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Age, Gender and Labor 
Recording Human Resources  

in 3350–2500 BC Mesopotamia 
 

Vitali Bartash1 
 
 
1. Introduction 

The earliest cuneiform texts from the Late Uruk period record a rich variety of 
terms designating occupations. Lexical lists “Archaic Lu2 A” and “Officials” 
offer thesauri of such terms.2 They enumerate mostly top and middle tier offi-
cials and professionals employed or connected with the city’s central communal 
institutions.  

These lexical works do not mention low ranking laborers, however. In con-
trast, the synchronous administrative records include a developed terminology 
for human resources, probably household dependents and/or slaves. The need to 
invent a set of terms to classify them was evidently connected, on the one hand, 
with their value as labor, which had to be recorded. On the other hand, these 
individuals were sustained with food and other goods of varying amounts. This 
must be recorded too.  

In this paper, I will discuss terms of low-rank household dependents and 
workers that appear in the earliest administrative records. Two main factors 
strongly influenced the terminology of workers, namely a) biological character-
istics such as age and biological sex,3 and b) their involvement in labor.  

                                                 
1 Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität München, Institut für Assyriologie und Hethitologie. I 
express my deep gratitude to Alexandra Kleinerman (Cornell University) for reading the 
paper and improving its English. Salvatore Monaco (Rome), Camille Lecompte (CNRS-
Université Paris I), and Giuseppe Visicato (Rome) read the draft of the paper and sug-
gested valuable corrections and additions. I am especially indebted to Robert Englund 
(UCLA) for his permission to cite unpublished Uruk IV/III documents. All shortcomings 
of the paper rest with the author. Dates of archaeological and historical periods, some-
times rounded, are according to Sallaberger / Schrakamp 2015: 55 and 136. 3350 BC as 
the beginning of the Uruk IVa period is according to CDLI. 
2 See Johnson 2015 for a recent discussion of these lexical works and Lecompte (present 
volume) for their interpretation in the context of synchronous administrative texts. 
3 As will be seen below, the terminology of human gender originates in the terminology 
to describe the sex of animals. Therefore, strictly speaking, one should speak about the 
sex of the recorded individuals and not their gender, which is a social classifier. Howev-
er, the early administrative records do not distinguish gender and sex as separate modes 
of classification. The present contribution follows this practice and uses both terms syn-
onymously.   
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Whereas the terminology for gender and age groups is well represented in the 
earliest administrative texts, there is no term for labor. The lexeme a2 “arm, 
strength” designating labor as an abstract notion appears later in Presargonic or 
Early Dynastic IIIb (ca. 2500–2300 BC) archival documents.4 No graphemes or 
lexemes in the earliest texts have so far been identified as designating labor, a 
quantifiable productive activity.5  

The evidence at hand strongly suggests that the original strategy employed by 
the ancient bureaucrats to classify humans was to arrange them into age and 
gender groups. It was the easiest way to calculate and evaluate labor in the earli-
est Late Uruk administrative records. An individual’s age and gender (sex) gave 
ancient bureaucrats a precise idea of his or her capacity to perform a given task 
and was used for evaluation of one’s labor efficiency. Therefore, labor was orig-
inally calculated not by “men-days” as in the Ur III period (ca. 2100–2000 BC), 
but by the number of human beings with their specific biological characteristics, 
above all age and gender. Labor as an abstract notion did not exist in the earliest 
written evidence. 

Gradually, new terms for laborers were introduced during the Early Dynastic 
period. While retaining the link to age and gender categories, they also included 
semantic nuances such as their relation to labor ( uruš/geme2 “young male/fe-
male [laborer]”) or their legal status (arad2 “male slave”).6 

Relying on the evidence discussed in the paper alongside comparable data 
from later texts of the 3rd millennium BC, all low-rank laborers may be divided 
into two groups by the nature of their relation to central urban households such 
as temples and palaces. These households were political, cultic and intellectual 
centers, hubs of production and (re)distribution of resources and goods. They 
also possessed land, which was the main means of production in Ancient Meso-
potamia, and executed direct or economic power over a considerable part of the 
urban population. Households’ immediate dependents have never been numer-
ous, however. The majority of the population was not in servitude to the temple 
and palace households.7 Because of this, the central authorities conscripted free 
community members on a temporary basis to undertake massive agricultural, 
irrigational, military, and building projects. This corvée labor has “created Mes-
opotamian civilization”.8 

The sources for this study are administrative records. The ones most useful 
for investigating the terms used for describing laborers and professionals are 
inventories of personnel and lists that record allocation of goods. It would be a 
simplification to view personnel inventories as simple lists of people. They were 
composed for certain administrative purposes that are not always clear to us. 
                                                 
4 Steinkeller 2015a: 1. 
5 A term for ki 2-ak “work performed” appears in ED IIIa documents. However, its se-
mantic field is limited to the meaning “to perform agricultural work” and it is neither 
quantifiable nor is it explicitly connected to human resources to represent labor. See 
Pomponio / Visicato 1994: 222. 
6 See Molina 2011 for a recent discussion of slave terminology in 3rd millennium BC 
texts. 
7 Foster 2015: 16. 
8 Steinkeller 2015b: 138. 
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Beyond calculating the labor value of a particular group of individuals, some 
might also represent working assignments.  

Personnel and ration lists alike often record not only healthy adult able-
bodied workers but also children, the elderly, the sick and others who could not 
be exploited.9 However, in the eyes of a scribe an entry “n children” meant “la-
bor value = 0; food to be allocated = n”. Obviously, the reason to record all indi-
viduals who stood sub aegis of a household was to precisely calculate human 
recourses, estimate the labor they were able to expend at the time, and to esti-
mate the labor in store for the future as children grow up.  

What is more, all individuals who received support of any sort from the cen-
tral households appeared in documents known as “ration lists”. These lists record 
the amounts of goods, mostly food or clothing or wool, which was distributed as 
remuneration for services/labor or as sustenance. Low ranking individuals con-
stituted only a portion of people active in the service of the central institutions. 
Others included dignitaries, priests, craftsmen, etc.10 Lists of allocations give us 
a clear idea of how the labor of different categories was valued by the amount 
and variety of goods they received. Officials received more than craftsmen and 
craftsmen received more than low ranking laborers and slaves. 

Tracing the development of the terminologies for laborers over several histor-
ical periods is not an easy task. The level of understanding of many of the early 
administrative records is far from satisfactory. Additionally, some historical 
periods that are covered here are less provided with pertinent data than other 
periods. Consequently, the present topic must rely on scraps of relevant infor-
mation. Some interpretations are therefore necessarily tentative. 
 
2. Uruk IV Period (ca. 3350–3250 BC) 

The decision to discuss the evidence from the Uruk IV and III periods separately 
is not accidental. Although Uruk III texts are certainly the continuation and fur-
ther development of the Uruk IV terminology and bookkeeping practices, Uruk 
III texts provide revolutionary innovations, especially in the accounting of hu-
mans.11 

The earliest written archival records date to the Uruk V period. However, 
they cannot contribute to the present discussion since they contain only numeri-
cal signs and seal impressions. One cannot, of course, exclude the possibility 
that, similar to later periods, there are accounts of laborers among these numeri-
cal tablets. However, the absence of logograms makes it an unfeasible task to 
look for humans in these records.  

                                                 
9 The question of the child labor will be elaborated in detail in the research project by the 
present author “Between protection and exploitation: Children in temple and palace 
households as a socioeconomic phenomenon in Early Southern Mesopotamia (3200–
2000 BC)” funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG). 
10 See Steinkeller 2015a: 27–30 for a recent discussion of the term “ration” and its eco-
nomic nature. He proposes to use the term “allotment” instead. 
11 See also Johnson 2015: 174 ff. who accentuates the differences between Uruk IV and 
III versions of the lexical list “Archaic Lu A” and their possible implications for social 
and political spheres. 
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Texts from the next archaeological layer, Uruk IV, for the first time offer 
numbers side by side with logograms designating commodities or animated be-
ings. They also exhibit a fully developed system of administrative terminology 
including alleged verbs to describe the movement of goods/beings, professional 
terms, geographic and personal names, and signs for time notation.12 Similar to 
discreet objects and animals, humans were recorded using the sexagesimal sys-
tem in these and later texts. 

Late Uruk IV and III lexical lists are uninformative regarding the present top-
ic. Both lexical works “Archaic Lu A” and “Archaic Officials” are essentially 
lists of top and mid-level “employees” of central households including various 
categories of officials, priests, and craftsmen. The lower stratum of household 
dependents remains out of their scope for some reason. It is peculiar that they 
completely avoid the terms that describe humans in terms of age and sex in syn-
chronous archival documents. 

Although there were and still are doubts that the language of the Uruk IV and 
III documents was Sumerian,13 recent studies try to confirm that it was indeed.14 
Late Uruk documents are interpreted as Sumerian in the present contribution. 

The pioneering work, that tried to elucidate the accounting of humans in the 
Uruk IV and III periods, was an influential article by Ajzik Vaiman.15 His aim 
was to identify terms for slaves in these sources. He proceeds from the Early 
Dynastic terms for slaves, geme2(SAL×KUR) and arad2(NITA×KUR), and 
chooses signs SAL, KUR, and NITA to look for in the Late Uruk evidence. 
Vaiman rightfully criticized the assumption by Adam Falkenstein that SAL+ 
KUR in Late Uruk accounts is a writing for “female slave”. Relying on accounts 
of animals, he identified signs SAL and KUR as designating “female” and 
“male” respectively and discussed a number of texts where these signs refer to 
humans.16 Further, Vaiman identified the sign N8 as a notation of animal youth 
and human children.17 

The evidence presented by Vaiman illustrates that Uruk IV/III texts never 
recorded humans in large quantities. Only a few texts document more than one 
hundred individuals. It appears that human resources of central households dur-
ing the Late Uruk period were relatively humble compared to later periods. 22 

                                                 
12 For the latter see Vaiman 1974b and Englund 1988. 
13 See e.g. Englund 1998: 73–81 and 2009, especially pages 19–20. However, the pres-
ence of likely Sumerian personal names in Late Uruk texts, such as E2-SAL, which is 
identical with Munus-e2-(ti) of Early Dynastic I–II (Lecompte 2013 no. 57 obv. iii 3’) 
and IIIa period texts (WF 109 obv. I 3), may eliminate these doubts.  
14 See Monaco 2012 and 2014 and Krebernik 2013: 189–192. See critique by Englund 
2009: 7–8 fn. 18. 
15 Vaiman 1974a; German translation: Vaiman 1989. 
16 Vaiman 1974a: 139–142. Nevertheless in some cases he falsely identifies SAL+KUR 
as “female slave” thus postulating a fictive polysemy of this sign combination during the 
Late Uruk period (ib.: 144 ). See below for SAL+KUR as “dependents”. 
17 Vaiman follows the traditional view that KUR was the designation for male workers 
because of its Sumerian meaning kur “mountain” in later sources. According to this view, 
it is because they were prisoners of war (Vaiman 1974a: 143). For a critique of this opin-
ion, see below. 
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texts of the Uruk IVb layer record a few individuals each, for a sum total of 58 
individuals. In contrast, text no. 25,18 from the Uruk IVa layer, has 231+x hu-
mans.19 

Vaiman draws attention to graphemes that appear often adjacent to signs for 
humans, which he believed “may be interpreted as some particulars of the rec-
orded male and female slaves”.20 ERIM, SAG×MA, and AL bear relevance for 
the present discussion and I will refer to them below. 

Robert Englund offers a significant contribution to the question of registering 
humans in his overview of the Late Uruk texts and in an important article on 
slavery.21 He interprets the KUR sign as a depiction of male genitalia and rejects 
the semantic link with mountains and captivity supposed by Vaiman.22 However, 
since most of Englund’s conclusions dwell on the Uruk III material, I will dis-
cuss them in the next section. 

Uruk IV administrative accounts have three graphemes to describe human re-
sources in the most general terms: KUR for males, SAL for females and the sign 
N8 for children. The first two may represent Sumerian words nitax “man” and 
munus “woman” respectively. The fact that the same signs are used to designate 
the sex of animals in the Late Uruk texts, and the use of the qualifiers nita(2) 
(UŠ/NITA, ARAD) “male” and munus(SAL) “female” in the documents of later 
periods, both of humans and of animals, provides the grounds for this assump-
tion.23 However, the reading of the sign for children N8 remains uncertain. It is 
unknown if N8 in the Uruk IV texts refers to both babies and children, and if it 
may be compared to the sign combination ŠA3-TUR “babies (and) children” of 
the Uruk III accounts. No terms for the elderly have been identified so far in the 
Uruk IV accounts. 

The fact that the terms SAL and KUR for females and males appear in con-
texts with both animals and humans, occasionally makes it difficult to establish 
the identity of the accounted beings. In most cases, however, the accounts of 
animals give themselves away by using additional terms such as udu “sheep”, 
sila4 “lamb” etc.24 or by the appearance of animal managers and caretakers.25 

Document W 9655,t26 contains all three age and gender terms that appear in 
Uruk IV accounts of humans: 

 

                                                 
18 W 9827 = Englund 1998: 178 fig. 66. 
19 Vaiman 1974a: 145. He mistakenly claims no. 23 to be an account of humans. In fact, 
there is no evidence that humans were recorded in the bi-sexagesimal system. 
20 Vaiman 1974a: 146–147; translation mine. 
21 Englund 1998 and 2009. 
22 Englund 1998: 176. The sign SAL is a quite straightforward depiction of female geni-
talia and has been recognized as such long ago.  
23 See Bartash 2015a: 132. 
24 E.g. ATU 5, pl. 102 = W 9656,ef (CDLI number: P001550). 
25 E.g. as in W 20891,1; unpublished (P004106) for GURUŠDA “animal fattener” in a 
context with animals. 
26 ATU 5, pl. 81 = P001392. 
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obv. i  3N1 2N8 SAL+KURa ZATU693-KIDc  3 (adults and) 2 (children):  
female and male: ...; 

 1N1 KURa ZATU693-3N57    1 (adult) male: ... 
 ii  KISALb1-GEŠTUb PAPa      The KISAL-GEŠTU official  

              ... 
rev.  (blank)   
 

The grapheme ZATU693, appearing in both entries concerned with people, is 
decisive for the understanding of the proceeding of the document. Unfortunately, 
its meaning remains obscure. KISAL-GEŠTU in the colophon is a title for an 
official.27 Judging by the appearance of the grapheme PAP in numerous ac-
counts, it was a term that described an important administrative procedure or was 
simply an abbreviated personal name (Pa4). 

Document W 9579,o28 has a similar format. It records one man and one 
woman. The sign UNUGa may be interpreted as the geographical name Uruk.29 
DUB, written after the man, denotes another unidentified administrative proce-
dure appearing often in accounts of humans.30 SANGA-KISAL, adjacent to the 
woman in the second line, is a sign combination found in several Uruk IV and III 
texts.31 

 
obv. i 1N1 KURa DUBb     1 (adult) male ...; 

1N1 SAL SANGAa-KISALa1  1 (adult) female ...; 
   ii UNUGa        (for/in the city of) Uruk. 
 rev.  (blank) 
 
Besides DUB, Uruk IV accounts of humans record other administrative terms 
that are well-attested in Uruk III texts: BA, GI, ŠU (all likely verbs), URUDU, 
ERIM, PAP, and SU, all of which qualify humans in some way. An adequate 
understanding of Late Uruk documents is impossible without establishing the 
precise meaning of these terms.  

The sign GURUŠa, which appears in human accounts in Late Uruk texts, de-
serves special attention. It is easy to yield to the temptation to look for a connec-
tion between this grapheme and the category of male workers uruš that appears 
for the first time in the Early Dynastic period. The Late Uruk sign GURUŠ is a 
pictogram of a gear to move heavy objects by inserting round logs under a plat-

                                                 
27 See W 9656,h1 = ATU 3, pl. 23 = P000006 (“Archaic Lu A”) obv. iv 2. 
28 ATU 5, pl. 63 = P001262. 
29 Alternatively, UNUG may be interpreted as iri11 “city” (see Michalowski 1993: 123–
124). 
30 Cf. the term sa -dub “heads of the tablet” that designates regular workers in texts from 
ED IIIb irsu and passim in later sources. 
31 W 9656,cy = ATU 5, pl. 98 = P001517 (Uruk IV from Uruk) is likely a fragment of an 
account of humans or animals: see the remainder of KUR “male” on the reverse. The 
second column of the obverse preserves the notation of one “dead” individual/animal in 
combination with SANGAa-KISALa1. Uruk III texts of uncertain provenance, CUSAS 1 
no. 38 obv. ii 2 and no. 149 obv. ii 2, also record the term.   
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form.32 Englund launched this discussion by drawing attention to MSVO 1 no. 1, 
an account of fields from Jemdet Nasr. The plots are divided into three groups: 
“barley” parcels ( ŠE.ŠE ) intended for five officials who also appear elsewhere 
in the Jemdet Nasr documents, GURUŠa-SAL, and “irrigated land” (ki-duru5). 
Englund interprets GURUŠa-SAL as fields for the subsistence of male (GURUŠ) 
and female (SAL) dependents of a central household.33  

Based on the Uruk IV account W 9579,ac, Englund suggests that GURUŠ 
pairs SAL here similarly to how KUR “male” appears together with SAL “fe-
male”. He draws parallels from later sources and claims that this terminology is 
“a good fit with later GURUŠ/GEME2 and ARAD2/GEME2”.34 Therefore, ac-
cording to Englund, GURUŠ of Late Uruk texts means “workman”.35  

Let us take a closer look at W 9579,ac.36 It seems to testify to the parallel use 
of SAL and GURUŠa: 
 

obv.    I     II       Interpretation 
1N1 SAL   SUKKAL   1 (adult) female ...; 
3N1 GURUŠa x       3 ... (adult) males: 

       UNUGa    (for/in the city of) Uruk, ... 
       KURa 

       MAGURa 
rev.  (blank) 

 
The suggestion that here graphemes SAL and GURUŠ refer to humans requires 
justification. In fact, the sign KUR may belong to GURUŠa, since the border 
between two columns is not certain. Other Uruk IV documents record the sign 
combination KUR-GURUŠ: see W 9579,bm and W 9579,ch.37 In this respect, 
the latter text is especially enlightening. It has 1N1 KURa-GURUŠa UNUGa, thus 
possibly offering a parallel to W 9579,ac. It appears that KUR “male” qualifies 
the sign GURUŠ in these texts. This challenges Englund’s interpretation of 
GURUŠ as a male worker. 

W 9311,a38 casts further doubt upon it. This text is an account of animals39 
where two females (SAL) are qualified with the sign GURUŠa.40 Since there are 

                                                 
32 See Englund 1998: 81 and 2009: 8–9 fn. 19 for the interpretation of this device as 
“sled” or “sledge”. 
33 See Englund 1998: 211–213 and Friberg 1997–1998: 28–30 for the edition and discus-
sion of MSVO 1, 1. Friberg also argues that GURUŠ and SAL represent male and female 
dependents. On page 30, Friberg resorts to calculations to show that plots of “depend-
ents” appear in other Jemdet Nasr accounts of fields as a part of the manor of the EN-
official, which would imply that GURUŠ and SAL workers were dependent on the cen-
tral institution headed by this dignitary.  
34 Englund 2009: 9 fn. 19. 
35 Englund: 1998: 69. 
36 ATU 5, pl. 66 = P001276. 
37 ATU 5, pl. 70 = P001310 and ATU 5, pl. 72 = P001331. 
38 ATU 5, pl. 48 = P001156. 
39 See terms u8 “ewe” and utu’a “breeding ram” in obv. ii 5 and iii 4. 
40 Obv. ii 1. Other terms applied to SAL in this text are NUN and ZAG.  
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no examples where humans are calculated together with animals in Late Uruk 
texts, both SAL-GURUŠa and KUR-GURUŠa, as in W 9579,ch, refer to females 
and males of an animal.41 In accordance to this, GURUŠa cannot be a writing for 
“male worker” in Uruk IV texts. This consideration eliminates a number of texts 
which Vaiman believed to be Uruk IV accounts of humans. Presently, they need 
to be reexamined as accounts of animals instead.  

What concerns the sign combination GURUŠa-SAL in MSVO 1 no. 1 and 
other Uruk III texts,42 its interpretation requires further elaboration. In fact, the 
probability, that the Late Uruk sign GURUŠa is related to the category of work-
ers uruš of Early Dynastic sources, may be ruled out by other considerations. 
First of all, the Late Uruk sign in question is ZATU247 and its name “GURUŠ” 
is not justified. Piotr Steinkeller suggests that ZATU247 was the precursor of 
KAL and not of GURUŠ.43 Besides, it is well-known that signs GURUŠ and 
KAL were told apart during the Early Dynastic period44 and ceased to be distin-
guished relatively late.45 Therefore, the Late Uruk sign ZATU247 and the Early 
Dynastic sign GURUŠ are not related graphically and their semantic relation is 
even more doubtful.  

Concluding the discussion of the Uruk IV data, firstly, there are three terms: 
“(adult) male”, “(adult) female”, and “children” (Figure 1). Secondly, this termi-
nology originates in the terminology for animals. The same terms have been 
transferred to denote low-rank dependents by analogy. Thirdly, the presence of 
both sex and age classes illustrates that this was the original strategy to account 
dependents in central households. Finally, the numerical notation N8 for youth 
does not appear after the Uruk IV period and was replaced by a selection of log-
ographic writings. 
 
3. Uruk III Period (ca. 3250–3000 BC) 

Uruk III texts witness a considerable expansion of the terminology for humans. 
Englund offers an important discussion and analysis of about fifty accounts of 
humans, mostly Uruk III (Englund 2009). He refers to individuals appearing in 

                                                 
41 See Englund 2009: 9 fn. 19 for a connection between the Late Uruk sign GURUŠa and 
Early Dynastic KAL. ab2-KAL “... cow” appears in a lexical list SF 12 obv. i 12. I do not 
believe that this is a misinterpretation of the sign by the ancient scribes. 
42 E.g. in W 20274,57 (P003555) in context with a variety of wool (DARA4c), W 21045,1 
(P004205), MS 2392 (P006034), etc. 
43 See Steinkeller 1995: 702 no. 247 with a further reference. He also suggested that one 
of the forms of ZATU281 is the real GURUŠ. However, the latter can hardly be correct 
because the form Steinkeller had in mind has an angled line at the end of the sign, which 
makes it a likely predecessor of KAL as already was suggested by ZATU. A fundamental 
difference between the real GURUŠ and KAL is that the vertical line at the end of the 
sign of the former consists only of one wedge which is always strictly vertical (see 
Krebernik 1998: 277 + fn. 471). In my opinion, the Early Dynastic sign GIŠGAL (see 
UET 2 sign no. 308 for ED I–II and LAK648 for ED IIIa) is another sign that originated 
in the Late Uruk ZATU247. 
44 See Krebernik 1998: 277. 
45 See e.g. CUSAS 23 no. 164, a Middle to Classical Sargonic text from Adab, where 
uruš-workmen are written with the sign KAL. 
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the Late Uruk human accounts as “slaves” or “dependent laborers”.46 Englund 
takes three accounts, W 20274,2, W 23999,1 and MS 3035, as examples and 
substantially revises and expands Vaiman’s conclusions. According to Englund, 
the following terms appear in Uruk III accounts:47 
 
General terms Adults Youths 
KURa “male” AL “of working 

age (“hoer”?)” 
ENa TUR “four years old and older up to AL?” 

SAL “female” KURa TUR “boy, younger than ENa TUR?” 
SAG “head, human” KURa ŠA3a1 “boy, very young?” 
SAG×MA “noosed head”  SAL TUR “girl, younger than ENa TUR?” 
ERIMa “yoked one”  SAL ŠA3a1 “girl, very young?” 
PAPa SUa “qualifies slaves 
in some general way” 

 ŠA3a1 TUR = KURa/SAL ŠA3 
 3N57×U4 (TUR) “three-year-old (or: child in 3rd year)” 
 2N57×U4 (TUR) “two-year-old (or: child in 2nd year)” 
 1N57×U4 (TUR) “one-year-old (or: child in 1st year)” 

 
He does not introduce the term ŠU in his list, although he makes a passing re-
mark that this grapheme may be “associated by some with later šu-(gi4) “old 
one”,48 that is, the elderly. Englund links the term AL with its pictogram depict-
ing a hoe and connects the meaning “hoer” and not with Sumerian mah2 “high” 
(= grown-up) with this grapheme.49  

Englund proposes that terms for youths may represent their successive life 
periods. He offers an explanation that the reason to account babies by years up to 
the third was to “retain strict control of juveniles as they grew to working age”.50 
Relying on the evidence for child labor in Ur III times, Englund suggests that the 
age of children designated EN-TUR did not exceed several years. This allows 
him to surmise that individuals AL may have been as young as six and could 
have already participated in labor.51  

Vitali Bartash offers a revision of the Uruk III evidence paying special atten-
tion to terminology for minors (Bartash 2015a). As a result, he identifies and 
discusses two sets of terms for household dependents. The terms of one set were 
not compatible with those of the other. This implies that two different adminis-
trative practices stood behind these strategies to record humans. 
 
3.1. The Set of Terms “Gender” 

The first group of accounts offer a two-leveled system of classification. The first 
level divides individuals according to their gender, munus(SAL) “female” and 
nitax(KUR) “male”. The choice of these Sumerian equivalents for graphemes 
SAL and KUR rests on the fact that the same terms were used to denote the sex 
of animals in Uruk accounts. Since later, Early Dynastic texts qualify humans 

                                                 
46 Englund 2009: 6. See also ib.: 15: “These then are the higher-level qualifications of 
persons in proto-cuneiform accounts, quite possibly chattel slaves, or humans in some 
form of servitude to Late Uruk households”. 
47 Englund 2009: 15. 
48 Englund 2009: 13. 
49 Englund 2009: 9 fn. 19. 
50 Englund 2009: 15. 
51 Englund 2009: 15. 
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and animals alike by the attributes -munus “female” and -nita “male”, it seems 
likely they were qualified in the same manner in Uruk accounts assuming that 
these texts were composed in Sumerian. 

A different interpretation of SAL in the Late Uruk version of the lexical work 
Word List C, line 92 was suggested by Miguel Civil. He proposes that SAL is 
’amtum “female servant”. This leads him to interpret the grapheme UR.UR ap-
pearing adjacent to SAL as “all the workmen” by which he joins Joachim Kre-
cher (1987) in his interpretation of ur as “man” (Civil 2013: 48–49). However, 
these considerations remain hypothetical and do not find evidence in the con-
temporaneous administrative texts.52  

The second level of classification in the first set of terms refers to three age 
classes: (adult) males/females, children, and babies. Babies (ŠA3, reading uncer-
tain) and children (TUR = dumu) are differentiated on the sublevel. There is no 
specific term for adults in this system nor is there any reference to the elderly. 
This means that munus(SAL) and nitax (KUR) may have included all grown-ups. 
See figure 2 that offers the logic of the terms of the first group.  

A comparison of this set of terms with those used to describe low-rank labor-
ers and their children in the Early Dynastic IIIb (“Pre-Sargonic”) period exhibits 
clear parallels: 
 

 Uruk III (ca. 3100 BC) Early Dynastic IIIb (ca. 2400 BC) 

Adults munus(SAL) geme2 
nitax(KUR) uruš 

Children dumu:munus dumu-munus 
dumu:nitax dumu-nita 

Babies ŠA3:munus dumu-gaba/ga-munus 
ŠA3:nitax dumu-gaba/ga-nita 

 
The first set of terms illustrates that the Uruk III period witnessed the emergence 
of a developed terminology for minors differentiating them by gender and age 
classes. 
 
3.2. The Set of Terms “Age” 

The second group of terms is based on a different logic. The model is single-
levelled: there are only age classes. The set avoids any references to the gender 
of individuals. There are four categories: the elderly (?) (ŠU),53 adults (AL= 
mah2), dumu:EN which I identify with weaned children, and babies in their first, 
second or third year. Figure 3 sums up the terms and their interpretations. Con-
trary to SAL+KUR “females-males” in the first group, there is no term which 
would summarize humans. 

Although some terms of both groups have clear parallels in the terminology 
for animals, human accounts never mix these two groups of terms. In contrast, 
                                                 
52 Besides, as pointed out by Civil himself, SAL-LA appears instead of SAL in several 
sources of the text, which makes the reading sal-(la) “thin, fine” much more probable. 
53 In fact, sign ŠU may refer to an administrative procedure in these and other early texts. 
The matter will be addressed elsewhere by the author. 
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animal accounts not only mix them but also have terms that are alien to human 
accounts.54 

 
3.3. Other Terms Qualifying Humans 

Several terms, originally suggested by Vaiman and Englund, appear in accounts 
of humans and bear significance for the present discussion.  

Graphemes SAL+KUR SAG×MA and SAL+KUR ERIMa appear in Jemdet 
Nasr accounts of humans MSVO 1 nos. 212–214 and 217.55 Englund interprets 
them as “noosed” (SAG “head” + MA “noose”)56 and “yoked” (ERIM = erin2 
“yoke”) humans. According to him, they are captives in the first case and prison-
ers in the second.  

MSVO 1 no. 213 records individuals that belong to these two groups. Some 
of them are marked with the numerical sign N2 that designates “dead” or, alter-
natively, “fled” individuals.57 No. 214 records deceased/fugitives only. It is an 
interesting detail, which might imply that the treatment of these persons, and/or 
their working conditions, were harsh. 

The term SAG×MA appears also outside of the Jemdet Nasr textual corpus. 
The colophon of a sealed document MS 272758 from Umma? mentions five indi-
viduals of this category (5N1 SAG×MA). The first line records 1N1 SAL+KUR 
meaning “1 dependent” or similar.59  

A notable detail is the presence of the official NIMGIR-(GAL) = (gal):ni ir 
“(head) herald” in MS 2727 and other accounts recording individuals SAL+KUR 
SAG×MA.60 This strikingly resembles the case of some ED IIIa Fara documents, 
where groups of individuals designated iri-gub and nu-SU are headed by heralds 
(ni ir).61 By this, ni ir may have acted as officials in charge of groups of work-
ers in both Uruk III and Fara texts. These “herald” officials may have been re-
sponsible for levying working troops.  

The sign SAG×MA did not survive the Late Uruk period and because of that 
one cannot trace this category in later texts. Early Dynastic and later texts em-
ploy a sign constructed similarly to SAG×MA. This sign, ša a, is constructed as 

                                                 
54 See, for instance, an unpublished Uruk III account of donkeys (“KIŠ”) MS 3010 = 
P006264. Although it offers some terms resembling those of both groups discussed 
above, their meaning may have been different. One finds here 1 SAL “1 female (ani-
mal)”, 6 ŠA3 “6 sucklings”, and 1 KUR 1N57+U4 “1 one-year-old male”. If the text would 
be a human account, two former terms would belong into the first group whereas the 
second is a mixture of both: In an account of humans it would be either KUR or 1N57+ 
U4-(TUR). Moreover, the text offers a term unattested in accounts of people, such as 
NINDA2×X. 
55 MSVO 1 no. 212 is a cumulative account of nos. 213–214. See Englund 1998: 179 and 
2009: 12 for its discussion. 
56 See Englund 1998: 77 fn. 158 for this interpretation. 
57 See Monaco 2007: 10 fn. 65 for sign N2 meaning “dead” or “lost” in accounts of ani-
mals. This would correspond to “dead” (uš2/ug7) and “fled” (zah3) in later texts. 
58 Unpublished (P006120). 
59 See §4 on SAL+KUR. 
60 E.g. MSVO 1 no. 214 obv. ii 1, no. 217 obv. iv 1. 
61 See Visicato 1995: 91–101. 
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LU2 “person” with an inscribed EŠ2 “rope”.62 However, besides the alleged 
“rope” (sign MA), there is hardly any proof that individuals SAG×MA of the 
Uruk III accounts were prisoners. If the sign N2 of the Jemdet Nasr accounts 
MSVO 1 nos. 213–214 refers to fugitives instead of dead people, this would be 
an early example of avoiding labor obligation, a practice that is well-recorded in 
later accounts of personnel. 

While the category SAG×MA was restricted to humans, the sign ERIMa, 
alongside its variant ERIMb, appears in contexts with both humans and animals. 
The pictogram of the sign is a harness. The sign’s sematic range is also related to 
labor: erin2 means “people” and “yoke, harness” whereas another reading, surx, 
denotes a working team of animals or humans.63 

Uruk IV accounts illustrate that the term ERIM may be applied to almost any 
kind of animal.64 Uruk III texts attest to the use of ERIM with animals as well.65 
The use of ERIM in context with humans is hard to identify in Uruk IV texts. An 
example might be W 9655,s.66 It mentions one ERIM-man and one woman quali-
fied by terms often appearing in accounts of humans.67 Besides texts from Jem-
det Nasr mentioned above, I was unable to identify other Uruk III texts where 
the term ERIM would occur in context with humans.  

SAG, literary “head”, is another term for humans in the Uruk III texts. It is 
neutral and has no implications either to the gender or age of individuals. En-
glund suggests that, contrary to later periods, SAG was a general term for hu-
mans in the Late Uruk period and did not convey the semantic “chattel slave” 
that is evidenced in later texts.68 

An exemplary text is a list of personnel MS 2437.69 Each entry records one to 
nine individuals who make up the sum of 62 SAG “62 individuals” in the colo-
phon. SAG appears in colophons of other documents as well.70 

                                                 
62 See Steinkeller 2013: 134. 
63 Steinkeller 1990. See also Selz 2011: 84 n. 1, where he compares the individuals ERIM 
of Late Uruk texts with the category of workers šeš-bir3(correctly surx)-ra of the ED IIIb 
texts from irsu. 
64 “Female animal” (ERIMb2 AMAa: W 6748,a = ATU 5, pl. 15 = P000830 obv. i 1), 
“oxen” (ERIMa GU4: W 9335,a = ATU 5, pl. 53 = P001203), “sheep” (UDUa ERIMa: W 
9579,as = ATU 5, pl. 67 = P001291), “swine” (ERIMa ŠUBUR: W 9579,ch = ATU 5, pl. 
72 = P001331), “cows” (AB2 ERIMa: W 9579,cz = ATU 5, pl. 74 = P001348), etc. 
65 See e.g. ACTPC 44 obv. i 1 for one female donkey (1N1 KIŠ SAL ERIMa PIRIGb). 
66 ATU 5, pl. 81 = P001391. 
67 1N1 KURa:ERIMa URUDUa and 1N1 SAL SU. 
68 Englund 1998: 165 fn. 380. 
69 See Englund 2009: 15 fn. 42; P006054. 
70 W 24159 (Cavigneaux 1991: 13) records 27 individuals designated SAG ZATU753 in 
rev. ii. A number of Jemdet Nasr documents registering grain allocations has SAG in 
their colophons where it probably refers to their recipients. SAG appears in the colophon 
of MSVO 1 nos. 32 and 216, both concerned with grain. The first entry of MSVO 1 no. 
216 has: 20 SAL+KUR ŠE ŠU “20 dependents: accepted? barley”. SAG is found in obv. 
ii 5 and probably refers to all individuals recorded on the obverse. See also an account of 
rations MSVO 3 no. 68 obv. i 1, where SAG might be a category of ration recipients. 
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MSVO 4 no. 74 from Kiš deserves special attention because it records a cate-
gory of humans SAG-GURUŠa, which is reminsicient of Englund’s suggestion 
to interpret the sign GURUŠa as “male workers”.71 The text has a clear format: 

 
Obverse Reverse 

Col. i ii ii i 
1N1 SAG-GURUŠa UŠa(PN?) 1N1 UŠa-DAa-ZATU697a

?(PN?) 3N1 SAG-GURUŠa 1N1 DAa 
1N1 EZENb-ZATU651×ENa(PN?) 2N1 DU 

SAG-URUDUa DU (=gub?) 
 

The colophon occupies the reverse. The second column sums up two entries of 
the first column. All individuals bear the designation SAG-GURUŠa. The mean-
ing of the last sign in the sign combination is uncertain.  

One of the individuals is labeled with the sign DA whereas two others are re-
ferred to as DU, same as on the obverse. Whereas DU may mean gub “in ser-
vice” in the present context, the interpretation of DA is more challenging. It is 
paralleled by the grapheme SAG-URUDU “...ed individual” on the obverse. This 
implies that URUDU and DA refer to the same administrative procedure. Other 
texts qualify humans and animals by the term URUDU, probably a verb. It ap-
pears also in another account of humans in combination with SAL+KUR 
“slaves”.72 Earlier texts provide similar evidence. An Uruk IV account, W 
9655,s, records one “male” in combination with signs URUDU and ERIM.73 
Although MSVO 4 no. 74 remains far from being completely lucid, it presents a 
definite example of a document that records the management of labor. 

Summing up the discussion of the Uruk III evidence, one should emphasize 
the appearance of a well-developed terminology for humans in comparison with 
the preceding period. Two independent sets of terms to describe individuals with 
regards to gender and age are evident. The adults of the first set of terms (SAL+ 
KUR) appear sometimes in combination with additional terms SAG×MA and 
ERIM whose connection to labor is likely. The second group of terms is con-
cerned only with the age of humans. The very need for two patterns to classify 
humans in the documents of the same date and provenance is enigmatic. One of 
the possibilities is that individuals of different legal or social categories were 
accounted by different patterns.  

SAG was a term devoid of any age and gender implications, although it is 
very probable that only adults were referred to by it. The use of terms such as 
DUB, URUDU, etc. appearing in both Uruk IV and III documentation, confirms 
the stability of the terminology to describe the administration of human re-
sources in central households.  

                                                 
71 There are, however, no further known references to this sign combination, which 
makes it very unlikely that SAG-GURUŠa was a term for a certain group of laborers.  
72 MSVO 4 no. 31 (probably from Tell Uqair) obv. i: 2N1 SAL+KUR URUDUa “2 de-
pendents, male and female: …”. 
73 ATU 5, pl. 81 = P001391; obv. i: 1N1 KURa URUDUa ERIMa. 
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4. Early Kudurrus and the Origins of the Graphemes for Slaves 
    (GEME2, ARADx,2) 

The traditional hypothesis74 on the origins of the signs GEME2(SAL+KUR) and 
ARAD2(NITA×KUR) argues that slaves were mostly captives from foreign 
lands (Sumerian kur) which is the reason why KUR appears in both graphemes 
(argument 1). According to this line of logic, SAL and KUR in the Late Uruk 
accounts are the simplified graphemes of GEME2 and ARAD2 (argument 2). 
This would imply that KUR as the designation of males in the Late Uruk ac-
counts is not a depiction of male genitalia.  

Despite an almost unanimous acceptance of the “mountain theory” by the 
scholarly community and its alluring logicality, the data collected in the present 
paper puts it into doubt. Let us begin with the argument 2. 
 
Argument 2. There is no evidence of the existence of the sign ARAD2 in the 
Late Uruk texts. This is hardly accidental. Therefore, KUR could not be the sim-
plified grapheme of ARAD2. Even if one accepts the idea that slaves were writ-
ten with simplified graphemes in the Late Uruk accounts of humans, a sugges-
tion lacking definite evidence,75 and follows this line of logic, the sign for males 
should be UŠ and not KUR. However, the Late Uruk evidence unreservedly 
indicates that the sign KUR and not UŠ was set off against SAL thus producing 
terms “male” and “female” used in accounts of humans and animals. Besides, 
the Late Uruk sign depicting male genitalia is GIŠ3(ZATU228). The sign that is 
used in the original grapheme for male slaves, ARADx(NITA+KUR) discussed 
below in connection with early kudurrus, employs the sign UŠ/NITA(ZATU 
604) instead. Although both UŠ/NITA(ZATU604) and GIŠ3(ZATU228) could 
represent penises, in the first case without “testicles” and in the second with 
them, neither of these graphemes qualify males of any kind in the Late Uruk 
documentation.76 

                                                 
74 See Englund 2009: 6: “This component KUR of the compound sign has in all discus-
sion of geme2 been considered a geographical qualifier, thus literally “mountain-woman”, 
where, with ample textual justification, the chattel slaves of early Babylonia were be-
lieved to have been purchased, or taken, by force or threat of force, from the mountains, 
or more generally foreign lands, to the east or north of the Mesopotamian alluvium. The 
corresponding male designation ARAD2 derived from the grapheme representing males 
(NITA) in combination with the same KUR sign”. 
75 A clear example of the use of graphemes SAL, KUR and SAL-KUR with animals 
(donkeys “KIŠ”) is an Uruk III account of donkeys ACTPC 44. The colophon on the 
reverse sums up 5 females designating them SAL whereas 10 males are labeled KUR. 
The grand total employs the grapheme SAL+KUR in the meaning “male and female”: 15 
<…> KIŠ KUR+SAL “15 … donkeys, male and female”. 
The editors of ZATU believed that the grapheme SAL+KUR (ZATU201) represented 
geme2 “female slave”. However, Late Uruk contexts suggest meanings “male (and) fe-
male” or “(slave?) dependents”, if taken as a generalization. This principle is clearly 
traceable in animal accounts where a sign combination AB2+GU4 is not simply “cows + 
bulls” but “cattle”; see Englund 1998: 176. 
76 Contra Charvat 2012 who unconvincingly links the grapheme UŠ with a class of male 
low-rank workers. 
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Argument 1. What is the origins of the sign ARAD2 then, and what is the logic 
behind the sign ARAD2 if it is the Late Uruk representation of male genitalia 
(KUR) inscribed into the Early Dynastic depiction of a penis (UŠ)? It is possible 
that the choice in favor of KUR to construct a new sign ARADx(NITA+KUR) 
was made due to the likely (mis)interpretation of the Late Uruk grapheme 
SAL+KUR “females (and) males” as “mountain woman” by the scribes. This 
resulted in the meaning SAL+KUR = geme2 “female slave”. It is possible that 
the scribes were not aware of the original meaning “male” of the sign KUR any-
more, the meaning that predated the signs for male and female slaves of the early 
kudurrus by centuries. Therefore, the sign GEME2 is a graphic derivate from the 
Late Uruk grapheme for female and male dependents (SAL+KUR) and its 
semantic link to “mountains” is rooted in the failed attempt to interpret 
SAL+KUR correctly. In turn, the sign ARADx(NITA+KUR) is a secondary 
development. It is both a graphic (NITA+KUR) and a semantic (“male” + 
“mountain”) derivate from GEME2.

Besides the Late Uruk data discussed above, these considerations rest on two 
sources, the Leiden Tablet and the Blau Plaque. These two land acquisitions or 
grants, conventionally called kudurrus, contain the earliest certain references to 
slaves. By this, they offer for the first time explicit evidence for the legal status 
of the recorded individuals. 

The Leiden Tablet is a land sale document of unknown provenance.77 The in-
dividuals are recorded in the upper left-hand of the obverse whereas the land 
itself is recorded below. These people are recorded without their personal names 
and are designated geme2(SAL+KUR) and aradx(NITA+KUR), female and male 
slaves. Their presence here may be explained by the fact that they stood in some 
relationship to the land and by this were a “bonus” coming into the possession of 
the new owner together with the plot. The document records 18 individuals in 
total, ten women, and eight men:  
 

18 
geme2 (SAL.[KUR]) 
aradx ( NITA .[KUR]) 

…78 

10 geme2(SAL. KUR ) 
 
8  aradx( NITA .KUR)

 

 

 
The sign NITA+KUR, transliterated here as aradx, is clearly the precursor of the 
sign ARAD2(NITA×KUR), which designated male slaves in later periods.79 The 
crucial detail is that NITA+KUR80 is constructed by the analogy with that for 

                                                 
77 ELTS no. 7. 
78 Two sign combinations of uncertain meaning which Steinkeller tentatively interprets as 
the name of the seller or that of the buyer alongside his qualification (ELTS: 30, 40). 
79 Strictly speaking, the grapheme for slaves in the Early Dynastic and later times is 
ARAD×KUR. See REC no. 26. It seems that GIŠ3 = ZATU 228 is the ancestor of both 
the Early Dynastic and later UŠ/NITA on the one hand and ARAD on the other.
80 The sign NITA in the document, although damaged in all instances, is most likely 
UŠ/NITA(ZATU604) and not GIŠ3(ZATU228). It is certainly UŠ/NITA in the Blau 
Plaque below. 
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female slaves geme2(SAL+KUR), which also appears in the Leiden Tablet.  
Here arises a problem: Why we do not find these graphemes in Uruk III texts 

if the Leiden Tablet indeed belongs to this period as suggested by Steinkeller?81 
There may be several possible explanations. Firstly, the Leiden tablet may have 
been composed at the end of the Uruk III or at the beginning of ED I–II periods, 
i.e., at around 3000 BC. 

Secondly, similarly to a document discussed below, the Leiden Tablet may 
originate in Northern Babylonia, where a different political and cultural tradi-
tion, the so-called “Kish Civilization”, flourished as early as the beginning of the 
Early Dynastic period.82 Thus, if the Leiden Tablet comes from the north, it does 
not need to comply with Urukean writing habits and terminology for humans.  

Thirdly, the text is of legal nature and its terminology could differ from con-
temporaneous administrative accounts, both from southern and northern cities, 
since we find the terms of the Leiden Tablet neither in documents from Uruk nor 
in those from the northern cities of Kiš and Tell Uqair.  

Finally, as suggested by Steinkeller for the document discussed below, the 
Leiden Tablet may have been composed in an Early Semitic too and the writings 
are logograms. 

All these considerations cannot dispute the obvious fact that the writing for 
male slaves (NITA+KUR) is a calque from the sign for female slaves (SAL+ 
KUR). This implies that, as suggested above, SAL+KUR changed its original 
meaning from “female+males = dependents” into “female slaves” at a certain 
historical point.  

In Figure 4, I offer a reconstruction of the historical development of writings 
for males and females which can explain the origins of the signs appearing in the 
Leiden Tablet and the Blau Plaque. 

Explaining the figure, first, the sign combination SAL+KUR with a general 
meaning “dependents”, “slaves”, “serfs”, etc. of the Late Uruk period is a com-
bination of signs for “females” and “males”. Secondly, SAL+KUR in the Leiden 
Tablet and the Blau Plaque for some uncertain reason, likely a misinterpretation 
by scribes, acquires a new meaning “female slaves”. This creates a need for a 
new sign for males since the scribes were not aware that the Late Uruk KUR 
meant “male”. As the result, the sign NITA+KUR is constructed in exactly the 
same manner as GEME2, attaching a sign KUR, now probably reinterpreted as 
“mountain”, to the sign for “male” NITA. The reasons standing behind this in-
novation are not entirely clear although one may suggest that this decision was 
taken by scribes in order to avoid the use of SAL and KUR to designate because 
of their multivalence, which probably created difficulties for those who consult-
ed the texts.   

The final step in the development of the terminology for slaves takes place 
during the Early Dynastic I–II period. Here, the sign GEME2 remains without 

                                                 
81 ELTS: 36. The script and the way the individuals are summed up in the left-hand col-
umn confirm this estimation. The text definitely looks older than the ED I–II texts from 
Ur (ca. 2800–2700 BC). 
82 See Steinkeller 2013: 145–151 with further references. 
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changes.83 The writing for male slaves modifies its graphic; the sign KUR is 
placed inside the sign for “male”.  

In evaluating the historical importance of the Leiden Tablet it is necessary to 
stress the fact that it records slaves in connection with land for the first time. 
However, it remains unclear whether the transaction was of a private nature or 
the previous and/or new owners of the land and slaves were representatives of a 
central household. 

Another legal document providing similar evidence is the Blau Plaque.84 
Steinkeller dates it to the Uruk III period and attributes it to Tell Uqair, probably 
the ancient city of Urum. The text is a list of miscellaneous commodities and 
should be analyzed together with the Blau Obelisk.85 One male slave in line 9 
appears in the context of metal vessels, garments, sheep, and a considerable 
amount of grain and beer.86 As in the Leiden Tablet, the term is written 
aradx(NITA+KUR) :   

The legal transaction in the Blau Obelisk/Plaque takes place in the context of 
a large institutional household. Steinkeller interprets the signs APIN AB as engar 
eš3, “agronomos of the temple household”.87 Another detail speaking in favor of 
the document’s belonging to the institutional sphere is one of its images. It de-
picts a group of seated workers holding large pestles and laboriously crushing 
something, probably grain, in their mortar vessels under the supervision of an-
other person depicted larger than the laborers signifying his high status. 

The northern provenance of the Blau Obelisk/Plaque and several alleged 
loanwords of Semitic origin led Steinkeller to hypothesize that the text was 
composed in Early Semitic instead of Sumerian.88 If this is true, the terms for 
slaves NITA.KUR and SAL.KUR may, in fact, represent logograms for Semitic 
wardum and wardatum or similar designating “male” and “female slave”. This 
remains hypothetical, however.  

No other legal texts of the Uruk III and ED I–II date in ELTS or elsewhere89 
offer definite references to slaves or other groups of laborers. Nevertheless, both 
the Leiden Tablet and the Blau Plaque are unique pieces of evidence delivering 
the earliest clear references to slaves and clarify the origins of the graphemes to 
record them in script. By this, they fill in the gap in the development of the ter-
minology of humans between the Late Uruk and the Early Dynastic textual cor-
pora. 

                                                 
83 Early Dynastic IIIa texts from Fara (and even later texts from elsewhere, e.g. Sargonic 
Nippur) record a graphic variant of GEME2 written not SAL+KUR but SAL×KUR. 
However, the presence of SAL+KUR for geme2 in Early Dynastic texts from Ur proves 
that this writing is a secondary development (see Englund 2009: 6). 
84 ELTS no. 11, p. 39 f., especially p. 42. 
85 ELTS no. 10. Steinkeller interprets the list of commodities in the Blau Plaque as the 
price and/or additional payment for a purchased field recorded in the Blau Obelisk. 
86 See ELTS: 42 for interpretation. 
87 ELTS: 40. See also CUSAS 1 no. 150 and commentary to references to APIN AB 
in Late Uruk texts. 
88 ELTS: 41. 
89 CUSAS 17 nos. 103–105. 
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5. Early Dynastic I–II Texts from Ur (ca. 2800–2700 BC) 

The ED I–II is a period most poorly supplied with written evidence in the whole 
history of cuneiform writing.90 The number of texts amounts to less than one 
thousand and most of them are poorly preserved. The majority of the documents, 
almost exclusively archival records, originates in Ur.  

Despite this, several political and social structures known from later sources 
are clearly traceable in these texts. One of them is e2-gal, “The Big House” or, 
more conveniently, “palace”.91 This central institution, alongside other “house-
holds” (e2) and “sanctuaries, shrines” (eš3), appears regularly in these sources. 
They were governed by the same offices as in later Early Dynastic evidence.92  

Most ED I–II accounts of personnel and ration lists are largely uninformative 
for the present study since they record generally high or middle-rank bureau-
crats, priests and craftsmen of central households. An example is UET 2 no. 66. 
The colophon of the document has a large number of “rations consumed” (rev. i 
1 f.: ninda:gu7). Many among the recipients bear the title nu-banda3 “supervi-
sor”.  

Despite these two unfortunate distinctive features of the ED I–II corpus – the 
low number of texts in general and the even smaller number of those concerned 
with workers – there are several terms designating humans in general and labor-
ers in particular.93   

Lu2 “person, individual” belongs to the former category. In contrast to the 
majority of the terms discussed in the present paper and similarly to the Late 
Uruk SAG, it does not contain any gender and age implications. The ED I–II 
evidence offers for the first time unambiguous examples for the use of sign LU2 
to denote a group of humans. For example, UET 2 no. 58 is a record of bread, 
beer and grain for a group of people: “20 breads; 3 (measures of) beer; 30 bowls 
of barley (?): (for) the people from Ereš (?)”.94 

Similarly to Early Dynastic IIIb and later texts, the construction “personal 
name, lu2 + personal name” records subordinates. See UET 2 no. 65 obv. ii 3, 
where a certain lu2 Gu4-si “the person of Gusi” is mentioned.95 

The term u2-RU that appears in Nisaba 25 no. 62 may relate to labor. Ow-
ing to the edition by Camille Lecompte (2013: 150–155), the document’s details 
                                                 
90 See Lecompte 2013: 7 f. for a recent overview of ED I–II texts. See Sallaberger / 
Schrakamp 2015: 56–61 and Bartash 2015b for challenges connected with the dating of 
the earliest texts from Ur. 
91 See now ACTPC: 5 for the term e2-gal as early as the Uruk III period. 
92 See UET 2 no. 112 obv. vi 16 and rev. i 3 for nu-banda3 e2-gal “supervisor of the pal-
ace”. The same text mentions also GAR-sa a (rev. i 2), a title for chief administrators of 
temple households well-attested in later Early Dynastic texts. 
93 See also a short overview of the labor mobilization in ED I–II Ur by Benati (2015: 17–
19), which, however, is based largely on archeological data and historical and ethno-
graphical parallels. 
94 Transliteration: the top of the tablet: ERIM (interpretation uncertain); obv.: 20 ninda / 3 
kaš / 30 še SILA3 / lu2 Ereš2

?(NAGA); rev. blank. 
95 In contrast, UET 2 no. 116 obv. ii 2 mentions just Gu4-si thus corroborating the inter-
pretation of lu2 as “person, subordinate”. Another example is UET 2 no. 67 obv. ii 2, 
where a subordinate of another person is recorded. 
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are mostly clear. It enumerates several groups of workers with their respective 
supervisors. The first line of the colophon registers 204 individuals lu2-RU. 
Lecompte compares this term with RU-lugal of ED IIIb texts from irsu and 
interprets RU as šub “to fall”. He explains lu2-RU as individuals to whom a 
working task in Uruk is assigned.96 Other interpretations of the term are possible, 
however. For example, the sign RU in lu2-RU may refer to a brick mold or to a 
weapon and by this these individuals could be workers making bricks or warri-
ors. See below for the ED IIIa evidence of uruš- ešRU. 
 
5.1. Male and Female Slaves: arad2 and geme2 

Following the early kudurrus, Early Dynastic I–II texts from Ur record terms for 
male and female slaves. The sign for the former becomes the standardized arad2 
(NITA×KUR) whereas geme2(SAL.KUR) remains without change. 

Terms for male and female slaves appear side by side in some texts and sepa-
rately in others. An example of the latter is UET 2 no. 50, an account of bread or 
rations in connection to geme2 women. The following figure reproduces the 
layout of the document and offers its tentative interpretation: 
 

Transliteration  Interpretation 
20 ninda eš3 geme2 

5  
eš3 

 20 breads: the temple household:97 (For?) female workers: 
5 (breads?).   
The temple household. 

Kisal:si Kisalsi; 
5 Ama-si 5 (breads): Amasi. 
 
The most illuminating document recording gender categories of slaves is UET 2 
no. 259 from Ur. This list of personnel enumerates individuals by their personal 
names. The colophon sums them up as 23 arad2 “male slaves” and 12 geme2 
“female slaves”. In contrast to the Late Uruk accounts of humans, men are rec-
orded before women. Another detail which sets it apart from the Late Uruk texts 
is that there are no separate sections for men and women and their personal 
names appear alternately without any traceable pattern. 

The use of the terms arad2 and geme2 for slaves in the ED I–II material links 
this textual corpus with later Early Dynastic sources. Despite this, there is not a 
single definite attestation of the term uruš, a category of laborers that appears 
regularly in the ED IIIa and floods ED IIIb and later 3rd millennium BC adminis-
trative sources. 
 
5.2. Terminology for Children 

Surviving ED I–II texts do not witness the presence of the Uruk III terms to 
designate children, neither of the first (dumu-munus/nitax, ŠA3-munus/nitax) nor 
of the second group (dumu:EN, dumu:N57+U4). It is probable that the absence of 
clear references to children in ED I–II texts is due to the small number of texts. 
Although the grapheme TUR can be read dumu, its meaning in all contexts never 

                                                 
96 Lecompte 2013: 152–153. 
97 See ELTS: 40 for eš3 as “temple household” with a further reference. 
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seems to reference a child.98 
The slaves’ list UET 2 no. 259 may in fact record the age terminology similar 

to the second group of the Uruk III texts. The name AZ-DA99 appears twice each 
time with a different attribute:  
 

obv. iii 6: AZ-DA dumu(TUR) “AZDA, the child” 
obv. iv 1: AZ-DA mah2(AL) “AZDA, the adult” 

 
If the interpretation above is correct, the text distinguishes between the “adult” 
(mah2) and “child” (dumu) slave of the same name. This would confirm that the 
sign AL designating adults in the second group of evidence in the Uruk III ac-
counts of humans continued to be used in its original meaning in the ED I–II 
texts. No terms for the elderly have been identified so far. 

Despite the scarcity of the evidence, only very tentative conclusions on the 
terminology of laborers during the ED I–II period may be proposed. First, the 
Uruk III terminology seems to be completely absent. Second, the use of terms 
for slaves arad2 vs. geme2 shows the continuation of the practice of the early 
kudurrus. Finally, the introduction of new terms such as lu2 “individual” marks a 
clear-cut departure from the Late Uruk terminology. This feature becomes obvi-
ous in the following period. 
 
6. Early Dynastic IIIa (ca. 2600–2500 BC) 

The majority of ED IIIa administrative documents available presently originates 
from Fara, ancient Šuruppak.100 Owing to the abundance of legal texts docu-
menting private sales of immobility, it was considered previously that the politi-
cal structures were loose in this city. However, the analysis by Giuseppe Visica-
to has shown that Šuruppak hardly differed from its neighbors in this respect, 
since almost any activity is linked to central households, e2-gal “palace” and e2-
iri “the city’s house(hold)”.101 The major groups of laborers appearing in Fara 
texts, dumu-dumu “dependents” (literally “children, sons”), uruš “(conscripted) 
young men”, and iri-gub “(workers) available in the city”, were administered by 
officials of these institutions and worked for them. 

To start with, similarly to the ED I–II evidence, there are cases where hu-
mans are defined simply as lu2 “persons, individuals” avoiding any gender, age 
or labor associations. An example is document WF 106 from Fara. It is a list of 
individuals recorded together with their professional titles and affiliations with 

                                                 
98 Those few references to the sign combination SAL-TUR, which should be possibly 
interpreted “daughter” (kin term) or “female child” (age and gender class), may in fact 
stand for a personal name Dumu-munus. See Lecompte 2013: 82–83 no. 33 and especial-
ly fn. 193. For the same name see also UET 2 no. 273 obv. i 3 and UET 2 no. 364+368 
obv. ii 4. 
99 See Mittermayer 2006: 110 for the interpretation of the sign in question as AZ. 
100 See Krebernik 1998 for an overview of ED IIIa texts. 
101 See Visicato 1995, especially p. 138. See also Krebernik 1998: 312 and Sallaberger 
2004a: 201. 
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other people. The summation in rev. vi 10 has “67 individuals”.102 
 
6.1. uruš Workmen 

ED IIIa lexical lists for the first time record terms for low rank and slave labor-
ers. The term uruš appears in “ED Lu2 E”.103 Contrary to the term for male 
slave, the term uruš appears in this composition without a female counterpart. 
The category geme2 “young women” often accompany uruš workers in texts of 
later epochs. The situation was different in ED IIIa period. I can cite only one 
definite case where uruš and geme2 appear together in a text. This fact suggests, 
on the one hand, that the work process was organized in a way that uruš and 
geme2 worked separately and, on the other hand, that these two categories were 
not merely male and female “varieties” of a single socioeconomic role within 
central households. 

A considerable number of uruš workers recorded in Fara texts alongside the 
presence of their overseers (ugula) stresses the importance of their labor in cen-
tral households. This inference is supported by the fact that nu-banda3, a high 
dignitary who was responsible for the management of an entire household, ap-
pears as the administrator of uruš workers in the lexical evidence.104 

The basic meaning of uruš is “young adult male”.105 Although uruš pos-
sessed a rich selection of semantic nuances depending on a text’s genre and peri-
od, the term’s original meaning inevitably connects it to the concept of labor 
categorization according to age and gender. By this, uruš is a “man”, an adult 
able-bodied male worker. 

As already mentioned above, uruš were active within two socioeconomic 
structures or larger households, the palace (e2-gal), and the city (e2-iri).106 The 
                                                 
102 See the similar document WF 107 rev. vii where the term lu2 is omitted although im-
plied. For another example of the use of the term lu2 in accounts of humans see a docu-
ment from Abu Salabikh published in Postgate / Biggs 1978 no. 532.  
103 MSL 12: 18 line 118. See also lu2 uruš in “ED Lu B” (MSL 12: line 44). Note that the 
lexical composition “ED Lu E” belongs to the so-called “Northern Tradition” and, there-
fore, was written and read in Semitic (see Veldhuis 2014: 105–112). Consequently, it is 
not certain to which extent this text may be used to reconstruct the social reality of the 
Southern Mesopotamia. Note, however, the remark by Velduis that this composition “is 
much more relevant for scribal practice” than the list ED Lu A (ib.: 105). The latter fully 
relies on the Archaic Lu. It includes professional titles that were mostly obsolete in the 
Early Dynastic period.
104 Nu-banda3 uruš “administrator of uruš-laborers” in “ED Personal Names and Pro-
fessions”, line 50 (cited according to the DCCLT). See also an-dul3 uruš ak “the one 
who provides protection for uruš-workers” (?) in “ED Officials” line 92. The important 
point is that this lexical list has two adjacent sections of four similar entries each, one for 

uruš and another for sa  “head; slave” (lines 89–96). This clearly indicates a semantic 
link between two. See also nu-ŠID sa  munus nita in “ED Lu B” rev. iii 6 that is inter-
preted as “accountant of male and female slaves” in DCCLT. 
105 Marchesi 2004: 192; CAD E: 407. 
106 See TSŠ 613 for “240 uruš: in service in the city’s household” ( uruš / ša3 e2-iri gub). 
TSŠ 554 records 108 fugitive uruš from both e2-gal and e2-iri. A similar text TSŠ 780 
besides recording fugitives makes mention of an enigmatic category of laborers UN-TAR 
(obv. ii). I tentatively suggest to interpret the term as “people from the street” (u 3-sila) 
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tasks of uruš workers were diverse and depended on the occasion and on the 
branch within a household to which they were attached. uruš did not stand 
under a single administrative office but were recorded in groups under officials 
and professionals of almost any kind.107 For example, TSŠ 933 records 82 uruš 
workmen involved in the construction of a building.108 The phrasing uruš 

eššub(RU) “male workers of the brick mold”, recorded in a document from ir-
su,109 shows that they produced bricks for construction projects.110 uruš-SI, 
appearing in a document from Fara,111 is another term that exemplifies the work 
tasks that these individuals received. In this case it may be that they were em-
ployed as loaders and dockers. The most fitting interpretation of the sign SI is 
si.g = šak nu “to place”. Ur III records provide examples where uruš appear as 
dockers loading freight on ships and as loaders carrying dirt. In these instances 
their activities are described by the verb si.g.112  

Drafting of uruš for the military service is a practice well supplied with data 
in the Fara texts. In this case, they had a special designation uruš me3 “men of 
war”.113  

These examples show that uruš were workers from whom physical strength 
was required. There are no indications that they were trained professionally in 
any specific sort of labor. An example illustrating this inference is a document 
from Abu Salabikh OIP 99 no. 490. It records a total of 322 uruš men who 
work under the supervision of 55 carpenters, builders, smiths, stone-cutters, and 
felters. This shows that uruš were unskilled laborers who could be employed in 
any branch of the economy providing labor under the command of skilled pro-
fessionals. 

The text RTC 1 ( irsu), an inspection of labor, records uruš together with 
several other categories of labor. An interesting detail is that the number of indi-
viduals in each group is balanced and ranges from 11 to 20. These groups in-
clude slaves (arad2), runners (kaš4), and another category in a damaged line. 14 
people are marked as fugitives (lu2-zah3; rev. v). RTC 1 illustrates that, as al-
ready proposed by the lexical list “ED Officials” lines 89–96, uruš worked 
shoulder to shoulder with slaves and uruš and slaves alike tended to neglect 
their tasks by escaping. 

Another category of labor that appears in Fara texts is iri-gub, literally “those 
who are in service in the city”. This group may have been at least partly com-
posed of uruš workers. As the meaning of the term shows, these were people 
available to perform working tasks in Šuruppak. The monthly allowance of iri-

                                                                                                                   
which possibly hints at a recruitment practice. 
107 See Pomponio / Visicato 1994: 12. 
108 gu2:an:še 82 / uruš e2-AŠ+SAG du3 “grand total: 82 / (these are) the uruš workmen 
(who) build the … building”. 
109 RTC 1 rev. v 4. 
110 Unless this sign combination does not mean “young men (armed with) bows” ( ešpu) 
or “javelins” (illar, both written with the sign RU). 
111 TSŠ 775 obv. i 1.  
112 See e.g. Snell 1987: 241 no. 20 obv. 1 and rev  1 for uruš loading flour and barley on 
a ship and BPOA 1 no. 388 rev. 5 for uruš performing earthwork at a canal.  
113 E.g. WF 95 rev. iv and WF 101 obv. i 1. 
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gub amounted to 2 bariga 2 ban, ca. 140 liters of barley. This was not much less 
than professionals such as leather workers, cooks, carpenters, stonecutters, etc. 
received.114 This shows that these workers ranked relatively highly in the hierar-
chy of Šuruppak’s central households.115 

A group of workers closely related to iri-gub were nu-SU. Same as iri-gub, 
they were administrated by the officials ni ir (“heralds”). The fact that nu-SU 
received only half of the rations the individuals of the iri-gub category received 
led Pomponio and Visicato to the conclusion that they were women.116 Personal 
names with elements gan (= geme2), ama “mother”, and nin “lady”117 speaks in 
favor of this suggestion. The matter deserves further study, however. The philo-
logical interpretation of nu-SU is uncertain.118 Taken literally, nu-su probably 
means “the one not paid”, since su(g6) is equated with Akkadian ap lu, or “the 
one not replaced/repaid/given restitution”, since su(g6) may be also ri bu.119 

The Fara documents record not only the workers within the city but also out-
side. A construction “ uruš + place name” appears regularly and the cities were 
Uruk, Adab, Nippur, Lagaš, Šuruppak, and Umma. Guruš are recorded as resid-
ing in these localities.120 This important detail shows that the administration of 
Šuruppak took part in managing labor on the regional level for some larger labor 
projects which, unfortunately, remain unspecified in the extant documentation. 
 
6.2. uruš in Connection with Females (Geme2 and Munus) 

Geme2 “young woman” is a counterpart for uruš in Early Dynastic IIIb and 
later texts. As has been pointed out above, ED IIIa lexical texts offer no evidence 
for their complementary use. The contemporaneous administrative documents 
rarely mention uruš and geme2 side by side. To my knowledge, geme2 appears 
together with uruš only once. WF 93 from Fara records three groups of individ-
uals who receive rations, literally “people who eat bread” (lu2 ninda gu7; rev. i 
2). They are 1532 uruš workers, 39 household dependents who are builders 
(dumu-dumu šitim) and 41 young women (geme2). The relationship of these 
women to these groups of men is unclear. 

                                                 
114 See Pomponio / Visicato 1994: 32–33. 
115 According to Pomponio / Visicato, the lowest footstep was occupied by a class of 
workers called lu2-ri-ri-ga (probably, better lu2-de5-de5-ga) of which is known very little 
(Pomponio / Visicato 1994: 34–35). 
116 See Pomponio / Visicato 1994: 33. 
117 See texts WF nos. 70–73, 75, and 107.  
118 It is unlikely that nu-SU is related to nu-mu-kuš(SU) “widow” appearing in the lexical 
list “ED Lu E” line 136 (MSL 12: 19). A lexical fragment from Ebla MEE 4 no. 100 
records terms for female professionals. Obv. ii 4 has a writing nu-ZU which might be a 
mistake for SU as suggested by DCCLT. If correct, which I doubt, it would deliver the 
only lexical reference to nu-SU. 
119 See CAD A2: 155–156 and CAD R: 53. 
120 See e.g. WF 94 obv. 1–2: 140 uruš / lu2 Unugki durunx(DUR2) “140 uruš workmen: 
(these are) people who dwell in Uruk” and the colophon rev. ii: gu2-an-še3 650 uruš / lu2 
Ki-en-gi durunx(DUR2) “grand total: 650 uruš workmen: (these are) people who dwell 
in Sumer”. 



68 Vitali Bartash 
 

 

TSŠ 648 from Fara offers an exceptional piece of evidence. It not only regis-
ters gender categories but also offers information about age classes. The docu-
ment records allocation of bread to three groups of personnel. A group of 25 

uruš receives three breads each. Another group of 45 uruš receives only one 
bread each. The last group of 28 women (munus) also receives one loaf of bread 
each.  

First of all, the fact that the category uruš is set off against munus and not 
geme2 is unusual. Its explanation may be that the text employs both terms as 
gender classifiers “male” vs. “female”. 

Another remarkable detail is that the uruš of the second group receive three 
times less bread than those from the first group. The most likely explanation of 
this is that these two groups represent different age classes, grown-up males on 
the one hand and children of working age on the other. Evidence from later texts 
supports this idea. Children of exploitable age received as much barley as wom-
en.121  

Finally, the individuals recorded in the document may be Amorites since the 
term mar-tu appears at the end of the account (obv. ii 4). If this interpretation is 
correct, this would be one of the earliest historical accounts of the use of the 
foreign labor in southern Mesopotamian central households. As to the almost 
complete absence of female workforce in the context of males, it seems likely 
that labor was divided according to gender in the ED IIIa Fara central house-
holds and uruš and geme2 worked separately.  
 
6.3. Arad2 “Male Slave” 

Contrary to uruš, the term arad2 “male slave” has a female counterpart geme2 
“female slave” in the lexical list “ED Lu E”.122 However, there are no extant 
administrative documents where both terms appear side by side as is the case, for 
example, of the document UET 2 no. 259 from ED I–II Ur. 

References to slaves are generally rare in the ED IIIa sources. The word arad2 
“male slave”123 appears alone in an account of barley OIP 99 no. 494 from Abu 
Salabikh. The text mentions 47 male slaves (obv. ii 6) and summarizes the ac-
count as “barley allotments for male slaves” (še-ba arad2; rev. i 3). The docu-
ment cited above RTC 1 from irsu records 14 male slaves in the context of 
other males including uruš workers and runners. It is uncertain whether the 
                                                 
121 See Molina 2014 no. 285. 
122 MSL 12: 17 lines 53–54. The same composition records arad2 for the second time in 
line 177 in the context with “house-born slave”. 
123 See Wilcke 2012: 53 and Krecher: 1987: 17. Accordding to the latter, there were 
possibly two Sumerian words for “male slave”: ir11 and urdu2.d. Krecher also suggests 
that the writing HAR-TU (warx-du2) may be an early writing for urdu2.d (ARAD2). How-
ever, HAR-TU appears only as an element in personal names during the ED IIIa period. 
Besides, HAR-TU was an umbrella term for some groups of female personnel in central 
households: see the contribution by Fumi Karahashi in the present volume. Selz 2011: 
83–84 follows Krecher and provides an etymology for the Sumerian word hiding behind 
the logogram ARAD2. He connects the term with HAR-ra tu-da of the lexical list Old 
Babylonian Nippur Lu line 368 and interprets the latter as “born in debt(-slavery)”. As a 
result, Selz reconstructs the form as *ur(a)du(-d). 
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absence of female company in both cases may be accidental or may represent the 
separation of males and females and assigning them different tasks. 
 
6.4. Geme2 “Female Worker” and “Female Slave”  

Interpreting geme2 women in socioeconomic terms is challenging despite its 
apparent semantic simplicity “young woman”. As the correspondent to the male 
terms uruš and arad2, the term geme2 could represent at least two social identi-
ties: legally free household dependents and female slaves. However, it is difficult 
to determine which is which in most cases in ED IIIa texts. 

To begin with, the account WF 93 implies that geme2 was a term describing 
female laborers analogous to uruš male workers. Although geme2 women occur 
more rarely than uruš in ED IIIa texts, they must have played a significant eco-
nomic role as well. The presence of an official ugula geme2 “overseer of female 
workers” in administrative documentation is suggestive.124 We cannot say at 
present whether these female workers were legally free or how they were re-
cruited by the administration. 

Coming in context with the term for male slave in “ED Lu E”, geme2 appears 
also to be the term for female slaves. An example where geme2 might appear as 
such is the account WF 115. Its first section deals with the management of geme2 
in connection with several men:125 

 
obv. i  4126 geme2     4 women: 

UN-u5
mušen na-gada    UNu, the herdsman; 

1 Ama-nam-da    1 (woman): Amanamda; 
[PN ba-de6]      [Personal name took (her) away] 

 ii  1 Mes-ama-na    1 (woman): Mesamana; 
Aja2-ki-gal ba-de6    Ajakigal took (her) away. 

 
Relying on this interpretation of the verbal form ba-de6,127 Ajakigal takes away 
one wom n by the name of Mesamana. The broken line obv. i 4 may have rec-
orded another individual who took away another geme2, Amanamda. If this in-
terpretation is correct, the herdsman appearing in the first line is a person origi-
nally responsible for these women. If so, the women were employed in animal 
husbandry. 

CT 50 no. 13 from Fara demonstrates that geme2 appear together with other 
categories of females and in the absence of males. The document is an account 
of barley, emmer and bread. Several individuals, all women, are the recipients of 
the grain. The category geme2 appears two times. In the first case, an allocation 
of 2 bariga barley, the amount slightly less than of a male worker iri-gub, is de-
scribed as pisa ? gi4 “returned to the basket”, i.e. has been cancelled (?).128 

                                                 
124 See CUSAS 11 no. 8 (ED IIIa Adab) rev. i 4. 
125 See Pomponio / Visicato 1994: 5 for the discussion of the text. Other commodities 
recorded in the document are barley and copper. 
126 The number in the first line is “4” according to the photo: CDLI number P011073. 
127 See Woods 2008: 231 ff. 
128 Another interpretation for the sign combination in questions is a2-gi4 “cloister”. This 
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The following line records the same amount for geme2 libir, literally “the 
woman, old”. However, “old” here is a reference to the previous transaction”129 
and is not an age indicator. The calculation of individual entries and its compari-
son to the sum suggest that the absence of numbers before the category geme2 
can be explained by the fact that the same woman is meant in both cases. The 
text mentions another woman, this time by her personal name. Nin-munus-zi 
appears elsewhere in a text recording barley allocations to female personnel of 
the categories nu-gig, geme2-kar-kid, etc.130 These individuals belonged to the 
office of the “chief lamentation priest” (gala-mah).131 The document has several 
important implications. First, it shows that geme2 was a category of household 
personnel, Second, it demonstrates that geme2 women were related in some way 
to the cultic personnel.  

A Fara legal document A 33676 edited by Giuseppe Visicato and Aage West-
enholz (2000) has geme2-en among the individuals. Contra the editors and FTP: 
121 + fn. 36, this is not a professional title but, most likely, a personal name. For 
the name Geme2-en in Sargonic Nippur, see OSP 2 no. 81 obv. 7. 
 
6.5. (The Absence of) Children and the Elderly 

References to children in the extant ED IIIa texts are rare. Although the term 
dumu appears regularly, it is used as the kin term “son, daughter” and not as an 
age category of minors.132 Another common meaning of dumu in administrative 
records is “a member of an organization”. E.g. dumu-dumu in the Fara archive 
refers to personnel and dependents of the city’s central households.133 Dumu 
“child; son” of the grain account IAS 531 from Abu Salabikh134 may be inter-
preted in the same way. Four sections of IAS 531 have an identical structure: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                                   
would be a singular evidence for the term in the Fara administrative corpus. Neverthe-
less, the terms for special precincts for females are found in all parts of the 3rd mill. “cu-
neiform world”: see Sallaberger 2004b: 46 for the evidence from Ebla and Nabada with 
further references. Ignace Gelb suggested that an institution E2.GEME2 in the textual 
evidence from Ešnunna was a cloister for women (Gelb 1972: 3–4). Steinkeller discussed 
legal texts of Sargonic date where only women occur and suggested the existence of 
“some sort of a religious or professional association, whose membership was restricted to 
women” (Steinkeller 1982: 367). See also Bartash 2014 for a recent discussion of the 
evidence of “women’s quarters” in Southern Mesopotamia. 
129 See Pomponio / Visicato 1994: 179. See Molina 2014 no. 285 for this use of libir 
“old” vs. gibil “new” in Sargonic texts. 
130 See WF 74 rev. vii. See Pomponio / Visicato 1994: 29 and 32 on these categories. 
131 See Visicato 1995: 91. 
132 See WF 108 obv. ii 3 for a probable reference to dumu-munus “daughter”. 
133 See Pomponio / Visicato 1994: 6 and passim and Visicato 1995: 7 ff. 
134 See Postgate / Biggs 1978: 110, 114 and plate XVIII for the publication and edition. 
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Section 1 Section 2 Section 3 Section 4 Interpretation 
10 (3 sila3)135 ERIM 10 ERIM (3 sila3) ??? 

15 še gur 15 gur barley: 
12 dumu 9 dumu 11 dumu 13 dumu N children, sons 
7 lu2-ALIM 6 lu2-ALIM 8 lu2-ALIM 6 <lu2>-ALIM N … people 
2 geme2 n+1 geme2 1 geme2 2 geme2 N women 
e2?  [x]- LUM  e2 Bi2-bi2-um [e2?] A-la-lum (blank) The “house” of PN 

The main challenge is to interpret the first two lines that have identical numbers. 
10 ERIM under certain circumstances can mean “10 working troops” or “10 
plough-teams” (ERIM = eren2 or surx). 15 gur of barley refers most probably to 
the amount to be sown or collected by each of the four groups of laborers. Each 
section but one ends with the name of a responsible person and a term 
“house(hold)”. Visicato identifies Bibi’um in other texts and understands e2 as 
“an administrative center”.136 If this is valid, the individuals represented by three 
terms and numbers are dependents of the respective households. 

Three categories of personnel that are recorded in the text are dumu, literally 
“children, sons”, lu2-ALIM (meaning uncertain), and geme2 “women”. The 
number of individuals in each group is almost identical in all four sections. This 
is hardly accidental and may imply that each group must represent approximate-
ly the same labor capacity. The number of “children” is always larger than that 
of lu2-ALIM whereas the number of female workers is always the lowest. “Chil-
dren” cannot be an age class since as such they never precede adults in 3rd mil-
lennium BC accounts. Therefore, all three terms, dumu, lu2-ALIM and geme2 
represent categories of workers. 

No references to the elderly have been identified so far in the ED IIIa admin-
istrative records. The term bur-šu-ma “senior”, which appears in the Fara evi-
dence, denotes a high office.137 
 
7. Concluding Remarks 

In this overview of the earliest cuneiform administrative texts, I aimed to com-
pile the evidence on terms used to describe human resources in general, and 
workers in particular, in the earliest periods of Mesopotamian history. Another 
objective was to see how these terms were related. Finally, I tried to identify the 
strategies and concepts of accounting standing behind these relationships.  

The data on the topic of terminology of low ranking laborers are often mea-
ger and fragmentary in the reviewed historical periods. The documents, even if 
accessible and well preserved, are frequently insufficiently intelligible. Owing to 
this, the analyses and interpretations presented here should be regarded as pre-

                                                 
135 As mentioned by the editors of the text, the notation “3 sila3” was added after the 
document had been finished (Postgate / Biggs 1978: 110). 
136 Visicato 2000: 51. 
137 See Pomponio / Visicato 1994: 179 fn. 58 and WF 100 rev. iv 3. Visicato suggests that 
the individual in question was a person referred to as a scribe in other texts and was “the 
elder (among the scribes)” (Visicato 2000: 45, 49). 
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  To start with, the terminology of laborers in the Late Uruk and the Early Dy-
nastic periods exhibit considerable variability. Owing to the scarcity of texts 
dating to the ED I–II period, it is difficult to see how the terminology gradually 
developed. The only example of such development is represented by the discus-
sion on the origins of the graphemes for slaves (GEME2 and ARAD2). The re-
construction shows how scribes created new graphemes in order to adjust the 
writing to their administrative and legal needs. 

The main characteristic of the terminology for laborers in the 3350–2500 BC 
is their close ties to notions of age and gender. The reason that household de-
pendents were described along the same lines as animals is undoubtedly their 
low social and, probably, legal rank. There was no need to provide skilled arti-
sans, priests or officials with additional age and gender qualifiers in order to 
show what kind of labor they could perform. We find no evidence of a “male 
chief household manager” or an “old carpenter”. In contrast, low ranking labor-
ers and slaves were defined in terms of age and sex. These two biological char-
acteristics were the way by which ancient scribes and bureaucrats evaluated their 
labor capacity. A large number of unskilled laborers alongside a considerably 
lower number of skilled workers in administrative accounts shows the im-
portance of unskilled labor in early Mesopotamia. This was administered by 
skilled workers and officials. 

Each period affords patterns or models in which terms are organized. For ex-
ample, the Late Uruk accounts employed two different models to classify hu-
mans. One describes humans in terms of gender and age, while the other consists 
of age only. Similarly, the evidence from the Early Dynastic period shows the 
gender-based pairs of terms such as male and female slaves (arad2, geme2) and 
men and women ( uruš, munus). The discussion of male and female workers 
( uruš, geme2) during the ED IIIa period brings one to the conclusion that, con-
trary to the evidence of later periods, these two terms and social roles were not 
corresponding and no decisive evidence produces the pair uruš vs. geme2. 

Although the terminology of low ranking humans originates in the Uruk IV 
terminology to describe the sex and age of animals, subsequent periods attest to 
a gradual departure from this accounting strategy. Still, human laborers have 
never ceased being described in terms of age and gender. For example, the inno-
vative terms of the Early Dynastic period uruš and geme2 “young man/woman” 
describe simultaneously both the gender and the age of humans. Besides mark-
ing a person’s gender, they also articulate clearly that the person in question is 
exploitable because they are old enough to work while not being elderly. 

Children and the elderly were recorded only rarely in the early accounts. This 
may have been due to their insignificance as a labor force in the central house-
holds or, more likely, due to the factors which are not evident in textual sources. 

All terms discussed in the present contribution may be divided into several 
groups: 

a)  Gender- and age-neutral terms such as SAG (Late Uruk), lu2 “person”, sa  
“head; slave”. Their relationship to labor is hard to trace. 

b)  Terms simultaneously offering information on one’s gender and age. They
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are, for example, Late Uruk munus(SAL) and nitax(KUR) and Early Dynastic 
uruš and geme2. These terms refer to adults only, implying age.  

c)  Terms describing age groups such as mah2(AL) “adult”, dumu “child”, ŠA3 
“baby”, ŠU “elderly” (?) etc. in the Late Uruk period. The terms for children 
in the Early Dynastic corpus are rare whereas those of the elderly have not 
been identified, although the term šu-gi(4) “elderly” regularly appearing in 
later texts is expected. 

d)  Terms and graphemes conveying the legal status of slavery such as arad2. In 
most cases, it is virtually impossible to establish the legal status of the indi-
viduals in question. We do not know, for example, who were the “females” 
and “males” (SAL, KUR) of the Late Uruk accounts: slaves, semi-free de-
pendents, free individuals? 

e)  Additional qualifiers pertaining to the organization of labor: ERIM, URUDU, 
DUB, etc. (Late Uruk), -gub, -si, etc. (Early Dynastic). 

Finally, the example of ni ir “herald” in charge of workers shows the continuity 
in the organization of labor in central households. As in later periods, it seems 
that the majority of laborers were legally free and participated in corvée labor for 
central households’ or in the service of the city. Aside from these resources, 
central households exploited the labor of a class of individuals without their own 
means of production, who stood under the aegis of these institutions. Slaves, 
being relatively rare, were the least represented group among laborers in the 
earliest historical periods of ncient outhern Mesopotamia. 
 

Figures 
 

 Male Female 
Adults (and the elderly?) nitax(KUR) munus(SAL) 
Children (and babies ?) N8 (linguistic realization uncertain) 

 
Figure 1: erms of humans in Uruk IV accounts. 
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Figure 2: erms of the first group, Uruk III (ca. 3100 BC)  

(following Bartash 2015a). 
 

 
Figure 3: erms of the second group, Uruk III (ca. 3100 BC)  

(following Bartash 2015a). 
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Figure 4: the Origins of the signs GEME2 and ARAD2. 
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