Introduction

With 6,400 entries, this is the most complete available lexicon of ancient
Sumerian vocabulary. It replaces version 3 of my Sumerian Lexicon,
which has served an audience of over 380,000 visitors at the web site
http://www.sumerian.org/ since 1999. This published version adds over
2,600 new entries, and corrects or expands many of the previous entries.
Also, following the express wish of a majority of lexicon users, | have
merged together and sorted the logogram words and the compound words
into purely alphabetical order. This book will be an indispensable
reference for anyone trying to translate Sumerian texts. Also, due to the
historical position of ancient Sumer as the world’s first urban civilization,
cultural and linguistic archaeologists will discover a wealth of
information for research.

The Sumerian Lexicon began life in the 1980s as a collection and study of
Sumerian logograms (word signs), readings of cuneiform signs that
represented words in the spoken Sumerian language. The situation back
in the 1980s was that no modern dictionary of Sumerian existed. To
create a reliable dictionary involved relying only upon scholarly materials
published since the 1950s. This dictionary brings together the lexical
contributions of most of the last half-century’s major Sumerologists,
whose heroic achievements in recovering a dead language justly deserve
praise. For the first time, the results of their separate investigations are
collected together in one place. This is important because often the
meaning that a scholar has found for a word in one context throws light
upon its use in other contexts. In addition to continuing work on the
logogram words of the original project, | have worked since 1996 to add
all of the more commonly used compound words, which words are more
numerous in Sumerian than are logogram-only words. Beyond the simple
logogram words, three-quarters of this lexicon now consists of words that
are transparent compounds of logograms.

Sumerian scribes invented the practice of writing in cuneiform on clay
tablets sometime around 3400 B.C. in the large city of Uruk, which was
part of the early city-state civilization of Sumer that evolved in the south
of ancient Irag. Uruk’s most famous king was the legendary Gilgamesh,
who spoke Sumerian. The writing on the tablets progressed from compact
shorthand signs to readable texts by 2800 B.C. Archaeologists have



excavated over one hundred thousand clay tablets written in Sumerian
from the Old Sumerian (ca. 2800 B.C.-2350 B.C.), Old Akkadian (2350
B.C.-2150 B.C.), Neo-Sumerian (2150 B.C.-2000 B.C.), and Old
Babylonian (2000 B.C.-1600 B.C.) periods. A million or more tablets
written in Sumerian cuneiform may lie in the ground awaiting
archaeological excavation (if these fragile clay tablets are not first
destroyed by unskilled looters). The Old Babylonian period left us many
Sumerian literary compositions and important bilingual cuneiform
dictionaries in Sumerian and Akkadian. Akkadian is a well-understood
language, belonging to the Semitic family, that was spoken by the
Babylonian successors to the Sumerians. Sumerian is not genetically
related to Akkadian, although the Semitic vernaculars that led to
Babylonian Akkadian may have coexisted with spoken Sumerian in
Greater Mesopotamia since before the invention of writing. It was
probably around 1800 B.C. that Sumerian ceased to be a living language,
although the Babylonian cuneiform scribes would study and write
Sumerian in addition to their native Akkadian until the end of Babylonian
civilization around the first century A.D.

Sumerian is a linguistic isolate, a language which is not closely connected
to any other language family. Also, Sumerian writing is not alphabetic.
The most important written words had their own cuneiform signs, whose
origins were pictographic, as in Chinese writing. An initial Uruk IV
period repertoire of about 1200 proto-cuneiform ideographic signs
evolved into the standard signlist of about 900 cuneiform signs. Some of
those cuneiform signs became syllabograms for writing phonetic V, VC,
CV, and CVC syllables.

The Sumerian Lexicon presents Sumerian words not in cuneiform, but in
readable Roman alphabet transliteration, as Sumerologists normally do
when they analyze the ambiguous cuneiform symbols of an inscription
and publish its text. Many cuneiform signs can be pronounced in more
than one way (so that one sign can represent multiple logograms or
words). The lexicon uses all upper-case or capital letters to indicate the
name of a sign, usually in brackets, while lower-case or small letters
indicate the word or reading of a sign. If the Sumerians wrote a word
with a group of two or more cuneiform signs, a so-called diri-spelling,
then a period will appear between each upper-case component sign, e.g.,
the sign group A. PA.GISAL.PAD.DIRIG for the word addir. If



superscripted letters appear before a word, e.g., *** 9dumu-z1i, they
represent a determinative sign that usually appeared in front of that sign in
the inscriptions. Certain Sumerian words are written before a noun or
name as a 'determinative’, such as ¢ for 4ingir being written before
divine names, or %2 being written before male profession names. ** is
the determinative written before month names, so that the reader will
know that the sign(s) that follow refer to a month. It is thought that
determinatives were not pronounced in speech, but only appear in writing.

Often two or more signs share the same pronunciation, in which case it is
necessary to indicate in the transliteration which cuneiform sign is meant;
Assyriologists have developed a system whereby homophones are
marked by subscript numerals. The homophone numeration here follows
the 'BCE-System' developed by Borger, Civil, and Ellermeier. Tran-
scribed texts often use an acute accent (*) to mark the second homophone
and a grave accent () to mark the third homophone, but these marks did
not help in sorting all the words into the right order, so this version of the
lexicon uses all subscript numerals instead. The numeration system is a
convention to inform Assyriologists which, for example, of the many
cuneiform signs that have the reading du actually occurs on the tablet. A
particular sign can often be transcribed in a long way, such as dugy, or in

a short way, such as du, ;, because Sumerian was like French in omitting

certain amissable final consonants except before a following vowel. Due
to this lexicon's etymological orientation, you will usually find a word
listed under its fullest phonetic form. Transcriptions of texts often contain
the short forms, however, because Sumerologists try to accurately
represent the spoken language. Short forms are listed, but you are told
where to confer.

The vowels may be pronounced as follows: a as in father, u as in pull, e as
in peg, and i as in hip. Of the special consonants, & is pronounced like ng
in rang, b is pronounced like ch in German Buch or Scottish loch, and &

is pronounced like sh in dash.

Following each definition, the lexicon may indicate in a smaller font what
I think is the word’s etymology, usually as a compound of simpler words
or less often as a loanword from Semitic Akkadian. These suggested
etymologies are not the source of the word definitions, which derive from
usages in context and Akkadian lexical correspondences. Etymologies



are a normal part of dictionary making, but etymologies are also the most
subject to speculation and debate. Sumerian studies is a very young field.
There are still many learned articles yet to be written analyzing the
etymologies of particular words. Etymological studies must take into
account the Sumerian impulse to achieve phonetic harmony through
phoneme assimilation, realizing that this tendency has disguised some
original word components. But in view of the Sumerians’ observed
propensity for forming new words through compounding in the period
after they invented cuneiform signs, it should not surprise anyone to find
that this same propensity was at work in the logogram words that mostly
date from before their invention of written signs.

The structure and thinking behind the Sumerian vocabulary is to me a
thing of beauty. We are very fortunate to be able to look back into the
minds of our prehistoric ancestors and see how they thought and lived via
the words that they created. The vocabulary of proto-Sumerian and
Sumerian take us back to the beginnings of human culture. There is much
for the cultural archaeologist to recover in the Sumerian vocabulary.
What particularly struck me as | worked on this new edition was the
Sumerian knowledge of useful plants and herbs, a traditional form of
knowledge that modern Western civilization has neglected. According to
a 1999 United Nations report, "Amongst the 1500 or so plants used in
Irag, a large number serve medicinal and aromatic purposes.” The
Sumerians built their civilization in southern Mesopotamia over a
continuous period of four thousand years, from the start of the Ubaid
period around 6,000 BC (calibrated) to the end of the Ur I11 period around
2,000 BC. How much hard-won knowledge did Sumerian speakers
acquire over those millennia, that can be extracted from their vocabulary?

This version of the Sumerian Lexicon includes all the variant Emesal
dialect word forms in addition to the Emegir main dialect forms. We do
not know the extent to which this "thin, refined tongue" or '‘women's
dialect' was actually spoken apart from cultic readings, but these forms do
substitute for main dialect forms in literary genres that traditionally
belong to women, such as laments and fertility songs. Any study of the
Emesal spoken dialect question should collect the loanwords into
Akkadian, such as sabsu, 'mid-wife, accoucheur’, and mu(t)tinnu,
‘choice wine' (cf., Sumerian 3a;-zu and mu- ti-in), that were

transmitted in their Emesal forms.



For some verbs, the lexicon gives two sets of forms, which the Akkadians
called hamtu and mar, "quick, sudden” and "fat, slow". Quoting from
A Manual of Sumerian Grammar and Texts by John L. Hayes, "The
difference in function between the two has been interpreted in various
ways. It has been argued that the difference was one of tense (past ~
present/future); one of aspect (perfect ~ imperfect); one of Aktionsart
(punctual ~ durative, and so on). An explanation in terms of aspect seems
to fit the evidence best, and they will be called aspects here.” p. 46.

The shortcomings of this concise lexicon are essentially three: 1) the
lexicon does not quote examples of usage; 2) aside from the notations of
each sign's Archaic Frequency, taken from the electronic archaic sign list
of P. Damerow and R. Englund, the lexicon rarely indicates the source
period or the provenance of words or their different meanings during the
language's long history (although most of our texts are from the Neo-
Sumerian and Old Babylonian periods); and 3) no attempt has been made
to annotate from which of the following ninety-six sources | obtained a
particular meaning. The kind of large collaborative Sumerian dictionary
that would offer all of these features is still many years in the future.

In the meantime, this user-friendly Sumerian Lexicon 1) provides a
complete range of actually-used meanings for each word; 2) aids the
reader of texts with extensive coverage of Sumerian’s grammatical
particles, not just its nouns, verbs, and adjuncts; 3) throws light on the
origin and meaning behind words by analyzing their etymologies; and 4)
assists look-ups by cross referencing short and long word forms as well as
related words.

The Sumerian Lexicon has been in development for over twenty years. In
date order of use, the primary sources included:

A. Deimel, Sumerisches Lexikon; Rome 1947.

E. Reiner, editor with R.D. Biggs, J.A. Brinkman, M. Civil, W. Farber, 1.J.
Gelb, A.L. Oppenheim, M.T. Roth, & M.W. Stolper, The Assyrian
Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago
(CAD); Chicago 1956ff.

W. von Soden, Akkadisches Handwdrterbuch (AHw); Wiesbaden 1958-
1981.



R. Borger, Assyrisch-babylonische Zeichenliste (Band 33 in Alter Orient
und Altes Testament (AOAT), Veroffentlichungen zur Kultur und
Geschichte des Alten Orients und des Alten Testaments (Series));
Kevelaer and Neukirchen-VIuyn 1978.

R. Labat and F. Malbran-Labat, Manuel d'Epigraphie Akkadienne, 6°
édition; Paris 1995 (this is the cuneiform sign manual used by most
Sumerology students, but see Borger, MZL, for current index
numbers).

M.L. Thomsen, The Sumerian Language: An Introduction to Its History
and Grammatical Structure (ThSLa); Copenhagen 1984 (this well-
done grammar is currently the standard text - in 2001 it was reprinted
in a 3rd edition with a 13-page Supplementary Bibliography).

J.L. Hayes, A Manual of Sumerian Grammar and Texts; Second Revised
and Expanded Edition; Malibu 2000.

R. Jestin, Notes de Graphie et de Phonétique Sumériennes; Paris 1965.

B. Landsberger, as compiled by D.A. Foxvog and A.D. Kilmer, "Benno
Landsberger's Lexicographical Contributions™, Journal of Cuneiform
Studies, vol 27 (1975).

H. Behrens and H. Steible, Glossar zu den altsumerischen Bau- und
Weihinschriften; Wiesbaden 1983.

K. Oberhuber, Sumerisches Lexikon zu “George Reisner, Sumerisch -
babylonische Hymnen nach Thontafeln griechischer Zeit (Berlin
1896)”" (SBH) und verwandten Texten; Innsbruck 1990.

A.W. Sj6berg, E. Leichty et al., The Sumerian Dictionary of the
University Museum of the University of Pennsylvania (PSD);
Philadelphia 1984ff. Letters B and A through Ama have been
published in book form. The complete letters A-Z now appear in
brief entries on the Internet, courtesy of director Steve Tinney, at:
http://psd.museum.upenn.edu/. The computerized edition of the
PSD is an excellent guide to word forms.

M. Civil, unpublished Sumerian glossary for students.

S. Tinney, editor, Index to the Secondary Literature: A collated list of
indexes and glossaries to the secondary literature concerning the
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Sumerian Language, this valuable reference is unpublished, but it
has been expanded and is searchable at: http://
psd.museum.upenn.edu/epsd/nepsd-frame.html

E.l. Gordon, Sumerian Proverbs: Glimpses of Everyday Life in Ancient
Mesopotamia; Philadelphia 1959 (with contributions by Th.
Jacobsen).

D.C. Snell, Ledgers and Prices: Early Mesopotamian Merchant
Accounts; New Haven and London 1982.

P. Michalowski, The Lamentation over the Destruction of Sumer and Ur;
Winona Lake 1989.

C.E. Keiser and S.T. Kang, Neo-Sumerian Account Texts from Drehem;
New Haven & London 1971.

S.T. Kang, Sumerian Economic Texts from the Drehem Archive; Urbana,
Chicago & London 1972.

S.T. Kang, Sumerian Economic Texts from the Umma Archive; Urbana,
Chicago & London 1973.

J. Bauer, Altsumerische Wirtschaftstexte aus Lagasch; Dissertation for
Julius-Maximilians-Universitat at Wirzburg 1967 [appeared under
same name as vol. 9 in Studia Pohl: Series Maior; Rome 1972].

J. Krecher, "Die mar{-Formen des sumerischen Verbums", Vom Alten
Orient Zum Alten Testament, AOAT 240 (1995; Fs. vSoden 1), pp.
141-200.

K. Volk, A Sumerian Reader, vol. 18 in Studia Pohl: Series Maior; Rome
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B. Alster, The Instructions of Suruppak: A Sumerian Proverb Collection
(Mesopotamia: Copenhagen Studies in Assyriology, Vol. 2);
Copenhagen 1974.

B. Alster, Proverbs of Ancient Sumer: The World's Earliest Proverb
Collections, 2 vols; Bethesda, Maryland 1997.

A. Sjoberg, Der Mondgott Nanna-Suen in der sumerischen
Uberlieferung; Stockholm 1960.
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V.E. Orel and O.V. Stolbova, Hamito-Semitic Etymological Dictionary:
Materials for a Reconstruction (Handbuch der Orientalistik, Abt. 1,
Bd. 18); Leiden, New York, & Kdln 1995.

M.W. Green and H.J. Nissen, Zeichenliste der Archaischen Texte aus
Uruk [ZATU] (Ausgrabungen der Deutschen
Forschungsgemeinschaft in Uruk-Warka, 11; Archaische Texte aus
Uruk, 2); Berlin 1987.

P. Damerow and R. Englund, Sign List of the Archaic Texts (electronic
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Orientalis 52 (1995), pp. 689-713.

J. Krecher, "Das sumerische Phonem |g|", Festschrift Lubor Matous,
Assyriologia 5, vol. 11, ed. B. HruSka & G. Komordczy (Budapest,
1978), pp. 7-73.

M. Civil, The Farmer's Instructions: A Sumerian Agricultural Manual
(Aula Orientalis-Supplementa, Vol. 5); Barcelona 1994.
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M.A. Powell, "Masse und Gewichte" [Weights and Measures: article in
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1996.
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J. Klein, "Some Rare Sumerian Words Gleaned from the Royal Hymns of
Sulgi®, Studies in Hebrew and Semitic Languages Dedicated to the
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