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An Ancient Museum and the History of History

Grainy greyscale photos often show C. Leonard Woolley, the lead excavator at Ur, hunched over an ancient artefact in knee-high boots and a tweed jacket against a backdrop of dusty brickwork. In the 1920s, Woolley’s name was practically synonymous with Ur, where he led digs for over a decade. Almost unfailingly, photos of him preserve a look of deliberate, acute concentration; thick eyebrows bunched together above narrowed eyes as he stares into the distance or at the ground, perhaps even puzzling over the motley collection of objects he had found in the princess’s palace.

‘What were we to think?’ wrote Woolley, in a detailed memoir of his years excavating Ur.

Here were half a dozen diverse objects found lying on an unbroken brick pavement of the sixth century B.C., yet the newest of them was seven hundred years older than the pavement and the earliest perhaps two thousand: the evidence was altogether against their having got there by accident.1

 

Among these bewildering finds was an object that Woolley called ‘the key’, for he believed it held the power to unlock the mystery of the collection – this was the same object excavators would later refer to as an exhibition label or museum label. This ‘key’ was a small cylindrical piece of clay that had been inscribed in the written dialect in use at the time the palace was built. Despite its unusual cylindrical shape, it was essentially a clay tablet – a written record of information. Its inscription described another object that was itself now nowhere to be found: a brick dated to around 2100 BCE (about 1,500 years before the construction of the palace) that had been covered with an inscription written in Sumerian, the earliest known written language that once dominated what is now southern Iraq.

The ‘key’ was in essence a record for posterity of the brick and its (re)discovery by the governor of Ur in ancient times (before it was then lost again). This is still common archaeological practice; Woolley and his team made thousands of similar records of what they found in the course of excavating Ur, millennia after the city turned to ruins. In an attempt to reprise the long-dead Sumerian language, the scribe who recorded the governor’s find had also copied the brick’s original inscription, but with a handful of errors. The language of the brick’s inscription, after all, would have been as ancient to him as he is to us.

In Woolley’s eyes, this awkward exhibition label explained the disparate collection of objects whose only common denominator was their antiquity. To him, they must have comprised a small museum – perhaps even the earliest approximation of a museum anywhere in the world. In a room so filled with debris they had initially doubted they would find anything at all, excavators had unearthed what seemed to them to have been a deliberately curated collection of local antiquities.

It might have seemed to Woolley like the only explanation, or perhaps just the most media-friendly one, but calling it a museum excludes other possibilities that are perhaps less exciting, but are equally, if not more, plausible. As centres of administration as well as the earthly home of deities, Mesopotamian temples typically had a number of storerooms for things like grain or wine. Could they have also had rooms to house older artefacts found during building works and renovations? Artefacts from earlier periods were also often reused for other purposes in later centuries. Most obviously, older bricks were typically incorporated into newer buildings, but other ancient objects also found fresh uses. Ancient statues of a Sumerian leader named Gudea were dug up and displayed in the forecourt of the palace of a much later king as objets d’art.

Woolley himself found evidence of something similar in the princess’s palace. A small limestone relief from around 2100 BCE, carved ornately with divine icons, got reused as part of the arch of a nearby doorway that dates to her era and occupation of the building.2 Some of the objects discovered by Woolley may have simply come from an earlier era and, through various accidents of preservation and erosion of walls or flooring, ended up on the same level. (Woolley was, however, careful to describe the brick flooring in the room as ‘unbroken’.3) There are, in short, other ways to account for the collection of antiquities, ones that would not fare well as headlines for The Conversation or Gizmodo. ‘Closet full of old stuff no one really knew what to do with uncovered in Ur’ is not exactly clickbait.

So why did Woolley call it a museum? Could he have been viewing the collection through the lens of his own role as an archaeologist with an interest in the ancient world, or even as a curator at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford? It is, after all, impossible to completely divorce one’s own perspective from one’s interpretation of evidence – one of many reasons why diversity in the field of history is essential. He may have similarly understood the collection in light of what he knew about Nabonidus and other kings who had shown a keen interest in history and archaeology. Could Woolley have felt pressured to give aspects of the Ur excavations a spin that would resonate with a wider population and, ultimately, secure further funding for the (often cash-strapped) dig? I think that might be too cynical. His conclusion that the collection was a museum appears in the official, academic excavation report of 1962, well after further funding was needed for the dig that shut down decades earlier, so it seems safe to discount money as his motivation for calling the collection of antiquities a museum.4

More likely, Woolley may have thought that the clay drum, the alleged exhibition label, was sufficient evidence to discount all other possibilities. It is undeniably an unusual object; its stumpy cylindrical shape, its content, and even the cuneiform characters it displays still give historians pause in dismissing the
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A Timeline of Ancient Mesopotamian History



	Dates (bce)


	Period


	Major Figures and Milestones 





	c. 3500–2900


	Late Uruk and Jemdet Nasr


	• Development of early cuneiform writing system

• Early urbanism and the first cities

• Kushim, administrator and beer brewer





	c. 2900–2340


	Early Dynastic 


	• Rise of city-states and inter-city conflict

• Development of kingship as separate political institution

• Plano-Convex Building of Kish and early palace architecture

• Puabi, Sumerian queen buried in Ur’s Royal Cemetery

• Ku-Bau, bartender-turned-queen

• Era of legendary kings like Gilgamesh





	c. 2340–2200 


	Sargonic (Old Akkadian)


	• Enheduanna, the first named poet and high priestess to the moon god at Ur

• Sargon, who founds the empire

• Naram-Sîn, grandson of Sargon with Victory Stele and brick stamp





	c. 2200–2112


	Gutian


	(Not mentioned in this book)





	c. 2112–2004


	Third Dynasty of Ur (Ur III)


	• Ur-Nammu, who begins construction of ziggurat at Ur

• Shulgi, who ruled for almost 50 years

• Ubartum, physician named in c. 50 documents

• Lugal-irida, superintendent of weavers in Guabba

• Brick of Amar-Suen and statue fragment of Shulgi





	c. 2000–1600 


	Old Babylonian (c. 2004–1595)


	• Enanedu, high priestess to the moon god at Ur

• Kudur-Mabuk, tribal leader with clay cone

• Hammurabi, first complete law collection from antiquity

• Shinunutum, the songbird

• Naditum women in Sippar and their scribes

• Evidence of Pythagorean theorem and earliest approximation of pi

• Clay cone of Kudur-Mabuk





	 


	Old Assyrian (c. 2020–1591)


	• Major international trade network established

• Rise of the god Ashur to the top of the Assyrian pantheon

• Ahaha, Lamassi, Taram-Kubi, Bazaya, and other businesswomen





	c. 1500–1000 


	Kassite (c. 1475–1155)


	• Amarna letters between Great Powers

• Flourishing of scholarship

• King Agum-Kakrime returns Marduk statue to Babylon

• Boundary stone





	 


	Middle Assyrian (1350–1000)


	(Not mentioned in this book)





	c. 900–612


	Neo-Assyrian


	• Neo-Assyrian empire becomes world’s largest empire to date under Ashurbanipal

• Sammu-ramat, Assyrian queen who inspires Semiramis legend

• Library of Ashurbanipal 





	c. 626–539


	Neo-Babylonian 


	• Ennigaldi-Nanna, high priestess to the moon god at Ur

• Nabonidus, last independent Babylonian king

• Ishunnatu, enslaved woman and pub manager in Kish

• Nabû-shuma-iddin, author of the ‘clay drum’

• Earliest Astronomical Diaries set stage for later scientific leaps

• Clay drum and school tablets
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