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

Susan Pollock

Archacological discoveries of dead individuals, usually in the form of burials, have
frequently captured the imaginations of public and professional audiences alike. In addition
to the allure of exotic artefacis 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
Dynastic I1I, Akkadian, and Post-Akkadian periods
(Fig. 1).

Thanks to the numerpus popular accounts of his
work which Weolley produced (for example, 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 Jazuli, and
carnelian in finely worked obijects of a distinctively
Sumerian style (Figs. 2-4); and the evidence of human
sacrifice in a small number of the graves.

The wealth of information from the Royal
Cemetery and the care with which Woolley excavated,
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 questionof who
was buried in the Cemetery, and suggest that inorder

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

Background

TheRoyal Cemetery wasineontinualuseasacemetery
for approximately 500 years, from¢. 2600 to 2100 BC, a
period of time divided archaeologically into Early
Dynastic (ED) ITI, Akkadian, and Post-Akkadian
periods. The best-known of the graves - those famed
for their wealthand human sacrifices - date to the ED
1 period (¢.2600-23508C). ED [IThas been 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,
surrounded 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.
MNonetheless, they were politically distinct entities,
although individual states frequently attempted to
gain control aver their neighbours, leading to much
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Figare 1. Woalley's plam of the Royal Canslery.
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Figure 2. Haaddress af Pu-abd, the priacpal somwpent of Roye! Tomb B0, in sy,

acrimonlous rivalry. Ur, a5 one of these city-stabes,
participated [n thesa nivalries, and ke many of the
others had it moments of glory and power.

In the subsequent Akkadian period, Sargon of
Akkad gucceeded in wresting control from the
individual dby-states and creating a singhe political
entity which has often been referrod to s am erwpire,
Heand his successors managsd 1 retain some degres
ciunified politcal control forapproamately a cenbury,
despite frequent rebellons by many of the city-siates.
Finally, this political supserstructuns fell apart, rovertmg
o 3 pattern of competitive cloy-states in the Poa-
Akkadian period, until soathemn Mesopotamia was
once again drawn into an Imperial farmation around
2100 8C by the U 11T dymasty.

Althensgh we know something of the fortunes of
Lr from the Early Dhynastic to the Post-Akkacian
Ppiriad from exh, we bane remarkably lileaddidonsl
information sbaut the city from archacolagival sources.
The reasons for this are straightforward: Ur was
oocupied for nearly two more milkenmza, and in most
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alf ks wadk 'WmL’ry cond enlraled on the Laker er:l.'q,!;
In addinon, the large-scale building programs
undertaken by the rulers of the Ur I dynasty often
resulted bn the destruction of earlier buildings, thus
obliterating many earlier third millennium
constructions. We do know that there was a Hggural
21 Early Dymastic Lir - a s.u.g;'d mudbeick :pl.l.ll'mm\m
iwhich sat a emple and around which was a service
area, with katchwns and w:r'rkshnp: = amd that m-n:h_,.'
was a thick-walled building with constrection and
cordents suggesting that 1t was of non-dormestic fie.
"pablic’} characier. OF the covtemporary residentlal
areas, however, we have almost na hint.

Wha was bured In the Royal Cemetery?

Since the first rich buriats were discovered in the
1930, there has been much specl.l:hu_ln abonst the
identities of the peopie who were buried in the Royal
Cemotery. Let us consider some of these proposals.
Armang the MO0 praves there are 18 that Woal bey




Figure 4. Tewo hyres a5 ihry e fosnd in Retial Tomb 1237
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The Roval Cernatery of Lir

consdered 1o ba distincthy different {rom the rest and
which T named the Royval Tomba. These 16 graves,
dating to the ED 111 period, all have buflt chambers of
storva or stone and brick, in condrast 1o the remaining
graveswhich contain coffing or mad-wmpped beirials
lafd in an earthen pit. All of the Royal Tombs have
svidence of “human sacrifice” - the inbentinnel kiling
of addiitional individuals, from four o five ko as many
2873, 10 accompany the principal deceased person to
the grave. The 16 Royal Tombs also contained gneat
riches, bulas Wealbsy nictad tis was alw trueof somp
of the other graves that did nothave bullichambers ar
humman sacrifices.

Woolley (1934) arguied that the people who were
privileged iobe buried withihis very distinctive pomp
arud circurnstance were royakly whowersacmm panied
i thieir death by the members of thelr courts. The
| remaining graves, his ‘priveie grawe’, contained the

burials of ordinary people of cormnmaners of vanying
wealthand socinl position. He gave scveral reasans for
identifving the sombs a5 places where royaily were
buried. On theone hand, heexpeciod kings and gueens
tovbe treated ing distinctively different way from othar
members of the comemunity (whom he ealled the
: “private citizens’ or ‘cormmoness”). Maore impertantly,
in several of the tnmbs he found inscribed arbefacts,
usually eplinder seals, which mentiored the rarme of
amanar woenan followed by theterm fugel, a Sumerian
wiord translated as king”, or nin, Sumerian for ‘queen’
It wiould seem that we could not esk for more! Bul
i unforiunately, none of the artefacts mentioning kings
were found in direct association with the body of the
principal oocupant of the lomb, For example, In Roval
Tormb 1054 the princi pal cccupant. seesibngly a woman,
!‘ ] Tary i her chamber st the very base of the grave shatt,
while the seal inscribed Mes-kalam-dug the king was
found along with two daggent in a wooden box ina
chamber buill some four metres up the shaft [F:is, 51

o a

E There is no compelling reason o think that this scal
[} w:sthwa]nd’ihetwl:':l'ipﬁﬁl:pu|{'cfl.|;'.|irll‘. and it 8
f perhaps more likely that it was an offering pisced In

the tomb by someone else, Although n one case

(Resyal Towrbs BOO) invicriband seals labellsng a persom a%

nin were found in dinect association with the tomb's

i principal cooapant, nin can also nefier imply to.a high

| status lady, without necessarily implying that that

} PRrson was & queen.

i Other scholars have suggested that the
Imchivichanls in the Royal Tombs wene high priests snd
priesiesses, with their retinues of atiendants. Some

] have extended this srgument 1o propess that these

| peopl were involved in the so-called sacred marriage
ceremaony, 1o ensure ferfility and the annual cycle

s .

~d
[

icibed in Woolley 1934, 383400 However, Woolley
argued quité convincingly that this latter possibility
was unbikely. As for priests and priesiesses, there is
neither direct support for the kentificetion nor any
eornpelling svidence ko counter the argument

My interpretation of the ple buried in the
Royal Cemetery hinges on the recognition that many
inhabitants of Lir were not burled in the Cemetery.
Woolley reported approsd mately 2000 gravis froem the
Cemetery, mostofwhich comtaineda single individual
He further noted that he had encountered perhaps as
rary a8 4000 mare graves which were so badly
disturbed that he did not record them (Woolley 1934,
16). The Crmetery may, then, orginally have contained
a5 mrany 81 6000 people. At a size of spproximately 50
hectares, weassume thatthird millennium Urincluded
at e very minimum S0 inhabitants 2t any Hme.
Regardiass of the fgures we use for average hie
expactancy, it B obvious that far mone than &0
penple st have lived and died at Ur during the 30
vaars that the Cemeteny was {n use, If this wiere not in
itsadf safficlenily convinging, we mast also note thetod
the npproximately 2000 burials recorded by Woolley,
dewer than 50 are children. Whernever chibdren
puried, it was nol, with rare exceptions, [n the
Cametery."

It u\:.uf.i of gourse be desirable o supplement
this argument by considering n grester detail the age
amd sex stroctare of the burial popalation represented
im thee eryal Cemetery. Sadly, this is not possible, since
Waoolley nelther recorded this information
sysema tieally nor kept the skeletons for futare study,
Only & very few skeletons were sant 1o 8 medical
doctor for examination (see the report in Woolley
1934, 400-13); otherwize Woolley confined himself i
riting those bodies that were clearly sub-adult, ie
chileren. The pender of at laast some individuals can
be tentatively established from aspects of their
mortuary edtment, principally the ascompanying
grave goods (Pollock 1991, with the proviso that
socioculturally asribed gender may mot alwiys
comespond directly o biologio] sex. However, a8 1
have argued alsewhere (Pollock 1991},
people of lesser stabus does ol mglm
clesrbpmarked in death, or st least notin 3 fashion thatf
bl abPirbd-arcrueslogically or is at presenis
recogrizable bo 1.

To return to nngu::tiun of the identithes of the
dead buried in the Royal Cernatery, | suggest that they
woere inclivicduals who were attached in somre way ands
(0 some degreeto the ‘pubilic’ institutons of the lemiffle
orpalacmCin the hasisof contemporary writlen seurces,
suieh people could range from Jangs and queens, high
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The Roval Cemetery of Lir

.pr'"'.gtj amd pglesluses_ b rmigenlal [aboerers wha
‘belonpged” to these institutions and received
syubsistence rations n refum for their labour. Between
these xiremes wid & wide range of people who were
partially attached to institutions and received ratlons
according 1o the type and amounts of labous they
Pﬂvlm {Calb 1579).
aritachdll

isfipctign g
st e PGB B prtmary e
mm&mdﬂﬂiﬂdrkiﬁgmup.%mmdnlﬁ

oyt h o

from a tange of sources tat during thé |
milletinium BC the power and independence
groups wis being progresslvely eroded by the gua
and Emple Insﬁtunw of the most obvious
forma that this ook ther secdrmulation of lage”
tracts-of land by officlals, therely rendering manyw
Farmithes bandbess (Gelb 1979, Zagarcil 19863,

The intarprotation put forward here is that the

. principal burisl in the Hoyal Tombs are of people

feam the most elite social positions, whether thess
were kingaand queens, high pricstsand priestesses, or
other high status positions of which we are unsware.
indend, the considerable variability among the Royal
Tombs = in constraction, plan, number and types of
“gacrificizl victims®, and aceompanying grave goods
(Fige 6 & 7) - may be partly attributabie lo differtnces.
i £ podlies that these penphe played in life. Furthermore,
thisirterpretation e (hat the individualsbarnied
in the ‘privare graves’ of the Cimetery inclsde the
range of ather poople attached ko temple and palace
{matitotions. Again, these burials exhibit s tremendous
diversity, irom those with o grave goods, a few day
patyor s giring of beads, to those that contain a wealth
of objects and rival the Roval Tombs in richness (For
ecarnphe, the ‘grave of Meskalamduog, PG 7551 Sach
varfation, which clmary indicates that thae Crrnnlt'r]r
was not exclusively used by the wealthy socupasis of
thecity, canbeattributed to the diverse make-upofthe
Per}mnqla:la;?wd ta "'Puhhc' instiiulions
Whatof the remalning people, ihose whodid not
receive burial in the Roval Cematery? Al loass some of
these people may havebeen buried within thelr houses.
The reason for suggesting within-house burial is that
such & practice s attested a8 a number of contemporary
sites [Abu Salabikbe Martin of al. 1985; Posigate 1080;
Fhafajah: Delougaz ef o, 1967; Fara: Mertin 1988). AL
na Early Dynastic site is there unaquivocal evidence of
Burialbathin cemeteries and within houses. but nither
are there suflicient burizls at any sibe bo acoount for the
numnbes of people whomust havelived and died there
{Stele 19900, Burial bengath the foar of the kg
imptiesclpse and immediateassociation with the hase,
a symbolic bond of some importance if these peogie

were indied ssserting that theis primary es were stille
1o thedr kin growps rather than to poblic insttutionsf
This may also b2 where many of the children were
buried who died before reaching adulthaad.

Ofooursa, urial incemeteries and within houses
does not oxhaust te possible methods of disposing of
the dead, Off site cemeteries, disposal ofbodies in the
river, of sinply exposing them i e elements could
all hawe been practised, and some of these methods
weald leave no archasclogical traces. Such practices
st have bessn common in the proced ing mallenndim,
sinceonly a hand fal of busials have been found dating
to the Uruk period (c.3900-31008C). Only by
ssceraining what proportion and what paris of the
population ane represented in on-site cemeteries and
Thoiese burlals 2an we hope bo work out how many and
whatsort of peopls were disposed af in other [ashions
(ef, Morris 1587).

Treatenent of the desd and Sumerlan concepliona
of the Afterlife

The buratain the Hoyal Cemestery exhibit remendous
varlakbility in tevms of the kinds of goods placed in the
graves to acoom pany tho dead person and, ko a losser
gxtent, in the trestment and placement of D body,
Many of thesedifferences areatiributabletothe gender,
wiealih, and socialstanding of thedeceased (soe, among
others, Woolley 1534 Moorey 1977: Pollock 15683, 1591).
Whike thore 15 enormois scope for explonng the
relationship between the trestment of the dead and
ther gender, waalth, and socisl position, I wish in the
present discussion fo steer a rather different course.
My concemn hire i how the treatment of the dead
related to Sumeran beliefs about desth and libe afier
death, As we shall see, Sumerian literary sowrces
relating 10 thess subjects - of which fhere are only a
timited pumber - offer inslghts that are of great help
i interproting tha archago logieal evidenoa, Butat the
same Hree, archeeclogy offces glimpses Of customs
gnd belisls for which the textual sources in no way
prepare us
The Sumerians envisioned the Underworld, the

phace o which rmorals descended at heir death, asa
dismal place. Acrording to “The Eple of Gilgamash’, it
wis b place

whare &irt i their deinle thasr food is of clay, where,

Tlike & bisd, $hery wear gurments of feathers, and Hght

crnnot be seern, thay chwell ip the dark, and upen the

o and bodr fes dust, (Kovacs 1969, 45; Tablet VI

limes. 1 78-E21
An indlvidual's only hope of a decent enlslence in the
Underworkd seerms o have besm 10 bring their own
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Eusan Nollock

provisiong, 25 well a3 gifts with which o placate or
bribe the powers-that-be of the Underworld (see also
Mogeey 1977). From this, we can bagin 1o understand
one Teason why nearly every individual was buried
with vetdels of iome sort, whather of rh.y. sione, of
mictal: thoy served ascontainers for food and drink In

sorme cases, remains of food - fish or mammal bones,”

grain, legumas, date slones - werme found in vesssliin
the graves (Woolley 1934, 144; Elliscn o of. 15M).
Both in death and in life, the Sumenians viewed
makrdries B HTonymous with pnwrri“.mm In
iq..-n:l:'Eraph.I.: r-n-p:e.u.-nul:ion.:\. aptives are showty
naked whereas their captors are abways dressed (for
example on the Standard of Ur: Woolley 1934, pl. §2),
In a literary ftext entitled Tnanna’s Descent ta the
Mether World" (Kramer 1 950; 1951), thegoddess inanna
makes 4 journey o the Mether World inan stiempt 1o
extrect favours frem Mer sister the queen. To prepare
for thetrp, she dresses in her finest clothes and jewels:

The sdugurra, the aown of the P:; 1, & B put upon
har haad,

Laciks fof hair) sha fised upon her forehesd,

The messurieg ped (asd) Tine of lapis laruli she
Eripped in her hend,

“omall lapds Tazuli stones shatied abo bor reci,
Twvin sener-somes che fastened 1o her broasi,

A gald ring she put about her hand,

Thebnesst plate %::l-.".uﬂht comal” shabownd about
hiér binessd,

With the pala-garmand, the garment of led yskip, she
eovered e hody,

The pintrent ‘Ha {Lhe mar) skall ceme, he akall
worne’, it dasbed on e gyes.

(Erumser 1951, 2 Epas 17225}

Asahe passes through theseven gates thatTead through
the MNether World, she s systematically stripped of her
dothesand her ewellery. Finally, sheisbrought before
the queen, naked and also powerless.

This metaphor which contrasts zuksdrtmnﬂﬂ
powerlessness with being dressed and bejewelled 2t
thus powerful can help (o orderstand many oY the
ohjects tha? accompanied buriais a3 part of “dreds’ in
the broadest sense. Most artefacts in the graves fall
within the domainsof dress, ewellery, and symbals of
position and power, Por example, we find that both
winmen and men were equipped with bead necklices,
eafringd af gold, silves, or copper, and metal ping
apparently used to fasten clothing. Females of
importance wiene buried with etaborate headdrestes
of gold & silver ribban, wreaths of mold or silves
Reaves, rings suspersded onstrings of laptsand carnelian
beads, and ornamental spikes (ealled ‘combs’ by
Woolley) of gold or silver with inlaid rosettes that

were wormn at the back of the head (Fig. #). Males of
'impnrrlncc also had distincinve h::.dgru.r. im Ehyis Caag
usuallya string ofthree large slongated beadsa tachad
147 gu]-d o sibver chaing which weére worm around tha
Ferehead. Males abo frequently worea dagger or knife
at the wakst and might carry &n aee in the hared (Fig, 9,
Paliock 1883).

While this paclure is necessarily D\‘:ﬂ{l‘]‘k‘:]i_ﬁd
and homogenized, it serves to (Pustrate the kinds of
artefects thatwergcommonly bried with the deceassd,
Some of these, such s comnponents af the elaborabe
headdresses, have never or only rardy been found in
comtemporary burials alsewhere. | suggest that some
ol these objects may have been perquisiies of
institutional sttachment and cemetery burlal,
specifically deslgned to coerce people gantly into a
relationship of greater dependercy on thess
insttudions,

Just as endightening are the kinds of things that
are waf placed with the doad R.nr.ll Cemilery grav
whether rich or poar, slposf s .

flyifics sutras
ral GikdbE, aftisn

n T ane, SO

equipment, gy ariclicts associated wiih texti

mnufmm.?eﬂhmwmhn:ﬁﬁﬁm
T L g

u ral or pa

the backbordk of the Sumerlm sconon

ondinary work, a person’s manual oocupation, was
not appropriate or meloWnm-aragnth; what #as
imporiant was their rifual or political position.

O of the moest famed aspects of theawRoyal
Cemetery Is b evidence for the practice of what
Woolley cafled hurnas sacrifice. This involved the
apparentlydeliberate killing of anumberofindividuals
& accompamny the principal occupant of each Royal
Tomb to the grave. The deliberateness of ihe killing, -
whesher coerced or ‘voluntary” - s argued for by the
lurge rumber of such individuals in several of the
toembs {for example, 63 in Royal Tomb 789; 28 in Roval
Tesmb 200; 75 in Royal Tomb 1237y, which malkes it
hightly unlikely that all of these people had happened
1o die simuitanecwsly. Nor, In the absence of any
evidence (o suggest gither preservasion.of corpses om
the medal of Egyptor secondary burtal, i it likely that
bodies of poople who had died sarlior were ‘saved
untl] the death of a paramdaunt figura,

Meitherburial evidenc e from othersites nor texty
offer us comparable practioes or an explanation for
therm It i3 possible that the practice was conflned toa
melatively short perind of Hme, eacly in ED T (Missen
1966; Polleck 1965], and to only one city, U, alihough
wecannct nide out the possibility that similar tombsat
other sites have simply escaped archasological
discovery. Il would sesm that the practice is best

e

The Royal Cematery of Ur

Figrure 8, Jereilery fournd an the body of tae of the mamy ferale subsidftary bariels i Royal Tomb 1237, Amisng
olher ilevis wend @ gold leaf wirasth, gobd ribliors, herge cold strrings, neckitess and 2 g,
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Figure 9. Ofifacts freom Rowsal Tomb 1675 maaly essociated with the princ e
'3 X s Al principal ocewpant, including four
sets of disfirictive headgear of Lirge Brads and gold cheins, and a dgyer. i s

understood a3 a shori-Hved and extreme form of
display of the power of cestain individuals - in their
cepacity as high-rankdngmembers of publicinstinstions
= over the lives of others. Theides that the subard inases
besricd in these tambs were viewed in some respects as
merely ancher vanaty of the grave goods with whick
e tombs were liborally endowed has already been
Rigzesied by Woolley himself (1934, 33), Indusd, this
practice might be & further Indication of the lergths 1o
which the leaders of e competing, power-graedy
inatiburtions of the tempie and palace were wiling to
g2 indisplaying to themselves, to each other and 1n fhe
restof the populace thefrabilityto control thelr subiocis.

As Woolley clearlydescribod, the Royal Cemetery
was bocated fn a parbage dump. This is hacdly the
phace where we would expect prople to be buried,
espadally pecpbe whose budal invabed much pamp
and croumstance, pot fo meosion wealth. Nor, mes:
probably, was this simply an sbandoned dusap;
rubbish continiied to be thrown there at lesst sherty
!!’C‘ElJillfljlm‘l.l'-gﬁﬁﬁl\"fﬁ_.Iffiritﬂinl}fman'Tn'Fnr.IF;.-'
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with ieen.® The texts that we have do not offer us any
cheeses wihe meaning of this practice. But aftisadesio
garbage - perhapa particular kindsof garbage - and/
of attitudes bo death in Sumerian times must desry
have been significanily different fram ourst :
Atrthir phenomeno for wivich the texts do not
specifically prepare ug and which runs counter 1o gar
culturally-bound assamptions about treamment of tha
corad Is grave disturbance, In the Royal Cometery, and
inallother combemporary cometeries and house burials,
& large proportion of the burials were digturbed in
BomE Wiy in anbiquity. This usually teems 1o heve
involved removal of some of the cbiects Placed in the
fFave, and 5o has been termed by archaselogists grave
Ipotimg or rebbing. In some cases the disturbance
appears L have cecurred when an earlier grave was
encountered in the digging of a later ene, while in
others it was apparently more dekberale (Woollew
1834, 15-151 Inthecourseof thedismurbance, undesired
objects {for examnpie, clay potsiand aven bodies were
aften toased aside. In some cases, all o gt of boclies

are eompletaly missing and were perhaps removed
with thiir jewellery or other objects #till on them,
While the fact of the disturbance and semoval of
inets et undendsble, the connotations of this
behavior aré open o .-.]q:uicm. We can E\-!g'ﬁn by
sticning how eagy it would be locoverily robleege
Eraves Incatesd within - and perhaps quite centrally
within = the aly® If this is not in itsell sofficiently
uniikely, the phenomenon of grave-disturbance in
howses makes the practice even more problematic. In
at least some cases, for example Grave 234 at Aba
Balabikh (Matihiews & Posigate 1987; Steele 19900, &
ypersan wag intermed below the floorofa heuseand the
grave subsequently ‘robbed” with no apparent
oeasatbon |n Ehe r.'\;cupu.l.iun.dlhn:- hegiiase. IF, a4 seedns
reasonable, people were burfed below the houses in
which ﬂ'h"_',.'ﬂl‘ﬂ their fanitlies :'iwni,\xh_',' rob tha grave
of ona’s pwn kin?

1 cammot pretend b have a definkive answer 10
this issae of grave disturbance. Howaver, it may ba
wseful bo rephrase the question entirely and begin with
the assumption that this was not robbing or looting in
thiz sense that we think of it at all. Instesd, the objects
placed with (he dead may have been there om Enan, to
belp the individuals negotiate their entrance 1o the
Underseorid. Aftar somee p::'i.r:wi of time, obpcts coulkd
be retrieved by the living and relurned 1o other uses,
probably including inheritance by the living. This is
not to |y that ‘borrowing” back from the dead was
considered ideal; rather the practice may have Teen
accepted even though not particularly desirabla
Indeed, it 5 quite easy bo imagine how such a practice
coarld hive been abiossd, ﬁptfi.l.'lli_r’ since wehear from
the textentitled The Reformsof Uruinfmgma’ (Steible
19821 thai priests had been abusing their prerogatives
b}l :ierru:nil:ng. engrbitant pay far their services al
funerals.

Coneluding remarks

Acotrprehensivemnterpretationafl the Royal Cermebery
is well beyond the scope of 4 shoet essay such as this
and Fequines attention ko many mone atiributes of the
dagoased, their treatment, and Sumerian secisty mone
g:nual'l:l.- bR have besen Wk hed upon e, What [
hawve tried 1o dois o show some of the ways in which
the Royal Cermetery burials can be understood as
expressions of and s 1o norrnative attitudes.
Nh:l:mh‘ug.:l!ﬂh. At the same B, the bunals formed
part of the power strugghes among various seckors of
Cumerian society, :trum'le:. which themselves
doubaless contributed to the shaping of normative
attitudes. Thus, for n-s:.lmpbu, a culhural dichem that io

The :-T-nya'l {'rmql!nr:,' of Ur

wiedd powerone mnst be appropriately dressad makes
understandable many of the ohjects with which the
E.a}-u] Cl.-r.rzl.zr}- dead wiste pru'l.‘ldr.'d; it also indicabes
a means by which people could be manipulated
trnugh their eooption by powerful institutlons which,
amnong other Ihinas, offered 1o Frnvhlnn them wiith
certain desired materals al critical junctares in life -
sasch as death,

The Fn:'a[ Ermgbﬂ]r hadk served 48 & sbrce of
many of our kdeas abowt early Sumerian chvilization, at
the-sarne Hme a3 it has been seenasa nniguedisooveny.
Thisserew hat consradicioey sbtinide highlights some
important points. On the one hand, there ane notable
slmmilarithes between the treatment of the dead inthe
Royal Comatery and at cther conlemporary sites, for
example in the positioning and treatrment of the body
and in the categgorics of objects that accompany the
deceased, Yet, while recognising thewe similarities
bwhich np dpubi reflect she FuTtL:'.Fdiil.lnud' Ur ki the
farger social and cultural sphere of Sumer and Akdad),
we st mot fail to reco grize theuniquecharacieristics
af the Cemetery. Moorey (1977, 35) has cormimented
with insight that some of the features that mark the
Cm‘ﬂ:r}' as distincl, mosl nuub[y charactenistics of
the Rowal Temb burizls, mey be aspects of a local cult,
?r.-.'h.tps $pcc'-f'u: §o Manna, the mson qu ancd Fatnen
deiby of Ur. That the cult of Nanna was an importset
tradition at Ur has been strongly argued by Winter
(1987 ina conafderation of the art historical evidence,
Purssing fvese argumends offers usa posasible avenue
towerd investigating the particular, Jocal differences
between city-states, rather than viewing all of Sumer
s Ore hnmﬁsﬂwus whole.

Notes

LIt is,of course, possible that children Cgured amaong
tha graves that were not mecorded by Woolley.
Camparisans withother ED sites, however, sugaest
that children are routinely under-represented in
excivaied burial pcpu'lnl'inns ipg. Kash: M:d‘.q]r
E925; Abu Salsbikh: Seevle 19900

2. Woalley believed that a significant period of fme
elipsid between the use of the arca for & cémetiry
and the next eplsode of rubbish disposal (Woalley
1534, 238-270 0t s not clear that this must be so,
howover; it s unforfanate that Woolley's reporting
of ihe details srd ﬂrl!is!’.i].‘-h:" af the rulﬁ!-hhn&ps
ismod all that it might be. He was al so influenced by
his own feelings about the relationship between
garbage and buriak: ... itis a mosal probebill by that
such desemation of theoid graveyard asis involved
in the ase of it a3 a rubbish-dump only took place




Sozan Pollock

aiter & devet bisleryel sie the Jale of the Last
Inbemiment . .'-IW‘..M-I'Il'r 1, Xk

. Tt buw alin o Hee Jloiyod Uesmwelory relative o the
bl bhars Hy b pasldommatic. Wioolkey ook pains to
sl il Wliad s Emeliory's apparend location in
Fisnwsllade prodenity o the much later Temenos
area prvl ol buve any direct relationship to its
jemithinn bin U Barly Dymastie own (Woslley 1934,
18 Y o v, Woolley's assumption - that so
bty an the  sdte of the Cemstery contalned no
bwibllings ared wagused asa ich dump, il mast
hise Laln autside the diy proper - does not seem
justified. Qther indications suggest that Ur may
have reached its full size of some 50 ha at this time
{Wright 1581, 327, inwhdch case (he Royal Cemetery
would have been well within the city 1imits and
quite probably near its contre.
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Comments

From P.R.5.Maarey, Ashmalean Musocm, Ouiord

A decade ago the editor of  set of conference pepers
i [vath In Mesopotamia remarkeed that ‘thie fact that
Mt il gasriesh Fjse wasmentionod frequently, bal fhe
tovpal builads al Uiy vy sdooan, reminds us of the
vty b bl il bl e in oeedved” (Al dor 19R0)L
Tv oA s, ®mias Dl b B ilispeiniglily i aruilysed
e vyl b isicboon it B0 s il e dettilng, the
(e b sprmewilemin il padmew Dgd (il n bl His |-|r|l|| |..l:lr
wmmbiprn wles @ 0 e nanl e aiipuim A HEs gl M oawian b bas

[LL}

umwise to assurns thet Woolley' sexcavations revealod
the whaleof this cometery, subsequent work elsewhers
inSumer cerminty suggests, a3 Pollock argues, that the
excavatbon of conlemporary houses at Ur might wed]
wield domestic burtaly, particularly of ehild ren, 48 was
the case then: Later.

We are still far from explaining the vanety of
Sumarian urban burial customs, When graves ane in
howses, it is by no means always clear whether the
hoursa o that partofith was or was not inhabited atthe
time. When graves concentrsle in comebenies, often
over many generations, it i not yet evident whther
they were intremural or extramsra and, if the former,
whether Iocation was hapharard or controlled by
proadimity b the central city shrines (a3 arguably at
Kish-Hursagkalama and Ur)and whether admission
to such a burial place was a matter of institutional
affiliation or statua, as Poflock argwes, or of ploty,
Herges, martyrs and saimts, and the eternal feliciry
conherned by burisl as close a9 possible to them, may
beelder phenonens in Frayg than bk oorrenty sesumied

The relative gase with which excavated grave
froups ml_ybc ranked br mnstmﬂ{ng hi.mgrmn-f
weaith scores has combined wilh a madarn
precccupation with power and stahus o emphasisze
sacio-poiditical stratificationat (he expenseof mortuany
differentials bess readily quantfied or bess sccursiely
recorded by excavators, How are we to bost whether
burial practices in Sumer, or elewhere, do or donot
correlate mong chosely with aspects of ideclegy than
with socidl siractures?

Follock ghily invokes the evidence of kexis and
oo y o ehucidate Sumerian eschatology, but
what Fttle there is serves only to demonstrate that
focal “theclogies’ wene as prevalent as city-states and
mo mare coherenl. Even il we acoept with ber that
rudity wag synonymous with powerlessnessin life, it
does not follow that 18 was 3o m cult or in death
Litation scenes Ilustrate the riteal nudity of prlestsin
the presence of the delty. Represensarions of nude or
partially pude women (*goddesses) suggest that
Imanna’s disrobing a3 she passes through the
Underworld has a more subtle cultic interpretation
than Pallock allows, as may the rich altire {and
presencel of atbendants [n the ‘roval’ graves. Indesd,
Sumerian grave equipment may have had more to do
with arrbving in the Underwerld, with the riles of
passage, than with Ifestyles - past or hoped for,

Controversial specifics apart, Pollock has wisaly
concentrated on bwo fundamental poinis not always
suifictentlyrocognized in recend moruary archasology:
1hat 1y sinprle comctory may be assumed o provide a
inpasaaitillve sinngile of the kol populatlon: snd

-

Thie Roval Cemetery of Ur

(Ratmarked variatioms in the treatment of thedead are
35 much io be expacted within as between culiures,

Fraz Thorkild Jacobsen, Bradford, MNew Hampshire

Cr Pollock’s paper rabses inferesiing and relevant
questions about the Rayal Cemetery at Lr and offers
ssinulating suggestions for answering them. A fow
comiments based on lextual evidencs may be sdded.

Dr Poliock points out that the cemetery culd
Tave sorommadated ondy a fraction of Lir's population
after death and suggesis that it wasreserved for burial
e Templeand Court personned only, Ciherinhabitants
af Ur may have been buried in their houses or in off-
site cemneleries, exposed o thie elements, of dispossd
of in rivers. Of these possibilities, that of exposure can
probably be discounded given the Sumerians inbanse
abharrende for hiaving bodies e unburied, sven those
sfencmies. The othersaneall wableand ooe might acd
that of drowning or geiting lost in the marshes,

O thisse varipus pogsibilities, theone o Ekaly
1o have accounted for laspe numbers of bodies would
seem 10 be that of additional cff-site cerncteries, 3%
there 1s o necessity (o assume that cemeleries wera
Testricted on & basis of mstimilon or dass, Uf inlenss
for cematery burial are UrukAgina's Reform Texes
firom. the end of ED 1L They show that tradition had
established standard fees fof Funerary services
follows:

Thebeer of a corpee gaing to the cametary was seven
jars, tha loawes four hundred and twenty, Cne
hundred and fwenty quars of ha-zibarkey, cnacloth,
ore hendrest, ome hed and one chelr did the Shark-
puise” infficiar) take away. Sbry quarts did the
"n'pn-t’hh AW
The beer and bread of the corpse are clearly to go into
the grave, Other fexts suggest that tha fuznitare
mentioned was apparently used in the final rites. The
next foligwing section in the decrees beging "After &
rmamn had irio Enki‘sreeds’, that bs, waslostintha
marshes. [t Bsts the sarme costs as those for burial in the
cemetery, which seems uncalled for with bo corpse 10
rest on the bed or use the chalr. UruKAgina,
accordingly, eancelled all demands for furniture in
this case,

Redevant for seeing the Royal Tombs inconbext i3
Apaskageinthetale The DéatholGilgamesh’ published
by Krarmer. | think it is possibis 1o get a Hitle further
than did Kramer in his very carcful and cautious
Pionser translation. With slight emendation of the
aﬁdir\gof two damaged signs | shouk! iranslale it as

lorws:

When bis beloved spoases, his beloved chikines, his
peloved first wife and (hish young concubine, his
museiEn and eu rar (171, hie baloved barber, his
bellomgings (7] his belloved] servants {17} in
atmndance |n the palace, his beloved . thirgs had
s labed down bn thelr in the palsce foanded
on stome in the mids of Uruk, did Gilgamesh, sanof
inwuma, ehack out thoie grecting gifts to Ereshikigal.

As willbe seen - and was noted already by Kramer -
there ang here de finite poiats of contact with the actual
findings in the Royal Tombs at Ur. There too the
deseased was fellowed in death by the daressed’s
housshald including mrusicans, a3 westifled to by the
harps, and ordinary servants such as guards and
grocere. An unusial feature is the use of stone besides
clay in their construction. The designation of
Gilgasnesh's e as The palace founded on stone”
mby supget the use of e same odd igue there.
Possibly it hed riual implications. A differcnce b that
in the Gllgamesh passage his family folloves him In
doathysuch seamanat bo have been thocese st Ur. Adso,
while some of the objeces found in the Rayal Tombs
may have constituted greeting gifts, thereis no way to
demonsireie this

“The rahier fusller ploture given by the Gligamesh.
passage helps greatly to clarfy how the Sumeriansin
BT 100 sarw e cdeasthy amad Burial of a king or queen. In
death the kng maved with his family and housshold
to another clty-state - that of Ereshkigal - to setfle
Ihere. Accerdingly hebrought greeting ghfis, standard
procedure for calling on people of Impartance and
essntial for establishing proper relations with the
dignitaries of the MNe ther World in which b expectato
be accorded a position conscrant with his rank.
Gilgamesh was rades pudge inthe Mether World and
50 was Ur-Mapunuw

Lastly, | must admit that explaining the
housahold following thair masterimdeath as evidens
of ‘competing, power-greedy institutions of the termphe
and the palace ... daplaving to themselves, sach other
wricd the restof the populace their abiliny to contral their
subjects’ siriles me as anschronous. The Sutice is.a
better comparison

From Mans J. Missen, Seminar filr Vorderssiatische
Alerturnskunde, Berlin

The sensatbonal discovery of the Royal Tombs at Ur
occurred only & few years alter the even more
sensational find of Tulankhamun's tambs in Egypt
with il iremencious wealth of precious obdeas. Both
cases displayed a host of objects of both artistic and
material value which had sceompanied the doad on
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