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THE PICTOGRAPHlC TABLETS FROM JEMDET NASR 

William C. Brice - Manchester 

The ea rly Sumerian tablets recovered at Jemdet Nasr by the Oxford and 

Field Museum E ped it ion in 1926 we re published with commendable urgen­

-y b St ph n Langdon in 1928 in Volume VII of the Oxford Editions of 

Cuneiform Te t . Langdon catalogued 188 specimens from the 1926 season , 

and append ed another six from the campaign of 1928 , bringing the total to 

194. 
Th se tablets were divided for retention between Oxford and Baghdad . 

This preliminary accou nt is based on autopsy of the specimens in the Ash­

molean Museum in Oxford and on inspection of the Ashmolean 's photogra­

phic record of the full co rpus. 1 am indebted particularly to Professor Oliver 

Gurney and Dr. Roger Moorey for their expert help and advice . 

In addition to the table ts published by Langdon, some twenty pieces 

were recovered in 1927, during which season Watelin worked without Lang­

don who had co ntracted jaundice in Baghdad. These fragments are stored 

in the Ashmolean under the index numbers 1927 , 46 - 65 . As far as I can 

ascertain they have not yet been published . 

Langdon 's publication deserves high regard (or its promptness and also 

for the accuracy of its identifications . However, the line drawings are in ef­

fect rough sketches and do not convey accurately the shapes of the pieces. 

so that it is often hard to estimate how much of a particular tablet is mis-

ing. Moreover , there are some duplications , one piece (No . 27) is published 

m mirror image , and some joins have been made since I 928 . 

Evidently there is need for a new edition, which should include an or­

dered index of the sign-groups. Meanwhile , I offer here an analysis of a few 

examples in an attempt to establish how the inscriptions are arranged . 

No. 117 is a simple instance of a totalled account . The thirteen sheep 

(udu) record ed on the reverse are made up of three categories ( the first of 
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which is missing) on the observe , specified by signs adjoined to the generic 

ud11 sign . 
o . 103 is a somewhat more elaborate example of the same kind . The 

first entry. sa11g11 ni--sub . the Priest's portion ' , is followed by two othe rs of 

the same general nature . The 'totalling' formul a, Langdon's signs numbered 

168/23. 'food/corn '. is recorded on th e edge and then repeated on the re­

ve rse with the num eral '220' . It appears that the frac tion strokes here indi­

cate ' 1/6'. 
o. 11 . Here again the total is secure though the significance of the 

higher unit (Langdon 's numb er 155 h in the gur system) is not certain . It 

seems that the panels run vertically in pairs , the lower entry being in each 

case a kind of appendix to the upper , which cfJntains the numeral. As on ta­

blet o .103. the ' tot alling' formula is repeated on the turn-over, though on 

second writing the fi rst part of the ni-sub ligature is omitted . 

No. 74 . Some details of this tablet are uncertain , but enough is preser­

ved to make it clear that the reverse contains a list of totals following the 

famili ar ni-sub formula. The third totalled column (reading ve rtically) evi­

dently combines two varieties of udu , indicated by two different prefixes. 

which are both written out in the total. 

Peculiar to this tablet is the arrangement indicated in the third row of 

the analysis (that is , reading across) . As shown in the blocked panels , in four 

cases the numeral associated with a main sign is then subdivided into two or 

three categories in a kind of inserted append ix. 

The 'colophon' on the reverse is lengthy , but punctuated by th ree en­

tries of the famili ar sign en (' Lord ' - Langdon 's number 317 ). 

No. 40 opens with this same sign , en and proceeds to list six commodi­

ties with their quantities under four separate days . The reverse gives the to­

tals for each of th e six commodities , and then what is apparently a 'grand to­

tal' after the formula ni-sub es ba ('Portion of the House - Rations' ). The 

final row of entries on the reverse is much damaged and obscure . 
No. 140. This is shown as an example of a tablet which is essentially li­

terary . While most of the corpus is basically ideographic in structure , occa­

sional tablets , of which this is an example. contain lengthy phrases and only 

simple numerals . 

Nos. 104-192-193-194 ( + ). Finally , this piece, which is specially n)e ntio-
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I b L·ingd n (Preface, p. VIII) as an illustration of '' the love of gramma-
ncc ' 
ti cal learning chanc teristi c of the Sumerian people'' , is drawn here in its 

pre -r nt ro rrn . seve ral fragm ents having bee n added since Langdon's time. The 

1
, 

0 
pie •cs doubtless belong to the sa me tablet, though there is no join . This 

cata l gue was compared Langdon with the Fara piece 12587 . It illustrates 

the large number or poss ible ligatures of vessel-signs , and reminds us of th e 

pos ible richness and complexity of this sort of writing-system. 

Conclusion. On systematic analysis , the Jemd et Nasr pictographic script 

evindently has much in co mmon with the other early writing systems of Iraq 

and Iran . Though physically similar to the Uruk type ,. with their panelled 

arrangements , th e Jemdet Nasr tablets resemble in structure the Susan archi­

ves with th eir orderly and often complex methods of listing and totalling, 

and th eir elaborate and numerous ligatured signs . The interest of this style 

of writing ex tends beyond Mesopotamia , for , as Professor Meriggi has argued 

(Minos 12 , 1972 , 9-17) , it bears remarkable resemblances to the accounting 

system of early Crete . 
This preliminary study of the early tablets of Jemdet Nasr is offered to 

Professor Meriggi with respect and gratitude for his insight into the early wri­

ting systems of the Middle East , and especially for his monumental edition 

of the Proto-Elamite archives of Susa. 
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