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IIIIINTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTION

AAAAAPPROACHPPROACHPPROACHPPROACHPPROACH     ANDANDANDANDAND R R R R RATIONALEATIONALEATIONALEATIONALEATIONALE

The National Center for History in the Schools and the Organization of
American Historians have developed the following collection of lessons

for teaching with primary sources. Our units are the fruit of a collaboration
between history professors and experienced teachers of United States His-
tory. They represent specific “dramatic episodes”     in history from which you
and your students can pause to delve into the deeper meanings of these
selected landmark events and explore their wider context in the great his-
torical narrative. By studying a crucial turning-point in history the student
becomes aware that choices had to be made by real human beings, that those
decisions were the result of specific factors, and that they set in motion a
series of historical consequences. We have selected dramatic episodes that
bring alive that decision-making process. We hope that through this approach,
your students will realize that history is an ongoing, open-ended process,
and that the decisions they make today create the conditions of tomorrow’s
history.

Our teaching units are based on primary sources, taken from government
documents, artifacts, magazines, newspapers, films, and literature from the
period under study. What we hope you achieve using primary source docu-
ments in these lessons is to have your students connect more intimately with
the past. In this way we hope to recreate for your students a sense of “being
there,” a sense of seeing history through the eyes of the very people who
were making decisions. This will help your students develop historical em-
pathy, to realize that history is not an impersonal process divorced from real
people like themselves. At the same time, by analyzing primary sources,
students will actually practice the historian’s craft, discovering for them-
selves how to analyze evidence, establish a valid interpretation and con-
struct a coherent narrative in which all the relevant factors play a part.

CCCCCONTENTONTENTONTENTONTENTONTENT     ANDANDANDANDAND O O O O ORGANIZARGANIZARGANIZARGANIZARGANIZATIONTIONTIONTIONTION

Within this unit, you will find: 1) Unit Objectives, 2) Correlation to the
National History Standards, 3) Teacher Background Materials, 4) Les-
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son Plans, and 5) Student Resources.     This unit, as we have said above, fo-
cuses on certain key moments in time and should be used as a supplement
to your customary course materials. Although these lessons are recom-
mended for grades 5–8, they can be adapted for other grade levels.

The teacher background     section should provide you with a good overview
of the entire unit and with the historical information and context necessary
to link the specific “dramatic moment”     to the larger historical narrative. You
may consult it for your own use, and you may choose to share it with stu-
dents if they are of a sufficient grade level to understand the materials.

The lesson plans     include a variety of ideas and approaches for the teacher
which can be elaborated upon or cut as you see the need. These lesson plans
contain student resources which accompany each lesson. The resources con-
sist of primary source of the lessons offered on any given topic, or you can
select and adapt the ones that best support your particular course needs. We
have not attempted to be comprehensive or prescriptive in our offerings,
but rather to give you an array of enticing possibilities for in-depth study, at
varying grade levels. We hope that you will find the lesson plans exciting
and stimulating for your classes. We also hope that your students will never
again see history as a boring sweep of inevitable facts and meaningless dates
but rather as an endless treasure of real life stories, and an exercise in analy-
sis and reconstruction.

IIIIINTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTION
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TTTTTEACHEREACHEREACHEREACHEREACHER B B B B BACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUND M M M M MAAAAATERIALSTERIALSTERIALSTERIALSTERIALS

I. UI. UI. UI. UI. UNITNITNITNITNIT O O O O OVERVERVERVERVERVIEWVIEWVIEWVIEWVIEW

The purpose of this unit is to introduce students to the achievements and
historical significance of the Sumerian civilization, located in the “land

between the rivers,” Mesopotamia, the region known today as modern Iraq,
and reaching back in time to approximately 3500 B.C.

The unit is divided into five sections. The first three sections concentrate on
historical readiness activities and concepts, geographical-historical aware-
ness, and an overview of recognized “firsts” in Sumerian civilization. The
last two sections focus upon the most significant achievement of the
Sumerians, the development and use of a written language, and provide an
in-depth exploration of this ancient writing system and the life of an aver-
age scribe.

The unit aims to help students develop an awareness of and an appreciation
for the uniquely human achievement of written communication, and pro-
vides students with a concept of historical “firsts,” guiding the students to
understand the interrelationship between geography, human adaptation,
human lifestyles and historical change. The unit should encompass a 4-6
week period of time and is directed at a student audience of ages 11-14.

All events prior to the innovation of writing have been labeled “prehistory.”
With the invention of a conventional system of writing, human knowledge
was no longer dependent upon the capacity of an individual’s memory. It
became possible to accumulate a record of human experience, transcending
specific time and place limitations of oral speech. In developing the ancient
system of cuneiform, the Sumerian culture provided a foundation upon
which all subsequent intellectual and technological progress has been built.

II.II.II.II.II. UUUUUNITNITNITNITNIT C C C C CONTEXTONTEXTONTEXTONTEXTONTEXT

This unit should follow a unit on Prehistory, examining man as a hunter
and gatherer and the subsequent advent of agriculture and farming. It

should precede unit studies of other ancient civilizations and/or early
Mediterranean civilizations.
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III. CIII. CIII. CIII. CIII. CORRELAORRELAORRELAORRELAORRELATIONTIONTIONTIONTION     TOTOTOTOTO N N N N NAAAAATIONALTIONALTIONALTIONALTIONAL S S S S STTTTTANDARDSANDARDSANDARDSANDARDSANDARDS     FORFORFORFORFOR U U U U UNITEDNITEDNITEDNITEDNITED S S S S STTTTTAAAAATESTESTESTESTES

HHHHHISTORISTORISTORISTORISTORYYYYY

The Beginning of Civilization in Sumer: The Advent of Written Communica-
tion provides teaching materials that address standards as outlined in

National Standards for History, Basic Edition (National Center for History in
the Schools, 1996), Era 2Era 2Era 2Era 2Era 2. Lessons in this teaching unit specifically address
Standard 1AStandard 1AStandard 1AStandard 1AStandard 1A  that asks students to compare forms of writing that developed
in early civilizations and explain how written records shaped political, le-
gal, religious, and cultural life.

This unit likewise integrates a number of Historical Thinking Standards in-
cluding: “draw upon data in historical maps” (Standard 2, Historical Com-Standard 2, Historical Com-Standard 2, Historical Com-Standard 2, Historical Com-Standard 2, Historical Com-
prehensionprehensionprehensionprehensionprehension); “draw comparisons across eras and regions” (Standard 3, His-Standard 3, His-Standard 3, His-Standard 3, His-Standard 3, His-
torical Analysis and Interpretationtorical Analysis and Interpretationtorical Analysis and Interpretationtorical Analysis and Interpretationtorical Analysis and Interpretation);  “obtain historical data from a variety
of sources;” and “support interpretations with historical evidence” (Stan-Stan-Stan-Stan-Stan-
dard 4, Historical Researchdard 4, Historical Researchdard 4, Historical Researchdard 4, Historical Researchdard 4, Historical Research.)

IVIVIVIVIV. U. U. U. U. UNITNITNITNITNIT O O O O OBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVES

1.   To explore the concepts of continuity, change and historical firsts by cre-
ating and discussing personal and/or familial timelines.

2.   To examine maps of the present day Middle East and then identify the
general area of the ancient Fertile Crescent and the specific area known
as ancient Sumer.

3.    To discuss climatic conditions, land forms and water sources of the and
discover the physical, social, and economic ramifications of these geo-
graphical conditions, including the development of an extensive irriga-
tion system, the adaptation of shelter needs to existing natural resources,
and the formation of city-states.

4.    To learn the importance and unique nature of written communication by
participating in activities and discussion.

5.    To examine a moment in time via primary source documents on the life
of a scribe. Make  generalizations on the role and use of writing in the
Sumerian civilizations by participating in a role-playing activity.

�����������	
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6.    To study the evolution of the ancient writing system, cuneiform, and
explore writing systems in general by creating their own communica-
tion codes.

VVVVV..... LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON P P P P PLANSLANSLANSLANSLANS

1. Readiness: What Is History?

2. Geographical Discussion

3. Achievements of Sumer

4. The Life of a Scribe

5.    The Beginnings of Written Communication
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VI. IVI. IVI. IVI. IVI. INTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTIONNTRODUCTION     TOTOTOTOTO T T T T THEHEHEHEHE B B B B BEGINNINGEGINNINGEGINNINGEGINNINGEGINNING     OFOFOFOFOF C C C C CIVILIZAIVILIZAIVILIZAIVILIZAIVILIZATIONTIONTIONTIONTION     INININININ S S S S SUMERUMERUMERUMERUMER:::::
TTTTTHEHEHEHEHE A A A A ADVENTDVENTDVENTDVENTDVENT     OFOFOFOFOF W W W W WRITTENRITTENRITTENRITTENRITTEN C C C C COMMUNICAOMMUNICAOMMUNICAOMMUNICAOMMUNICATIONTIONTIONTIONTION

Between the development of villages and the development of cities, man
made some great technological advances. So}e of these have been de-

scribed in the unit on the Neolithic Revolution. Early farmers formed mud
and clay into mudbricks for building houses and walls; they manipulated
and fired clay to form pottery; they learned to burn limestone and gypsum
to ‘nix with water to form plaster; they walled in their settlements for pro-
tection; they made finer and more complex stone tools. The developments
took place slowly, over hundreds or thousands of years, but in each case
‘man was becoming more skillful at manipulating for his own use the mate-
rials available in the environment.

A major step forward came when villagers discovered how to divert water
from rivers and springs to irrigate their crops. This released men and women
from the necessity of living in areas with abundant rainfall. Some of them
moved into river valleys with dry climates, which were the eventual sites of
almost all the major early civilizations of the world, such as that of Egypt on
the Nile, Mesopotamia between the ‘Tigris and Euphrates, India on the Indus,
and China on the Yellow River.

By 5000 B.C. small settlements dependent on irrigation agriculture were es-
tablished throughout southern Mesopotamia. The effort of digging and
maintaining canals would have been too great for one man or even for one
family; a community effort must have been required. However, this was not
in itself adequate incentive (as was once thought) for urban culture to de-
velop. The small settlements continued for hundreds of years before the be-
ginnings of urbanization.

Between approximately 4000 and 3000 B.C. a series of major technological
changes took place in the southern settlements, ultimately leading to urban
civilization. The plow was invented, permitting each farmer to support a
larger number of people through his efforts; the wheel made possible wag-
ons and greater pottery production; metals were smelted and formed into
tools, utensils, and weapons, the shapes of which had been impossible in
stone. Meanwhile, existing technologies were developed on a larger scale:
mudbrick was used to build monumental fortifications and structures, wider
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and deeper canals were dug and maintained. By the end of the period scribes
throughout Mesopotamia were using a uniform written script to record the
details of administration of the new cities.

The order in which these changes took place is unclear, as is the stimulus for
them. As is true of all historical events, it is highly unlikely that a single
cause can be determined. A set of conditions, including, no doubt, the cli-
mate, the natural resources of the region, the technological sophistication of
the inhabitants, the productivity of the soil, and so on, combined to entice
men and women to live in larger communities and to join forces for their
common good. Behind all their cooperative effort we can detect a central
government in each city, organizing manpower and resources in the inter-
ests of the welfare of the city and its gods.

The earliest Mesopotamian documents are written in pictographic script
which could represent any language. The script later became partly syllabic;
that is, writers attempted in some places to render the sounds of the lan-
guage, and at this point historians can recognize the language as Sumerian.
Sumerian was the predominant written language until after 2000 B.C. From
earliest times, however, it is clear that not all Mesopotamians spoke Sumerian.
Some of the names in the texts are of people who spoke a Semitic language
called Akkadian. Akkadian is related to modern Arabic and Hebrew and
became the principal written and spoken language in Mesopotamia after
2000 B.C. Throughout the third millennium B.C., the Akkadian speakers and
Sumerian speakers seem to have shared the land in harmony with one an-
other, the Sumerians dominating the southern half of the country, and the
Akkadians dominating the north.

In this unit students will learn about the principal achievements of early
Sumerian city-dwellers, and especially about their system of writing which
was spread throughout Mesopotamia and ultimately beyond by means of
what seems to have been a standardized school curriculum.

�����������	
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DDDDDRAMARAMARAMARAMARAMATICTICTICTICTIC M M M M MOMENTOMENTOMENTOMENTOMENT

An Argument Between TAn Argument Between TAn Argument Between TAn Argument Between TAn Argument Between Two School Rowdieswo School Rowdieswo School Rowdieswo School Rowdieswo School Rowdies
(Primary Sou(Primary Sou(Primary Sou(Primary Sou(Primary Source)rce)rce)rce)rce)

Two school graduates, named Enkimansi and Girnishag exchange insults:

Enkimansi:Enkimansi:Enkimansi:Enkimansi:Enkimansi:
You dolt, numbskill, school pest, you illiterate, you Sumerian ignora-
mus, your hand is terrible; it cannot even hold the stylus properly; it
is unfit for writing and cannot take dictation. And yet you say you
are a scribe like me.

Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:
What do you mean lam not a scribe like you? When you write a docu-
ment it makes no sense. When you write a letter it is illegible. You go
to divide up an estate, but are unable to divide up the estate. When
you go to survey the field, you can’t hold the measuring line. You
can’t hold a nail in your hand; you have no sense. You don’t know
how to arbitrate between the contesting parties, you are one of the
most incompetent of tablet writers. What are you fit for, can anyone
say?

Enkirnansi:Enkirnansi:Enkirnansi:Enkirnansi:Enkirnansi:
You are the laziest of scribes, the most careless of men. When you do
multiplication it is full of mistakes. In computing areas you confuse
length with width. Squares, triangles, circles and sectors: you treat
them all without understanding.

Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:
Me I was raised on Sumerian. I am the son of a scribe. But you are a bun-
gler, a windbag. When you try to shape a tablet you can’t even smooth the
clay. When you try to write a line your hand can’t manage the tablet. Yet
you claim to know a Sumerian like me!

Reprinted from     The Sumerians, by Samuel Noah Kramer, Copyright 1963, by kind
permission of the copyright owner, University of Chicago Press.
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LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON I I I I I
RRRRREADINESSEADINESSEADINESSEADINESSEADINESS: W: W: W: W: WHAHAHAHAHATTTTT     ISISISISIS H H H H HISTORISTORISTORISTORISTORYYYYY?????

A.A.A.A.A. LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON O O O O OBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVES

1. To be able to create accurate timelines.

2. To identify the relative importance or insignificance of events and
turning points in their own history.

3 To recognize that some events are determinants of others.

4. To recognize that some events in our lives are constants in spite of
other conditions.

5. To define vocabulary words.

B.B.B.B.B. BBBBBACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUND G G G G GENERALIZAENERALIZAENERALIZAENERALIZAENERALIZATIONSTIONSTIONSTIONSTIONS

1. Our lives represent a succession of irreversible events.

2. We can categorize our personal lives into periods (infancy, toddler, etc.)

3. Events which rely on memory alone are more difficult to reconstruct.

4. Events in our lives are often determined by People and Place.

5. Some events are more important than others.

6.   Some events determine subsequent events in your life because they are
historically significant. (Historical “firsts.”)

7.   Some parts of our lives continue regardless of the people or place.
Some parts of our lives change as events, people and places change.

C.C.C.C.C. LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON A A A A ACTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIES

Assign the students to create a pictorial or narrative timeline of their lives.
During the first class period, discuss the assignment. They will need to in-
clude at least two major (do not define the word major, allow the definition
to emerge as they think about the assignment) and at least four minor events.
They should identify the major and minor events in some visual manner, i.e.
color code. They should include the people and the place involved in each
event. Encourage them to look through their old photographs and school



��

LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON I I I I I

papers or diaries. If time allows, they should interview an older person in
their household and create a similar timeline for him or her. They should
complete their timelines before the second class. On the second day, stu-
dents should share timelines in small groups and then discuss them as a
whole class.

D.D.D.D.D.  S S S S SAMPLEAMPLEAMPLEAMPLEAMPLE Q Q Q Q QUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONS     FORFORFORFORFOR D D D D DISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSION     OFOFOFOFOF B B B B BACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUND M M M M MAAAAATERIALSTERIALSTERIALSTERIALSTERIALS

1. How many people had a difficult time with the assignment? Why? Was
it difficult to remember? Why was it difficult? Which events were easiest
to remember? Did anyone have a scrapbook to refer to? A diary? Old
letters?

2. Which events did you decide to label major events? Why? Which events
were minor? Why?

3. How did major events affect your life? Did things change? Did your life
change after the minor events?

4. Who were the people involved? Would the event have taken place if the
cast of characters had been different?

5. Where were you during the major events? Would the events have oc-
curred if you had been at a different place? Why?

6. Have any things stayed the same (continuity) for you during your life?
(e.g. People, places, friendships, concerns, opinions, physical needs, so-
cial needs)

7. What generalizations can you make about change and continuity in your
life? What generalizations can you make about the relationship between
people, places and events in time?

8.  Optional: If any timelines were done that went back one or two genera-
tions, have students examine major past events which might have af-
fected their lives today.

E.E.E.E.E. VVVVVOCABULARYOCABULARYOCABULARYOCABULARYOCABULARY

change
significant
events

time
history
continuity
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FFFFF.   E.   E.   E.   E.   EVVVVVALUAALUAALUAALUAALUATINGTINGTINGTINGTING     THETHETHETHETHE L L L L LESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON

1. Check for understanding by having students brainstorm on ideas, feel-
ings, concepts that relate to history.

2. Encourage students to cluster ideas together and write a one to five sen-
tence statement defining history. (Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 1)

3.   Spin Wheel: Brainstorm about your subject on an associative basis. (Stu-Stu-Stu-Stu-Stu-
dent Handout 2dent Handout 2dent Handout 2dent Handout 2dent Handout 2)

4.   Use Student Handout 3 Student Handout 3 Student Handout 3 Student Handout 3 Student Handout 3 to list and classify information from the catego-
ries on the Spin Wheel.

LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON I I I I I
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CCCCCLUSTERLUSTERLUSTERLUSTERLUSTER D D D D DIAGRAMIAGRAMIAGRAMIAGRAMIAGRAM

SSSSSTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT H H H H HANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUT 1 1 1 1 1LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON I I I I I
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LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON I I I I I SSSSSTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT H H H H HANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUT 2 2 2 2 2

SSSSSPINPINPINPINPIN W W W W WHEELHEELHEELHEELHEEL
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LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON I I I I I SSSSSTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT H H H H HANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUT 3 3 3 3 3

List information from the SpinList information from the SpinList information from the SpinList information from the SpinList information from the Spin
Wheel (Student Handout 3)Wheel (Student Handout 3)Wheel (Student Handout 3)Wheel (Student Handout 3)Wheel (Student Handout 3)

1. ______________________________

2. ______________________________

3. ______________________________

4. ______________________________

5. ______________________________

6. ______________________________

7. ______________________________

8. ______________________________

9. ______________________________

10._____________________________

11.______________________________

12.______________________________

13.______________________________

14.______________________________

15.______________________________

16.______________________________

17.______________________________

18.______________________________

19.______________________________

20.______________________________

Generate major categories. ThenGenerate major categories. ThenGenerate major categories. ThenGenerate major categories. ThenGenerate major categories. Then
classify and subordinate informa-classify and subordinate informa-classify and subordinate informa-classify and subordinate informa-classify and subordinate informa-

tion from the wheel.tion from the wheel.tion from the wheel.tion from the wheel.tion from the wheel.

I. _________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

II. _________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

III. _________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

IV. _________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________

_________________________
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LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON II II II II II
GGGGGEOGRAPHICEOGRAPHICEOGRAPHICEOGRAPHICEOGRAPHIC D D D D DISCUSSIONSISCUSSIONSISCUSSIONSISCUSSIONSISCUSSIONS

A.A.A.A.A. LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON O O O O OBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVES

1. To be able to identify Asia, Africa, Europe, and the Middle East on a
world map.

2. To define vocabulary words.

3. To be able to describe the ancient Fertile Crescent, ing the life-style of
its inhabitants.

B.B.B.B.B. BBBBBACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUND G G G G GENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONS

1.  People have physical needs that must be met for survival. These needs
include food, water and shelter.

2.  People depend on their natural geography to meet these needs.

3.  People seek fertile land to help them meet their physical needs.

4.  The first civilizations occurred in the Middle East.

5.  The Middle East is an area which borders upon Asia, Africa, and Europe.

6.  People adapt to the natural environment but, if able to cooperate with
other people, they can effect change and control natural conditions and
forces. Such cooperation is a sign of a civilization.

7.  Much of the Middle East is a desert.

8. The first civilizations are thought to have started  in an area of the Middle
East known as the Fertile Crescent

9. Two rivers cross the Fertile Crescent: The Tigris River and the Euphrates
River.

10.  The land between these rivers was known as Mesopotamia.



LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON II II II II II

11. It is believed that the early peoples of Mesopotamia organized to regu-
late and control the flooding of the rivers by building and maintaining
great irrigation and dike systems.

12.  The area known as Mesopotamia in ancient times is today the country
of  Iraq.

13.  The geography of the Mesopotamian region affected the development
of civilization.

C.  LC.  LC.  LC.  LC.  LESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON A A A A ACTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIES

1. Students should read and discuss Student Handout 4 Student Handout 4 Student Handout 4 Student Handout 4 Student Handout 4 in small groups
and define the vocabulary words.

2. Students need to look at modern globes, global projection maps, and
flat maps (political and physical) to locate the Middle East and present
day Iraq. Have them compare these to Student Handout 5to Student Handout 5to Student Handout 5to Student Handout 5to Student Handout 5 “Ancient
Mesopotamia, 3100 B.C. 1600 B.C.” Students should study photographs
of the Middle East and discuss desert environments, and ways in which
man can adapt to a desert environment. Have them color code areas of a
blank world map Asia, Africa, Europe, The Middle East, Iraq, The Tigris
River, The Euphrates River, The Fertile Crescent; Mesopotamia.

D.D.D.D.D. SSSSSAMPLEAMPLEAMPLEAMPLEAMPLE Q Q Q Q QUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONS     FORFORFORFORFOR D D D D DISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSION     OFOFOFOFOF B B B B BACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUND M M M M MATERIALSATERIALSATERIALSATERIALSATERIALS

1. While looking at various maps and photographs:

a. Describe what you see.

b. Where is ____________?

c. What areas surround it?

d. What physical features are shown?

e. How might these physical features affect the lives of the people
there?

f. How are the physical features the same or different from where
you live?

g. Which area would be most desirable for living? Why?
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h. What might be some problems you could encoun ter in the area
known as Mesopotamia?

i. How might you solve the problem of geographical undesirabil-
ity of an area? Could you do it alone?

E.  VocabularyE.  VocabularyE.  VocabularyE.  VocabularyE.  Vocabulary

desert
valley
continent
Europe
Asia
Africa
Middle East
Fertile Crescent
Mesopotamia

F. Evaluating The LessonF. Evaluating The LessonF. Evaluating The LessonF. Evaluating The LessonF. Evaluating The Lesson

1. Check for understanding of the vocabulary words. (i.e. match the word
to a definition or a picture.)

LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON II II II II II

irrigation
dike
reservoir
civilization
natural resource
interdependent
cooperation
adaptation



SSSSSTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT H H H H HANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUT 4 4 4 4 4LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON II II II II II

TTTTTHEHEHEHEHE B B B B BEGINNINGEGINNINGEGINNINGEGINNINGEGINNING     OFOFOFOFOF C C C C CIVILIZATIONIVILIZATIONIVILIZATIONIVILIZATIONIVILIZATION: G: G: G: G: GEOGRAPHYEOGRAPHYEOGRAPHYEOGRAPHYEOGRAPHY

The earliest civilization of man arose thousands of years ago in an area of
the Middle East known as the “Fertile Crescent.”  This is an area shaped
like an arc, starting on the Eastern end of the Mediterranean Sea, curving
northward, then south and ending at the Persian Gulf.

Most of the land in the Middle East is desert with little rainfall or food sup-
plies. The eastern area of the Fertile Crescent, however, lies between two
large rivers, the Tigris River and the Euphrates River. The land in between
the rivers at their southern ends is a low valley. In ancient times the valley
was known as Mesopotamia (“land between the rivers”). Today that land is
called Iraq.

These two rivers, it is believed, played an important role in the develop-
ment of man s first civilization. The Tigris River, in the North, is the deeper
of the two rivers and it carries a larger amount of water. The Urban civiliza-
tion developed between 3500 and 3000 B.C. in the Southern tip of
Euphrates; in the South, carries large amounts of soil in its water. This soil
often sinks to the bottom of the river and makes the river more shallow.
Then the river over flows and floods the surrounding valley.

The flat valley land of Mesopotamia was often dry but the flooding would
bring it rich soil, and make the land fertile and suitable for farming. The
floods though were difficult to predict and would cause much damage to
crops and homes.

Ancient people wanted to take advantage of the fertile land, but they need
ed to develop ways to control the rivers. And this they did. They built a
large irrigation system with a network of canals and dikes. The canals led
the water to the fields and the dikes kept the rivers away from new crops
and homes. They built reservoirs to store water for the dry seasons.

The irrigation system grew large and complicated and it took much coop-
eration and many different types of workers to keep the system clean and in
good repair. Some historians believe that the results of the need to maintain
and control the rivers caused the ancient people of Mesopotamia to become
interdependent and form and organize the first city-states of mankind: a
civilization began.

Urban civilization developed between 3500 and 3000 B.C. in the Southern
tip of the Fertile Crescent. This is near the Persian Gulf. The region was
called Sumer and its people were known as Sumerians. The land in Sumer
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SSSSSTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT H H H H HANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUT 4 4 4 4 4LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON II II II II II

had no good stones or timber for building. The people needed to adapt the
region s natural resources to their purposes. For shelter they bundled reeds
together to form columns. The bun dles were then tied and set into holes in
the ground. The tops were bent and tied together to form arches. More reeds
were used as cross es and then woven into mats for roofs. The people in
Sumer also used bricks made from natural clay to build elaborate build-
ings. For pot tery, they baked and glazed the clay as earlier people had, and
in addition, they learned to use potters  wheels and produce large quanti-
ties of pots and bowls.

Another plentiful natural resource was the date palm tree. They used the
fruit of these trees for food and the leaves and trunks of the trees for fuel
and thread.



LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON III III III III III

Illustrated by Carole Collier Frick

AAAAANCIENTNCIENTNCIENTNCIENTNCIENT M M M M MESOPOTAMIAESOPOTAMIAESOPOTAMIAESOPOTAMIAESOPOTAMIA, 3100 B.C.—1600 B.C., 3100 B.C.—1600 B.C., 3100 B.C.—1600 B.C., 3100 B.C.—1600 B.C., 3100 B.C.—1600 B.C.

SSSSSTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT H H H H HANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUT 5 5 5 5 5
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LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON III: A III: A III: A III: A III: ACHIEVEMENTSCHIEVEMENTSCHIEVEMENTSCHIEVEMENTSCHIEVEMENTS     OFOFOFOFOF S S S S SUMERUMERUMERUMERUMER

A.A.A.A.A. LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON O O O O OBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVES

1. To describe the conditions which led to the formation of the city-state.

2. To identify three facets of the Sumerian belief system.

3. To explain the significance of the invention of Cuneiform writing.

4. To define the vocabulary words.

B.B.B.B.B. BBBBBACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUND G G G G GENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONS

1.    Efficient irrigation systems led to food surpluses which in turn led to a
differentiated society and the formation of cities (the city state).

2.    Sumerians believed that their gods controlled all conditions of human
life.

3.    Belief in the Sumerian gods played an important role in the develop-
ment of Sumerian civilization.

4.   Pleasing the gods was the basis of authority for Sumerian priests and
kings.

5.    Sumerian civilization was responsible for the formation of many ideas
and the invention of many tools

6.   The Sumerians were the first people to leave written records.

7.    Written language is a uniquely human form of communication.
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C.C.C.C.C. LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON A A A A ACTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIES

1.  Students should read and discuss Student Handout 6Student Handout 6Student Handout 6Student Handout 6Student Handout 6 (see questions
below for guidelines to use during discussion).

2.  Students should play a game of “telephone:” The teacher relays a pre-
pared message about the importance of trade, commerce, writing, gov-
ernment, etc. (not subject matter of personal importance to the students)
and whispers the entire message in one student’s ear. This student passes
it along (orally) to the next student. The last student will repeat the mes-
sage heard. Compare the first and last message. Then the teacher should
relay a second message on a note card. Each student copies the message
on a note card and passes it down. The last student reads the last note
card. Discuss with the students what they observed from this experi-
ence. Ask: How might writing affect the lives of human beings? H••
might it have affected the lives of people in ancient Sumer?

3.   Have students try to remember (make a record in their minds) all events
which take place within a given set of time (10-15 minutes). The next
day have them describe the events. Then have them record all events in
a new 10-15 minute period by taking notes. The following day they
should refer to their notes and share the events. Compare the two pro-
cesses of recording information. Ask the students to consider again the
questions listed in activity two above.

4.  Bring clay into the classroom. Give students an opportunity to use a
pointed stick and write messages in the clay to simulate Sumerian clay
tablets (see Student Handout 7Student Handout 7Student Handout 7Student Handout 7Student Handout 7.)

5.  Students, in small groups, can design a ziggurat, make small clay bricks
and build a model temple (use Student Handout 8 Student Handout 8 Student Handout 8 Student Handout 8 Student Handout 8 as a guide.)

D. D. D. D. D.      SSSSSAMPLEAMPLEAMPLEAMPLEAMPLE Q Q Q Q QUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONS F F F F FOROROROROR D D D D DISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSION     OFOFOFOFOF B B B B BACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUND M M M M MATERIALSATERIALSATERIALSATERIALSATERIALS

1. What physical needs would have prompted the people of Sumer to show
interest in astronomy and the movements of the heavenly bodies? (Re-
fer back to Lesson TLesson TLesson TLesson TLesson Twowowowowo on Geography)
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2.  How did the cuneiform writing system reflect the available natural re-
sources of Sumer?

3. How do you think we know about pre-history? (History before written
communication.)

4.  How do you think writing changed our knowledge of history and an-
cient people?

5.  How do animals communicate?

6.  What other forms of communication do people use? (Besides written
communication.)

7.  What other animals communicate with written systems?

8.  Why do you think the people of Sumer felt the need to create a writing
system?

9.  What types of information do you think they wrote down?

E.E.E.E.E. VVVVVOCABULARYOCABULARYOCABULARYOCABULARYOCABULARY

city-state
surplus
ziggurat
textiles
numeration
cuneiform
archaeologist

FFFFF..... EEEEEVVVVVALUAALUAALUAALUAALUATINGTINGTINGTINGTING     THETHETHETHETHE L L L L LESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON

1. Check for understanding of the vocabulary.

2. Students should generate examples of the above concepts that they have
experienced from their own daily life (i.e. textiles such as cotton, wool).
Pose the question, “How is the numeration system devised in ancient
Mesopotamia similar to our own Hindu-Arabic numeration system?”

LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON III III III III III



SSSSSTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT H H H H HANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUT 6 6 6 6 6LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON III III III III III

TTTTTHEHEHEHEHE B B B B BEGINNINGEGINNINGEGINNINGEGINNINGEGINNING     OFOFOFOFOF C C C C CIVILIZAIVILIZAIVILIZAIVILIZAIVILIZATIONTIONTIONTIONTION: A: A: A: A: ACHIEVEMENTSCHIEVEMENTSCHIEVEMENTSCHIEVEMENTSCHIEVEMENTS     OFOFOFOFOF S S S S SUMERUMERUMERUMERUMER

In early Sumer, most people were farmers. As the people learned to control
and maintain the irrigation systems, their food supply became more plenti-
ful. Surplus grain could be stored. It was no longer necessary for everyone
to farm. Many people developed new skills and new jobs. They became car-
penters, potters, metal workers, boat builders, jewelers and fishermen. Even-
tually the farming villages developed into cities. By 3000 B.C., the land of
Sumer consisted of a dozen city-states, each having a large walled city, sur-
rounded by small villages and farms.

By 2000 B.C., the main feature of the city-state was its temple, called a ziggurat
(ZIG-uh-rat). These temples were built of mud bricks and had several sto-
ries, each one smaller than the one below forming a pyramid shape. The
lower stories were platforms of solid mud brick. The ziggurat was the tallest
and most important building in the city. Some were perhaps 150 feet high
and could be seen for miles. The top story of the ziggurat was devoted to
worshipping the city god and goddess. The temple had storage areas for
grain, gems and textiles which were kept for the comfort of the gods and to
support the temple dependents. The Sumerians believed that each city be-
longed to a main god, to whom the city had been assigned on the day the
world was created. They believed that the people were slaves of the gods.
The people needed to please the gods or risk great harm.

The ruler of each city had authority because he was considered to be the
representative of the god who owned the land. It was the responsibility of
the priest or the king to interpret what the gods wanted and communicate
this to the people. Many people were ordered to build temples, roads and
irrigation projects. The people would obey both to please the gods and be-
cause service was required by the government.

The people of Sumer achieved many other great things. They were probably
the first people to use a wheel. They invented the arch, a curved structure
built to support weight over an opening in a building. They also invented a
calendar based on the 28 day cycle of the moon. They created a numeration
system based on the number 60 leading to such measurements as the 60-
second minute, and the 60-minute hour.



��

SSSSSTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT H H H H HANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUT 6 6 6 6 6LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON III III III III III

But the greatest creation of the Sumerians was the invention of the first sys-
tem of writing. The system is called cuneiform (kyoo NEE uh fawrm) and is
based on a set of written symbols made with wedge shaped marks on wet
clay. Archaeologists have found over half a million Sumerian clay tablets
which have survived over time. These tablets have helped us learn much
about this ancient civilization.
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CCCCCLALALALALAYYYYY T T T T TOKENSOKENSOKENSOKENSOKENS

Illustrated by Carole Collier Frick
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SSSSSTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT H H H H HANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUT 8 8 8 8 8LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON III III III III III

SSSSSUMERIANUMERIANUMERIANUMERIANUMERIAN Z Z Z Z ZIGGURAIGGURAIGGURAIGGURAIGGURATTTTT

Illustrated by Carole Collier Frick



LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON IV: T IV: T IV: T IV: T IV: THEHEHEHEHE L L L L LIFEIFEIFEIFEIFE     OFOFOFOFOF     AAAAA S S S S SCRIBECRIBECRIBECRIBECRIBE

A.A.A.A.A. LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON O O O O OBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVES

1. To describe the life and educa tion of a scribe.

2. To compare the curriculum of a Sumerian school with his/her own cur-
riculum.

3. To define the vocabulary words.

B.B.B.B.B. BBBBBACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUND G G G G GENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONSENERALIZATIONS

1. Literacy was not a right in Ancient Sumer; it was a profession.

2. Those who mastered the art of cuneiform writing were held in high re-
gard by Sumerians.

3. Those who mastered the art were called scribes.

4. Scribes began their schooling at an early age and studied under strict
discipline for many years.

5. The schoolhouse was called the Edubba.

6. The education system had two purposes: a) to train scribes to satisfy the
economic and administrative needs of the temple and palace and b) to
copy and memorize literary works.

7. Most students came from wealthy families where the fathers worked as
city officials (governors, ambassadors, temple administrators, accoun-
tants, and military officers) or especially, as scribes.

8. The school’s headmaster was called the Ummia (“expert professor“ or
“school father”). Pupils were called “school sons” and assistant profes-
sors were called “big brothers.”

9.    The main aim of the school was to teach the scribe how to write.

10.  The daily training consisted of copying and memo rizing written forms
prepared by teachers.
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11. The written forms began with mastery of syllabic symbols, (tu ta ti, nu
na ni, bu ba bi, zu za zi), moving on to mastery of lists of words, then
mas tery of a collection of words, short sentences, proverbs, fables, and
legal contracts.

12. The Sumerians prepared massive numbers of lists which classified, cat-
egorized and accounted for names of observable animal parts, birds,
fish, trees, plants, stones, stars, objects made of a particular material (e.g.
wood, metal, leather), types of pottery, food, cities, rivers, canals, and
fields.

13. Scribes were prepared for different specialized areas—administrative
bureaucrats, recorders of weddings, contracts, letter writers, accoun-
tants.

14. Kings were usually illiterate. They had scribes in charge of royal corre-
spondence.

C.C.C.C.C. LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON A A A A ACTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIES

1. Students should read the First Primary SourceFirst Primary SourceFirst Primary SourceFirst Primary SourceFirst Primary Source (Student Handout 9Student Handout 9Student Handout 9Student Handout 9Student Handout 9):

a. They should pretend that they are historians who have found and
deciphered the writings. After reading the sections they can list ev-
erything they have learned about schooling and the life of a scribe in
Ancient Sumer.

b.  They can then take parts (Teacher, Student, Moni tors,) and act out the
daily life of a scribe.

c. Teachers can simulate a typical day of a scribe. Prepare a list of
words, or a piece of writing (these can be vocabulary words from the
unit or a section of one of the Primary Sources.) Students should copy
the list or essay, memorize it, then recopy it and recite it.

2.  Teachers should share, in a direct lesson, the information presented in
background generalizations. Discussion should include sample ques-
tions from the list in section DDDDD  (“Sample Questions for Discussion of
Background Materials”).

3.    Answer to the riddle: A Schoolhouse.

LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON IV IV IV IV IV



4.  Students should act out the Second Primary SourceSecond Primary SourceSecond Primary SourceSecond Primary SourceSecond Primary Source. (This could be the
section that they copy, memorize and recopy.)

5. Students should create a journal entry for either a scribe in training or a
professional scribe who reads and writes daily royal correspondence.

D. D. D. D. D.      SSSSSAMPLEAMPLEAMPLEAMPLEAMPLE Q Q Q Q QUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONS F F F F FOROROROROR D D D D DISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSION     OFOFOFOFOF B B B B BACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUND M M M M MATERIALSATERIALSATERIALSATERIALSATERIALS

1. How is the purpose of schooling in Ancient Sumer different from or the
same as the purpose of schooling today?

2. Why was literacy limited to a few people?

3. Do you think the Scribes wished to extend knowledge of cuneiform to
the general public? Why might they want to be the only literate people?

4. How is the curriculum of the Sumerian School different from or the same
as the curriculum in your school?

5. How is discipline in the Sumerian School different from or the same as
discipline in your school?

6. How is the conversation between the two scribes different from or simi-
lar to conversations between students in your school?

E.E.E.E.E. VVVVVOCABULARYOCABULARYOCABULARYOCABULARYOCABULARY

literacy
Ummia
administrative
illiterate
correspondence
Edubba

LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON IV IV IV IV IV
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F.F.F.F.F. EEEEEVALUATINGVALUATINGVALUATINGVALUATINGVALUATING     THETHETHETHETHE L L L L LESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON

1. Use the journal activity (Lesson Activity #4Lesson Activity #4Lesson Activity #4Lesson Activity #4Lesson Activity #4) for evaluation.

2.  Encourage the students to use the vocabulary words in their journal
entry.

LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON IV IV IV IV IV



DDDDDOCUMENTOCUMENTOCUMENTOCUMENTOCUMENT 9 9 9 9 9LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON III III III III III

A DA DA DA DA DAYAYAYAYAY     INININININ     THETHETHETHETHE L L L L LIFEIFEIFEIFEIFE     OFOFOFOFOF     AAAAA S S S S SUMERIANUMERIANUMERIANUMERIANUMERIAN S S S S SCHOOLCHOOLCHOOLCHOOLCHOOL B B B B BOYOYOYOYOY

FFFFFROMROMROMROMROM     AAAAA S S S S SUMERIANUMERIANUMERIANUMERIANUMERIAN E E E E ESSAYSSAYSSAYSSAYSSAY “S “S “S “S “SCHOOLCHOOLCHOOLCHOOLCHOOL D D D D DAYSAYSAYSAYSAYS”””””
First Primary SourceFirst Primary SourceFirst Primary SourceFirst Primary SourceFirst Primary Source

Characters:Characters:Characters:Characters:Characters:
Ummia—the School Head Master, the School Father
The Old Man—a Scribe and School alumnus
School Son—pupil training to be a scribe
Big Brother—an assistant professor

Place:Place:Place:Place:Place:
Edubba—the school house

One evening an old man, now working as a recorder of observable trees
and plants within the city-state of Sumer, visits his old Edduba to chat with
a young boy. The child wonders of the past of this old man and asks:

“Old Grad, where did you go when you were young?”
The Old Man replies, “I went to school.”
The boy continues, “what did you do in School?”
And the old man begins to reminisce:

I recited my tablet, ate my lunch, prepared my new tablet, wrote it,
finished it; then my model tablets were brought to me; and in the
afternoon my exercise tab lets were brought to me. When school was
dismissed, I went home, entered the house, and found my father sit-
ting there, I explained my exercise-tablets to my father, recited my
tablet to him and he was delighted and full of joy. Often I would turn
to my house servants and say, ‘I am thirsty, give me water to drink; I
am hungry, give me bread to eat; wash my feet, set up my bed, I want
to go to sleep. Wake me early in the morning, I must not be late lest
my ummia cane me.’

When I arose early in the morning, I faced my mother and said to her:
‘give me my lunch, I want to go to school.’  My mother gave me two
rolls and I set out to school. In school the fellow in charge of punctu-
ality said: ‘Why are you late?’  Afraid and with pounding heart, I
entered before the ummia and made a respectful curtsy.
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 My headmaster read my tablet and said There is something miss
and he caned me. The fellow in charge of neatness said, you loitered
in the street and did not straighten up your clothes,  and he caned
me. The fellow in charge of the assembly said, ‘Why did you stand at
ease without permission?’  and he caned me. The fellow in charge of
Sumerian said, ‘Why didn t you speak Sumerian?’ and he caned me.
My Big Brother said, ‘Your hand is unsatisfactory,’  and he caned me.

And so I began to hate the scribal art and neglect the scribal art. My
Big Brother took no delight in me, stopped teaching me his skill in
the scribal art and would not prepare me in the matters of being a
young scribe or the art of being a big brother.

So I turned to my father and asked that he give my teacher a bit of
extra salary so that he will be more kindly toward me; free the teacher
from arithmetic so later when he counts up all the school affairs of
the students, let him count me and not neglect me any longer.

And my father did just that. My teacher was brought from school to
my house and was seated in the biggest chair. I attended and served
him while he talked with my father.

Then my father said to the teacher, When my little fellow opened his
hand, you made wisdom enter there; you showed him all the fine
points of the scribal art; you made him see the solutions of the math-
ematical and arithmetical problems, you taught him how to make
the cuneiform script.

Then my father told his servants, Dress the teacher in a garment, give
him some extra salary and put a ring on his hand.

Later on the teacher spoke to me, He said:

“Young fellow, because you hated not my words, neglected
them not, may you complete the scribal art from beginning to
end. Because you gave me everything without stint, paid me
a salary larger than my efforts and have honored me, may
Nidaba, the queen of guardian angels be your guardian an-
gel; may your pointed stylus write well for you, may your



exercises contain no faults. Of your brothers, may you be their
leader; of your friends may you be their chief; may you rank
the highest among the schoolboys. You have carried out well
the school s activities, you are a man of learning. You have
exalted Nidaba, the queen of learning, O Nidaba, praise.’

DDDDDOCUMENTOCUMENTOCUMENTOCUMENTOCUMENT 9 9 9 9 9LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON IV IV IV IV IV

A Sumerian RiddleA Sumerian RiddleA Sumerian RiddleA Sumerian RiddleA Sumerian Riddle

What is it?
A house which like heaven has a plow,

Which like a copper-kettle is cloth-covered,
Which like a goose stands on a base,
He whose eyes are not open enters it,

He whose eyes are wide open comes out of it?

Reprinted from The Sumerians, by Samuel Noah Kramer, Copyright 1963, by
kind permission of the copyright owner, University of Chicago Press.
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Second Primary SourceSecond Primary SourceSecond Primary SourceSecond Primary SourceSecond Primary Source

Two school graduates, named Enkimansi and Girnishag exchange insults:

Enkimansi:Enkimansi:Enkimansi:Enkimansi:Enkimansi:
You dolt, numbskill, school pest, you illiterate, you Sumerian igno-
ramus, your hand is terrible; it cannot even hold the stylus properly;
it is unfit for writing and cannot take dictation. And yet you say you
are a scribe like me.

Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:
What do you mean I am not a scribe like you? When you write a
document it makes no sense. When you write a letter it is illegible.
You go to divide up an estate, but are unable to divide up the estate.
When you go to survey the field, you can’t hold the measuring line.
You can’t hold a nail in your hand; you have no sense. You don’t
know how to arbitrate between the contesting parties, you are one of
the most incompetent of tablet writers. What are you fit for, can any
one say?

Enkimansi:Enkimansi:Enkimansi:Enkimansi:Enkimansi:
You are the laziest of scribes, the most careless of men. When you do
multiplication it is full of mistakes. In computing areas you confuse
length with width. Squares, triangles, circles and sectors; you treat
them all without understanding.

Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:Girnishag:
Me, I was raised on Sumerian. I am the son of a  scribe. But you are a
bungler, a windbag. When you try to shape a tablet you can’t even
smooth the clay. When you try to write a line your hand can’t man-
age the tablet. Yet you claim to know Sumerian like me!

Reprinted from The Sumerians, by Samuel Noah Kramer, Copyright 1963, by
kind permission of the copyright owner, University of Chicago Press.
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A. OA. OA. OA. OA. OBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVESBJECTIVES

1. To describe the events which lead to the development of cuneiform.

2. To identify the uses to which cuneiform was put in Sumeria.

3. To identify Sir Henry Rawlinson and his role in deciphering cuneiform.

4. To define the vocabulary words.

B.B.B.B.B. BBBBBACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUNDACKGROUND G G G G GENERALIZAENERALIZAENERALIZAENERALIZAENERALIZATIONSTIONSTIONSTIONSTIONS

1.  The first system of writing developed in Mesopotamia at the same time
as the development of cities.

2.  Writing systems developed to meet the needs of mankind.

3.  Writing systems descended from a system of accounting that used clay
tokens to indicate amounts of goods and possessions.

4.  As the needs of the Sumerian culture increased, the variety and amounts
of goods and services increased. To meet increased demands the account-
ing and writing Systems became more descriptive1 and more efficient
and uniform.

5.  The people of Sumer believed that recording information in writing was
a way to achieve immortality.

6.  Writing in the state of Sumer was used for the service of the state and
the gods, as well as for literary works, private contracts and personal
letters.

7.  Signs in written language can represent words (logograms and picto-
grams), sounds (phonetic syllables or alphabetic letters), or be helpful
clarifiers of ideas (determinatives).
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8.  Codes must be deciphered.

9.  Much of our knowledge about the ancient past comes from documents
written in languages that have been deciphered only in the past 150
years.

10.   Cuneiform was deciphered in the nineteenth century by a British army
officer and scholar, Sir Henry Rawlinson.

11.   Many ancient scripts have yet to be deciphered.

C.C.C.C.C.   S  S  S  S  STUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT A A A A ACTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIES

1.     Assign students Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 111111 for background reading.

2.  Have students examine the charts of Sumerian pictograms (StudentStudentStudentStudentStudent
Handout 12Handout 12Handout 12Handout 12Handout 12) and Egyptian hieroglyphs (Student Handout 13Student Handout 13Student Handout 13Student Handout 13Student Handout 13) which
were also a form of pictographic written communication). Students
should try to copy many of the symbols and discuss the possible mean-
ing of each sign. They should put their interpretation of each symbol in
the space available on the charts.

3.     Students should then create pictograms of their own. They should write
the pictograms with as many writing tools as possible (with pencil,
marker, paint, computer graphics, using a pointed stick on clay) to real-
ize that available tools could affect the style and design of pictograms.

4.  Students should create pictographic symbols for supplies in the class-
room and try to create tokens (clay if possible, paper or raw pieces of
potatoes if clay is not available) for each object. Their task is to keep an
account of the amounts of each commodity in the room. (i.e. I chalk-
board, 5 erasers, 30 pencils, 100 pieces of paper). Have them discuss the
pros and cons of a system which has a separate token for each object.
They should then create a symbol chart (or preferably a clay tablet), af-
ter the style of Student Handouts 12 Student Handouts 12 Student Handouts 12 Student Handouts 12 Student Handouts 12 and 1313131313 to represent  a record of
existing supplies in the room. They should create the first row of the
chart or tablet using impressions from the tokens. (If clay is not avail-



��

LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON V V V V V

able the students could make symbols on potatoes and print them to
simulate the impressions.) Then, come up with a progression of sym-
bols which represent different quantities of items (for example, a sym-
bol or combination of symbols that represents 10 pencils or 25 pencils
instead of only one.)

3.  Give out Student Handout 14Student Handout 14Student Handout 14Student Handout 14Student Handout 14 on the Morse code. Have students deci-
pher the messages.

4.    Give out Student Handout 15Student Handout 15Student Handout 15Student Handout 15Student Handout 15. Have them use the codes to write a mes-
sage. Students can then exchange papers and try to decode each other’s
messages.

5.  For more code work, have students attempt to write prose using “re-
bus” pictograms. As they realize the limitations of pictogram writing,
encourage them to create a code to represent the sounds of syllables.
Ask them to write a letter to a friend using their code. They should pro-
vide a key to their code and have a friend decipher the letter.

6.  Encourage students to do independent research on famous code-break-
ers such as Henry Rawlinson or Georg Grotefend, (cuneiform), Thomas
Young or Jean Francois Champollion, (hieroglyphics), Michael Ventris,
(Linear B). Report findings to the class.

D.D.D.D.D. SSSSSAMPLEAMPLEAMPLEAMPLEAMPLE Q Q Q Q QUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONSUESTIONS F F F F FOROROROROR D D D D DISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSIONISCUSSION

After students have had extensive hands-on practice with codes, have them
refer back to Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 1Student Handout 111111. Lead a discussion with the following ques-
tions as a guide.

1.   What difficulties might be associated with writing that is made up of
pictograms alone?

2.  Does a pictogram system tell us about the spoken language of a group
of people?

3.  Ho• would a uniform written language encourage trade?



��

4.  How did the natural geography of Sumer affect the development of its
writing system?

5.  Why might the Kings of Sumer believe they were achieving immortality
when they kept records of their possessions and exchanges of goods
and services?

6.  Why do you think it is said that “writing facilitated the organization of
civilization but did not cause it?”

E.E.E.E.E.   V  V  V  V  VOCABULAROCABULAROCABULAROCABULAROCABULARYYYYY

accounting
logogram
pictogram
determinative
decipher
immortality
impressions
symbol

FFFFF.....  E E E E EVVVVVALUAALUAALUAALUAALUATIONTIONTIONTIONTION A A A A ACTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIESCTIVITIES

1. Check understanding of the vocabulary words by matching the words
with definitions or pictures.

stylus
commodity
deed
contract
domesticate
wedge
code

LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON V V V V V
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It is believed that the writing system invented by the Sumerians around
3200 B.C., called cuneiform, was developed so that temple priests could keep
track of goods entering and leaving the temple storehouses. For each item, a
different combination of wedge shaped mark was made on a wet clay tablet,
to be kept as a permanent record.

As far back as 8000 B.C., people kept track of the exchange of goods and
services. Clay tokens represented each bushel of grain. As people began to
domesticate different animals, the tokens began to take on various shapes
and sizes to represent the differences. Tokens were stored in containers. As
quantities of food and animals increased, the number of tokens needed be-
came awkward to accumulate. A change in the system developed was needed
soon, instead of carrying a large amount of different tokens, an impression
of the tokens was made on one flat piece of clay. Then the people needed
only a few day tablets in which to create their record of goods. Eventually a
symbol was created to represent the amount of the specific object. For ex-
ample, instead of having a clay tablet with thirty impressions of the “sheep
token,” a uniform symbol for thirty was developed and impressed next to a
symbol of the sheep token. Finally, the symbol for the amount and the sym-
bol for the specific commodity were drawn with a stylus directly onto the
clay tablet. These symbols were pictures of the object, or designs to repre-
sent the word. This is called pictogram or logogram writing. Such writing
worked well when temple storehouses were small, but as the cities grew, the
types of objects to be recorded grew in variety and number. New marks
continually had to be invented. It soon became necessary for another change
in the system of written communication. Eventually, the people of Sumer
began to use symbols to represent separate sounds. A name of an object was
then represented by a combination of sound symbols. They were placed in-
side boxes sketched into the clay. Eventually the symbols became simpler in
their line, shape and form. This made the work of the scribe less tedious and
time consuming.

Cuneiform has about 600 signs representing objects and sound syllables,
enabling the Sumerians to write entire sentences. Most Sumerian clay tab-
lets that have been found are administrative documents such as deeds, re-

LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON V V V V V SSSSSTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT H H H H HANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUT 11 11 11 11 11
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ceipts, contracts and massive lists of goods, services, and observable infor-
mation. The Sumerians also wrote myths, epics and narrative poetry cel-
ebrating the deeds and adventures of the gods and heroes.

In the nineteenth century, after years of painstaking work, a British army
officer and scholar named Sir Henry Rawlinson deciphered cuneiform (an
act of codebreaking.)

LLLLLESSONESSONESSONESSONESSON V V V V V SSSSSTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENTTUDENT H H H H HANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUTANDOUT 11 11 11 11 11
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PPPPPICTORIALICTORIALICTORIALICTORIALICTORIAL O O O O ORIGINRIGINRIGINRIGINRIGIN     OFOFOFOFOF T T T T TENENENENEN C C C C CUNEIFORMUNEIFORMUNEIFORMUNEIFORMUNEIFORM S S S S SIGNSIGNSIGNSIGNSIGNS

What do you think  theWhat do you think  theWhat do you think  theWhat do you think  theWhat do you think  the
original sign meant?original sign meant?original sign meant?original sign meant?original sign meant?

ORIGINALORIGINALORIGINALORIGINALORIGINAL
PICTOGRAMPICTOGRAMPICTOGRAMPICTOGRAMPICTOGRAM

(SIGN)(SIGN)(SIGN)(SIGN)(SIGN)

RESULRESULRESULRESULRESULTINGTINGTINGTINGTING
CUNEIFORMCUNEIFORMCUNEIFORMCUNEIFORMCUNEIFORM

SIGNSIGNSIGNSIGNSIGN
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What do you think  theWhat do you think  theWhat do you think  theWhat do you think  theWhat do you think  the
original sign meant?original sign meant?original sign meant?original sign meant?original sign meant?

ORIGINALORIGINALORIGINALORIGINALORIGINAL
PICTOGRAMPICTOGRAMPICTOGRAMPICTOGRAMPICTOGRAM

(SIGN)(SIGN)(SIGN)(SIGN)(SIGN)

RESULRESULRESULRESULRESULTINGTINGTINGTINGTING
HIEROGLHIEROGLHIEROGLHIEROGLHIEROGLYPHICYPHICYPHICYPHICYPHIC

PPPPPICTORIALICTORIALICTORIALICTORIALICTORIAL O O O O ORIGINRIGINRIGINRIGINRIGIN     OFOFOFOFOF F F F F FOUROUROUROUROURTEENTEENTEENTEENTEEN

EEEEEGYPTIANGYPTIANGYPTIANGYPTIANGYPTIAN H H H H HIEROGLIEROGLIEROGLIEROGLIEROGLYPHICSYPHICSYPHICSYPHICSYPHICS
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MMMMMORSEORSEORSEORSEORSE C C C C CODEODEODEODEODE

Morse Code: Morse Code: Morse Code: Morse Code: Morse Code: Below is the Morse Code alphabet of dots and dashes used
by ships all over the world.

Use the Morse Code to decode the following message:
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OOOOOTHERTHERTHERTHERTHER C C C C CODESODESODESODESODES

Here is a key to a code called Pigpen:

The symbol for each letter of the alphabet is the part of the diagram where
it appears. For example:

Write a message using the Pigpen code. Exchange with a partner and try to
decipher each other’s messages.
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