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The Cuneiform Chronicles
The Invention of Writing
Directions: Read the small amount of text at the bottom of page 33 in the textbook, and closely
examine the infographic on the same page. Then, answer the following questions.
1.

When was cuneiform writing first invented, and why do we call it “cuneiform”?

2. Imagine you have never even thought of the idea or concept of writing. There is
only spoken language. Now look at the first step the Sumerians took toward
writing. If you were sending 10 goats with a merchant to a neighboring town,
why might it be a good idea to send him with a sealed clay “envelope” containing
10 goat tokens? What function could that serve?

3. Over time, the Sumerians began pressing the tokens onto the outside of the envelopes, like a stamp, to
show how many were inside. Why do you think they did this, and how did this get them closer to writing?

4. Eventually, to make the whole process quicker and easier, they stopped using tokens and just drew symbols
instead, finally creating early cuneiform, which would continue to become more and more complex. How did
cuneiform allow Sumerians to communicate more effectively they could using tokens and clay envelopes?

The Epic of Gilgamesh
Directions: Read the summary text, along with the selections of from the epic, and answer the questions that follow.
[Summary text from Shmoop.com, italicized text from the translation of The Epic of Gilgamesh]
Gilgamesh, the son of a man and a goddess, is king of the ancient Sumerian city-state of Uruk. Oh, and he's also the
strongest and most handsome man in the world. Must be nice. Unfortunately, Gilgamesh's assets have gone to his
head, and he spends all his time wearing out the young men of the city with endless athletic contests and sexually
exploiting the young women. When the citizens of Uruk can't take it anymore, they pray to the gods for help. The
god Anu hears them, and commands the goddess Aruru to create another human who will be a match for
Gilgamesh. Aruru creates Enkidu, an uncivilized wild man, and places him in the woods.

In the wildness(?) she created valiant Enkidu, His whole body was shaggy with hair, he had a full head of hair like a
woman, He knew neither people nor settled living, He ate grasses with the gazelles, and competed at the watering
hole with the animals;
There, Enkidu has several run-ins with a trapper who uses the same watering hole. Terrified, the trapper goes to
Uruk for help. On Gilgamesh's advice, the trapper goes back to the watering hole with Shamhat, a temple-prostitute.
When Enkidu shows up, Shamhat entices him to have sex with her. Afterward, Enkidu finds that he can no longer
keep up with the animals, but that his mind has been opened. He starts living with Shamhat, who initiates him into
human life.
Shamhat pulled off her clothing, and clothed him with one piece while she clothed
herself with a second. and brought him to the hut of the shepherds. The shepherds
gathered all around about him, they marveled to themselves: "Surely he was born
in the mountains; his strength is as mighty as the meteorite(!) of Anu!" They placed
food in front of him, they placed beer in front of him; Enkidu knew nothing about
eating bread for food, and of drinking beer he had not been taught. The prostitute
spoke to Enkidu, saying: "Eat the food, Enkidu, it is the way one lives. Drink the
beer, as is the custom of the land." Enkidu ate the food until he was full, he drank
the beer-seven jugs!-- and became expansive and sang with joy! He was elated and
his face glowed. He splashed his shaggy body with water, and rubbed himself with
oil (bathing), and turned into a human.
When she mentions Gilgamesh, Enkidu realizes that he wants a friend—and that
he wants to give Gilgamesh a beat-down. (Frenemies!) Oh, what a coincidence—
Gilgamesh has been dreaming about getting a new friend, too. Soon enough,
Enkidu goes to Uruk and faces down Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh wins, but there are no
hard feelings, and the two warriors become best buds.
1.

Do you think Gilgamesh was a real person? How much of the story do you think is fact and how much do you
think is fiction?

2. Think back to our conversations about the idea of “civilization” and being “civilized.” What does the story of
Enkidu learning to be human show about the way Sumerians viewed being “civilized”? What were the
markers of “civilization”?

3. The Epic of Gilgamesh was passed down orally from the time of the Sumerians, but was only written down
during the time of the Akkadians and Babylonians, centuries later. Do you think the story went through
changes? Do you think it changed more before or after it was written down? Why?

The Legend of Sargon
Directions: Read the introductory text below, followed by the Legend itself, and answer the questions that follow.
Sargon of Akkad (ruled 2334 to 2279 BCE), the founder of the Akkadian Empire. While he was
clearly a brilliant military leader, it was the story he told of his youth and rise to power that
exerted a powerful influence over the Sumerians he sought to conquer.
At the time Sargon came to power in 2334 BCE, Sumer was a region which had only recently
been united under a Sumerians king, and even then it was not a strong union. Sumerian cities
were frequently at war with each other, fighting over resources such as water and land rights.
Further complicating the situation was the conflict between the rich and the poor. By
presenting himself as a "man of the people", he was able to garner support for his cause and
took Sumer with relative ease. Once the south of Mesopotamia was under his control, he then
went on to create the first multi-national empire in history. His appeal would have been great to
people who were tired of the wealthy living as they pleased at the expense of the working lower
class.
Even though the extant (existing) legend was written down long after Sargon's death, it is thought represent a story
Sargon would have presented during his own time regarding his birth, upbringing, and reign.
Source: Joshua J Mark, Ancient History Encyclopedia

Sargon, the mighty king, king of Akkad, am I.
My mother was a priestess, my father I knew not…
My priestess mother conceived me, in secret she bore me.
She set me in a woven basket, with tar she sealed my lid.
She cast me into the river which rose not (over) me,
The river carried me to Akki, the water collector,
Who lifted me up as he collected his water.
Akki… [took me] as his son (and) raised me.
Akki… hired me as his gardener,
While I was a gardener, (the goddess) Ishtar loved me,
And for years I was king, the black-headed [people] I ruled
Mighty [moun]tains I conquered,
The upper ranges I climbed, the lower ranges I [trav]ersed,
The sea [lan]ds three times I circled.
Dilmun my [hand] cap[tured]…

1. What do you think was the purpose of
this story? Why was it told and written?

2. What can we learn about
Mesopotamian society from this text?

3. Considering what you know about when and why it was written, do you think the story is true? Do you think
it is biased? Explain.

4. According to Joshua J Mark, why did Sargon, and the story of his early years, appeal to many Sumerians?

The Law Code of Hammurabi
Directions: Read about Hammurabi and his code on page 37 in
the textbook, and read the laws on the Code below. Then
answer the questions that follow.
1. According to the beginning of the Law Code, from
where does Hammurabi get the right to dictate these laws?

[Our gods] Anu... and Enlil... named me,
Hammurabi, to be the exalted prince, the
worshipper of the gods, to cause justice to prevail
in the land, to destroy the wicked and the evil, to
prevent the strong from oppressing the weak; to
enlighten the land and further the welfare of the
people...
6. If any one steals the property of a temple or of
the court, he shall be put to death, and also the one
who receives the stolen thing from him shall be put
to death.
22. If any one is committing a robbery and is
caught, then he shall be put to death.
110. If a priestess opens a bar, or enters a bar to
drink, then this woman shall be burned to death.
142. If a woman argues with her husband, and
says: "You are not nice to me," the reasons for her
prejudice must be presented. If she is guiltless, and
there is no fault on her part, but he leaves and
neglects her, then this woman has no blame, she
shall take her dowry (money given at marriage)
and go back to her father's house.
168. If a man wish to kick his son out of his house,
and declare before the judge: "I want to kick my
son out," then the judge shall examine into his
reasons. If the son is guilty of no great fault, for
which he can be rightfully kicked out, the father
shall not kick him out.
195. If a son hits his father, his hands shall be cut
off.
196. If a nobleman put out the eye of nobleman,
his eye shall be put out.
197. If he breaks the bone of a nobleman, his bone
shall be broken.
198. If he put out the eye of a common man, or
break the bone of a common man, he shall pay
one [silver] mina.
199. If he put out the eye of a man’s slave, or
break the bones of a man’s slave, he shall pay
one-half of [the slave’s] value [to the owner of the
slave].
202. If any one strike the privates of a man higher
in rank than he, he shall receive sixty blows with an
ox-whip in public.
229. If a builder builds a house for someone, and
does not construct it properly, and the house which
he built falls in and kills its owner, then that builder
shall be put to death.
230. If it kills the son of the owner the son of that

2. Five of the laws listed here call for the death penalty.
Do you think they are fair? Why or why not?

3. Identify and explain one example of social inequality
represented in these laws.

4. Identify and explain one example of patriarchy (maledominated gender inequality) represented in these laws.

5. Overall, do you think these laws are fair and just? Do
you think they make sense for that time period? Give your
thoughts.

