeleton 6 

This burial consisted of multiple layers and skeletons. Skeleton 6 was from the Akkadian 

period. The body was found in a circular chamber with a low arching roof at the end of a deep 

shaft. The burial goods deposited at time of interment in the grave were a number of pottery 

vessels, two copper/bronze pins and an alabaster bowl. Later deposits contained, nine conical 

bowls with fish bones, four more bowls, two long copper/bronze pins, small ovoid jar, 

alabaster bowl, a fruit stand and four jars 

Grave 14 skeletons 2-4 

The chamber for these skeletons was located in the southwest corner of the deep shaft. Near 

skeleton 3 a copper/bronze pin and a pair of shells were found, also a jar and a goddess-

handled jar (figure 12) was deposit. A fruit stand and three conical bowls were also grave 
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goods belonging to skeleton 3. Skeleton 4 was given the following goods: a stone bowls, a 

copper/bronze bowl, copper/bronze spear point and a single ring-shaped carnelian bead. Near 

skeleton 2 an Akkadian cylinder seal was found. Between skeleton 2 and 3 animal bones of a 

equine, lambs and sheep were found.  

 

Figure 12. Skeleton 3 with goddess-handled jar and sheep bones, on the right photo of the equine skeleton (McMahon,  
    Gibson, Biggs, Reese, VanDiver, Yener 2006, plate 60, 63). 

Grave 15 

This grave was found under the floor of a room. An infant was buried here. The grave goods 

in this burial found were five conical bowls, a small ‘fruit stand’ and a jar.  

Grave 16 

This burial found in area WF was a pit burial containing the skeleton of an adult. At the head 

two conical bowls were placed. Next to the pelvis three bowls containing fish bones were 

placed. Between the legs an additional bowl was placed. At the feet a jar with a small ledge 

rim was found.  

5.4 Ur III graves 
This paragraph provides an overview of the burials from the Ur III period. The burials come 

only from two cities Uruk and Nippur as there was no information available about Ur III 

burials from the other cities.  

5.4.1. Uruk graves 

The Ur III burials were found during the campaign in 1989, where they excavated the area P 

6. Near the houses of this area, earth burials and sarcophagi burials have been found and 

excavated (Boehmer, Pedde, Salje 1995, 5).  

Grave 9 

This earth burial contained the remains of an adult male. The grave goods found in this grave 

were a boar mandible and fragments of two vessels.  
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Grave 10 

This earth burial contained multiple human remains; two adults and a child were found. The 

burial goods included a bottle and a bowl.  

Grave 11  

An earth burial with the remains of two adults. No grave goods were attested.  

Grave 12 

This grave was found in the residential district north of Eanna. Two adults were found in this 

grave. One adult was buried in a tub sarcophagus, while the other was found next to the 

sarcophagus in an earth burial. Outside the sarcophagus the following goods were found, 

three bottles and seven bowls. Inside the sarcophagus the following gifts were deposit, a 

bronze dress pin, 1 cornelian bead, 1 lapis lazuli bead, bronze ring, fragments of a stone bowl 

and a vessel with four small spouts (figure 13). Inside the earth grave the grave goods 

consisted of a small bronze chisel, bronze mirror, bronze bodkin, bronze nail, bronze ring 

with stone inlay and small stone beads.  

 
Figure 13.  Spouted vessel from grave 12 (Boehmer, Pedde, Salje 1995, Tafel 7). 

Grave 13A 

This burial was found in the residential district north of Eanna. An adult female was found in 

a tub sarcophagus. The grave goods consisted of seven bowls, two globular bottles and two 

bottles.  

Grave 13B 

An earth burial found in the residential district north of Eanna contained the burial of a child 

and the following grave goods: a small bronze earring-shaped cornelian bead and two gold 

foil beads.  
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5.4.2 Nippur graves 

The graves of the Ur III period graves were found the scribal quarter. The burials were found 

in the area TA and TB. Most of the graves were found in the TB area, underneath the houses. 

The levels of the Ur III were found at levels IX-IV and TA level XV.  In some rooms of the 

houses above the burials little chapels and altars were found, probably meant for funerary 

rites (McCown, Haines, Hansen 1967, 43, 77, 146).   

Grave 1B 294 

An earth burial of an adult male with no grave goods; found in level TB 216 IV 1. 

Grave 3B 9  

This burial is an earth grave with the remains of an adolescent female. The following grave 

goods were placed in the burial: one crystal nose bead, one etched carnelian bead, three 

bronze finger rings, one vase, one pot and a large jar. The grave was found in level TB 240 

V1. 

Grave 3B 10 

An earth burial found in level TB 248 V1; they found the remains of an adult female and the 

following grave goods: a jar, an awl and a needle.  

Grave 3B 12 

Earth burial found in level TB 216 IV 2, containing a child burial with no grave goods.  

Grave 3B 14-15 

Earth burial found in level TB 200 IV 2, one burial of an adult and one of a female adult. The 

grave goods contained four metal fingerings and two pots.  

Grave 3B 16 

A disturbed earth burial with the remains of an adult.  

Grave 3B 18 

Earth burial found in level TB 203 IV 2; contained the remains of a male adult. No grave 

goods were detected.  

Grave 3B 19 

Earth burial, only the remains of a hand were left. One bronze bowl was also found.  
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Grave 3B 20A-B 

Earth burial found in level TB 241 V 1, which contained two adults a male and a female. The 

following grave gifts were found in the burial, one cornelian bead, one gold bead, a bronze 

bracelet, two golden earrings, one golden headband, one bronze ring, four jars, saucers, two 

jars, a incomplete bronze rod, a bronze bowl, bronze jar and two pots.  

Grave 3 B 21  

Earth burial found in level TB 247 V 1; Female, following burial good were found: two 

earrings, two bronze rings, yellow stone bead, bronze finger ring, bronze pin, cylinder seal, 

two jars and a vase.  

Grave 3 B 22 

Earth burial found in level TB 243 V 1; adult female, skull only. Following grave goods were 

excavated: a jar, a sieve, two vases, and two saucers.  

Grave 3 B 23 

Earth burial of an adult female. No grave goods were found inside the burial. 

Grave 3 B 24 

Earth burial found in TB 240 V 2; Remains of an adult female, the burial contained a bronze 

anklet, bronze nose ring, three beads, bronze toe ring, a vase and a jar.  

Grave 3 B 25 

Earth burial excavated in TB 241 V 2. Sex is unknown. The following grave goods were 

deposit: a bowl, five vases, a pot and a saucer.  

Grave 3 B 56 

Earth burial discovered in TB 261 VI 1. Child burial, skull only. The grave goods included 

beads, bronze bracelet and a fragmentary bronze ring.  

Grave 3B 63 

Earth burial contained the remains of an adolescent. The grave goods consisted of two vases 

and a pot.  

5.5 Old Babylonian graves  
This paragraph focuses on the burials of the Old Babylonian period. Most of the graves that 

were published and excavated were from this period, therefore the archaeological information 

we have of graves from the Old Babylonian period exceed that of the previous periods.  
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5.5.1 Uruk graves 

Many old Babylonian burials have been excavated in Uruk. The way of interment varied in 

this period, for instance earth burial, sarcophagi and jar burials were used. The graves were 

found in different parts of Uruk (Boehmer, Pedde, Salje, 1995, 14). Double jar burials 

contained only the remains of newborns without any grave goods, while only two of the 

burials contained grave goods. 

Grave 15 

Earth burial contained an interment of an adult, found in room 5 of the Sîn-kāšid Palace. The 

grave goods found in the grave were a large bottle, a globular bottle, small bowl, two bowls 

and bird bones.  

Grave 16 

Earth burial of a child, found in room 5 of the Sîn-kāšid Palace. The gifts in the grave 

consisted of a bottle and a carnelian bead.  

Grave 18 

Earth burial with the remains of a child, with no grave goods. Found in area Pb 13-1.  

Grave 20 

Earth burial located in area PB 12-3; two adults, grave goods deposit were the following: two 

bottles, five cups, a bowls, sherds and bottles with bitumen decoration (figure 14).  

 
Figure 14. Grave 20  (Boehmer, Pedde, Salje 1995, Tafel 13). 

Grave 24 

Double jar burial found in Pb 13-1; newborn, the grave good was a small bowl. 
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Grave 25 

Double jar burial found in Pb13-1; newborn, three grave goods, a bowl, a varnished clay bead 

and a snail shell charm.  

Grave 26 

Double jar burial found in Pb 13-1; newborn, no burial gifts were found.  

Grave 32 

Jar burial found in Pb 13-1; child, the grave gifts were a bronze finger- or earring fragment, 

agate bead and a shell bead.  

Grave 34 

Tub sarcophagus found in the Sîn-kāšid Palace, room 5; Adult, the burial goods included: five 

bottles, two bowls, an animal skull, bronze pin, bronze ring and two cornelian beads.  

Grave 36 

Ribbed sarcophagus found in Pb 13-3; adult, the grave gifts were a bottle, a cup and two 

bowls (figure 15). 

 
Figure 15. Bottle and two bowls and grave 36 (Boehmer, Pedde, Salje 1995, Tafel 19). 

Grave 39 

Ribbed sarcophagus that was situated in the west area of Uruk. Burial gifts found were a 

grindstone, bronze dagger and two carnelian beads.  

Grave 45 

Brick tomb found in Pb 13-1; two adults, the following grave goods were found a large bottle, 

globular bottle, seven haematite weights and three worked stones.  
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Grave 50 

Vaulted tomb found in Sîn-kāšid Palace, room 16; Bones from two skeletons were found. The 

burial gifts contained (figure 16) a small dish, fragment of a bottle, two bowls, large dish, 

eight bottles, small cup, a gold ring and a corroded bronze kettle.  

 
Figure 16. Some of the pottery found in grave 50 (Boehmer, Pedde, Salje 1995, Tafel 29). 

Grave 54 

Vaulted tomb found in Sîn-kāšid Palace, room 75; the burial gifts found in the burial were 

two large bowls and a cuneiform tablet.  

5.5.2 Sippar graves 

Most of the burials excavated in Sippar were found underneath the house of Ur-Utu. Other 

locations where graves were found are le bâtiment central and le sondage A (Gasche 1978, 

57-132; Gasche H., 1984 1-62; Gasche, Burger-Heinrich 1989, 45). 

Grave T 246 

Earth/pit burial found underneath the house of Ur-Utu, phase IIId. A child was interred with 

only one grave gift, a globular vase (figure 17). 

 
Figure 17. Grave T 246 and globular vase (Gasche H, Burger-Heinrich 1989, Pl. 15). 
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Grave T 275 

Earth/pit burial located under the house of Ur-Utu, phase IIId. Burial of a teenager with only 

one gift, a bowl. 

Grave T 276 

Earth/pit burial also from the house of Ur-Utu, phase IIId. A female was interred together 

with seventeen earthenware containers, ten small bowls and a fragment of a pig pelvis.   

Grave T 179 

Adult burial, covered by a vessel and bitumen found in le sondage A, phase IIa. A small jar 

and one bowl were deposit with the body 

Grave T 181 

Similar to grave T 179, an adult male burial covered by a vessel and bitumen found in le 

sondage A, phase IIa. Grave goods consisted of a small jar closed off with a bowl and two 

small stone beads.  

Grave T 212 

Double jar burial found in le sondage A, phase IIa. A child was buried together with two 

cornelian beads, two bronze/copper beads and two bronze/copper bracelets.  

Grave T 267 

Earth/pit burial found in le sondage A, phase IIe, a female was interred with no grave gifts.  

Grave T 328 

Sherd burial of a child found in the house of Ur-Utu, phase IIId. The grave goods contained a 

bowl (lid), a jar, cup (lid) and a vase-mug.  

Grave T 226 

Sherd burial of a fetus or newborn found in section east, phase IIId. In the grave earthenware 

vessels were deposit.  

Grave T 322 

Sherd burial of an infant found in section east, phase IIId. Grave goods existed of a bowl, 

small vase, shell, bronze or copper bracelet, fragments of a bracelet and a cornelian bead.  
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Grave T 272 

Vaulted brick tomb of two adults, one male and one female, found in the house of Ur-Utu, 

phase IIId. Many grave goods were deposit in the burial (figure 18). Two large, cups, 

fractured bowl, globular vase, cup, bowl, terracotta plaque, six goat/sheep leg fragments, 

animal bones mixed with human bones, one jaw fragment, eight bovine bone fragments, one 

pig bone fragment and four equine bone fragments.  

 
Figure 18. Grave T 272  (Gasche H, Burger-Heinrich 1989, Pl. 21). 

 

Grave T 218 

Jar burial of an infant found in section east, phase IIId. Three grave goods were found inside 

the burial, a vase, a bowl and presumably a lamp.  

Grave T 245 

Jar burial of a foetus found in the house of Ur-Utu, phase IIIb. A vase-cup and a ram’s horn 

were deposit with the foetus.  

5.5.3 Nippur graves 

The Old Babylonian burials found in Nippur were also located in the scribal quarter. The 

burials were also found in the area TA and TB (McCown, Haines, Hansen 1967, 77). Infants 

seem to be buried in a bowl without any grave goods (see appendix 1).  

Grave 1 B 161 

Earth burial; contained a child and two stone beads and one pot.  

Grave 1 B 238 

Bowl burial found in level TB 152 II, an infant was interred with no grave gifts.  
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Grave 1 B 282 

Earth burial found in level TB 203 IV 1. Adolescent; grave goods contained a fragment of a 

bronze cup 

Grave 1 B 287 

Earth burial discovered in level TB 203 IV 2. Adult male; grave goods included a jar and four 

vases.  

Grave 1 B 289 

Earth burial found in TB 203 IV 1. Infant; Burial gifts found were a stone bead, two shell 

beads, frog pendant, two pot-shaped pendants, three bronze bracelets, bronze ring and eight 

shell rings.  

Grave 1 B 290/291  

Unbaked-brick ‘box’ grave of two adults, one male and one female. The burial is found in 

level TB 213 IV and contained the following grave goods, six vases, a pot, six saucers, two 

jars and one calcite bowl. 

Grave 1 B 276 

Jar burial of an infant found in level TB 196 IV. Burial gifts consisted of two figurines and 

two ovoid clay cylinders with disks on top.  

Grave 3B 13A-B 

Earth burial of two adults, one male and one female. The grave was found in level TB 204 IV 

2 and the following grave goods were deposited in the burial a bronze finger ring, a pot, two 

jars and one broken jar.  

Grave 3 B 71  

Earth burial found in level TA 241 XIII. Female; burial gifts found are a white and carnelian 

bead, two white stone and carnelian beads, one black stone bead and a jar.  

Grave 3 B 72  

 Earth burial found in TA 239 XIII. A burial of a child with a jar as a grave gift.  

Grave 3 B 73 

Earth burial found in level TA 225 XIII. Male; Grave goods in the burial were a vase and a 

pot.  
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5.5.4 Kish graves 

The old Babylonian graves at Kish were not very deep located and were mostly earth burials. 

The grave goods of these graves usually consisted of different types of pottery, like jars in 

variable shapes, small ceramic cups and contain barely any metal grave goods (Watelin, 

Langdon 1934, 52). Langdon (1924, 47, 77) mentioned two burials from the Old Babylonian 

period. Furthermore, he mentioned one as an earth burial but it looks more like a cist or 

sarcophagus grave. Strommenger (1954, 134) also states that the earth burial looks like a 

sarcophagus burial.   

The other burial mentioned, is a cist grave, both were found near the ziggurat of Kish. In the 

cist burial a large water-jar and a flat shallow plate had been found. The ‘sarcophagus’ burial 

contained a large ceramic vessel (figure 19) (Langdon 1924, 76, Pl. XVIII 1). Another burial 

found near the ziggurat is a ribbed jar burial. Near the scribe schools a child buried in a 

bathtub sarcophagus and a newborn interred in a jar were found. Some ceramic containers 

were discovered in the graves. On mound W some jar burials were found. Unfortunately no 

further descriptions of the jar burials were given (Strommenger 1954, 134). Information of 

Old Babylonian burials in Kish is sparse and somewhat unclear. Langdon doesn’t give much 

description of the burials and was also very vague when it came to dating the burials.  

 
Figure 19. ‘Sarcophagus’ or ‘cist’ burial with large ceramic container (Langdon 1924, Pl. XVIII 1). 

5.5.5 Ur graves  

The burials of Ur were all situated beneath the floor of houses. Most of the graves were found 

underneath the houses of the AH site (figure 20). This site is the largest residential area 

excavated. A few other graves were found on the outskirts of the area. Other burials were 

located under the houses of the EM site. In the EH site which is an extension of the EM site 

some other burials were found (Woolley, Mallowan 1976, 194). In the burials excavated in 

Ur, drinking vessels have been found near the head, like a cup or bowl (Stol 2017, 262). The 

listing of the burials is after Woolley, Mallowan (1976).  
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Figure 20. Plan of AH site with streets and houses (Woolley, Mallowan 1976, Pl. 124). 

Grave LG/1 

This burial was found in the AH site in the Paternoster Row, house number 3 (figure 20). 

Underneath room 2 of the house the grave was found (Woolley, Mallowan 1976, 144). The 

type of burial is not noted other than inhumation. The body had its head located to the 

Northwest. The grave goods contained two pottery vessels, a conch shell, a glazed cylinder 

seal and one carnelian bead.  

! 213!

Woolley,!and!odd!and!even!house!numbers!assigned!on!opposing!sides!of!the!

street!(Fig.!42).!His!house!and!room!numbering!systems!are!retained!here.!

!

!
Figure!41.!!Ur.!Plan!of!AH!Site!and!houses.!(UE.VII,!PL!124).!(Courtesy!of!the!

Trustees!of!the!British!Museum).
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Grave LG/5 

This burial is found in house number 11 of Paternoster Row, against the southeast wall of a 

room. The body was buried in a cist and the grave goods included a bowl (12c) and two vases 

(69a) (figure 21), a copper bracelet, copper pin or kohl stick and a cylinder seal.  

 
Figure 21. Pottery found in grave LG/5 (Woolley, Mallowan 1976, Pl 101, 107). 

Grave LG/12 

The grave was also found in house 11 on Paternoster Row, underneath the chapel. The body 

of a child was interred in a cist with the following burial gifts: two copper bangles and three 

cornelian beads. No pottery was found.  

Grave LG/23 

A burial found in the AH site in house number 4, room 5 on Straight Street. It was a cist 

burial with one ceramic vessel (114) (figure 22) found outside the cist. Inside the cist two 

copper scale pans and four haematite weights were deposited.  

 
Figure 22. Ceramic vessel found outside LG/23 (Woolley, Mallowan 1976, Pl 111). 
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Grave LG/33 

Burial found in house number 6, room 4. A corbel vaulted tomb. The following grave goods 

were found, eight ceramic vessels including jars and vases, a stone duck weight pendant, 

haematite cylinder seal, copper amulet, copper bowl, shell ring, bone pin, beads and a copper 

bracelet.  

Grave LG/43 

Burial found in a house in the Baker’s square. A jar burial; the skeleton remains were 

disturbed. The grave goods contain 2 bottles (51a, 120a) and 1 vase (71) (figure 23), 

fragments of a small bowl, a copper arrowhead and a whetstone.  

 
Figure 23. Pottery found in grave LG/23 (Woolley, Mallowan 1976, Pl. 105, 107, 112). 

Grave LG/52 

Grave found in house number 4 on Niche Lane in room 7. It is a group of three jar burials 

with infants interred. The grave goods (figure 24) found were three different types of bowls  

(12c, 23, 33).  

 
Figure 24. Bowls found in LG/52 (Woolley, Mallowan 1976, Pl. 101-103).  

Grave LG/61 

This burial was located in house number 9 on Church Lane. The burial was a barrel-vaulted 

brick tomb with one body buried. The grave goods found were, 1 small jar, four bottles, 

fragments of a saucer, a copper pin, bracelet, finger ring and loop, a pierced volcanic stone 

plaque, beads and a bone pin.   
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Grave LG/100 

The burial is located in the EM site, found in house number 5, room 4 on Quiet Street. Cist 

grave of an infant. The burial gifts in the grave were one jar (49) (figure 25), two carnelian 

beads and two shells.  

 
Figure 25. Ceramic jar found in LG/100 (Woolley, Mallowan 1976, Pl. 105). 

Grave LG/104 

Double jar burial located under room 5 of house number 4 on Gay Street. The burial gifts 

included a small jar, small pot and a bottle.  

Grave LG/113 

A barrel-vaulted tomb located under room 1 of house number 5 on Gay Street. The grave 

goods contained 3 bowls, 9 ceramic containers, a limestone bottle, a copper finger ring, one 

carnelian bead and three haematite weights.  

Grave LG/114 

A cist burial found underneath the floor of a partially excavated house in the EM site. The 

grave contained golden earrings (figure 26), beads, golden frontlet and a cylinder seal. 

 
Figure 26. Golden earrings found in LG/114 (Woolley, Mallowan 1976, Pl. 99). 

Grave LG/124 

A cist burial that was found underneath a house on Quality Lane. A child was interred along 

with two pottery vessels, three small haematite weights and a box of fine reed matting.  

Grave LG/140 

The grave was found in the EH site. This burial was a cist grave and included the following a 

grave gifts two ceramic vessels, a limestone cylinder seal, a steatite cylinder seal and glazed 

frit beads.  
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Grave LG/141 

A corbel vaulted tomb found in the EH site, bones of three bodies were discovered inside the 

tomb. Two bowls (figure 27) (11a), one jar, three small jars, a saucer, globular pot a cylinder 

seal and traces of copper finger rings were found in the grave. The pots were set in an 

offering-pit against the wall.  

 
Figure 27. Two bowls found in LG/141 (Woollley, Mallowan 1976, Pl. 101). 

Grave LG/146 

EH site, Double jar burial of an infant with two grave gifts, one pot and a copper bangle. 

Grave LG/153 

A brick tomb with inside the remains of three skulls. The grave goods were one jar, a cylinder 

seal, three stone duck weights, six date-shaped weights and two haematite weights. There 

were also clay tablets found dated to the reign of Samsu-Iluna.  

5.5.6. Mari graves 

The graves from Mari of the Old Babylonian period consisted mostly of earth burials and jar 

burials. Additionally, sarcophagi were also used to inter people. Burials were found among 

the northeast section and the temple of Ishtar (Marylou 1999, 32). The selection of graves 

listed below is after Marylou (1999).  

Grave 343 

Earth burial located in the northeast section of Mari found underneath room 249 (figure 28). 

The grave goods consisted of only ceramics, a small vase, and fragments of a jar, a bottle and 

a dish.  

 
Figure 28. Room 249 and grave goods from grave 343 (on the right) (Marylou 1999, Pl. 50). 
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Grave 344 

Earth burial found in a house in the northeast section in E haute terrasse. It was a child burial 

and contained the following grave goods: a bronze bowl, two jars, a globular vase and a bowl.  

Grave 347 

Jar burial in a house on the E haute terrasse. There was one bottle deposit next to the jar 

burial.  

Grave 387 

Jar burial, no human remains were found. Grave objects found in the burial were a jar and 

bronze pins. 

Grave 399 

Sarcophagus burial found northeast of the Massif Rouge. Inhumation of an adult, with the 

body the following gifts were deposited a small bronze spatula, bronze arrowhead, bronze 

bracelet and a broken silver ring. 

Grave 404 

Jar burial found underneath room 6 of the Ishtar temple. The grave goods found were a bottle, 

a cup and a bowl (figure 29).  

 
Figure 29. Grave goods from grave 404 (Marylou 1999, Pl. 61). 

Grave 468 

Sarcophagus burial of an adult. Three jars were found next to the sarcophagus.  

Grave 525 

Sarcophagus burial of an adult. The grave goods placed in the grave included six bowls, two 

jars, one globular vase, four small bronze rings and six beads in glass, frit, quartz and stone.  
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Grave 546 

Jar burial (figure 30). The burial gifts found were the following, two bottles closed off with 

sherds and a small vase.  

 
Figure 30. Grave 546 and ceramics (Marylou 1999, Pl. 76). 

Grave 672 

Earth burial with two bodies interred. One grave good was found, a bottle.  

Grave 681 

Earth burial found in the northeast section. The burial goods existed of a small globular vase, 

two cups and a carnelian bead.  

Grave 736 

Jar burial of a child (figure 31). There was one burial gift found, a vase next to the jar where 

the child was interred.  

Grave 757 

Earth burial with a few bones inside. The grave goods found were fragments of a bottle, a 

small vase and a jar (figure 31).  

 
Figure 31. Pottery found in grave 757 (Marylou 1999, 136). 
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Grave 824 

Sarcophagus burial of an adult. One object was found inside, a bronze plate with perforations 

in the corners.  

Grave 951 

Earth burial of a child. The grave goods found in the burial were three cups, a bowl and a 

vase.  

 

A complete overview of all the burials and grave goods can be found in the appendix.  

The selection of graves above shows us that there was no uniform way of burying the 

deceased, though it seems that earth burials was the most common one. Furthermore, the list 

tells us that most of the graves in all periods contain grave goods. An analysis of the grave 

goods is will be discussed in the next paragraph.  

5.6 The meaning of the archaeological material 
In this part the archaeological material will be analysed and discussed. Questions to be 

answered in this paragraph include: Does the archaeological record give us evidence of 

mortuary practices? Can the grave goods tell us more about the Mesopotamians beliefs on the 

netherworld? Can we know this only by looking at the material or do we need textual sources 

too? These questions will be answered in the best possible way by analysing the grave goods.  

5.6.1 Evidence of funerary practices 

5.6.1.1 Evidence of the Early Dynastic III 

The dominant manner of burial in the Early Dynastic III period seems to be a simple earth or 

pit burial. Many of these burials were disturbed and didn’t have any human remains. Most of 

the graves in this period contained grave goods. In Uruk only two graves from this period 

were found without human remains, while these burials contained grave goods. In grave 6 no 

pottery was found, which is quite unusual as we see in other burials that the majority 

contained ceramics. This burial did include a bronze vessel. Both burials contained mostly 

metal weapons. The weapons could be personal items of the individuals that were buried. By 

interring the objects with them, it could allow the deceased to maintain a status similar to their 

earthly status in the netherworld. The ceramic containers found in grave 7 and the metal 

container 6 were likely to be used for the storage of drinks and/or food, which would imply 

that the living looked after them by offering them foods.  
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The burials found at Kish were mostly earth/pit burials. Most of the graves in Kish contained 

pottery, with 90,9 % (n=44)(40/44) of the burials used for this paper, contained ceramics. 

There seems to be no differentiation between age and gender as most of them had similar 

items, like pottery, in their graves. Six of the graves were child burials and in only two of the 

graves were no ceramics found. The majority of these child burials had the same treatment as 

the adult burials in Mound A. Most of these burials were pit graves, with children interred 

past their infancy ranging from age 6-16 (Torres-Rouff, Pestle, Daverman 2012, 206). One of 

the child burials, grave 36, seems to been treated differently, with an infant buried inside a jar, 

which was a common way to inter children in ancient Mesopotamia, especially in the Old 

Babylonian period (Strommenger 1971, 609). Furthermore, the infant was buried with baked 

clay animal toys and a single ‘large’ bead, which was different from the other burials. 

Although beads were a common gift in the burials of Mound A, the toy wasn’t. In addition, 

the single large bead may have been a gift from the next of kin and not a piece of jewellery 

that was worn in life. Torres-Rouff, Pestle, Daverman (2012, 206) suggest that the different 

treatment may reflect an understanding of infancy as a separate state from other times in 

childhood, and that the toys and bead may have been specific to this infant as a expression of 

bereavement. The other burials of children were more similar in grave goods to the burials of 

the adults, with similarities in contents an layout. For instance, like in adult burials, metal 

objects and jewellery were buried alongside the children. This might reflect elements of the 

preparation of the corpse by adorning the deceased’s body. It appears that there is no 

substantial distinction in adult burials between male and female, for example beads, pottery, 

cylinder seals and pigments shells were found in burials of both genders.  

Some of the burials of Mound A were rich in grave goods, which included objects of silver, 

like bracelets. Furthermore, the burials in the Red Stratum show us three rich burials of 

females, with lots of jewellery. The jewellery found in these burials was probably part of their 

new garment, which the deceased received before interment (supra 20/21).  

The shell ‘lamp’ with one spout and the other vessel with eight spouts found in grave 317, 

gives presumably evidence of funerary practices. While the former was likely to been used for 

anointing the body, the latter was probably for providing drink. In grave 306, consumption 

and storage vessels were found, which could imply that the deceased received food and 

drinks, suggesting that the living took care of the dead. Most of the pottery in the burials 

indicates that the next of kin looked after the deceased with food and drink, as some of the 

ceramics were food containers or for to eating and drinking (Moorey 1970, 127). 
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The burials in Nippur were all pit burials with no exception between gender and age. Grave 

17 was severely disturbed, parts of the human remains were missing and there were no grave 

goods attested. The goods could have been taken away but it is also possible that there never 

were any grave goods placed, which could suggest that this person had a different status, 

maybe the deceased was an outcast or maybe there was no family to look after the deceased. 

What it means exactly is uncertain and difficult to determine. Furthermore, two of the burials 

had no pottery, while the others had all pottery as grave goods. Bowls were the most common 

ceramic placed in the graves with only a few graves containing jars. One spouted jar that was 

found could have been used for anointing or for pouring liquids. Additionally, the presence of 

bowls and jars could have been used for the consumption of food (Cohen 2005, 82). The 

ceramics indicate that the living cared for the dead by placing consumption and storages 

vessels in the grave.  

5.6.1.2 Evidence of the Akkadian period  

In Uruk only one burial of the Akkadian period was discovered, like the ones from the Early 

Dynastic III period the grave didn’t contain any human remains. The grave goods contained 

no ceramics, only metal items. Some of these metal objects were tools that were probably 

used during the deceased’s life, which could indicate that one was supposed to partly maintain 

their status in the netherworld. The metal bowl and cup were likely to be meant for 

consumption. Further more, one cylinder seal was found. Cylinder seals may have functioned 

as amulets or offerings (Noveck, Gorelick 1975, 16).  

The burials from Kish contained again, a lot of ceramics, with only one grave lacking pottery. 

One burial of a male was very rich in grave goods, this burial, grave 104 contained, ceramics 

that consisted mostly of food bowls. Other grave goods express the man had known wealth, 

which is illustrated by the following items: an elaborate dagger, silver earrings, a silver 

medallion and an ostrich egg cup were among the grave goods which were luxury items and 

not representative for the majority of the graves in Kish. In addition, in this time period the 

burials seem less elaborate, especially ceramics were important. This could be, because the in 

this period they took care of the dead but not as much as in the Old Babylonian period, with 

this period initiating a transition in beliefs towards the netherworld, where they gradually 

believed that the deceased needed more care and provisions for their afterlife. Further more, 

the luxury items may indicate that burials could be personalised and that they their status was 

to be maintained in the netherworld.   
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The Nippur burials contained pit burials and one shaft burial with multiple bodies. 

Furthermore, animal remains were also found. Only one grave contained no grave goods. 

Two graves contained animal remains, between skeletons 2 and 3 of grave 14 animal bones 

were found and in grave 16 and grave 14 skeleton 6, fish bones were found inside three 

bowls. Bowls were usually used for consumption of food and drinks (Stol 2017, 262), and the 

evidence of animal remains may suggest that these were used for consumption and food 

offerings to the dead, which provides us with evidence of funerary practices. However, the 

animal skeletons found in grave 14 could have been accidental inclusions, entered the grave 

for example through bioturbation. One sheep was probably interred first followed by the lamb 

and another sheep, which were placed together with the equid in the grave when skeleton 3 

and 4 were buried. A sheep was also placed with skeleton 2 (McMahon, Gibson, Biggs, 

Reese, VanDiver, Yener 2006, 48). Furthermore, other Akkadian burials showed interments 

together with one or more equids, for instance at Tell Madhhur, in the Y sounding at Kish and 

at the Royal Cemetery of Ur equids were found inside burials. Moreover, a similar grave was 

excavated at Tell Razuk, which is also a shaft burial with a double chamber where a pair of 

equids had been placed in one convexity of the chamber and one corpse in the other. A similar 

placement of the animal probably happened with the burial of skeleton 4 or 3. Furthermore, 

the grave goods regarding skeleton 3 contained cosmetic shells and a pin and was located the 

closest to the equid. In addition, skeleton 4 was found with a spear and copper and stone 

bowls, which could indicate that skeleton 4 was supposed to be associated with the equid, 

because of the weapon, as it could be that the grave goods were gender-sensitive artefacts 

linked to specific activities (McMahon, Gibson, Biggs, Reese, VanDiver, Yener 2006, 48) but 

then again it’s not unlikely to find weapons like daggers in graves of females. Whereas it is 

unlikely that the equid was meant as a food offering, the sheep and lamb probably were food 

sacrifices. The equid could be an indication of status or meant as for transportation for the 

journey to the netherworld. The latter seems more likely as we know of other examples of 

chariots and donkeys being buried and this is also mentioned in the composition the traveller 

and the maiden.  

Further evidence of food offers can be found in the grave goods given to skeleton 2, where 

one of the jars was fallen and had spilled yoghurt, with the yoghurt now being a solid white 

substance. The other jar was large and ovoid shaped with a hole near the base (figure 32), this 

type also appears at Kish, and this type of jar may have been used for processing, or storing 

beer (McMahon, Gibson, Biggs, Reese, VanDiver, Yener 2006, 49). Containers in the other 

graves suggest also food offerings to the dead, even the infant burial contained food vessels. 
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Additionally, the jewellery could have been part of the adornment and/or personal items, or 

gifts placed by the family. These burials clearly give us evidence of funerary practices.  

 
Figure 32. Jar found at Nippur used for storage or pouring beer (McMahon, Gibson, Biggs, Reese, VanDiver, Yener 
    2006,  Pl. 64b). 

5.6.1.3 Evidence of the Ur III period 

The burials from this period in Uruk do contain human remains, while some of the graves had 

more than one person interred. Grave 10 was probably a family grave, as it had two adults and 

one child buried, which could indicate a family burial. The grave goods in this burial were a 

bottle and bowl. Why there were only two items buried along three persons isn’t clear and 

very difficult to clarify. It could be that they were poor; maybe they had barely anyone to look 

after them. These items were probably used for storing or for the consumption of food. 

Furthermore, two graves were a combined burial of a tub sarcophagus and an earth burial, 

both were rich in grave goods. The Bowls and bottles found in this combined burial were 

most likely to be used for food offers. Another item indicating food offers is a spouted vessel 

found in grave 12 outside the sarcophagus, which was probably a drinking vessel, used for 

drinking beer. Similar types have been found in Mari, Telloh and Tell ed-Dēr. These type of 

pottery can also been seen on some cylinder seals and were depicted in drinking scenes. This 

vessel was placed as an offering, which would imply that they wanted to provide the deceased 

with drinks (Boehmer, Pedde, Salje, 1995, 5-8). Further items in the grave were presumably 

personal items. In addition in grave 13B beads were found, which were given to the child and 

were likely to be gifts from the berieved, tied to the emotions that come with death (Torres-

Rouff, Pestle, Daverman 2012, 206). In grave 13A, the ceramics were probably for 

provisions. Furthermore, in grave 9 a mandible of a boar was found, which could be meant as 

a food offer. Also fragments of two vessels were found, which implies also food offerings.  

The graves from Nippur were in this period all earth burials, found under the houses of the 

Scribal Quarter. Like in Uruk double interments were found, always a combination of male 

and female. The grave goods in Nippur consisted mostly of pottery and some metal. 

According to McCown, Haines, Hansen (1967, 147), the adult burials here were that of slaves 
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and servants because the grave goods weren’t elaborate and there were many child graves 

found in this area between the Ur III and Old Babylonian period. However, this seems 

unlikely, since there were burials with luxury items made from gold and bronze. Further, only 

22,2% (n=54)(12/54) of the graves contained children and 9,2% (n=54)(5/54) were 

adolescents. The majority of burials in this area were still adults. It would be implausible that 

all the adults buried in this quarter were servants and slaves, while it could be that some were, 

all of them seems a little too far fetched. In addition, six out of sixteen burials of the Ur III 

period contained jewellery, and there was no differentiation between adult and child. For 

example, one child burial contained a bronze ring and bracelet. The jewellery was likely 

unworn and a gift from the mourners. One double burial grave 3 B 20A-B was rich in grave 

goods, besides pottery, like jars and saucers, golden and bronze jewellery was deposited. The 

pottery was likely to be used for foodstuff and placed for food offerings. One adult female in 

Grave 3B 10 had an awl and a needle with her. It could have been that the deceased used to 

work with these tools and that they were given to her so that she could keep using them in the 

afterlife (Cohen 2005, 18).  In most of the graves pottery was found, types used for foodstuffs 

and drinks suggest mortuary rites and care for the dead.  

5.6.1.4 Evidence of the Old Babylonian Period 

The burials in this period have more variation in type: a few examples are sherd burials, jar, 

pit and brick vaulted tombs. Jar and bowl burials were usually meant for children. Most of the 

burials contained pottery and some graves contained also animal bones. Furthermore, the 

animal bones could refer to the kispum ritual, by placing food in the grave for provision for 

the dead.  

Information on Old Babylonian burials at Kish is very sparse and vague. There were some 

graves found of which it is sure that they were from this period. The graves contained 

different types of pottery, usually cups and jars. One burial contained a jar meant for the 

storage of water, hence the pottery in these burials was likely to be used for the consumption 

and storage of food and drinks. 

In Uruk many different types of burials have been found in this period. The earth burials 

mostly contained bottles, while some graves also contained bowls. Three earth burials were 

found without any grave goods. Furthermore, the double jar burials all contained inhumations 

of newborns, where only two newborns had grave goods with them. For instance, grave 24 

and 25, where the former contained one small bowl the other a bowl, a bead and a charm as. 

These grave goods were likely symbolic gifts to the newborns from the bereaved. The charm 
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could have been meant as a protection for the child in the netherworld. One jar burial was 

excavated and contained a child with a fragment of a bronze ring and two beads, as mentioned 

before these items were probably gifts and not part of their adornment.  

Additionally, Grave 34, a tub sarcophagus with an inhumation of an adult included an animal 

skull, the Gräberbuch mentions that the skull is from a dog but this is unclear (Boehmer, 

Pedde, Salje, 1995, 17). If it was a dog, it was probably deposited to be a companion to the 

deceased and not meant as a food offering or maybe the animal belonged to the dead. 

Additionally, other gifts in this grave were bottles, bowls, bronze ring and pin and two beads. 

The ceramics were presumably used for foodstuffs and the ring and pin were probably part of 

the adornment of the body. Some graves contained haematite weights and worked stones. The 

placing of these goods in graves could be symbolic, as some scholars suggest that because of 

the material it could be a symbolic association with stability and strength (McMahon, Gibson, 

Biggs, Reese, VanDiver, Yener 2006, 135).   

In Sippar many burials of various types were found underneath buildings. Multiple burials in 

Sippar contained remains of animals. For example, grave T 276 and Grave T 320, two 

earth/pit burials, contained fragments of a pig pelvis and sheep or goat bones. Furthermore, 

one vaulted-brick tomb (T 261) contained a bovine skull and a fragment of a sheep or goat 

humerus. These bones were probably remains of funerary offerings, which were likely part of 

the kispum ritual (Nassar, 216, 275).  Another vaulted brick tomb (T 272) contained remains 

of an equid, which could have been placed there to guide the deceased to the netherworld. In 

this grave also many other animal bones were found, these were likely to be meant as 

provisions. It is improbable that the equid was meant as food as equids have a symbolic role 

and were usually seen as a prestigious grave good (Nassar 2016, 276). Also pottery was found 

in this burial, which was used for foodstuffs. Additionally, two sherd burials of a foetus and 

an infant contained also pottery, while the latter also contained jewellery. It seems that in 

Sippar most child graves contained grave goods and even animal bones, which indicates that 

funerary rites were very important for all ages. Most of the burials contained ceramics that 

were used for food and drink, which shows that in this period care for the dead, the kispum 

ritual very important was.  

All of the Ur burials were located underneath buildings and most of the burials in Ur were cist 

burials, which were for inhumations of both adults and children. Some burials in Ur contained 

weights, for example in grave LG/113 three haematite weights were found. Additionally, 

other goods like ceramics, a copper finger ring and a bead were found in this grave. The ring 

was likely to have been used for the adornment of the body. In addition, it could have been 
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that the bead was part of some adornment as well but it could also have been a gift, the exact 

purpose of the bead is difficult to determine. Furthermore, Cylinder seals were also found in 

some of the burials. In Grave LG/140 two cylinder seals were found alongside two ceramic 

vessels and a bead. Cylinder seals, as noted before, were likely to have functioned as amulets 

or offerings (Noveck, Gorelick 1975, 16). Moreover, This could also be possible for some of 

the deposited beads, since in a few graves single beads were found or they were placed in a 

child grave. In Ur it also seems that the living looked after the dead children. For instance, 

grave LG/100 a burial of an infant, had a pot deposited, grave LG/150 a double jar burial with 

an infant interred contained a deep bowl, and grave LG/124 a burial of child contained two 

ceramic vessels. Furthermore, some of the child burials didn’t contain ceramics but contained 

jewellery and/or beads. The vast majority of the burials at Ur contained grave goods of which 

consisted mostly of pottery, presumably meant for food offerings.  

In Mari similar customs concerning burials can be attested. In Mari jar burials also used for 

the inhumation of children. Furthermore, other types attested in Mari were earth and 

sarcophagi burials. Most of the graves contained only a few grave goods, where some 

contained more prestige goods like copper and silver objects. For instance, Grave 399 

contained a silver ring and bronze items, which were probably personal items to aid the 

deceased to maintain his status in the netherworld. In addition, in most of the child graves 

grave goods were excavated, which corresponds with the majority of child graves in the Old 

Babylonian period. In general the graves in Mari contained ceramics. The majority of these 

ceramics were used for eating and drinking, like cups, bowls and bottles  (Nassar 2016, 275) 

and were similar to other funerary deposits described above. Like in the other cities, it seems 

that in Mari care for the dead was an important part of funerary rites.  

 

The grave goods imply that there were indeed funerary practices. Many burials were located 

underneath houses or buildings, which could indicate that they wanted to keep them close, so 

that they could care for the deceased. Some of the burials lack human remains, or parts of it, a 

reason could be that bones were may be not that important, since the body and the ghost 

became separated at death, therefore it could be that they didn’t care as much for the bones as 

they did for the ghost. Mortuary practices were particularly important for the separation and 

preparation of the ghost.  

From the Early Dynastic III period to the Old Babylonian period, grave goods show signs that 

they cared for the dead. There is some difference throughout the periods in burial type and the 

amount and type of ceramics. For instance, in the earlier periods the dominant manner seems 



 79 

to be a pit/earth burial, whereas in the Old Babylonian period more variations occur. The 

early burials in Kish seem to be more elaborate in gifts as those from the other cities, it is 

unclear why and whether this continued in the later periods as the information of the Old 

Babylonian burials in Kish are vaguely described, it is possible that the funerary cult in Kish 

was slightly different. Though, it seems that there was also a strong urge for care for the dead 

in Kish from the Early Dynastic III period onwards. Furthermore, in the Old Babylonian 

period ceramics seem to be the overall important grave good, also more faunal remains were 

found, which suggests that there was a believe that the dead needed provisions.  

On the whole, the types of ceramics and faunal remains suggest food offerings, although we 

cannot be entirely certain by just looking at the grave goods. In addition, the beads, worked 

stones, some of the jewellery and luxury item could have meant as gifts for the gods but this 

we cannot know for certain by just studying the material record. However, by looking at 

textual sources this would help for a clearer understanding of the grave goods.  

There is clearly evidence of funerary practices throughout the periods but whether the grave 

goods can give us a clear image of the netherworld is another question to be answered.  

5.6.2 Image of the netherworld 

The grave goods cannot describe the netherworld like texts can. Nevertheless, we can look at 

what kind of material is found and what this can mean for the image of the netherworld. 

Barret (2007) suggest that the grave goods imply a more positive view of the netherworld 

than texts do. As described above some of the graves contained wealthy gifts, as most of the 

burials included grave goods like pottery, jewellery, tools, seals and so on. The goods do 

suggest that they wanted to maintain part of their earthly status in the netherworld by placing 

tools and jewellery, although this doesn’t necessarily indicate that netherworld is an enjoyable 

place. Since she mostly focussed on royal graves and luxury items her conclusions are limited 

and lack information regarding the majority of the population. Furthermore, she also 

mentioned games that according to her imply that there was some sort of leisure time in the 

netherworld. Additionally, only one grave of selected graves for this study contained a toy, 

which was a burial of a child. Moreover one burial alone cannot confirm if there is some sort 

of leisure time expected in the Netherworld. Additionally, royal graves cannot be 

representative for the majority of the populations. Therefore, it is unlikely that the presence of 

toys mean that the netherworld was a to look forward to.  

Nevertheless, grave goods of course have been placed for a reason. As mentioned in the 

previous section, there is evidence for mortuary practices. There is clearly a need to inter 
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grave gifts with the dead, especially pottery seems to be important for the deceased, and the 

ceramics suggest that they believed they had to care of the dead. Furthermore, most of the 

pottery and even some of the metal containers were used for storage or consumption of foods. 

Additionally, the faunal remains also indicate food offerings, which would imply that the 

deceased, indeed, need help from the living for their existence in the netherworld. Therefore, 

it could be that the netherworld was not an enjoyable place. However, it could be that it is 

little less bleak as described in the texts but by just looking at the grave goods this is hard to 

determine. Furthermore, thanks to some of the personal items given to the dead, it is likely 

that they could keep their status and continue some of there daily practices, which would 

make the netherworld a bit more bearable than what is stated by the literature. Nevertheless, 

food vessels and faunal remains imply that there is no sustenance in the netherworld and that 

they needed help from the living. However, it cannot exclusively tell us whether the 

netherworld was a terrible or enjoyable place. To get a complete picture of how the 

Mesopotamians thought of the afterlife the textual sources need to be studied too, and 

compared and combined with the archaeological sources.  
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6. Literary sources on death and the afterlife 
This chapter focuses on the literary sources concerning death and the netherworld. The 

literature provides us with further insights in the beliefs regarding death and the afterlife.  

6.1. Traveller and the maiden 
The first text to be discussed is the Traveller and the maiden, which is a Sumerian poetic 

composition that appears to be a funeral chant for a man, the traveller. The composition is 

about a maiden’s reunion with a man (the traveller), who is probably her fiancé. It begins with 

the maiden’s preparation for the arrival of the traveller. In the example below (lines 14-19) it 

becomes clear that the man has died. Followed by things the maiden will do for him, with her 

listing offerings to his ghost. When the traveller arrives in the story the maiden notes that the 

traveller is indeed dead (Kramer 1977, 139). Further, the story describes separation and 

preparation rites funerary rite, which was mentioned in paragraph 4.1.2. The translation is 

after Kramer (1977) and Cohen (2005). The succeeding section mentions that the traveller 

passed away.  

 

“17. Your traveller, (he) whose bones were devoured by the high flood 

  18. Your floating traveller, (he) whose head was tossed about by the high flood, 

19. Your traveller, (he) who has been struck in (his) broad chest.”(Kramer 1977, 141). 

 

Lines 20-37 lists offerings to the traveller, which are most likely funerary offerings to his 

ghost (Kramer 1977, 141). The first nine lines of this passage mention food offerings.  

 

“20. After my traveller has come, I will do great thing for him: 

21. I will offer him cakes and Ú.TIR, 

22. I will provide for him the fruits of the field.  

23. I will provide for him with roaster barley (and) dates, 

24. I will provide for him bitter-sweet beer 

25. I will provide for him apples of the wide earth 

26. I will provide for him figs of the wide earth, 

27. I will provide for him figs of the wide earth, 

28. I will provide for him the ŠE.IR.GU of the fig tree 

29. I will provide for him the orchard’s honey (and) wine.”(Kramer 1977, 141-142).  
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After the traveller has arrived the composition describes funerary rites (42-49).  

 

“42. I dipped(?) bread, I wiped him with it, 

43. From a covered bowl that had not been uncovered, 

44. From a bucket the rim of which had not been heated, 

45. I poured water, the place where it was poured drank it.  

46. With my sweet(-smelling) oil I anointed (his) body. 

47. With my new garment I clothed (his) chair. 

48. The wind was entering (him), the wind has gone, 

  49. My traveller who was struck down in the mountain- in the heart of the mountain-  

       (here) he lies (dead).” (Cohen 2005, 70-71). 

 

This text gives us further information regarding funerary practices, since it most likely 

described food offerings and separation and preparation rites. The netherworld itself is not 

depicted by this text. However, it does mention mountains the location. As noted before, the 

Sumerians at first thought that the netherworld was situated in the mountains.  

6.2 Death of Urnamma  
This composition concerns the death of the king of Ur, Urnamma. The text is approximately 

240 lines long and mentions Urnamma’s arrival in the netherworld and the result for himself, 

his family and his kingdom (Katz 2003, 329). In addition, the netherworld as well as funerary 

practices was described extensively in this work of literature.  

 

“70. The king was sitting on his? [donkey], the donkey was buried with him, 

71. Ur[namma] was <sitting> on his donkey, <the donkey was buried with him> 

72. The … of the land was turned with him, the dignity of the land was changed. 

73. The road of the KUR is a desolate path. 

74. With the king the chariot was covered, the road twists he cannot advance, 

75. With Urnamma the chariot was covered, the road twists he cannot advance. 

76. He gave gifts to the seven gatekeepers of the KUR 

77. The famous kings who had died,  

78. The dead IŠIB, LUMAḪ, and NINDINGIR, who had been chosen by the oracle, 

79. Announced the coming of the king to the people, a tumult arose in the KUR. 
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80. Announced the coming of Urnamma <to the people, a tumult arose in the    

        KUR 

81. The king slaughtered oxen, many a sheep. 

82. Urnamma seated them at a huge banquet. 

83. The food of the KUR is bitter; the water of the KUR is brackish 

84. The faithful shepherd, his heart knew the rites of the KUR, 

85. The king sacrificed the offerings of the KUR, 

86. Urnamma sacrificed the offerings of the KUR, 

87. Perfect oxen, perfect sheep, fattened sheep that had been brought.” 

(Katz 2003, 330-332).  

 

Lines 70-75 portray the burial and the journey in a chariot to the netherworld. Additionally, 

lines 76-87 describe the entry of Urnamma to the netherworld, the feast, and the offerings to 

the gods of the netherworld. The lines 88-131 lay out the gifts Urnamma presented to the 

gods. The following lines give an example of the presented gifts. 

 

88. A varicoloured leather bottle, worn at the loin, 

89. To Nergal, Enlil of the Netherworld 

90. The shepherd Urnammu offers as sacrifices in his palace 

91. A long bow, a horned (?) leather bottle (fit for) battle, an awesome… mace of lead, 

92. A spear, a leather bag in battle gear and a mace: (named) The Fury of An, 

93. A shield that is set up on the ground: (named) The Arm of Valor, 

94. A battle-axe: (named) The Beloved of Ereškigal, 

95. To Gilgamesh the LUGAL of the netherworld 

96. The shepherd Urnamma sacrifices in his palace. 

97. A … container in which oil is poured, a ŠAGAN-cup of perfect make, (Kramer 

1967, 118; Katz 2003, 335). 

 

These two passages described Urnamma’s experience in the Netherworld, from his burial to 

when the last rituals were performed. This description is probably based on actual funerary 

practices, which included food offerings, drinking, and placement of different items in the 

grave for assisting the dead (Katz 2003, 334). Furthermore, this work of literature described 

the events of a deceased, which combines mythology with reality, setting a mythological 

reality.  
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6.3 Inanna’s Descent / Ishtar’s Descent to the netherworld 
The Sumerian version, Inanna’s Descent is much longer than the Akkadian version, Ishtar’s 

Descent. The Sumerian version describes funerary practices, like the mourning ritual. 

Furthermore, while this version also mentions ‘evil spirits’ who reside in the netherworld, the 

Akkadian version describes the environment of the netherworld.   

The story is about the journey of the goddess to the netherworld, which resulted in her death. 

She was rescued by a plan forged by Enki/Ea and by using Inanna’s lover Dumuzi as a 

substitute for her. Dumuzi took her place in netherworld but would periodically die and rise, 

which was believed to cause seasonal fertility (Dalley 2000, 154; Katz 2003, 251). The 

following passage from Inanna’s descent describes the instructions that Inanna gave to her 

servant, Ninšubur, which were instructions for the mourning ritual.  

 

“I am descending to the kur, to the underworld. If I do not return, set up a lament for me 

by the ruins. Beat the drum for me in the assembly places. Circle the houses of the gods. 

Tear at your eyes, at your mouth, at your thighs. Dress yourself in a single garment like 

a beggar. Go to Nippur to the temple of Enlil.”(Wolkenstein, Kramer 1983, 53).   

 

The next passage illustrates how Inanna told the gatekeeper that she came for the care of the 

dead (KI.SÌ.GA), for her brother-in-law (Cohen 2005, 46). 

 

“Because… of my older sister, Ereškigal, her husbant Gugalanna, the Bull of Heaven, 

has died. I have come to witness the funeral rites. Let the beer of his funeral rites be 

poured into the cup. Let it be done.”(Wolkenstein, Kramer 1983, 55).    

 

Furthermore, this version describes the evil spirits living in the netherworld, the gallû. They 

were able to leave the netherworld and were sent to snatch Dumuzi to replace Inanna.  

 

“293. The small galla like the corral’s reeds, 

294. The big galla like the dubban-reeds clung to her side. 

295. The men who went toward her, 

296. They know no food, know no drink. 

297. Eat no flour offering. 

298. Drink no water libation. 

299. Accept no gift.” (Katz 2003, 267).  



 85 

 

The subsequent passage is from the Akkadian version, which describes the netherworld.  

 

“Ishtar daughter of Sin was [determined] to go; The daughter of Sin was determined to 

go. To the dark house, dwelling of Erkalla’s god, to the house which those who enter 

cannot leave, on the road where travelling is one-way only, to the house where those 

who enter are deprived of light, where dust is their food, clay their bread. They see no 

light, they dwell in darkness, they are clothed like birds, with feathers.”  

(Dalley 2000, 155). 

  

Additionally, the Akkadian version stated also that to enter the netherworld one had to go 

trough seven gates/doors. Furthermore, funerary practices were also mentioned, two lines 

suggest mourning.  

 

“He wore mournig clothes, his hair was unkempt. Dejected (?), he went and wept before 

Sin his father.” (Dalley 2000, 158).  

 

Another passage shows how the deceased was supposed to be prepared, before his ghost 

could enter the netherworld.  

 

“For Dumuzi, the lover of her youth. Wash (him) with pure water, anoint him with 

sweet oil, clothe him in a red robe, let lapis lazuli pipe play (?).” (Dalley 2000, 160).  

 

Both versions provide an impression of how the netherworld was depicted in ancient 

Mesopotamians beliefs. Furthermore, the texts give us additional information concerning 

funerary practices in Mesopotamia. Moreover, the Sumerian story indicates that care for the 

dead was indeed necessary, since Inanna mentioned the KI.SÌ.GA. Additionally, the Akkadian 

version provides a description of the netherworld as a bleak and grim place. The mention of 

the evil spirits in the Sumerian text could imply a similar view on the netherworld, because 

these spirits neither eat nor accept offerings.  
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6.4 Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the netherworld 
The literary story Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the netherworld is attested in seventy-four 

manuscripts found in various sites. The majority of these manuscripts were found in Nippur, 

others have been discovered at Isin, Sippar, Ur, Uruk and Tell Haddad.  

This story is part of five Sumerian compositions relating to the actions of Gilgamesh. The 

composition begins with a mythological prologue where the division of the world among the 

major gods was described. Later in the story Inanna asked Gilgamesh to help to drive out the 

Anzu-bird and succubus, which he agreed to and Gilgamesh drives them out. The titular 

character had a pukku and mekkû (ball and stick), which he dropped in the netherworld and 

couldn’t reach. Enkidu volunteered to descend to the netherworld to retrieve the two items, 

followed by Gilgamesh giving Enkidu instructions so that Enkidu can return. However, 

Enkidu didn’t listen and got trapped in the netherworld (Gadotti  2014, 1,5). In the story 

Enkidu provides an elaborate description of the netherworld when his ghost came back to 

Gilgamesh. The following passages are from Tablet XII of the Epic of Gilgamesh and 

describe how Enkidu saw himself and the netherworld.  

 

“94. My body? Like an old garment the worms eat.  

      like a crevice is full of dust.  

95. My body which you touched and your heart rejoiced, 

96. like a crevice is full of dust.  

 

99. Did you see him who had one son? I saw. How does he fare? 

100. He weeps bitterly at the nail which was driven into his wall. 

101. Did you see him who had two sons? I saw. How does he fare? 

102. He sits on two bricks and eats bread.  

103. Did you see him who had three sons? I saw. How does he fare? 

104. He drinks water from a water skin carried in the desert… 

 

111. Did you see him who had seven sons? I saw. How does he fare? 

112. As a companion of the gods he sits on a chair and listens to music.”  

  (Shaffer 1963, 116-117).  

 

The next four lines describe what would have happened when there is no one to take care of 

the deceased.  
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“153. Did you see the spirit of him who had no one to take care of him? I saw. 

154. He eats gleanings of scraps of left over food, thrown away in the street.”  

 

10. Did you see him who was cu[rsed] by his mother and father? I saw him. How does  

 he fare? 

11. He lacks an heir. His spirit roams about.” (Shaffer 1963, 119-120). 

 

These passages show that the netherworld is not the best place to live in, however it seems 

that when one had family to look after them, the afterlife was a bit more bearable. 

Furthermore, it is clearly described that when there is no one to look after the spirits, life in 

the netherworld was rather difficult. It is most likely that these lines refer to the kispum ritual 

and show the importance of care for the dead.  

6.5 The Epic of Gilgamesh. Tablet VII: The death of Enkidu 
In this part of the Epic of Gilgamesh, Enkidu had a dream where he saw the gods decide that 

he had to die, then Enkidu described his dream to Gilgamesh, who fell ill and dies after he 

described his dream (George 2003, 54). The netherworld in this composition is depicted as a 

dark and grim place that no one can leave.  

 

“He bound my arms like the wings of a bird, to lead me captive to the house of 

darkness, seat of Irkalla: to the house which none who enters ever leaves, on the path 

that allows no journey back, to the house whose residents are deprived of light, where 

soil is their sustenance and clay their food, where they are clad like birds in coats of 

feathers, and see no light, but dwell in darkness.  On door and bolt the dust lay thick, on 

the House of Dust was poured a deathly quiet. In the House of Dust that I entered,” 

(George 2003, 61).  

 

This passage is similar to a passage from the Akkadian version of Inanna’s descent. This 

portrayal of the netherworld seems to be more common in the later Akkadian compositions. 

In Nergal and Ereškigal a similar depiction is written (Dalley 2000). The image of the 

netherworld in this composition is far from cheerful. The netherworld is portrayed as bleak 

and grim with no food or drink, suggesting ongoing care for the dead was necessary.  
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6.6 Nergal and Ereškigal 
In the story, Nergal made two visits to the netherworld and took down with him a special 

chair or throne. The chair was meant to help Nergal escape the underworld and evade dead. 

The narrative begins with a description of a banquet held by the gods, where the queen of the 

Netherworld, Ereškigal couldn’t join and therefore sent her vizier to get some food for her. 

Nergal misbehaved himself towards the vizier and Ereškigal decided that he needed to be 

punished. In the end Nergal ended up as her husband (Dalley 2000, 163). The subsequent 

passage describes the netherworld, similar to the passages in Ishtar’s descent and the death of 

Enkidu.  

 

“To the dark house, dwelling of Erkalla’s god, to the house which those who enter 

cannot leave. On the road where travelling is one way only, to the house where those 

who enter are deprived of light, where dust is their food, clay their bread. They are 

clothed, like birds, with feathers. They see no light, they dwell in darkness.”  

(Dalley 2000, 168).  

 

Like what we have seen in other Akkadian works of literature the netherworld in this story 

was also described as a terrible, dark place with no sustenance.   

6.7 Image of the netherworld  
The Sumerian and Akkadian literary texts contribute to obtain further information regarding 

funerary practices the netherworld. Moreover, it seems that the Akkadian texts were more 

extensive with their descriptions concerning the underworld.  

The first discussed text, Traveller and the Maiden didn’t really describe the netherworld, but 

it gives us information relating to mortuary rites. Furthermore, this text does show us that the 

Sumerians first thought that the netherworld was located in the mountains, since the following 

sentence that he was struck down, in the heart of the mountain could imply that the 

underworld was in the mountains.  

The Death of Urnamma described the experience of Urnamma in the netherworld. 

Furthermore, the text provides us with additional information regarding funerary rites, as the 

composition mention food offerings and placement of different items in the grave for the 

usage of the dead, which indicates that the Sumerians believed that they needed to look after 

the dead, thus suggesting that there was no sustenance in the netherworld. 
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In the following work, Inanna’s Descent, funerary rites were also described. While, this 

version doesn’t really describe the environment of the netherworld, the portrayal of the 

GALLA as creatures who don’t eat and drink water libations seems to imply that there was no 

source of nourishments, which indicates that the netherworld wasn’t an enjoyable place and 

that the dead relied on the offering from living to the dead. The Akkadian version, Isthar’s 

Descent provides us with a depiction of the underworld, which is also attested in the Epic of 

Gilgamesh: The death of Enkidu and Nergal and Ereškigal. Furthermoe, these texts describe 

the netherworld as a house where there is no light, no food only dust, and bread is made of 

clay. The netherworld according to these compositions is dismal, a place of darkness with no 

available nourishments.  

However, Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the netherworld show a similar image but less depressing. 

For example, Enkidu called himself worm-infested and full of dust, which could mean that 

the underworld is a euphemism of the grave, since a burial is underground where the body 

rots and there is only dust. Furthermore, the text also indicates that it is hard to live in the 

netherworld when there is nobody alive to look after the deceased, since food and water 

seems to have been provided by the family of the dead, meaning that there is no food or water 

in the netherworld. This text probably signifies the kispum ritual, which included food 

offerings to the ghosts.   

In general it seems that the literary texts depicted the netherworld as a difficult place for 

existence. Especially in the Akkadin works this seems to be stated more clearly, as the image 

of the netherworld described by these text as very dark and grim. Furthermore, the work 

Gilgamesh, Enkiud and the Netherworld, indicate that life was only bearable when one has 

someone to look after them. Sumerian texts imply that care of the dead for them was 

necessary but not as inevitable as the later Akkadian texts indicate. Overall, it was necessary 

to perform funerary rites when someone died to make sure the dead could travel and live in 

the netherworld. Additionally, it seems that the Mesopotamians have always believed that the 

netherworld was a bleak and dismal place.  
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7. Administrative texts on death and the afterlife 
This chapter discusses administrative texts concerning funerary practices. Administrative 

texts can give us an additional insight in the Mesopotamian beliefs regarding death and the 

netherworld. These texts are most helpful to understand the archaeological material, as it lists 

mostly funerary items and offerings. Most of the texts give us an impression of funerary rites, 

especially the kispum ritual. The majority of the texts date back to the Old Babylonian period 

and contain lists of offerings meant for the kispum ritual. In the appendix a complete list of 

the consulted texts is attached.  

7.1 Early Dynastic III documents 
A few administrative texts from the Early Dynastic III period inform us on funerary practices 

in Mesopotamia. An important document is a land-sale document from Adab (UCLM 9-

1798). The document is from the governor of Adab and lists an array of luxury items meant 

for the funerals of a deceased temple administrator of Kesh and his wife (Foxvog 1980, 67). 

The next section lists of the items meant for funeral.  

 

       UCLM 9-1798 

“30  

 

1 nì.sag.kešda 

1 gištaskarin.ná 

1 head-band 

1 boxwood (for a?) bed 

 1 IŠ.DÈ-gištaskarin 1 … of boxwood 

 1 gìn za.ad.tab! 1 lapis lazuli.. (-ornament) 

 1 bar.da.lú.kù 1 silver…, 

 35 1 gíd.da.kù 1 silver (-headed?) spear, 

 1 kù.PI.é.ba 1 pair of silver earrings(?), 

 1 gi4 .LUM.kù 1 silver…, 

 1 zabar.kù 1 silver “bronze” 

 làl.la ug6 (for) Lalla (when) dead(?) 

 40 dam -the wife 

 bíl.làl.la of Billalla-   

 IV ki.túm.ma (for when) in the grave 

 an.da.ti.le she shall dwell with him(?)  

 an.na.sum were given to her.” (Foxvog 1980, 70). 
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The items listed above are luxury items, which were meant for the funeral of the wife of the 

temple administrator. Some of these grave goods can be found in more richly furnished 

burials, wich indicate that in the earlier periods it was a funerary custom to place gifts in 

burial.  

 

Another administrative text TSA 9 from Girsu, informs us further on funerary practices. Here 

goods and persons are listed who took part in the death rituals for Baragnamtara (Cohen 2005, 

57).  The following passage demonstrates what they would get per person.  

 

     TSA 9 

“III  1. lú 1.šè per person: 

     2. ninda.durun.na 2.ta 2 oven(-baked) breads, 

 3. sur.bar.si 1.ta 1 silà-bread, 

 4. šu ba.ti (each) received. 

 5. kaš e.nag they (also) drank beer. 

 6. lú ki.hul barag.nam.tar.ra (these) people, in the death rituals for 

Baragnamtara 

 7. ér se11.me they were mourning.” (Cohen 2005, 157-158).  

   

It seems that the goods that they received were reimbursements for the people who partaked 

in the mourning rites for Baragnamtara. Thus the goods listed here weren’t for the dead but 

for the mourners.  

 

The subsequent text, DP 75, from Girsu sums up funerary items that were given by a ruler to 

his son when he was burying his wife Ninenise. The succeeding fragment of the document 

mentions the following death gifts.  

 

        DP 75 

     “5. 2 gú um.dur kug.sig17 2 gold um-dur necklaces 

       6.   2 gú zi.um kug.sig17 2 gold zi-um necklaces 

 V.  1.  1 šen šu.a.è kug.sig17 1 gold container that “goes at the hand” 

       2. 4 šen šu.a.è kug.luh.ha 4 purified silver containers that “go at the hand” 
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       3. 1 bur bún.di gu.la 1 large bún-di bowl 

       4. 1 bur šim na4 al.ga.meš 

šag4 šid  

(Cohen 2005,164-165).           

1 perfume-jar of algameš-stone…,”                   

 

This document shows again lavish goods destined to be placed in a grave. Line 1 and 2 could 

indicate that for some of the items it was regulated where it was placed in the burial.  

7.2 Ur III period documents 
There aren’t many administrative texts from the Ur III period regarding mortuary practices. 

Two Ur III documents will be examined in this paragraph. The first text is from the collection 

of the Pushkin State Museum in Moscow (Tablet 12b 38) and includes a list of offerings to the 

gods as well to some dead individuals. Furthermore, this text mentions that offerings were 

distributed during the month of the festival of Dumuzi (Perlov 1980, 79). The following 

fragment is after Perlov (1980, 77-79) and specifies these offerings.  

 

       Tablet 12b 38  

 10. ½ sìla dan.dumu.saḡ ½ sìla for Godess Andumusag 

 2 sìla lú.mah dInanna 2 sìla for the Lumah-priest of Goddess Inanna 

 3 sìla ía.udu dùg.ga 3 sìla of good quality sheep’s fat 

 ía.á.gam ghee of “á-gam” 

 2 sìla ku.li 2 sìla of unit of liquid measurement  

 2 sìla ía.udu ús 2 sìla of sheep’s ghee of second quality 

 gišgu.za a wooden throne 

 2 sìla nin9 ba.zi 2 sìla of Ninbazi 

 ½ sìla ía.nun dùg.ga ½ sìla of good quality ghee  

 ki.a.nág gù.dé.a 

(Perlov 1980, 77-79). 

the libation place of Gudea   

 

 

The offerings to the deities and the deceased were ghee and sheep’s fat. Furthermore, a 

libation place of Gudea was mentioned, which could suggest that the offerings of ghee and 

sheep’s fat were offered to the dead and deities in a specialised place, like an altar, and not at 

the grave. For instance, in the Early Dynastic III period this occurred in Mari (Jonker 1995, 

79). Furthermore, this text provides evidence that during special festivities the dead were 
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commemorated and taken care of, which is a custom that continued from the Early Dynastic 

III period onwards.  

 

The subsequent document, ITT 2, 957, concerning funerary practices mentions also offerings 

during specific times. The texts point out offerings for the dead twice a month, when there is a 

new moon and when there is a full moon.  

 

        ITT 2, 957 

  “1. 1 bán kaš.sig5 1 bán zì <.gu> 1-sūtu good beer,  1-sūtu <isququ-> flour 

   2. u4 sar u4 15 at full moon and on the 15th  

   3.  dgù.dé.a  for Gudea 

   4.  énsi the governor  

   5.  1 bán kaš.sig5 1 bán zì.gu 1-sūtu good beer, 1-sūtu isququ-flour 

   6. u4 sar u4 15 at full moon and on the 15th 

   7. ur.dbaba énsi for Urbaba, the governor” (Tsukimoto 1985, 

63). 

 

This passage gives further evidence regarding funerary rites in the Ur III period, which seems 

to be organised by the lunar cycle. Furthermore, in the Old Babylonian period, for instance in 

Mari kispum offerings were given on similar dates (Jacquet 2002, 53).  

Both documents indicate that it was mandatory to offer to the gods as well, when the offerings 

to the dead were presented.  

7.3 Old Babylonian documents   
The majority of administrative texts regarding death date back to the Old Babylonian period, 

many documents listed goods used for the kispum and were excavated in Mari. These texts 

mostly lists food and drinks but also objects for in the grave.   

  

The following text CT 49, 99 lists provisions, tableware and jewellery meant for the kispum 

ritual at the grave, which is stated in line 30 of the tablet: “for kispum ina ṣērim (KI.SÌ.GA 

EDIN.NA)” (Tsukimoto 1980, 131). Below two passages of this text are examples of the 

objects used for the ritual.  
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     CT 49, 99 

   “5. 8 ma-kal-ta-a-tum ša urudu 8 copper eating bowls  

     6. 1 ma.na qú-da-ša-te 1 manû earrings 

     7. 8 ṣé-er-re-e-tum ša kù.babbar 8 silver nose rings 

     8. 2 ma-am-mu ša kù.babbar 2 silver tiaras  

     9. 2 i-re-e-tum ša kù.babbar 2 silver headbands”  

    

   14.  2 kušme-še-nu 2 sandals 

   15. 1 kušmu-sa-ar-rum 1 belt 

   17. banmin ninda 2-sūtu bread 

   18. banmin kaš 2-sūtu beer 

   19.  x sìla ì.giš x-qû oil 

   20. 10 dugdílim.gal 10 food bowls  

   21. 10 dugbur.zi.gal 10 burzigallu-bowls 

   22.  10 dugma-aš-a-tu-ú 10 drinking vessels” (Tsukimoto 1980, 129-

130). 

 

The objects listed in this document were likely to be grave gifts intended to give to the dead 

during the kispum ritual. These items seem to have been goods for the journey to the 

netherworld and as nourishments for the afterlife. The jewellery could have been gifts for the 

dead or for the deceased to give to the deities, this we don’t know for sure (Tsukimoto 1980, 

131). It is likely that a part of the jewellery was intended for the adornment of the corpse.  

 

Another important text is a text Mari 12803, which mentions a ritual for the mortuary offering 

rite kispum. In the text a sheep is offered to the statues of dead kings.  

 

Mari 12803 Col. I lines 1-30 

“On the first day of Addarum, the kispum shall be performed in the city and its 

surroundings. The meal shall go out from the palace, a sheep will be sacrificed in the 

throne room for the lamassātum-statues of Sargon and Naram-Sin. A sheep shall be 

offered as ksipum, before the king arrives, an offering will be offered in the house of 

thrones. Meat shall be cooked and the best meat will be presented before Šamaš. The 

kispum shall not be performed before the offerings are presented to Šamaš. After kispum 
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is offered to Šamaš, kispum will be presented to Sargon and Naram-Sin. For the 

Hanaens and the Numhaens it will be presented. The sacrifice of the king and the 

muškenum will be offered in the house of the gods. The next morning, the king will 

perform kispum in the morning.” (Birot 1980, 143).  

 

Column II is broken at the top but starts with ‘the day of the disappearance of the moon’, and 

then continues with further offerings to the gods and activities concerning the kispum ritual 

(Birot 1980, 142-143). Furthermore, this document describes the activities of the ritual during 

one of the bimonthly held kispum rituals, which seems not be held at the grave but before 

statues of dead kings.  

 

In addition, two other texts mention offerings for the yearly larger kispum ceremony during 

the month Apum. Like the text in Mari the documents both list an animal to be offered to the 

dead.  

 

       CT 48, 100 

“1. 1 amar mu 1 1 one year old calve  

  2.  ša a-na ki-sì-ga for the kispum 

  3. ša itune.ne.gar in the month Apum” ( Tsukimoto 1985, 42-43). 

 

       JCS 11,37,27  

“5. 1 u8 1 sheep  

  4.   a-na ki-sì-ga for the kispum” (Tsukimoto 1985, 43). 

 

A further document is a regulation for the kispum ritual, which states that a daughter should 

perform for her dead father.  

       TIM 2,88 

“1. qá-ba-šu li-id-di-in-ma ba […] He may give his command and […] 

  2. ù aš-šum ka-ra-na-tum aš-šum and due to the Karanatum, due to 

  3. ù i-na ši-ka-ri-im la uš-[…] and with beer not […] 

  4. ù aš-šum ka-ar-pa-as-sà la […] and due to her clay pot not […] 

  5. ù a-na a-bi-ša ki-is-pa-am […] and for her father she shall perform the 

kispum” (Tsukimoto, 1985, 54).  
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Unfortunately this text is damaged but it seems that the texts is a regulation for the daughter 

that has to perform the kispum for her father. It’s likely that there was no son in this family to 

perform the kispum therefore the daughter was responsible for the offerings to her dead father.  

 

The following text UM 29-15-885 is from Nippur and mentions a libation offer to the dead.  

 

       UM 29-15-885 

     “1 nigida še.bi da-mi-iq-tum  1 nigida of grain for Damiqtum 

   1 nigida še.bi ama5-ni-šè 1 nigida of grain for her living quarters  

    kaš.dé.a er-ṣé-tum for the beer libation for the netherworld” 

(Robertson 1964, 170). 

 

The KAŠ.DÉ.A, “pouring of beer” may indicate a beer libation to appease the dead, probably 

for the kispum ritual to be performed at home (Robertson 1964, 171). Furthermore, it could be 

that the grain delivery could have been intended for the brewing of the beer (Stol 2017, 262).  

 

The subsequent administrative texts are from the archives of Mari. These texts are usually 

deliveries of goods to the palace in Mari for the kispum (Tsukimoto 1985, 57). A selection of 

administrative documents concerning funerary practices from Mari can be found in the 

Archives Royales de Mari (henceforth ARM).   

 

       ARM IX 89 

     “[x](+) 7 qa […] [x](+) 7 qa of […] 

   [x] qa n[inda….] [x] qa of b[read…] 

   4 qa ninda em-[ṣ]ú 4 qa of sour bread 

   25 qa ninda me-er-s[u] 25 qa of cake 

   5   10(+)[x q]a ši-ip-ku 10 (+)[x q]a of šipkum 

   3 qa šamnum 3 qa of oil 

   a-na ki-is-pí-im for the kispum 

   ša šarrâni(meš) of the kings”(Birot 1960, 56).  

 

The text above lists food offerings used for the kispum for the dead kings in Mari. It is likely 

that similar items, probably not as many, were also used for kispum ritual for the commoners.  
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The next text mentions kispum in the month Apum, waraḫ a-bi-im, and lists the following 

items.  

 

      ARM IX 201 

 

 

The following text mentions that the kispum is to be held on the 16th day of the month 

Kiskissum, waraḫ ki-is-ki-sí UD 16 KAM. Furthermore, the texts list food offerings, which is 

shown below.  

 

       ARM XI 118 

      “20 (qa) [ninda].kum 20 qa of crushed bread 

   5 qa ninda em-ṣú 5 qa of sour bread 

   12 qa ninda me-er-su 12 qa of cake 

   10 (qa) ši-ip-ku 10 qa of šipkum 

   5   2 qa šamnum 2 qa of oil 

   a-na ki-is-pí-im for the kispum” (Burke 1963, 49) 

 

The following documents mentions kispum on the twenty-seventh day of the month. It could 

be for a special occasion that there was an additional kispum ritual held in the month Bêlet-

bîri. The offerings to the deceased are similar to the previous texts, a selection can be found 

below.  

 

       ARM XI 266 

     “50 (qa) [ninda].kum 50 qa of crushed bread 

   30 (qa) ninda em-<ṣú> 30 qa of sour bread 

       35 qa ninda me-er-su 35 qa of cake 

      “40 (qa) ninda.kum 40 qa of crushed bread 

   20 (qa) ninda.kum! 20 qa of crushed bread 

   1 ba-an ninda me-er-s[u] 1 ban of cake 

   10 (qa) a-la-pa-nu 10 qa of sweet beer  

   5   10 (qa) ši-ip-ku 10 qa of šipkum 

   6 qa šamnum 6 qa of oil” (Birot 1960, 137)  
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     3 ½ qa šamnum 3 ½ qa of oil 

     10 (qa) a-la-pa-nu 10 qa of sweet beer 

   a-na ki-is-pí-im for the kispum” (Burke 1963, 107) 

 

In the succeeding text flour and honey were also listed as foodstuff for the kispum. 

 

       ARM XII 3 

    “1 ba-an ninda.kum 1 ban of crushed bread 

   20 (qa) ninda me-er-su 30 qa of cake 

    20 (qa) sasqû 20 qa of fine flour 

   4 qa šamnum 4 qa of oil 

   5     ½ qa dišpum ½ qa of honey 

   napḫar 100 (qa) ninda total: 100 qa of bread 

   a-na ki-is-pí-im for the kispum” (Birot 1964, 29). 

 

The following examples are documents concerning deliveries of oil for the kispum ritual. First 

the quantity of oil was written down, followed by the person who received the oil. These 

delivery lists are all very similar as they were written in the same formula.  

 

       ARM XII 107 

     “2 qa šamnam 2 qa of oil 

   (I) ba-lu-me-nu-ḫe Balumenuḫḫu, 

   am-ḫu-ur I received 

   a-na <ki>-is-pí-im for the kispum” (Birot 1964, 61). 

 

       ARM XII 156 

     “2 qa šamnam 2 qa of oil 

   (I) ìli-aš-ra-ia Ili-ašraia 

   am-ḫu-ur I received 

   a-na <ki>-is-pí-im for the kispum” (Birot 1964, 61). 
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       ARM XII 614 

     “2 qa [šamnam] 2 qa of oil 

   (I) ìl-<šu>-na-ṣir  Išu-naṣir 

   am-ḫu-ur I received 

   a-na ki-is-pí-im for the kispum” (Birot 1964, 200). 

 

The oil distributed for the kispum ritual in Mari could have been used for anointing the 

participants of the ritual, and not for the deceased (Stol 2017, 264).   

 

In Mari the items used for the kispum for the dead kings consisted mostly of different types of 

breads, sweet beer, flour, honey and oil. Some texts also mentioned sesame, for instance text 

ARM IX 201, 205 and ARM XII 437. Furthermore, text ARM IX 173 lists fat as an offering 

item. The registers from the ARM were meant for the ritual after burial, for honouring and 

caring of the dead at specific days in a month. They don’t provide information on the funerary 

gifts deposited at the time of the burial. However, regarding the offerings after burial it could 

be possible that similar provisions alongside food vessels were placed in the grave during the 

funeral. These texts list goods for the dead kings, nonetheless it is presumable that similar 

objects were used for the kispum ritual for commoners. The amount of offerings was likely to 

be less, than the quantity of offerings for the dead kings.  

7.4 Funerary customs in the administrative texts  
These administrative texts give us explicit evidence of mortuary rites in ancient Mesopotamia, 

funerary practices were clearly important. From the Early Dynastic III period to the Old 

Babylonian period the documents describe offerings for the dead. Food, drink and oil seem to 

be one of the most important goods to provide the deceased. Also, in all period texts mention 

luxury items and food containers for funerary offerings. Furthermore, many of these texts 

show that the ritual after burial was regulated, since some text describe that the ritual was 

supposed to be held on exact days.  

The luxury items could have been personal items, part of the adornment or gifts for the deities 

of the netherworld, but this is hard to determine. However, it could be that the items were 

meant for both objectives. In addition, texts UCLM 9-1798 and CT 49, 99 suggest that some 

of the items placed in the grave were meant for the journey to the netherworld. The former 

listed a chariot and donkey, which were likely to be buried with the deceased for the journey 
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to the netherworld. This also signifies that the Mesopotamians thought that once one was 

buried one had to make a journey to reach the netherworld.  

Furthermore, in the administrative texts an abundance of food offerings can be seen, which 

indicates that the ancient Mesopotamians believed that the dead needed provisions after they 

had been interred. For example, beer and bread seems to have been the common nourishments 

to provide the dead. Additionally, offerings after burial were performed at altars and it could 

be that through libation pipes some of the liquids would enter the grave.  

These administrative documents were texts from the elite of the population. However, it is 

feasible that the rest of the population received similar offerings, but the objects were likely to 

be less wealthy and in a smaller quantity. The mention of food offerings and containers imply 

that they indeed believed that the deceased needed help to be able to live in the netherworld. 

Thus suggesting that they believed that the netherworld had no sustenance and that offerings 

and rites were mandatory for the dead, so that they could have a bearable existence in the 

afterlife. Furthermore, the objects that were mentioned in these texts can help to understand 

the archaeological material found in burials more, which makes these texts an important 

source on funerary practices in ancient Mesopotamia. 
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8. Comparison and Synthesis of Archaeological and Textual Sources  
In this chapter a comparison and synthesis of the different sources will be discussed to obtain 

a clearer picture of the beliefs of the Mesopotamians regarding death and the afterlife.  

 

The grave goods excavated consist mostly of pottery, jewellery, tools, beads, seals and other 

material as well as faunal remains, which seems to correspond to the evidence found in 

administrative texts. For example, in the administrative documents drinking vessels, food 

bowls, cups, necklaces and bracelets are mentioned as offerings to the dead. In burials these 

types of grave goods were found. Many vessels for storage, as well for consumption, have 

been excavated. Additionally, jewellery like necklaces, bracelets and rings were discovered in 

graves. Furthermore, the Death of Urnamma gives evidence of placing different items in the 

graves for the usage of the dead. This work of literature mentions that food offerings were 

given to the dead and gods, while some of the items were meant as gifts for the deities in the 

netherworld. However, it is unclear if certain items, especially jewellery and tools, were 

intended as gifts to the gods. Nevertheless, given the context in which they were found it is 

possible. During the kispum ritual, after the burial, food was usually also offered to the gods, 

so it is possible that the dead would bring gifts into the netherworld for the deities that 

dwelled in the netherworld. In addition, it is also possible that some of the tools and luxury 

items were personal belongings given to deceased to maintain their earthly social status in the 

afterlife. For instance in the Death of Urnamma the titular character brings personal items 

with him to the netherworld which verify his status as king, so that in the netherworld 

Urnamma would receive a similar office and status as when Urnamma was alive. Also in 

Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the Netherworld it seems that the quality of one’s afterlife 

corresponds to their social positions in their previous lives. Still this doesn’t mean that luxury 

items indicate that the afterlife wasn’t as terrible as usually described.  

The administrative and the literature texts mention the offerings of beer to the dead, which 

seems to be an important liquid to give to the deceased. In the archaeological record there 

may be evidence for beer as well. For instance, archaeologists think that the jar found in 

Nippur in grave 14 and a spouted vessel found in Uruk in grave 12 were used for storing 

and/or drinking beer (Boehmer, Pedde, Salje, 1995, 5-8; McMahon, Gibson, Biggs, Reese, 

VanDiver, Yener 2006, 49). In Inanna’s Descent the main character mentions funeral rites 

concerning pouring beer in a cup. In addition, the text Gilgamesh, Enkidu and the 
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Netherworld mentions that it is necessary to give food and drinks to the ghosts in the 

netherworld, which corresponds with the administrative documents, as many lists provisions 

for the death. This also explains the mentions of libations in some of the administrative texts. 

Moreover, this may definitely link some of the archaeological material found in graves, to the 

offerings of libations.  

In the archaeological sources and both types of textual sources, evidence of the custom of 

interment of chariots and/or equids with the dead can be seen. In Nippur in grave 14 remains 

of an equid have been excavated. The literary composition Death of Urnamma mentions 

Urnamma being buried with a chariot and donkeys. In the administrative document  

UCLM 9-1798, donkeys and a chariot are mentioned as funerary goods. The reason why 

donkeys and chariots were buried with the dead may be suggested by the literature. The 

literary works imply that the equids and/or chariots were used for transportation for the 

journey to the netherworld. According to the literature, one had to complete a long journey 

before arriving in the netherworld. This would necessitate the use of equids.  

Besides equids other faunal remains have been found in burials, usually the bones of goats, 

sheep and cattle. The administrative texts mention the sacrifice of such animals as food 

offerings to the deceased and gods. In the Death of Urnamma it is written that Urnamma slays 

oxen and sheep and serves them at a banquet for the gods in the netherworld. Therefore, it 

could be possible that certain parts of sacrificed animals were interred intended as food for the 

deceased as well for the deities in the netherworld. 

Neither the administrative texts nor the literary sources mention seals and beads, yet many 

beads and seals have been excavated in burials, which could imply that these items weren’t 

mandatory for the dead but were placed as a gift or offering from the bereaved, having a 

symbolic meaning for the next of kin. However, it is possible that some beads found in burials 

were part of the jewellery excavated in the graves, since some beads were discovered 

alongside jewellery. Furthermore, some jewellery pieces consisted of beads or were decorated 

with some beads (Nemet-Nejat 1988, 156-157). 

Anointment of the corpse is only attested in the literary sources, not in the administrative 

records. Vessels that were likely to be used for anointing have been found in burials. These 

vessels were open, or in the shape of a shell (Winter 1999). The “shell lamps” that were 

excavated in Kish could have been used for this purpose.  

The funerary rite of the act of mourning can only be attested by the texts, although mourners 

have placed objects in the graves, the act of mourning cannot be illustrated by the material 

culture. In the literature the act of mourning is explained in how they are supposed to dress 
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and act during the funerary ritual. The administrative text TSA 9, only mentions 

reimbursement for the mourners, which consisted of food. It is not known where the food was 

eaten, whether it was at the grave or somewhere else. If it was at the grave it may be possible 

that some of the remains were left near the grave or somehow got in the burial, which 

suggests that the animals remains found near or in the burials were from the mourners and not 

meant for the deceased. Yet, it seems more likely based on the archaeology and other texts 

that the faunal remains found in the graves were indeed meant as food offerings to the dead 

and not waste from the mourners.  

 

The literary texts depict the netherworld as a dark and grim place where there is neither food 

nor water to drink. This image portrayed by the literature can be traced back to the 

administrative texts concerning funerary practices. As it seems the Mesopotamians believed 

that after death one went to the netherworld and to get there they needed aid, as well as to be 

able to live in the netherworld. They clearly believed that there was no form of sustenance. 

The needed provisions were to be provided by the next of kin. Throughout the different 

periods the administrative texts show this by listing foodstuffs and food and drink vessels 

meant for burials and funerary offerings. This can be seen in the archaeological record as 

most burials contain vessels for consumption and some graves contain faunal remains, 

sometimes found inside the containers. Jewellery and tools found in the burials and 

mentioned in the textual sources doesn’t imply a better, happier netherworld. It could be that 

the objects were meant to maintain their earthly status, as well as their daily tasks. Simply, 

that they were personal items. The jewellery could easily be meant for their adornment, as 

corpses were washed and dressed in a new garment, and decorated with jewellery as well. In 

graves headbands, rings and bracelets were sometimes found on the skeleton. Still an absolute 

explanation for these goods is hard to determine, as none of the sources give an apparent 

explanation. The archaeological and textual record also implies that in the later periods the 

image of the netherworld became even darker. In the Early Dynastic III period the belief was 

still that the deceased needed care but it seems that later on, they needed even more help. The 

frequency of faunal remains and the ceramic containers increases in the Old Babylonian 

period. In addition, the literature from the Old Babylonian period had a more vivid and darker 

description of the netherworld and there seems to be more administrative texts concerning 

funerary practices. Thus the netherworld never has been seen as a desirable destination but in 

the later periods it seems that it was even more of a grim place and there was a great urge to 

take care of the dead.  
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By looking at all the sources it seems that the ancient Mesopotamians in general thought that 

the netherworld was a grim place, and they believed that they had to take care of the dead. 

The deceased needed funerary offerings like food, food containers and other objects to 

survive in the netherworld. Therefore the grave goods were placed in the grave to help the 

dead, with the journey and existence in the netherworld.  
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9. Conclusions  
The impetus for this research began with the article of Barret (2007), who, by looking at the 

archaeological material, suggested that the image of the netherworld in ancient Mesopotamian 

beliefs wasn’t as bleak and dismal as previously thought. The aim of this paper was then to 

build upon Barret’s research and gain a firmer grasp on ancient Mesopotamians beliefs 

concerning death and the netherworld by looking at the grave goods, literature and 

administrative texts altogether. An important aspect of this, unlike Barret is a focus on the 

archaeology of non-royal graves. Through examining the different sources on death and the 

afterlife it is possible to achieve a general picture of how the Mesopotamians thought about 

death and the netherworld. It is important to study the archaeological material as most studies 

about the netherworld only neglect the archaeological findings. However, by studying the 

archaeological record only it is difficult to determine the meaning of the grave goods and to 

define what the Mesopotamian beliefs concerning the netherworld were. Therefore, the 

textual sources are important as well.  

 

The archaeological material tells us about the nature of funerary practices in the Babylonian 

heartland and Mari. The way one was buried wasn’t that important, but it seemed to be 

essential that one was buried near or underneath buildings. In the Early Dynastic III and the 

Akkadian period the dead seemed to be mostly buried in an earth or pit burial, later on there is 

more variation. Children were often interred in jars, mainly in the Old Babylonian period this 

seems to be the custom for children. Most children also received grave goods and were 

basically treated the same way as adults. Nevertheless, this was not always the case. Some 

child burials showed no evidence of grave goods at all. Luxury items placed in child graves 

could possibly have been a gift to the child from the next of kin as an expression of 

bereavement. Furthermore, there doesn’t seem to be a distinction between male and female 

burials, with both receiving similar grave goods. However, we do see more weapon like gifts 

in male graves. In the Ur III and Old Babylonian periods constructed and sarcophagi burials 

seem to be wealthier in the composition of grave goods. The burials throughout the periods 

show us that it was necessary to inter the dead with gifts, existing of pottery, jewellery, tools 

and so on. From the Early Dynastic III to the Old Babylonian period, pottery seemed to be 

significant as a grave good, as most burials contained ceramic vessels. Particularly in the Old 

Babylonian period, pottery seems to become very important, as other grave goods are not as 
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attested. Faunal remains found inside some of the containers and burials indicate deposits of 

foodstuffs to the dead. The jewellery and tools were probably personal items, so that the 

deceased could maintain their status in the afterlife. Nevertheless, this doesn’t necessarily 

mean that the afterlife was pleasant, with ceramics and faunal remains indicating sacrifices 

intended to help the deceased in a difficult afterlife. The archaeological record alone can’t 

give a clear picture of the netherworld and clear reasons for the deposit of the objects.  

 

The literary texts were more clear about the afterlife that life there was non enjoyable. It was a 

dark and grim place, where there is neither light nor food. The texts also mention funerary 

practices concerning how one should be buried and how one should mourn. Furthermore, it 

mentions the necessity to give nourishments to the dead. Administrative texts mention further 

evidence on funerary practices. These texts list items to be buried with the dead, or for later 

rituals to be offered to the deceased. Importantly, the objects that are named in the 

administrative records correspond to the archaeological material. The mention of provisions 

in these documents meant for the dead implies that the containers and faunal remains found in 

the burials were there for the usage of the deceased, to provide the dead with food and drink. 

The textual sources and grave goods suggest that the living had to take care of the dead, that 

they needed to be provided with foodstuff but also tools and luxury items. The luxury items, 

were likely to be meant for the deceased to keep their earthly status/task in the netherworld, as 

which we can see for instance in the Death of Urnamma. The food containers and vessels 

were seemingly used for food offerings, to give the dead provisions on their journey to the 

netherworld and for their life there. Administrative texts also mention that it is necessary to 

keep offering food to the ghosts of the dead, therefore implying that there was no sustenance 

in the netherworld. It seems that providing for the dead were always important in ancient 

Mesopotamia, especially in the Old Babylonian period it becomes very essential. The overall 

image that the three records demonstrate is that the Mesopotamians in Mari and the 

Babylonian heartland indeed thought that the netherworld wasn’t an enjoyable place, and that 

they had to take care of the dead in order for the deceased to have a manageable existence in 

the netherworld.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: List of selected graves 
Uruk 

(after Boehmer, Pedde, Salje 1995) 

No Period  Type Remains Gifts Location 
6 ED III  Earth  - Bronze dagger 

Parts of bronze container 
 

7 ED III  Earth  - 2 bottles 
Knife tip  
Bronze fragments 
Bronze nozzle 
Bronze sword blade 
fragment 

Northern part  
of the city 

8 Akkadian Earth - 1 sieve 
1 half round bowl 
1 small cauldron 
Broken cup 
Fragment of bottleneck 
needle 
Bronze chisel or bodkin 
Stone weight 
Cylinder seal 

 

9 Ur III Earth Adult,  
male 

Boar mandible 
fragments of 2 vessels 

P 6 

10 Ur III Earth 2 adults  
+ child 

1 bottle 
1 bowl 

P 6 

11 Ur III Earth 2 adults - P 6 
12 Ur III Tub sarcophagus  

earth grave  
2 adults 
 

Outside sarcophagus: 
3 bottles 
7 bowls  
1 spouted vessel 
Inside sarcophagus: 
Bronze dress pin 
1 cornelian bead 
1 lapis lazuli bead 
Bronze ring 
Sherds of a stone bowl 
In earth grave: 
Small bronze chisel 
Bronze mirror 
Bronze bodkin 
Bronze nail 
Bronze ring with stone 
inlay 
Small stone beads  

Residential  
district north of 
Eanna 

13 A Ur III Tub sarcophagus Adult, female 7 bowls 
2 globular bottles 
2 bottles 

Residential  
district north of 
Eanna 
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13 B Ur III Earth Child Small bronze earring 
Ring-shaped cornelian 
bead 
2 gold foil beads 

Residential 
district north of 
Eanna 

15 OB Earth Adult Long bottle 
Globular bottle 
Small bowl 
2 bowls 
Bird bones 

Sîn-kāšid Palace,  
room 5 

16 OB Earth Child Bottle 
Cornelian bead 

Sîn-kāšid Palace,  
room 5 

17 OB Earth Adult Large bowl 
Large globular bottle 

Sîn-kāšid Palace,  
room 57 

18 OB Earth Child - Pb 13-1 
19 OB Earth Adult 2 bottles 

Bowl  
Pb 13-2 

20 OB Earth 2 Adults 2 bottles 
5 cups 
Bowl 
Sherds 
Bottles with bitumen 
decoration 

Pb 12-3 

21 OB Earth Adult - Pb 12-3 
22 OB Earth Adult, male - Sîn-kāšid Palace,  

room 39b 

23 OB Earth Adult - Sîn-kāšid Palace,  
room 53 

24 OB Double jar burial Newborn Small bowl Pb 13-1 
25 OB Double jar burial Newborn Bowl 

Varnished clay bead 
Snail shell charm 

Pb 13-1 

26 OB Double jar burial Newborn - Pb 13-1 
27 OB Double jar burial Newborn - Pb 13-1 
28 OB Double jar burial Newborn - Pb 13-1 
29 OB Double jar burial Newborn - Pb 13-1 
30 OB Double jar burial Newborn - Pb 13-1 
31 OB Double jar burial Newborn - Pb 13-1 
32 OB Jar burial Child Bronze finger- or earring 

fragment 
Agate bead 
Shell bead 

Pb 13-1 

33 OB Tub sarcophagus Adult, male Biconical bottle 
3 bottles 
4 bowls 
Bowl fragments 

P 6 area 1 
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34 OB Tub sarcophagus Adult 5 bottles 
2 bowls 
Animal skull 
Bronze pin 
Bronze ring 
2 cornelian beads 

Sîn-kāšid Palace, 
room 5 

35 OB Ribbed 
sarcophagus 

? Cylinder seal 
Bottle 
Bronze bowl 
4 haematite weights 

N 9 

36 OB Ribbed  
sarcophagus 

Adult Bottle 
Cup 
2 bowls 

Pb  13-3 

37 OB Ribbed  
sarcophagus 

Adult 2 big cups 
bowl 
cup 

PB 12-4 

38 OB Ribbed  
sarcophagus 

? Bottle 
Bowl 

 

39 OB Ribbed  
sarcophagus 

? Grindstone 
Bronze dagger 
2 cornelian beads 

West area of 
Uruk 

40 OB Ribbed  
sarcophagus 

- -  

41 OB Ribbed  
sarcophagus 

- - P 6 

42 OB Ribbed jar - -  
43 OB Ribbed jar - -  
44 OB Brick tomb Adult, female 2 cups 

1 bowl 
Ostrich egg 
Bronze bracelet 
Bronze ring 

Pb 13-1 

45 OB Brick tomb Two adults Large bottle 
Globular bottle 
7 haematite weights 
3 worked stones 

Pb 13-1 

46 OB Brick tomb ? - Sîn-kāšid Palace,  
room 1 

50 OB Vaulted tomb Two adults 1 small dish 
Fragment of a bottle 
2 bowls 
Large dish 
8 bottles 
Small cup 
Golden ring 
Corroded bronze kettle 

Sîn-kāšid Palace,  
room 16 

53 OB Brick tomb - Terracota relief 
(uncertain if it is a grave 
good) 

Sîn-kāšid Palace,  
room 74 
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54 OB Vaulted tomb 2 adults 2 large bowls 
Cuneiform tablet 

Sîn-kāšid Palace, 
room 75 

Kish 
(after Langdon 1924; Moorey 1970) 

No Period  Type Remains Gifts  Location 
1 EDIII Pit Disturbed 8 pottery vessels 

2 baked clay rings 
1 frit cylinder seal 
1 needle or bodkin 

Cemetery A 

2 EDIII Pit Adult, Male 11 pottery vessels 
2 cymbals 
1 axe 
1 metal bowl 
Ostrich egg cup 
Beads 

Cemetery A 

3 EDIII Pit Child 6 pottery vessels 
1 dagger blade with 
Calcite handle 
1 silver bead  

Cemetery A 

4 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 5 pottery vessels 
Blade 
Adze 
2 pins 
1 needle 
1 cylinder seal 
2 beads 

Cemetery A 

5 EDIII Pit Adult, Male 10 pottery vessels 
1 knife 
1 adze 
1 awl 
1 pin 
Silver rings 
1 bead 
2 shell beads  

Cemetery A 

6 EDIII Pit - 3 pottery vessels Cemetery A 
7 EDIII Pit - 3 pottery vessels 

1 blade 
Cemetery A 

8 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 1 pottery vessel 
1 dagger blade 
Adze 
2 pins 
2 silver earrings 

Cemetery A 

9 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 5 pottery vessels 
3 pins 
1 lead bowl 
2 earrings 
1 cylinder seal 
2 pigment shells 

Cemetery A 
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10 EDIII Pit Child Silver bracelets 
Silver disk ornament 
2 bracelets 
2 limestone beads 

Cemetery A 

11 EDIII Pit Adult, Male 8 pottery vessels 
Metal bowls 
Copper bowl fragment 
Baked clay model of an 
axe blade 
2 pigment shells 

Cemetery A 

12 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 8 pottery vessels 
1 jar 
3 pins 
1 lead bowl 
1 cylinder seal 
Beads 
1 pigment shell 

Cemetery A 

13 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 6 pottery vessels 
3 pins 
2 limestone beads 
2 pigment shells 

Cemetery A 

14 EDIII Pit Adult, Male 5 pottery vessels 
2 dagger blades 
2 pins 
2 silver beads 

Cemetery A 

15 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 4 pottery vessels 
3 pins 
1 metal bowl 
1 cylinder seal 
2 beads 
2 pigment shells 
1 stamp seal with animal 
design 

Cemetery A 

16 EDIII Pit Adult, female  
Adult, male 

6 pottery vessels 
2 cymbals 
1 copper dagger 
1 axe 
2 pins 
Toilet case 
Metal bowl 
Silver bracelet 
2 silver earrings 
Beads 
3 cylinder seals 
1 frog-shaped; lapis 
lazuli amulet 
2 pigment shells 

Cemetery A 

17 EDIII Pit - 1 pot Cemetery A 
18 EDIII Pit Child 4 pottery vessels 

3 earrings 
1 pin 
Beads 
Pigment shells 

Cemetery A 
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19 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 3 pottery vessels 
1 adze blade 
Pin 
2 silver earrings 
1 copper earring 
Cylinder seal 
Beads 
Pigment shells 

Cemetery A 

20 EDIII Pit Adult, Male 6 pottery vessels 
1 folded axe 
1 dagger blade 
Beads 
2 pigment shells 

Cemetery A 

21 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 7 pottery vessels 
3 metal bowls 
2 pins 
1 ring 
3 silver earrings 
Silver disk 
Silver bracelet 
Cylinder seal 
Beads 
Bead bracelet 
2 pigment shells 

Cemetery A 

22 EDIII Pit - - Cemetery A 
23 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 8 pottery vessels 

Knife 
Adze 
2 pins 
Silver finger rings 
Silver bowl 
Handled bowl 
Silver disk 
3 cylinder seals 
Beads 
Shell finger ring 
Shell spindle whorl 

Cemetery A 

24 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 6 pottery vessels 
1 metal bowl 
Pin 
Cylinder seal 
Bead 
4 pigment shells 

Cemetery A 

25 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 2 pottery vessels 
1 pin 

Cemetery A 

26 EDIII Pit - 3 pottery vessels 
Cylinder seal 

Cemetery A 

27 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 5 pottery vessels 
Pin 
3 beads 

Cemetery A 

28 EDIII Pit Adult, Male 5 pottery vessels 
Dagger blade 
Beads 

Cemetery A 
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29 EDIII Pit - 5 pottery vessels Cemetery A 
30 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 3 pottery vessels 

Silver earring 
3 bracelets 
Pigment shells 

Cemetery A 

31 EDIII Pit - 2 pottery vessels 
Pin 
Metal earring 

Cemetery A 

32 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 10 pottery vessels 
Pin 
Silver disk 
2 pigment shells 
Beads 
3 cylinder seals 

Cemetery A 

33 EDIII Pit Adult, Male 4 pottery vessels 
Dagger 
Adze blade 
Pin 
Beads 
2 pigment shells 

Cemetery A 

34 EDIII Pit Adult, female  
Adult, male 

6 pottery vessels 
1 axe 
Dagger 
Knife and chisel blades 
Toilet sets 
1 knife 
1 chisel 
Pins 
Metal bowls 
Bracelet 
Cylinder seal 
Beads 
Faience objects 
2 pigment shells 

Cemetery A 

35 EDIII Pit - - Cemetery A 
36 EDIII Jar burial Infant Clay animals Toys 

Beads 
Cemetery A 

37 EDIII Pit - - Cemetery A 
38 EDIII Pit - 2 pottery vessels Cemetery A 
45 EDIII Pit Child 2 pottery vessels 

Copper ring 
Cylinder seal 
2 frit beads 

Cemetery A 

48 EDIII Pit Child 1 frit bead 
Cylinder seal 
Copper pin 

Cemetery A 
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135 EDIII Pit Adult, female 
Adult, male 

10 pottery vessels 
1 metal jar 
Dagger blade 
2 metal bowls 
Handled bowl 
Blade 
Bracelet 
Copper cosmetic shells 
Silver fillet 
Silver toilet set 
Pin 
Silver medallion 
Silver earring 
Stone dish 
Stone cup 
Cylinder seal 
Lapis lazuli, carnelian, 
gold and crystal beads 
Onyx pendant 

  

306 EDIII Pit Adult, Female 1 gold headband  
1 dish 
1 mother-goddess jar 
Alabaster bowls with flat 
rims and cylindrical 
pattern 
2 broken bronze cups 
Cornelian, lapis, agate 
and onyx beads necklace  
1 copper hairpin Copper 
rings 
2 golden wire bracelets  
Clay jars.  

Red stratum  

317 EDIII Pit Adult, Female A group of two deified 
bulls standing on a 
pedestal supported by 
wheels 
1 shell ‘lamp’ with 8 
spouts 
 1 shell ‘ lamp’ with 1 
spout 
1 white paste handle with 
green glazed square 
socket  
1 copper bracelet 
Small black baked clay 
vases 

Red stratum  
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344 EDIII Pit Adult, Female Silver headband 
Gold and lapis lazuli 
necklace 
1 cornelian and onyx 
necklace 
Rosette silver pendant 
Silver and copper pins 
with lapis heads 
Copper rings 
Copper bracelets 
1 seal, representing a lion 
attacking a stag and a 
man holding a stag by a 
long leash 

Red stratum  

52 Akkadian  Pit - 5 pottery vessels 
Metal pin 
Silver and copper earring 
3 silver rings  
Lapis lazuli and carnelian 
bead  
Cosmetic shells 

Cemetery A 

102 Akkadian  Pit - 4 potter vessels 
1 metal bowl 
1 metal pin 

Cemetery A 

104 Akkadian  Pit Adult, Male 6 pottery vessels 
1 metal pin 
Ivory hilted dagger 
1 toilet case  
2 bracelets 
3 silver earrings 
Silver medallion 
Dagger  
2 cymbals 
Metal bowls 
Animal headed pins 
1 axe blade 
Porphyry, lapis and 
carnelian beads 
Stone bowl 
Ostrich egg cup 
Cosmetic shells   
3 cylinder seals 

Cemetery A 

106 Akkadian  pit Disturbed 21 pottery vessels of 8 
types 

Cemetery A 

107 Akkadian  pit Adult 1 metal pin 
Dagger blade 
1 socketed axe 
2 cymbals 
2 cylinder seals  
Lapis lazuli bead 

Cemetery A 

 - OB Cist - Water-jar 
shallow plate 

Near the  
ziggurat 
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 - OB "sarcophagus" 
(mentioned as an 
earth burial) 

- Large ceramic vessel Near the ziggurat 

 - OB Ribbed jar ? ? Near the  
ziggurat 

-  OB Bathtub 
Sarcophagus 

Child ? Ceramics Near scribe 
schools 

 - OB Jar burial Newborn ? Ceramics Near scribe 
schools 

 - OB Several Jar burials ? ? Mound W 

Nippur 
(after McCown, Haines, Hansen 1967; McMahon, Gibson, Biggs, Reese, VanDiver P, Yener 

2006) 

No Period  Type Remains Gifts Location 
13 Akkadian Pit burial Child 4 conical bowls 

Copper/bronze bracelet 
Necklace with lapis, gold 
and silver beads 

Area WF 

14  
skeleton 16 

Akkadian Shaft grave 
circular 
chamber 

Adult Pottery vessels 
2 copper/bronze pins 
Alabaster bowl 
Later deposits: 
9 conical bowls with fish 
bones 
4 bowls 
2 long pins 
Small ovoid jar 
Fruit stand 
Alabaster bowl 
4 jars 

- 

14 skeleton 
2-4 

Akkadian Shaft grave Adult Skeleton 3: 
Copper/bronze pin 
Pair of shells 
1 jar 
1 goddess-handled jar 
Skeleton 4: 
Stone bowls 
Copper/bronze bowl 
Copper/bronze spear 
point 
Between 2 and 3: Animal 
bones: 
Equine bones 
Lamb bones 
Sheep bones 

  

15 Akkadian Pit burial Infant 5 conical bowls 
Small fruit stand 
1 jar 

Underneath the 
floor of a room 
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16 Akkadian Pit burial Adult 3 bowls with fish bones 
1 bowl 
1 small ledged rim jar 

Area WF 

17 EDIII Pit burial Dismembered 
no head 

- Southern half 
of area WF 

18 EDIII Pit burial Infant 1 conical bowl Near centre  
of area WF 

19 EDIII Pit burial Adult Spouted jar 
1 alabaster bowl 
Pair of cockleshells 

Open area 

20 EDIII Pit burial 2 skeletons 2 conical bowls 
Small plain-rimmed jar 

Outside a 
mudbrick wall 

21 EDIII Pit burial Adult, infant  Pair of small jars 
1 conical bowl 
Polished bone tool 
1 small jar 
Small shadow conical 
bowl 

Southeast corner 
of area WF 

22 EDIII Pit burial Child Basalt grindstone Face of 
wall BP 

1 B 161 OB Earth burial Child 2 stone beads 
1 pot 

  

1 B 238 OB Bowl burial Infant - TB 152 II 
1 B 239 OB Bowl burial Infant - TB 152 II 
1 B 240 OB Bowl burial Infant - TB 152 II 
1 B 241 OB Bowl burial Infant - TB 152 II 
1 B 242 OB Bowl burial Infant - TB 152 II 
1 B 243 OB Bowl burial Infant - TB 152 II 
1 B 244 OB Bowl burial Infant - TB 152 II 
1 B 245 OB Bowl burial Infant - TB 152 II 
1 B 248 OB Earth burial Adult, male 1 pot TB 108 II 
1 B 249 OB Unbaked-

brick "box" 
Adult 1 beaker 

1 jar 
TB 153 III 

1 B 271 OB Earth burial Child 1 pot TB 143 III 
1 B 276 OB Jar burial Infant 2 figurines 

2 ovoid clay cylinders + 
disks on top 

TB 196 IV  

1 B 282 OB Earth burial Adolescent Fragment of a bronze cup TB 203 IV 1 

1 B 287 OB Earth burial Adult, male 1 jar 
4 vases 

TB 203 IV 2 

1 B 288 OB Earth burial - 1 pot 
1 Animal bone 

TB 203 IV 1 

1 B 289 OB Earth burial Infant 1 stone bead 
2 shell bead 
1 Frog pendant 
2 pot-shaped pendants 
3 bronze bracelets 
1 bronze ring 
8 shell rings 

TB 203 IV 1 
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1 B 
290/291 

OB Unbaked-
brick"box" 

Adult, male 
Adult, female 

6 vases 
1 pot 
6 saucers 
2 jars 
1 calcite bowl 

TB 213 IV 

1 B 292 OB Earth burial Adult 1 jar 
3 saucers 

TB 210 IV 2 

1 B 294  Ur III Earth burial Adult, male - TB 216 IV 1 
1 B 
295/297 

OB Earth burial Adult 
Adolescent 
Fragments of 
a third person 

1 pot 
3 vases 
1 saucer-plate 

TB 216 IV 1 

1 B 299 OB Earth burial Adult, male 1 pot 
3 saucers 
4 vases 
1 bronze blade 

TB 222 IV 2 

1 B 300 OB Earth burial Child - TB 70 IV 1 
1 B 301 OB Earth burial Child 1 saucer 

1 alabaster jar 
TB 230 IV 1 

1 B 302 OB Earth burial Child Shell beads 
Fragment of bronze 
bracelet 
Jar 

TB 224 IV 1 

1 B 305 OB Earth burial Adult, male - TB 191 IV 1 
3 B 9 Ur III Earth burial Adolescent, 

female 
1 crystal nose bead 
1 etched carnelian bead 
3 bronze finger rings 
1 vase 
1 Pot 
1 large jar 

TB 240 V 1 

3 B 10 Ur III Earth burial Adult, female 1 jar 
1 awl 
1 needle 

TB 248 V 1 

3 B 12 Ur III Earth burial Child - TB 216 IV 2 
3 B 13A-B OB Earth burial Adult, 

maleAdult, 
female 

1 bronze finger ring 
1 Pot 
2 jars 
1 broken jar 

TB 204 IV 2 

3 B 14-15 Ur III Earth burial Adult, female 
Adult 

4 metal finger rings 
2 pots 

TB 200 IV 2 

3 B 16 Ur III Earth burial Adult Disturbed - 
3 B 17 Ur III  

or OB 
Earth burial Adult, male - TB 203 IV 2 

3 B 18 Ur III Earth burial Adult, female - TB 216 IV 2 
3 B 19 Ur III Earth burial Hand only 1 bronze bowl TB 246 or  

247 V 1 
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3 B 20A-B Ur III Earth burial Adult, male 
Adult, female 

1 carnelian bead 
1 gold bead 
1 bronze bracelet 
2 gold earrings 
1 gold headband 
1 bronze ring 
4 jars 
Saucers 
2 jars 
1 incomplete bronze rod 
1 Bronze bowl 
1 Bronze jar 
2 Pots 

TB 241 V 1 

3 B 21 Ur III Earth burial Adult, female 2 earrings 
2 bronze rings 
Yellow stone bead 
Bronze finger ring 
Bronze pin 
Cylinder seal 
2 jars 
1 vase 

TB 241 V 1 

3 B 22 Ur III Earth burial Adolescent, 
female (skull 
only) 

1 jar 
1 sieve 
2 vases 
2 saucers 

TB 243 V 1 

3 B 23 Ur III Earth burial Adolescent, 
 female 

- - 

3 B 24 Ur III Earth burial Adult, female Bronze anklet 
Bronze nose ring 
3 beads 
Bronze toe ring 
Vase 
Jar  

TB 240 V 2 

3 B 25 Ur III Earth burial ? 1 bowl 
5 vases 
1 pot 
1 saucer 

TB 241 V 2 

3 B 26 Ur III Earth burial Adult, male 1 jar 
1 saucer 

- 

3 B 30 Ur III Earth burial Adult, male Cylinder seal TB 240 V 2 
3 B 51 Ur III Earth burial Adult - TB 240 VI 
3 B 52 Ur III Earth - - TB 240 V 2 
3 B 56 Ur III Earth burial Child (skull  

only) 
Beads 
1 bronze bracelet 
Fragments of a bronze 
ring 

TB 261 VI 1 

3 B 57 Ur III Earth burial Adult, male 1 bead 
1 shell 

TB 240 VI 1 

3 B 58 Ur III Earth burial Adolescent, 
 female 

Cylindrical bead TB 240 VI 

3 B 63 Ur III Earth burial Adolescent 2 vases 
1 pot 

TB 273 VII 

3 B 64 Akkadian Earth burial Adolescent, 
female 

1 pot TB 297 XI 1 
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3 B 67 Akkadian Earth burial Adult, male - - 
3 B 68 Akkadian Earth burial Adult, male A blue frit tubular bead 

Bone ring 
Incomplete bronze pin 
6 saucers 
8 jars 
Black stone weight 

Area TB 

3 B 69 OB Earth burial Adolescent Jar TA 220 XIII 

3 B 70 OB Earth burial Adolescent Jar TA 220 XIII 
3 B 71 OB Earth burial Adult, female 1white frit and 

carnelian bead 2 white 
stone 
and carnelian bead 
1 black stone bead 
1 jar 

TA 241 XIII 

3 B 72  OB Earth burial Child Jar TA 239 XIII 
3 B 73 OB Earth burial Adult, male VasePot TA 225 XIII 

3 B 74 OB Earth burial Adult, male Jar TA 226 XIII 
3 B 75  OB Earth burial Child 2 Pots TA 233 XII 
3 B 92 OB Earth burial Child 3 Pots TA 243 XIII 

Sippar 
(after Gasche, Burger-Heinrich 1989; Gasche 1978; Gasche 1984)  

No Period  Type Remains Gifts Location 
T 246 OB Earth / pit Child  Globular vase House of Ur-Utu 

Phase IIId 

T 275 OB Earth / pit Teenager 1 bowl House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIId 

T 276 OB Earth / pit Adult, female  17 earthenware containers 
10 small bowls 
Fragment of a pig pelvis  

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIId 

T 319 OB Earth / pit Adult, Male Large goblet 
Sherds 

Section East 
Phase IIId 

T 320 OB Earth / pit Adult, female  Globular vase 
Fragment of a sheep or goat 
humerus  

Section East 
Phase IIId 

T 242 OB Earth / pit Adult, Male Crushed vase 
Bowl (lid) 

Section East 
phase IIIb 

T 248 OB Earth / pit Adult, female  Base of a jar  Section East 
phase IIIb 

T 259B OB Sherd burial Fetus or  
newborn 

Vase-mug closed with a bowl House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIId 

T 260 OB Sherd burial Newborn  -  House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIId 

T 274 OB Sherd burial Child Vase-mug with lid 
Bronze or copper dagger 

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIId 
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T 327 OB Sherd burial Infant Bottle 
Lamp? 
9 bracelet fragments 

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIId 

T 328 OB Sherd burial Child Bowl (lid) 
Jar  
Cup (lid) 
Vase-mug 

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIId 

T 226 OB Sherd burial Fetus or  
newborn 

Earthenware vessels Section East 
Phase IIId 

T 322 OB Sherd burial Infant Bowl 
Small vase 
Shell 
Bronze or copper bracelet 
Fragments of a bracelet 
Cornelian bead 

Section East 
Phase IIId 

T 325 OB Sherd burial Adult, female  Globular vase Section East 
Phase IIId 

T 243 OB Sherd burial Fetus or  
newborn 

Vase-mug 
Bowl 

Section East 
phase IIIb 

T 247 OB Sherd burial Fetus - House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIIb 

T 249 OB Sherd burial Infant Vase-cup 
jar 

House of Ur-
UtuPhase IIIb 

T 250 OB Sherd burial Infant Vase-cup 
jar 

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIIb 

T 251 OB Sherd burial Child Small vase closed off with a 
bowl 
25 small frit beads  
4 frit bead fragments  

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIIb 

T 259A OB Sherd burial Fetus or  
newborn 

1 dish 
1 vase-cup 
1 bowl  

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIIb 

T 273 OB Sherd burial Fetus or  
newborn 

1 vase-cup 
1 bead 

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIIb 

T 326 OB Sherd burial Child 1 vase 
1 large cup 

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIIb 

T 261 OB Vaulted brick  
tomb 

Adult 
Adult, female 
Adult, female 

Bowl 
Lamp? 
Large cup 
4 gold or alloy headbands 
Piece of clothing gold or alloy 
2 small buttons 
2 chrysoprase beads 
1 agate bead fragment 
4 agate beads 
4 lapis lazuli beads 
1 large cup 
Globular vase 
1 bovine skull fragment  
1 goat/sheep humerus 
fragment  

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIId 
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T 272 OB Vaulted brick  
tomb 

Adult, female  
Adult, male 

2 large cups 
1 fractured bowl 
1 globular vase 
1 cup 
1 bowl 
Terracotta plaque fragment 
portraying a tambourine 
player 
4 goat/sheep leg fragments  
2 goat/sheep leg fragments   
1 jaw fragment  
8 bovine bone fragments  
1 pig bone fragment of  
4 equine bone fragments 

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIId 

T 218 OB Jar burial Infant 1 vase  
1 bowl 
1 lamp? 

Section East 
Phase IIId 

T 244 OB Jar burial Newborn 1 cornelian bead House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIIb 

T 245  OB Jar burial Foetus 1 vase-cup  
1 ram's horn 

House of Ur-Utu 
Phase IIIb 

T 19 OB Jar burial Newborn - Le bâtiment 
central  
Phase Ia 

T 146 OB Earth / pit 2 adults 3 headbands with silver leaves 
Fragments of 3 similar items 
1 small bowl with a terracotta 
bead 
7 earthenware vessels 
Sheep bones 

Le bâtiment 
central 
Phase Ii 

T148/1
49 

OB Earth / pit Child Bronze bracelets 
Beaded bracelets 
One lapis lazuli bead in the 
shape of the head of Humbaba 
One small lapis lazuli cylinder 
bead with gold and a small 
lion in calcedonian 

Le bâtiment 
central 
Phase Ii 

T 269 OB Earth / pit Adult, female  no gifts *frit bead found near 
the mouth  

Le sondage A  
Phase IIId 

T 180 OB Jar burial Newborn 1 bowl  Le sondage A  
Phase IIId 

T 270 OB Earth / pit Adult, Male 1 ceramic vessel 
1 bronze ring  

Le sondage A  
Phase IIIb 

T 271 OB Earth / pit Adult 1 bronze bowl  
2 bronze or copper spearheads 
3 agate beads 
1 carnelian bead 

Le sondage A  
Phase IIIb 
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T 184 OB   Adolescent  - Le sondage A 
Phase IIg 

T 237 OB Earth / pit Adolescent  - Le sondage A 
Phase IIe 

T 267 OB Earth / pit Adolescent, 
Female 

- Le sondage A 
Phase IIe 

T 268 OB Earth / pit Adult, Male - Le sondage A 
Phase IIe 

T 204 OB Sherd burial?  Adult, female  1 frit bead 
pottery  
bronze rings 

Le sondage A  
Phase IIc 

T 239 OB Sherd burial Newborn ? Le sondage A  
Phase IIc 

T 240 OB Sherd burial Child Traces of a metal bracelet 
sheep bones 

Le sondage A  
Phase IIc 

T 235 OB   Adolescent  Bracelet with agate and 
cornelian beads 
Copper or bronze pectoral 
Small jar closed with a bowl 
Sheep bones  

Le sondage A 
Phase IIc 

T 212 OB Double 
jar burial 

Child 2 cornelian beads 
2 bronze or copper beads 
2 bronze or copper bracelets 

Le sondage A 
Phase IIa 

T 238 OB   Adolescent  1 bowl Le sondage A 
Phase IIa 

T 179 OB Covered by  
a vessel & 
bitumen 

Adult 1 small jar 
1 bowl 

Le sondage A 
Phase IIa 

T 181 OB Covered by  
a vessel  

Adult, Male 1 small jar closed off with a 
bowl 
2 small stone beads 

Le sondage A 
Phase IIa 

Ur 

(after Woolley, Mallowan 1976) 

No Period  Type Remains Gifts Location 
LG/1 OB Inhumation Adult 2 pottery vessels 

Conch shell 
Glazed cylinder seal 
1 bead 

AH site 
Paternoster Row, 
House 3 

LG/5 OB Cist Adult 1 Bowl (12c) 
2 vases (69a) 
Copper bracelet 
Copper pin/kohl stick 
Cylinder seal 

AH site 
Paternoster Row, 
house 11 

LG/8 OB Jar burial Infant 1 Bowl AH site 
Paternoster Row, 
house 11, room 11 

LG/12 OB Cist Child 2 copper bangles 
3 copper carnelian beads 

AH site 
Paternoster Row, 
house 11, chapel 
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LG/13 OB Cist Child 1 pot (25) AH site 
Paternoster Row, 
house 11 

LG/15 OB Jar burial ? 1 vase (69) 
2 small saucers 
Copper bracelets 

AH site 
Paternoster Row, 
house 11, room 13 

LG/17 OB Corbel 
vaulted tomb 

3 bodies 4 vase (69a, 71, 72a) 
4 jars (48) 

AH site 
Paternoster row, 
house S 

LG/23 OB Cist ? 1 pot (114) 
2 copper scale pans 
4 haematite weights 

AH site 
Straight street, house 
4, room 5 

LG/28 OB Cist Adult Copper finger ring 
Copper bangle 
Lapis and carnelian beads 

AH site 
Straight street, house 
4, room 4 

LG/30 OB Inhumation Adult Fragments of 2 vases and 1 
saucers 
Copper bracelet 

AH site 
Straight street, house 
4, room 9 

LG/32 OB Corbelled 
brick tomb 

Adult 3 jars (45a, 51a, 86) 
2 vases (69a, 72d) 
1 bowl (1b) 

AH site 
Straight street, house 
4, room 6 

LG/33 OB Corbel 
vaulted tomb 

- 8 pottery vessels  
Jars 
Vases 
Stone duck weight pendant 
Haematite cylinder seal 
Copper amulet 
Copper bowl 
Shell ring 
Bone pin 
Beads 
Copper bracelet 

AH site 
Straight street, house 
6, room 4 

LG/36 OB Jar burial - 1 Bowl (11a) 
2 vases (69a) 
1 jar (41c) 

AH site 
Straight street, house 
7, room 2 

LG/40 OB Jar burial Skull only  2 bowls (10b, 10c) 
1 deep bowl (32) 
2 jars (42, 45c) 

AH site 
Baker's Square, 
house 1, room 2 

LG/42 OB Jar burial Infant 1 bowl AH site 
Baker's Square, 
house 1 

LG/43 OB Jar burial Disturbed 2 jars 
1 vase 
Miniature fragments of a 
small bowl 
Copper arrowhead 
Whetstone 

AH site 
Baker's Square 

LG/52 OB 3 jar burials Infant 3 bowls 
(12c, 23, 33) 

AH site 
Niche lane, 
house 4, room 7 
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LG/56 OB Jar burial - 1 vase 
1 jar 

AH site 
Niche lane, house 5 

LG/59 OB Brick barrel  
vaulted tomb 

- 1 vase 
1 jar 
Copper bowl 
Beads 

AH site, 
Church lane, house 9 

LG/61 OB Brick barrel  
vaulted tomb 

1 body 1 small jar 
4 bottles 
Fragments of a saucer 
1 copper pin 
Bracelet 
Finger ring and loop 
Pierced volcanic stone 
plaque 
Beads 
Bone pin 

AH site, 
Church lane, house 9 

LG/65 OB Jar burial ? - AH site, 
Church lane,  
house 15, room 6 

LG/69 OB Cist Child 1 vase 
Traces of a silver diadem 

AH site, 
Church lane,  
house 15, room 6 

LG/74 OB Jar burial Infant 2 vases (69a, 70) 
1 bowl (12c) 

AH site, 
Church lane,  
house 15, room 5 

LG/75 OB Cist Adult 2 small bottles (125) AH site, 
Church lane, 
 house 15, room 5 

LG/100 OB Cist Infant 1 jar (49) 
2 carnelian beads 
2 shells 

EM site, 
Quiet Sreet,  
house 5, room 4 

LG/102 OB Cist Adult 1 bowl 
2 jars 
Cylinder seal 
8 small lapis and carnelian 
beads 
Small clay model wheel 

EM site, 
Gay Street, house 4, 
room 4 

LG/104 OB Double jar 
burial 

? 1 small jar 
1 small pot 
1 bottle 

EM site, 
Gay Street, house 4, 
room 5 

LG/113 OB Barrel 
vaulted tomb 

? 3 bowls 
9 ceramic containers 
Limestone bottle 
1 copper finger ring 
1carnelian bead 
3 haematite weights 

EM site, 
Gay Sreet, house 5, 
room 1 

LG/114 OB Cist ? Golden earrings 
Beads 
Golden frontlet 
Cylinder seal 

EM site, underneath 
the floor of a 
partially excavated 
house 
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LG/121 OB Double jar 
burial 

? 1 small jar 
2 golden rings 
18 beads 

EM site, 
Quality Lane 

LG/124 OB Cist Child 2 pots 
3 small haematite weights 
Box of fine reed matting 

EM site, 
Quality Lane 

LG/127 OB ? Adult male, 
Adult female 

1 bowl (26a) EM site, 
Quality Lane 

LG/134 OB Corbel 
vaulted tomb 

- 11 jars 
6 bottles 
Fragment of black steatite 
cylinder seal 
Small rectangular lead 
plaque 

EM site,Quiet street, 
house 1, room 6 

LG/140 OB Cist Adult 2 ceramic containers 
Limestone cylinder seal 
Steatite cylinder seal 
Glazed frit beads 

EH site 

LG/141 OB Corbel 
vaulted tomb 

3 bodies 2 bowls (11a) 
1 jar 
3 small jars 
1 globular pot 
Cylinder seal 
Traces of copper finger 
rings 

EH site; 
Ceramics set in an 
offering-pit against 
the wall 

LG 
/146 

OB Double jar 
burial 

Infant 1 deep bowl 
Copper bangle 

EH site 

LG/150 OB Cist 2 children 9 Bowls EH site 
LG/152 OB Cist Adult 1 cup 

1 ceramic container 
Remains of shallow copper 
bowl 

EH site 

LG/153 OB Brick tomb 3 skulls 1 jar 
Cylinder seal 
3 stone duck weights 
6 date-shaped weights 
2 haematite weights 
Clay tablets, dating to the 
reign of Samsu-Iluna 

EH site 

Mari 
(after Marylou, 1999) 

No Period  Type Remains Gifts Location 
343 OB Earth / pit  Adult Small vase 

Fragments of a jar 
Bottle 
Dish 

Northeast Mari 
Room 249 

344 OB Earth / pit Child Bronze bowl 
2 jars 
Globular vase 
Bowl 

Northeast Mari 
E haute terrasse 
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347 OB Jar burial ? 1 bottle next to 
the jar 

E haute terrasse 

387 OB Jar burial - 1 jar 
Bronze pins 

  

399 OB Sarcophagus Adult Small bronze spatula 
Bronze arrowhead 
Bronze bracelet 
Broken silver ring 

Northeast of  
Massif Rouge 

400 OB Sarcophagus Adult Jar 
Vase 
Golden earring 

Northeast of  
Massif Rouge 

404 OB Jar burial - Bottle 
Cup 
Bowl 

Isthar temple, 
room 6 

407 OB Jar burial - Goblet 
Globular vase 

Ishtar temple, 
room 5 

440 OB Jar burial ? -   
448 OB Jar burial Child 2 bottles 

Bronze bracelet 
  

468 OB Sarcophagus Adult 3 jars next to 
the sarcophagus 

  

525 OB Sarcophagus Adult 6 bowls 
2 jars 
Globular vase 
4 small bronze rings 
6 glass, frit, quartz and 
stone beads 

  

546 OB Jar burial ? 2 bottles closed off 
with sherds and a small 
vase 

  

589 OB Sarcophagus Adult 1 bronze dagger   
653 OB Earth / pit Adult 3 bottles 

1 vase 
1 small globular vase 
1 cup 

  

658 OB Earth / pit Child 8 bone rings 
2 bronze rings 
Necklace with 49 shells 

Southeast  
section 

672 OB Earth burial 2 bodies 1 bottle Northeast section 
681 OB Earth burial Adult Small globular vase2 

cups1 carnelian bead 
  

698 OB Jar burial Child 2 cups 
1 vase 

  

703 OB Earth / pit Adult Bronze ring   
713 OB Earth / pit Adult -   
714 OB Earth / pit Adult -   
723 OB Earth / pit Adult -   
735 OB Earth / pit Adult 1 bottle 

2 vases 
  

736 OB Jar burial Child 1 vase   
757 OB Earth burial Few bones Fragments of a bottle 

Small vase 
1 jar 
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775 OB Jar burial Child 1 bottle   
824 OB Sarcophagus Adult Bronze plate with 

perforations in the corners 
  

926 OB Jar burial Child Base of a jar 
1 vase 

  

944 OB Earth burial Adult 1 bottle 
1 cup 

  

950 OB Earth burial Adult, male -   
951 OB Earth burial Child 3 cups 

1 bowl 
1 vase 

  

1046 OB Jar burial Child 2 jars 
1 cup 
1 bottle 
3 bronze bracelets 
Shell ring 
12 beads 
Silver earring 
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Appendix 2: cuneiform texts 

  

  

 

 

UCLM 9-1798 
12b 38 
ARM 25 539 
ARM 3 40  (ARM26/ 1 221) 
ARM IX 114 i 1ff  
ARM IX 123 
ARM IX 168 vi 16ff 
ARM IX 173 
ARM IX 185 v 7ff  
ARM IX 193 vi 7ff 
ARM IX 201 
ARM IX 203 
ARM IX 205 
ARM IX 214 vi 43ff 
ARM IX 215 v 33ff 
ARM IX 216 v 44ff 
ARM IX 217 v 25ff 
ARM IX 218 iv 43ff 
ARM IX 71 iii 31ff. 
ARM IX 89 
ARM IX 98 v 33 ff. 
ARM IX iii 29ff 
ARM IX v 33ff 
ARM XI 118 
ARM XI 127 
ARM XI 156 
ARM XI 225 
ARM XI 226 
ARM XI 231 
ARM XI 266 
ARM XI 274 
ARM XI 94 
ARM XII  63 
ARM XII 108 
ARM XII 156 
ARM XII 173 
ARM XII 192 
ARM XII 209 
ARM XII 244 
ARM XII 3 
ARM XII 30 
ARM XII 364 
ARM XII 396 
ARM XII 412 

ARM XII 418                   
ARM XII 430 
ARM XII 431 
ARM XII 432 
ARM XII 437 
ARM XII 450 
ARM XII 453 
ARM XII 453 
ARM XII 473 
ARM XII 499 
ARM XII 543 
ARM XII 561 
ARM XII 585 
ARM XII 614 
ARM XII 641 
ARM XII 681 
ARM XII 682 
ARM XII 714 
ARM XII 714 
ARM XII 722 
ARM XII 723 
ARM XII 85 
ARM XII 96 
BA 5, S.511, Nr.46 
BM 80328 
BMS 53 
CT 45, 99 
CT 48, 100 
CT i6, 10 v  
DP 45 
DP 53 
DP 54 
DP 75 
HSS 3 41 
ITT 2,957 
JCS 11,37,27, 5-14 
JCS 5 
LKA 83 
Mari 12803 
MDP 23, 285 
RTC 46 
RTC 47 
SK 26 iv 
TIM 2, 88 

TLC 1,7 
TSA 1 
TSA 9 
UM 29-15-885 
VAS 14, 137 
VAS 14, 74 
VAS 14,34 
VAT 4875 
VS 16, 51 
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