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Of Priestesses, Princes and Poor Relations: The Dead
in the Royal Cemetery of Uz

Susan Pollock

Archaeological discoveries of dead individuals, usually in the form of burials, have
frequently captured the imaginations of publicand professional audiences alike. In addition
to the allure of exotic artefacts and seemingly bizarre funeral rites, burials offer rich
possibilities for investigating myriad aspects of past social, cultural and even individual life.
This discussion focuses on one of the more renowned archaeological excavations of an
ancient cemetery, the Royal Cemetery of Ur. Consideration of who was and who was not
buried in the cemetery suggests that cemetery burial was the prerogative of those people who
were closely attached to ‘public’ institutions. This leads to a mumber of observations on
Sumerian freatment of the dead and attitudes toward death, as these can be approached from
archaeological and textual sources.

Ome of the most celebrated findings from Sir Leonard
Woolley’s 12 years of excavations at Ur is the Royal
Cemetery. In the five field seasons that he devoted to
the Cemetery, Woolley excavated and recorded
approximately 2000 graves, spanning the Early
Dymastic I1I, Akkadian, and Post-Akkadian pericds
{Fig. 1}.

Thanks to the numerpus popular accounts of his
work which Woolley produced {for examiple, Woolley
1954)as well as more technical reports (Woolley 1934),
the Cemetery immediately attracted the attention of a
wide audience, including both archaeologists and the
general public. Two seemingly unique features of the
graves were responsible for capturing this attention:
the incredible wealth of some of the burials, including
the liberal use of gold, silver, bronze, lapis lazuli, and
carnelian in finely worked cbjects of a distinctively
Surrerian style (Figs. 2-4); and the evidence of human
sacrifice in a small number of the graves.

The wealth of information from the Royal
Cemeteryand thecare with which Woolleyexcavated,
recorded, and published this material enable us to
address almost limitless kinds of questions using the
Roval Cemetery, In this article the discussion is
confined to twoissues: first, [ pose the question of who
was buried in the Cemetery, and suggest that inorder

to reach an answer we must also consider who was not
buried there; and secondly, I consider the ways in
which the dead were treated, as such treatment may
bear upon Sumerian conceptions of death and the
afterlife. To begin, lel me set the stage through a brief
background sketch.

Background

TheRoyal Cemetery wasineontinualuseasacemetery
for approximately 500 years, from c. 2600 to 2100 BC, a
period of time divided archaeclogically into Early
Dynastic (ED) I, Akkadian, and Post-Akkadian
periods. The best-known of the graves - those famed
for their wealth and human sacrifices - date to the ED
1 period (¢.2600-23508C). ED [IThasbeen characterized
as the classic period of Sumerian city-states. Each city-
state comprised one or sometimes a few large urban
centres, in which much of the population resided,
swrrounded by a rural hinterland in which agriculture
and pastoralism were the predominant pursuils. The
city-states of southern Mesopotamia were mutually
interdependenteconomically, socially, and culturally.
Monetheless, they were politically distinct entities,
although individual states frequently attempted to
gain control over their neighbours, leading to mmuch
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ciher Early Dynastic sites is proved by the
coremporaneous textual data. A late Pre-Sargonic
taklst from Adab records the fumnishings that were
deposited in the graves of the chief-administrator of
Keshand his wife (Foxvog 1980; re-edited by Gelbet al,
1991, 91-103). These objects, which included a mule-
drawn chariot or wagon, beds, chairs, weapons,
garments, and assorted jewellery, match very closely
the assemblapes unearthed at the cemeteries of Urand
Kish (Steinkeller 1980). As | suggested elsewhere, a
similar listing of funerary objects may be recorded in
a tablet from Lagash, though, admittedly, the
interpretation of those objects as interment goods is
not beyond doubt (Steinkeller 1980; 1990, 21-9), It is
interesting to note that the latter listing includes a
slave-woman, which, if my explanation of this text is
correct, would constitute the only cuneiform reference
to human sacrifice at funeral in ancient Mesopotamia.

Reply from Susan Pollock

I would like to thank the individuals who took the
time to comment for their helpful and thought-
provoking remarks. In the short space available, I can
respond to only a few of the points raised.

Nissen questions the adequacy of the
archaeological data to address some of the issues
discussed in the paper. While his cautions are well-
taken, I would argue that we will never have ‘enough’
data. This issue, for me, is not so much the quantity
and quality of our data-though these surely play very
important roles; rather, the challengeis one of phrasing
new questions, proposing interpretations that can be
partially evaluated with available data, and critically
re-evaluating the assumptionsand theoretical bases of
ourapproaches. I would be the first to agree that [ can
only partially and very tentatively propose answers to
the questions I pose in this article.

Some of s Termnarks concerningthe roles
of piety, affiliation, status, ideology and social structure
in the realm of mortuary practices are closely related
to questions of what we can hope to 'know' from
archacological data. But his comments also raise
questionsabout the use of categories. [ fully agree that
pietyand proximity to the graves of heroes and martyrs
may have played animportant role in the placement of
graves, a point which 1 do not adequately emphasize.
But what I am less willing to accept is the notion that
piety or beliefs about the afterlife are somehow
independent fromideclogy, or ideology from political
and social relations. It seems to me that our
understanding of Sumerian practices of disposal of
the dead and attitudes toward death will be most
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enriched by considering how ali o! these relzsionships
structure and are structured by eazh 0 == rz2her than
by trying to treat them as distinct reaims

Stone remnarks that the late Early Dyvnastic was
a time of experimentation with new political and
social orders and that the Royal Cemetery must be
understood within this context. Thisis a eritical point
that I did not sufficiently stress. I might add that her
comments also raise questions about how the Roval
Cemetery relates to contemporary burial practices
elsewhere in Mesopotamia, an issue I was only able to
touch on tangentially in this article.

Specific aspects of Sumerian views of the
afterlife, as implied by textual sources, are cited by
Jacobsen, Steinkeller and Stone. In reading their
comments, I am struck by the differences in their
interpretation of the written sources. On the one hand,
Jacobsen points to the continuity of households in the
afterlife and the importance of bringing gifts and
provisions appropriate to the status of the household
head, while on the other hand Steinkeller and Stone
stress the cavalier attitudes of the Sumerians to their
dead and the futility of worldly goods for improving
the miserable conditions in the afterlife. These
differences in interpretation serve as a reminder that
textual sources must be analyzed as carefully as
archaeological evidence, bearing in mind that texts,
too, are fragmentary, partial, and 'biased’ accounts of
the past.

Furthermore, thesetextual citations also suggest
that what we tend to distinguish as "religious’ cannot
neatly be separated from political or ideological
concerns. (A similar point is made by Stone.) Finally,
I question whetheritisjustifiabletoin Sumerian
attitudestoward thedead asindifference, as Steinkeller
suggests, or whether thisis rathera question of different
practicesappearing to us inourcultural context in that
way. Although bodies of some, even many, people
may have been disposed of with an eye to expediency,
hundreds of excavated Early Dynastic graves reveal
thatconsiderable effort was expended on the disposal
of many of the dead.
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