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Abstract

Nemetz, A. 2023. Credo of the Scribes. The value of wisdom in ancient Mesopotamian
schools.

In the face of the apparent lack of material incentive for an otherwise seemingly demanding and
difficult education, this study aims to investigate the possible reasons why a young student
scribe would choose to become a scholar in ancient Mesopotamia. What motivated them to
undergo onerous scribal training when financial security was not a guarantee?

To answer this question, Examination Text D serves as the point of departure, as it offers
an exemplary glimpse into the ideal mindset, credo, of a student. Additionally, the appearance
of a previously overlooked manuscript allows for an updated reading of the text. Thus, | offer
a revised rendition of Examination Text D in English, through which the notion of
traditionalism, the allure of secret knowledge and the value of wisdom in ancient Mesopotamia
will be investigated to find potential points of academic motivation.

The results of this study reveal that the scholars valued wisdom for wisdom’s sake and
that scribal education was a process through which the student developed a virtuous, “wise”
character over time. Scribal motivation, too, might have changed over time from the initial
sense of familial duty to the growing allure of secret knowledge within the curricula of
specialized education, and finally the realization that material wealth pales in comparison to

wisdom.
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1. Introduction

For over three millennia, the scholars of the Ancient Near East maintained a traditional practice
of utilizing cuneiform writing to express complex thoughts.! In the pursuit of truth, it was
understood that every component of the written word contained meaning, which could be
grasped through analysis and interpretation.? The basis for all understanding lay therefore in the
science of informed reading.® Unlike our own script, the smallest building block in cuneiform
writing was not the individual letter, but the sign. Each sign could have several meanings,
allowing it to be used in more than a single way, opening up a multitude of possibilities for
creative expression and clever interpretation. * The Ancient Near Eastern scholars proved to be
skilled and inventive in applying their techniques of revealing the underlying meaning of the
written word. ® This kind of skill required a high level of literacy, making it an elite enterprise.
It was the product of advanced, specialized scribal training that most people did not have access
t0.® Those who did, attained it through the guidance of a master, typically one’s father or
relative, in a scribal school which was often the tutor’s own homes — where the principles of

cuneiform writing were introduced.

The path of becoming a scholar in ancient Mesopotamia appears to have been a daunting
challenge.” When the Akkadian-speaking pupil would begin their scribal education, they first
had to learn the Sumerian language, which was the basis of the education system despite likely
no longer being spoken at the time.® After basic training, meaning stage one and two, students

who intended to offer their services to the general public ended their education at this point.®

1 Van de Mieroop 2016, 9-10.

2 1bid., 21.

3 1bid., 20.

4 Helle 2021, xi. See also Charpin 2010, 9.
® Van de Mieroop 2016, 18.

®Ibid., 19. However, rudimentary level cuneiform writing was possibly more widespread than previously assumed.
For this, see Charpin 2010, 64-65.

7 Pearce 1995, 2270.

8 Ibid. See also Kleinerman 2011, 1. Sumerian is also entirely linguistically different than Akkadian. See van de
Mieroop 2016, 27-28.

% In consultation with Oshima, e.g., palace officials that are not scholars underwent only basic scribal training.



The student with higher ambition among other things remained in the school and received
advanced training. Only a selected few underwent specialized training in one or more of various

disciplines, such as haruspicy, exorcism, or astrology to become a scholar.

Although cuneiform scholars may be regarded as a privileged elite in ancient Mesopotamian
society, the life of a scholar was not necessarily one of opulence. There are several examples
that reveal the reality of poverty among student scribes and scholars.'! From the Neo-Assyrian
Period, the haruspex Marduk-sumu-usur wrote a letter to the king of Assyria, reporting that
someone had laid claim to his cultivated land. He asks the king to correct this injustice so that
he “may not die of hunger.”*? Despite being an established scholar who interpreted omens for
a king, Marduk-sumu-usur describes himself as a poor man.*®* Which is far from what one might
expect from a member of the elite. In another Neo-Assyrian letter, the royally employed exorcist
Urad-Gula pointed out to the king that among his exorcist colleagues, one took too much of the
provisions that were to be evenly shared.!* He refers to himself and his other colleagues as “we,
who have not as much money as a pupil of his.”*® Showing that even in the service of a king,
wealth was not abundant. Another example of a poor scribe comes from the literary text known
as the Babylonian Theodicy.® It is a composition that was copied in scribal schools as part of
the third and final stage of scribal training.!” The plot consists of the dialogue between a
“sufferer” and his friend, the former presenting himself as an educated scribe who, among other
things, lacks the material means to feel well.®® These examples illustrate the financial
difficulties a scholar could be faced with, regardless of rank or status.

10 Oshima 2023, 192.

11 A letter sent to the Neo-Assyrian king Esarhaddon tells of the house of a scribe, so small not even a donkey
could enter. See Oshima 2023, 175

12 parpola 1970, 81 no. 114.
13 Ibid.

14 Parpola 1970, 171 no. 224.
15 Ibid.

6 Oshima 2023, 161-233.

7 For an explanation of the three stages of scribal training see Gesche 2001, 172. See Oshima 2023, 190195 for
details about the second and third stage.

18 Oshima 2023, 161-233.
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1.1. Aim and question

Ancient school texts that deal with the topic of scribal education, such as Examination Text D,
promise wealth to those who complete their scribal training. If possessing the skill of the scribal
craft was the transportation, and wealth the destination, then the authors deliberately left out to
mention the road. Too rocky a journey would discourage the student from seeing it through or
taking it at all. Perhaps driven by the desire to eradicate doubt and propel academic motivation,
there seems to have been an attempt to strategically entice students by presenting the scribal art
itself as an irresistibly attractive source of intellectual wealth. This is likely the sort of wealth

that Examination Text D alludes to.

In the face of the apparent lack of material incentive for an otherwise seemingly demanding
and difficult education, this study aims to investigate the possible reasons why a young student
scribe would choose to become a scholar. What motivated them to undergo onerous scribal
training when financial security was not a guarantee? To answer this question, Examination
Text D serves as the point of departure, as it offers an exemplary glimpse into the ideal mindset,
credo, of a student. Additionally, the appearance of a previously overlooked manuscript allows
for an updated reading of the text. Thus, | offer a revised rendition of Examination Text D in
English, through which the notion of traditionalism, the allure of secret knowledge and the
value of wisdom in ancient Mesopotamia will be investigated to find potential points of

academic motivation.

Singling out one ancient text for analysis and interpretation will not provide a complete picture
of scribal motivation of students in ancient Mesopotamia for about a thousand years. Keeping
in mind the limits of this study, the readers should not expect a complete answer. Rather, it
could contribute to the opening of a broader, general discussion on scribal motivation and
mentality, as well as an impetus to ask further questions about ancient Mesopotamian schools,

scholars, and students.



1.2.  Background and theory

The question of why one would seek to become a master scribe is admittedly a broad one,
making it a challenge to find good methodological footing. Evidently, I will not be able to give
a holistic answer that covers every period of more than a three-thousand-year history. Hence,
the focus falls on ancient Mesopotamia in the first millennium BC, a time frame within which
the source material concerning scribal education was more abundant.’® Included in this
millennium are, among other periods, the Neo-Assyrian Period and the superseding Neo-
Babylonian Period. The weight of tradition that had hitherto characterized ancient
Mesopotamian culture persevered through the first millennium.?° Around this time, Aramaic
grew to be the lingua franca in the Assyrian Empire, and cuneiform writing and the deep
knowledge connected to it subsequently became limited to the sphere of the Assyrian and
Babylonian kings.?! In this time also, the so-called Geheimwissen colophons appear on
cuneiform tablets, on which they imposed restricted access to the tablets’ contents.?? Taking
into considerations these points, it appears that expertise in cuneiform became rarer and more
exclusive during the first millennium BC, and it would continue to progress in that direction

until its disappearance approximately 1000 years later.?

Before proceeding, an explanation of the terms “wisdom” and “knowledge” is in order. How
does one explain wisdom and what is the difference between wisdom and knowledge?
Psychotherapist Bert Hellinger, being interviewed by Aleida Assmann for her work on wisdom
in 1989, characterized wisdom in relation to writing as being the “unfolding” of the “implicit
in the letters.”?* He claims that wisdom cannot be “spelled out” or made clear, but is instead
“folded into” the writing.?® This seems to hold true for the perception of wisdom in ancient

Mesopotamia as nested in the written word, which one can read and understand in multiple

19 For example, in the first millennium BC all known ancient libraries contained nearly the same texts, whereas
Akkadian literary texts before the first millennium are known to us mostly from a single manuscript. See
Charpin 2010, 214.

20 To illustrate this, school masters from the first millennium BC for example had their students recopy outdated
model contracts, which were almost entirely out of use in this period. See Charpin 2010, 98.

21 Oshima 2017, 161. Charpin 2010, 213.

22 |bid., 52-53. On possible reasons behind the coding of certain tablets with limited access colophons see
Pongratz-Leisten 1999, 291.

23 Charpin 2010, 213.
24 Assmann 1991, 12.
%5 |bid.
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ways. Regarding the difference between wisdom and knowledge, the former can be described
as larger and less specific. Certain kinds of knowledge could qualify to turn into or become part
of wisdom.?® The criteria for knowledge to be considered wisdom are that it must be expansive,
deep, difficult to attain and effective.?’” Wisdom can be described as the sum of all-
encompassing knowledge, but width alone does not suffice for knowledge to qualify as wisdom,
it must also be profound about that which is considered important.?® Additionally, it must be
difficult to attain. There cannot be a simple, direct way to it; access must be regulated. Finally,
as Assmann observes, the knowledge in question must be “effective,” meaning that possessing
it is practical, useful, and “existentially rewarding” to the possessor. Wisdom, therefore, can be
seen as the knowledge required for a successful life, characterized by self-realization and
restraint, as it builds on the understanding of human limits.?® These concepts of knowledge and
wisdom also apply to ancient Mesopotamian education. In the beginning of the three-stage
scribal education, the students would learn to write cuneiform signs, and gradually move into
secretive territory, i.e., reading restricted access tablets with the aid of their master as they
advance in their training. In other words, they began with acquiring broad knowledge and
subsequently deepened the knowledge of selected disciplines. The deepening simultaneously
reinforced restricted access, as only a selected number of students underwent advanced study.
The knowledge taught in scribal schools was of a useful quality. Advanced education, for
example, proved to be practical and applicable. Guided by his master, an astrologer trainee
would learn to read and write compendia which informed about the stars and their movement,
and possible measures in case of suspicious or foreboding patterns in the sky. Besides the
technicalities, they also develop the mindset of a learned man that has attained wisdom.
Through the knowledge that is taught, the masters foster young masters to be. | will return to

this point at the end of this study.

%6 Assmann 1991, 15.
27 1bid., 15-17.

2 |bid., 16.

2 |bid., 17.



1.3. Method and source material

As an ancient Mesopotamian school text holding seventeen lines that talk about the students’
desired or expected attitude towards the cuneiform craft, Examination Text D is well suited for
this inquiry. The text reveals certain sentiments about the craft that its authors seemed to have
shared and deemed important enough to have their students write out and learn. Examination
Text D existed as multiple exemplars, attested at several sites across Mesopotamia from the
second and the first millennia BC. The survival and circulation of the text throughout centuries,
perhaps millennia, suggests that it reflected a zeitgeist in Mesopotamian scholarship. The
proveniences of the selected exemplars will be elaborated on in the following section. The
subsequent English interpretation of Examination Text D will be utilized as a sort of jumping

board, a window to reveal and single out potential factors for scribal motivation.

This study will examine various aspects of scribal motivation, as they are reflected in the ancient
Mesopotamian school text referred to as “Examination Text D3*” and later sometimes as “In
Praise of the Scribal Art.”®! In agreement with Sjoberg, who offered the first translation of the
text, Hurowitz and Lenzi consider the latter designation more suitable, due to it capturing the
content better.3> However, according to Oshima, the title “Confession d’un scribe,” or in
English “The Faith of a Scribe,” would represent the content best, as the text does not merely
praise the scribal art, rather, it explains what the scribal art, once mastered, has to offer.®® In
this study, the text in question will be referred to as Examination Text D, the most established
designation. The exemplars of Examination Text D that served as basis for Sjoberg’s English
rendition were labeled A-D. In this section, each of these exemplars will be presented, as well
as one exemplar that has eluded Sjoberg. Adopting Sjoberg’s method, the latter exemplar will

be referred to as exemplar E.3* For this study Exemplars A—E have been considered.

30 A designation coined by Landsberger (1957, 47.)
31 Sj6berg 1972, 126.

32 Lenzi 2013, 24. Hurowitz 2000, 49. According to Hurowitz, the focus of Examination Text D is to set out the
benefits of possessing the knowledge of the scribal art.

33 Oshima 2023, 183.
34 Maul 2010 also designates the discussed exemplar as E.
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Like the other exemplars, Exemplar A is a tablet made from clay. It has been dated to the Old
Babylonian Period (ca. 1900-1600 BC.)*® Details about the excavation remain uncertain.
According to Sjoberg, this exemplar belonged to the 7" century BC library of Assurbanipal
(king of Assyria 668-627 BC) at Nineveh,*® present day Kuyunjik. It is kept in the Louvre
Museum in Paris, France, where it can be found under the number AO 09073. It has been
published in TCL 16 96 by Genouillac in 1930.3” Although its edges have broken away, this

exemplar retains most of its text.

Exemplar B is also said to have come from the library of Assurbanipal at Nineveh.*® It has been
dated to the Neo-Assyrian Period (ca. 911-612 BC).*° It was published by Gadd in 1957 and is
now kept in the British Museum in London, under the number K5035.4° Exemplar B is the most

incomplete of the exemplars in question. Only the initial signs of a few lines have survived.

Exemplar C has been dated to the Neo-Babylonian Period (ca. 626-539 BC) and is said to come
from the city of Kish, modern day Tell Ingharra.! It is kept in the Ashmolean Museum in
Oxford, under the designations Ashm 1924-0842 and Ashm 1926-0376.%? It was published in
the Oxford Editions of Cuneiform Texts in 1971-1972. A hand copy of this exemplar, made by
Gurney, can be seen as appendix in Sjoberg’s 1972 article that | frequently reference in this
study. Around half of the exemplar’s reverse is missing. The obverse, though fragmentary, is

more complete.

Exemplar D is the most fragmentary of the discussed exemplars. Each of its fragments has its
own identification number, however, Examination Text D is only a minor part of the content of
this Sammeltafel.*® It has been dated to the Neo-Babylonian Period and its provenience is said
to be Nippur, modern day Nuffar.** It resembles a scribal exercise tablet of the Ib type.*® The

35 CDLI 2006, P345440.
3 Sjiberg 1972, 126.

37 De Genouillac 1930.
38 Sjiberg 1972, 126.

39 CDLI 2023, P357107. See also AO.9073 in the electronic Babylonian Library (eBL) for a photo of the tablet, as
well as a transliteration.

40 CDLI 2023. See also K.5035 in the eBL for a photo of the tablet, as well as a transliteration.

41 CDLI 2013, P450781.

42 | bid.

43 Sammeltafel is a tablet whose content consists of multiple, unrelated texts, like a collection of texts.
4 CDLI , P259300. See also CBS.2266 in the eBL for a photo of the tablet.

4 Lenzi 2013, 24. For school tablet types see Gesche 2000, 45-46.



obverse of the tablet contains a lexical list excerpt, written almost twice sequentially. It is the
tablet’s reverse that contains the first few lines of Examination Text D.*® It is kept in the Penn

Museum in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

Exemplar E, which was not part of the manuscripts that Sjoberg worked with, has the
provenience of Sippar-Yahrurum, modern day Tell Abu Habbah. #" It has been dated to the Old
Babylonian Period, however, on the electronic Babylonian Library website, the exemplar’s
script has been dated to the Neo-Babylonian Period.*® Under the number BM 038703, this
exemplar is kept in the British Museum. It was published by Alster & Geller in 1990 in

Cuneiform Texts from Babylonian Tablets in the British Museum.

All five exemplars are bilingual, with text in both Sumerian and Akkadian. All of them show
interlinear translation, meaning each Sumerian verse is immediately followed by its Akkadian
equal.*® Further fragments of other exemplars are known, such as a catchline at the end of a
tablet presenting the initial phrase of the next tablet,® or a small fragment holding only a
handful of lines of Examination Text D.>! However, these fragments were not considered for
the present study, due to their minuteness and their content containing nothing that exemplars
A-E do not already contain. Until now, English renditions of Examination Text D have been
presented by Sjoberg and Foster; most recently Oshima published a French rendition in his
book “Affronter le mal en Babylonie.”®? At the end of this study, the reader can find a partitur
of the exemplars A-E, which means a compiled transliteration that contains of all the exemplars

that were considered.

4 |enzi 2013, 24. A more elaborate report on this exemplar can be found in Landsberger 1957, 47, 56, 80.
47.CDLI 2023, P274262. See also BM.38703 in the eBL for a photo of the tablet, as well as a transliteration.

48 See BM.38703 in the eBL.

4% Van de Mieroop 2016, 23.

S0 Lambert 1960, 258.

51 1t is kept in the Vorderasiatisches Museum zu Berlin under the number VAT 13964. See Maul 2010, 205-210.
52 Sj6berg 1972, 127; Foster 2005, 1023; Oshima 2023, 184-185.
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1.4 Previous studies

Research has been conducted on different aspects and periods of the scribal education in ancient
Mesopotamia. For studies on the scribal school in the Old Babylonian Period and its curricula,
see the publications of Lucas, Volk, Veldhuis, Robson, Delnero and Kleinerman.>® On the
portrayal of the school through the lens of Sumerian literature, it is worth mentioning the works
of Volk, Sjéberg and George.>

Education in the first millennium BC has been studied by Gesche and published in 2001.%° In
short, the scribal education is understood to have consisted of three stages, of which the first
one served as introduction to the craft. In the second stage, the acquired basic skills were
utilized, as the students for example had to write extracts of literary texts.® After this level,
Oshima argues, if the student was to continue in cuneiform proficiency, they had to become a
midi, “one who knows,” because certain texts were marked with the warning that only a miudi
was allowed to read. It was in the third stage of scribal education that the student accessed the

more secretive, sacred knowledge.®’

Works that specifically deal with Examination Text D are the translations by Sjéberg, Foster,
and Oshima, as well as the analyses and commentaries by Hurowitz, Maul and Lenzi.®®
Instructed by Landsberger to translate Examination Text D to English, Sjéberg set out to do just
that. In a precise but brief effort, a translation with commentary was published in 1972, but a
discussion on the text was left out. Another translation was presented by Foster in 2005 as part
of his work “Before the Muses: An Anthology of Akkadian Literature.” Perhaps to bridge the
questionable nature of the fragmentary parts of Examination Text D, Foster adopted a liberal
style of rendering the Akkadian and Sumerian lines at the expense of details that I consider
important. Just like in Sjoberg’s article, a discussion of the text was left out. The most recent
rendition is provided by Oshima, who offers a translation in French and who provides what

comes closest to a discussion hitherto in his 2023 publication. Lenzi discusses Examination

53 Lucas 1979, Volk 2000; Veldhuis 1997; Robson 2001; Delnero 2006; Kleinerman 2011; and Beyer 2021. For
more details see the bibliography.

%4 Sjoberg 1974 and 1976; Volk 1996; and George 2005.

% Gesche 2001.

%6 Oshima 2023, 190.

5 Ibid., 195.

%8 Sj6berg 1972; Foster 2005; Oshima 2023; Hurowitz 2000; Maul 2010; and Lenzi 2013.



Text D in detail, offering helpful insights on the content of the text. His explanation of the
connection between scribes and the god Ea, as the text shows, greatly aided this present study.
Hurowitz presented some literary observations on Examination Text D in his 2000 publication.
He points out similarities with other texts, such as Examination Text A, the Book of Proverbs
and Ben-Sira. He argues that while Sjéberg focused on the philological and lexical aspect of
Examination Text D, literary features were neglected. These he explored in his study.
Noteworthy is a pattern of symmetrical word repetition that occurs throughout a part of the
text.>® Now, with the previously unnoticed exemplar (E) of Examination Text D added to the
exemplars that served Sjoberg for his translation, a few more signs can be identified, allowing
for an updated reading. As more of the content is revealed, it provides the possibility for new

inputs in the rather underwhelming scholarly discussion of Examination Text D.

Other fields, which overlap with the educational sphere and are useful for the present inquiry
have also been subject to study, notably Lenzi’s work on secret knowledge in the hands of the
scribal elite and the study of Pongratz-Leisten on ‘“Herrschaftswissen,”®® concerning the
knowledge of the divinatory experts and the king, both of which served as groundwork for the
theoretical part of the present study. The theory that Lenzi’s work is centered on deals with
Mesopotamian scholars, as counselors to the king at court or as ritual experts in society,
perpetuating their position as exclusive bearers of God-given, secret knowledge.* They would
have done so, he explains, through means of attaching secrecy and guarding secret texts from
unqualified outsiders. Taking the argument further, Lenzi shows that the scholars advertised

their secrecy to students in the scribal school, thereby attaining social prestige and power.®2

In the present study, | show that social prestige was indeed attained that way, but power likely
not. This argument is grounded in the letter correspondences between scholars and Neo-
Assyrian rulers, as they show the lack of authority a royal scribe had in comparison to other
royal officials.®® The claim of generated power may be applicable when reverence from fellow
members of the society is implied, influence at most, not power in the authoritative and

executive sense. In partial agreement with Lenzi, | set out to show that the desire for social

%9 Hurowitz 2000, 52.

60 |_enzi 2008, 2013 and 2018; Pongratz-Leisten 1999. See also Assman A. 1991 for a theory of wisdom.
61 | enzi 2008, 14-15.

62 _enzi 2008, 35.

83 Oshima 2017, 146.
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prestige cannot be the only reason that explains scholarly drive. As Oshima already pointed out
in his book, published earlier this year, scholars making their craft secret might be explained as
a security measure for protecting sacred knowledge from unqualified persons who could
potentially abuse it and create negative consequences for the greater good, something scholars

want to avoid.

11



2. Analysis and interpretation

2.1. English rendition of Examination Text D

After having explained what Examination Text D is and the research around it in the previous
sections, | will in this section offer a reviewed English rendition. The purpose of the
commentary section is to explain and motivate the choices that influence the translation. It is
way of making transparent the reasoning behind the outcome of this rendition. For the reader
who has no interest in a micro dive in the Akkadian and Sumerian language of this text, it is
possible to skip the commentary without missing important factors for the conclusion of this

study.

The basis for the translation attempt is the Akkadian text. The word order of each line deviates
from the original text insofar as the verb having been removed from its original final position
and placed after the subject. This measure was taken to allow for a more idiomatic translation
in English. In Akkadian, the scribal art fupsarriitu is a feminine noun.% It follows that it is
declined as such and that the suffixes, for example the possessive, dative and object suffixes,
convey information regarding “her”, the scribal art. In English, the concept of gendered nouns
may seem unfamiliar, but for speakers of French or German, languages in which nouns are
masculine, feminine or neuter, this is intuitive. To maintain the feeling of the original text, |
present the scribal art as a “she” in accordance with the Akkadian version. In the Book of
Proverbs, the noun for wisdom, chokhma, is also feminine.%® In the commentary below the
English rendition, I will elaborate in more detail how the translation deviates from the original,
line by line. In addition, the corresponding Sumerian parts of the text will be pointed out when

necessary. Different possible interpretations, uncertain readings, as well as nuances and

& All nouns with the the -ii¢- infix are considered feminine nouns. See Streck 2021:47 §137 for an explanation of
this grammatical feature. In short, the -at- infix renders abstract the meaning of a noun in Akkadian. For example,
tupSarru is a clay tablet writer, so fupSarritu literally expresses “writerhood” or “writership”. However, “the
scribal art” is the translation that has been widely agreed upon.

%Hebrew: nnan. For an example of wisdom being portrayed feminine in the Bible, see The Book of Wisdom 8:2
in the New King James Version .Solomon, the archetypical wise man, fell in love with the personified, female
Wisdom.
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peculiarities in vocabulary and grammar, will be discussed in the commentary section.

References for further reading will be found in the footnotes. Ellipses indicate absences of text

in the source materials, in places where fragmentation has occurred.

© 0o N o g bk~ w D=

L e =T Y = Y Y S T
N o o A 0D RO

The scribal art is the mother of the observant ones, the father of the scholars.

The scribal art is delightful, one does not get enough of her joy.

The scribal art cannot be understood easily, he who learns her does not fear her.
Have a plan about the scribal art and she may add to you profit.

Be attentive to the scribal art and she may endow you with wealth.

Don’t be neglectful about the scribal art, do not have your arm idle.

The scribal art is the house of beauty, the secret of Amanki.

You stay awake to her, and she will show you her secret.

Have your arm idle regarding her, and she will give you a bad reputation.

The scribal art is a fate of prospering, of wealth and of plenty.

In your youth, you are concerned, in your adulthood, ...

The scribal art is the bond of all the observant ones and the father of the scholars.
You obey her and you will see her good fortune.

Learning Sumerian is the highest learning, knowing translation, looking at the sky
writing a stele, to survey a field, to accomplish accounting.

... the palace... he is honored.

The scribe is indeed a servant, he calls for the basket ...

13



2.2. Commentary

1. The scribal art is the mother of the observant ones, the father of the scholars.

In the first line, the Sumerian and Akkadian diverge regarding “the observant ones”. In the
Sumerian, it is written as gu.dé translated by Lambert as “orator.”®® With the genitive and plural
suffix, it would be “of the orators.” In the The Assyrian Dictionary of the University of Chicago
(from here on referred to as CAD), gu.dé, including its grammatical suffixes, assumes the
meaning “of the eloquent ones.”®” It could also be read as “of the readers.”® “Learners” in
apposition to scholars would emphasize the beginning and the end of the spectrum of
scholarship in the very beginning of the composition. The Sumerian line could be rendered
“The scribal art (is) the mother of students, the father of scholars.” The Akkadian noun ummanu

is used both for the school master and the scholar.%®

2. The scribal art is delightful, one does not get enough of her joy.

In the Akkadian line, the word in third person feminine singular stative form is derived from
sajahu, meaning delightful, lascivious.”® She, being the scribal art, is delightful. If the word was
intended for its other meaning, lascivious, then a feeling of sexual desire, lustfulness could have
been implied. However, whether the scribal art is joyfully or lasciviously delightful to the
practitioner, the outcome remains the same according to the text; one simply does not get
enough or have one’s fill. Lall, among its several meanings, likely means “joy” or “charm” in
this context, an attribute that a woman or man can have.” “Joy” would certainly fit, as it would
form a parallelism with sajahu. The Sumerian version of this line differs in wording; literally

“The scribal art (is) the thing that you have, its plentitude will not be returned.”

6 See Lambert 1959,259 line 19. It is the same as line 1 of the present text.

67 The Assyrian Dictionary of the University of Chicago (abbr. CAD) L 1973,113.

8 For an explanation on the connection loud reading and studying see Livingstone 2007 in the bibliography.
8 Lenzi 2013, 25.

0 CAD S 1962, 66.

7 Samhat, the “prostitute” in the Epic of Gilgames, is attested to have possessed lalti. CAD L 1973,51.
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3. The scribal art cannot be understood easily, he who learns her does not fear her.

The verb in the third person singular feminine stative derives from lamadu. 2 Among its
multiple meanings, either “to understand, Comprehend,” or “to learn a skill, become
knowledgeable” are suitable for Examination Text D. The first half of this line in its literal
meaning states that the scribal art cannot be comprehended, while the second half indicates that
one can indeed learn it. Perhaps it is implied that the scribal art as a whole is not graspable,
however, that one can learn to comprehend parts of it — making it seem more approachable. The
scribal art was believed to come from the gods,” it was understood to be a means for them to
communicate with humans.”* The Mesopotamian attitude towards the divine included the
awareness that human beings are not capable of comprehending the divine,” and if the scribal
art belonged to the sphere of the divine, it would be plausible that this non-comprehensibility
was acknowledged with this phrase of the text.”® The word ahissa is the participle of the verb
ahazu, meaning “to learn,” among other things,”” with the addition of the accusative suffix for
the third person singular feminine. The phrase can be understood as “the learner of her, the one
who learns her.” Interestingly, the words chosen to stand in connection with the scribal art are
lamadu and ajazu, both indicating the action of learning or understanding. Instead of writing
“It’s not easily understood, but the one who understands it does not fear it,” or “it’s not easily
learned, but the one who learns it does not fear it.” The author deliberately utilized both two
synonymous, but different, verbs. This choice could indicate that the words are not exactly
interchangeable, referring to slightly different kinds of understanding, perhaps distinguished by
extent or intensity. Alternatively, the first half of the line could read “the scribal art cannot
easily be understood,” with the implied adverb “easily.”’® This interpretation does not play on
humans’ inability to attain complete knowledge, but merely cements the high difficulty of

learning the art of the scribe. Another explanation for the choice of two words meaning the

2CAD L 1973, 53.

3 In the Ancient Mesopotamian story “Enmerkar and the lord of Aratta” explains the divine origin of writing as
means to relieve the human memory. See an English translation of the story in The Electronic Text Corpus of
Sumerian Literature.

™ In the Ancient Mesopotamian Weltanschauung everything had the potential to be a sign from the gods.

7> See e.g. The Babylonian Theodicy strophe XXIV as taken up by Oshima 2023, 227. On why invoking Ea over
the god Nab(, who was more closely associated with the scribal art, see Lenzi 2013, 26.

6 Writing could be utilized to record and convey what was considered secrets from the gods. Secrets were subject
to the god Ea. See Van de Mieroop 2016, 31. This shows another connection between the scribal art and the divine.

TCAD A1, 173.

8 All existing English renditions chose to include “easily.” See Sjoberg 1972, 127; Foster 2005, 1023 and Oshima
2023, 184.
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same thing could be stylistic preference. Perhaps they are interchangeable in their meaning, “to

understand,” and the intention was merely to parade them both in the same sentence.

4. Have a plan about the scribal art and she may add to you profit.

The imperative verb in the first half of the line derives from kapadu, “to have a wish or plan.”’®
It commands the reader to have a plan about the scribal art, to know how to go about it. The
line concludes with the hypothetical outcome, expressed in a wish shall that command be
heeded, i.e., the wish for the scribal art to add nemelu to the practitioner. The term designates
riches or property, profit in physical form.2° The line might as well be read as a conditional
statement “if you have a plan about the scribal art, then may it add profit to you.” Oshima reads
this line as follows: “choose the scribal art and she will increase profit for you.”®! The act of
choosing something, deciding, implies that the addressed person is not necessarily already
involved with the craft. As if promoting it to an outsider with the goal of enrolling them as a
student. On the other hand, having a plan about the scribal art does not convey the sense of
recruitment. Sjoberg and Foster both employ “to strive after” for this clause.®? A less literal
translation could be achieved by the phrase “dedicate yourself to the scribal art.” In the
Sumerian version, it is not profit that dedication to the scribal art can bring you, but a.tuku,

meaning strength.®

5. Be attentive to the scribal art and she may endow you with wealth.

The imperative verb most likely stems from tapu, meaning “to be attentive, to pursue.”®* In

almost parallel fashion to the previous line, we are made aware that raised attention to learning

the craft can result in it endowing the practitioner with masri, a term for “wealth.”®® The

" CAD K 1971, 127.

8 CAD N2 1980, 157.

81 Oshima 2023, 184.

8 Sj6berg 1972, 127 and Foster 2005, 1023.
8 Attinger 2021, 129.

8 CAD T 2006, 197.

8 CAD M1 1977, 385.
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cuneiform spelling of one sign appears erroneous. In exemplar A of the text, it is written as tu-
pul-ma. Exemplar E on the other hand shows the supposedly correct spelling tu-pd-ma, as the
radicals of the verb tapu do not include the letter . What speaks for the existence of an error in
the original is the fact that the exemplars of Examination Text D known to us are exercises
produced by student scribes.®® Additionally, the cuneiform signs for pul and pu look very

similar,®” which increases the chance of an unintentional mix-up.

6.  Don’t be neglectful about the scribal art, do not have your arm idle.

This line breaks away from the implied apodosis and protasis structure of the previous Akkadian
lines. Instead, two negative commands, or rather one command expressed in two ways, are
treated here. It begins with the command la egéta, meaning “do not be neglectful (towards the
scribal art)” from the verb eg(1.2® Alternatively, this negative second person masculine stative
could be interpreted like the one in line 3, where the negative stative verb emphasizes the no-
can-do. Thus, line 6 could be translated as “you cannot be neglectful towards the scribal art,”
with the implication that the craft is so hard to learn, it requires everything of you, you simply
cannot afford to slack off. In that case, the second half of the phrase would also lose its
command function, as “do not have your arm idle” turns into “you cannot have your arm idle.”
To have an idle arm is a way to refer to the non-action of someone,®® sometimes that can be
laziness, hence Sjoberg equals it to being neglectful.®® Due to the verb of being neglectful

already appearing in the line, it seems less plausible to translate it as such

7. The scribal art is the house of beauty, the secret of Amanki.

Lenzi translates the Sumerian é.a ni.tuku and the Akkadian bit bani as “house of goodness”.%!

% Due to the syllabus-like content of Exemplar D, Oshima voiced his suspicion to me that D might be a teacher’s
copy.

87 See Labat 1988, 217, entry no. 515 for pul and no. 511 for pu.

8 CAD E 1958, 48.

8 For an example of having an idle arm implying non-action, see e.g., in The Epic of Gilgames Tablet X1 when
Gilgames shares his intentions with Uta-napisti of fighting him, but upon seeing the later in person his “arm became
idle.” One of the most recent translations is Helle 2021, 100.

% Sjoberg 1972, 127.
91 Lenzi 2013, 25.
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In a literal yet more cryptic sense, é.a ni.tuku could mean in or of “the house of riches®2.”
Considering that ni.tuku can also be understood as the adjective “respected, respectful,” it is
possible that the line was meant to be understood as “the scribal are is in (or of) the respected
house, the secret/treasure® of Amanki.” Amanki or Ammanki is a title of the god Enki/Ea in
the Emesal dialect of Sumerian.®* In consultation with Oshima, this study renders the Akkadian

phrase as “house of beauty.”*

8.  You stay awake to her, and she will show you her secret.

The verb is in the present tense, subjecting the second person singular masculine. While some
scholars interpret tadallipsim-ma as an imperative,*® Lenzi sees the conditional of the durative
verb as more suitable, as it creates an antithetical parallelism with the statement in the following
line.®” Thus, he translates the line as “Should you work ceaselessly with it, it will reveal its
secret to you”. Dalapu, the verb that tadallipsim stems from, implies loss of sleep, an act of
being sleepless and staying awake.®® The employed word of the root kullumu, “to uncover,

reveal” also appears in Geheimwissen colophons.

9. Have your arm idle regarding her, and she will give you a bad reputation.

The Akkadian line can be seen as standing in opposition to the previous line. It entails a negative

consequence to those who did not heed the advice of working hard. The first half of the line

consists of the same words that the last half of line 6 consists of, akka, “your arm,” and nadd,

92 Attinger 2021, 799 for the reading of ni.tuku as “riches.” See page 783 for the reading of ni.tuku as “respected
respectful.”

9 Kki.uri is equalled to nisirtu, see Pongratz-Leisten 1999, 302. It designates either “secret, treasure or fortification,”
see CAD N2 1980, 276. Even if “... the house of riches, the fortification of Ea” would be plausible, to my
knowledge “fortification” has not been attested in the context of the god Ea.

% Hurowitz 2000, 53. For the tendency in the Neo-Assyrian period to employ cipher in cuneiform writing see
Pongratz-Leisten 1999, 292. Usually, it is the deity Nabu that is associated with scribalism in the first millennium.
For this see Lenzi 2013, 26.

% Oshima 2023, 184.

% E.g., Forter 2005, 1023.
% Lenzi 2013, 26.

% CAD L 1973, 47.

% |_enzi 2013, 25.
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“to throw, to be idle.”'% Unlike line 6, there is no preceding negative I, but an object suffix
and the enclitic -ma attached to the verb. If you let your writing hand be idle instead of putting
it to use to improve your skill, you won’t perform well, that is the implication. In your future
employment the lazy attitude that you had in your scribal training can make itself felt. The bad
reputation could even refer to when employment was sought, making it more difficult to find
work when you are known to be a lazy scribe. A literal translation of the last half of the line

would see it as “...and she will say your bad reputation.”

10.  The scribal art is a fate of prospering, of wealth and of plenty.

The structure of this line resembles the structure of line 7. Again, the statement is only
concerned about what the scribal art is, followed by an apposition. Sjoberg translated isiq
damagi as a “good lot,”*** however, this word should not be confused with dumqu, meaning
“good luck, good fortune, well-being, divine grace” among other things.%> Damaqu treated as
a singular noun can designate “kindness.”%® The word isiq derives from isqu, meaning either a
lot as a physical space, a share or a portion of land or in a more abstract sense fortune or fate
assigned by the gods; just to mention the most relevant meanings.'®* To exemplify this word
and its possible uses, isiq ili can literally be translated to “the lot of the gods,” but it was a way
to signify “joy, luck.”'%® One reading of the first part of this line could therefore be “the scribal
art is a lot of kindness,” which given the context is not convincing. Alternatively, damaqu also
serves as a verb, in which case it means having good luck, prospering, or improving, among
other meanings.'® It is therefore plausible to give it the reading “the scribal art is a lot of

prospering.” Oshima reads that the scribal art is “the sharing of beauty.”%

100 When all the repeated words in the text get marked and connected with a line, you can see a pattern. For this
and other literary features see Hurowitz 2000, 52-54.

101 Sjsberg 1972, 127.
102 CAD L 1959, 180.

103 1hid.
104 CAD 1-J 1960, 198.
105 1hid., 201.

106 CAD L 1959, 61.
107 Oshima 2023, 184.
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11. In your youth, you are concerned, in your adulthood, ...

The last part of both the Sumerian and the Akkadian line is too fragmentary to be read. The first
part, however, explains the student’s negative feelings, presumably about the craft he is
learning. The word employed to describe the state of the young one is tanamziq, derived from
the verb nazaqu, to be upset, to worry.’®® Due to the beginning of the last part indicating
adulthood in apposition to childhood, the reader might expect that the expression a positive
feeling follows. Despite the line being too incomplete to translate convincingly, Foster might
cover the gist nicely in his free-form rendition: “When you are a youngster, you suffer. When

you are mature, you [prosper].”1%®

12. The scribal art is the bond of all the observant ones and the father of the scholars.

The Akkadian line entails another statement of what the scribal art is. This time, it is presented
as the bond, markasu,''° of all the observant and the father(s) of scholars. There is a possible
indication that the scribal art is what binds itself and the students together, if this line is
understood in relation to line 1, where the scribal art was equaled to be the father of scholars.
The Sumerian line offers a slightly different interpretation. It reads: “the scribal art (is) the link
(of) all the students (and) the master together.” Missing in the Akkadian line is an equivalent to
the Sumerian ur.re, meaning “together.”'!! The abi, father, of the Akkadian line, which is the
element that makes the line semantically confusing, is not found in the Sumerian line. The
master alone is mentioned, not the father of masters. Therefore, a plausible interpretation of this

line would orientate itself after the Sumerian.

13. You obey her and you will see her good fortune.

The line shows the same structure as the previous lines 4, 5 and 8. If you treat the scribal art in

a conceived positive manner — in this case, if you obey her — you will see her dumqu, her good

108 CAD N2 1980, 139.
109 Foster 2005, 1023.
110 cAD M1 1977, 282.
11 Attinger 2021, 1114,
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fortune. Oshima read it as “her beauty.”*'? and Sjoberg renders it as “its beautiful prosperity.”**3

Keeping in mind tammar, “you (will) see,” beauty seems indeed more fitting in this context, as

beauty is something the eyes behold.

14, Learning Sumerian is the highest learning, knowing translation, looking at the sky

15.  writing a stele, to survey a field, to accomplish accounting.

These two lines differ from the structure of the rest of the composition, because they do not talk
about the scribal art in the same way, or about how a student should behave. The lines define
the highest form of learning in the eyes of the author. Several interpretations are possible. One
is centered on the first part of the line, the superior knowledge being the learning of the
Sumerian language, and all that follows merely being aspects of this Sumerian-learning.

It would include the know-how of translating between languages, that is kabalit “middle
part”,!1* possibly meaning “mediating/mediator,” the know-how of observing the sky, from
samé dagalu, “(to be able) to see the sky,” the ability to write a stele, to survey a field, as well
as the skill of accounting. What prompts the possibility of several interpretations is the form in
which the infinitive verbs appear that make out the object of this nominal phrase. The phrase
ihzu Suturu Sumeru ahazu can be read as the nominal statement of this line, literally saying:
“(the) knowledge superior (is) Sumerian-learning.” In kabalit lamada, however, the verbal
object is in the accusative case, hence the -a instead of the nominative -u. Would it be kabalit
lamadu instead, then it would seem like an element that does not elaborate the preceding phrase.
It seems to be implied that the learning of Sumerian is achieved via the understanding of how
to mediate or translate, a plausible statement. The next phrase is written as “AN-e da-gél, a
rendering of the act of looking at the sky. The infinitive verb in question, dagal-, neither shows
the nominative -u, nor the accusative -a ending. The form seems to be the infinitive constructs,
perhaps in reversed order. This could explain why “AN-e, read aloud samé, precedes the verb
instead of following it as would be expected from a genitive construction. Another possibility
would be that just like in the case of “AN-e, the reading of da-gal differs from its writing.
Perhaps in reading, a nominative -u or an accusative -a is naturally added, pronouncing it dagalu

or dagala. Line 15 complicates the situation even more. The three verbal infinitives that could

112 Oshima 2023, 184.
113 Sjberg 1972, 127.
114 In consultation with Oshima.
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be interpreted as still being the object of the previous line, have different cases. The verbs being
Satari in the genitive, sadadu and kasadu in the nominative. To summarize this speculation: in
a single statement the objects (consisting of five verbal infinitives) appear either in the
nominative, genitive, accusative case, or in the construct form. It is difficult to determine with
certainty the nuances that these forms add to the statement, if they add any at all. It’s possible
that the verbal infinitive objects in these two lines functioned very similarly and did not cause

a headache to the ancient reader, the way it does to me.

16. ... the palace... he is honored.

The fragmentary state of this line makes a complete translation impossible. The signs E-gal can
be recognized, “palace.” The other few signs in first part of the line indicate that it could be
something about success in the palace or making straight for the palace. Thanks to exemplar E,
however, the last part of the line is readable. It literally says that “he has a heavy head,” meaning

that the subject is an honored person.!*®

17. The scribe is indeed a servant, he calls for the basket ...

17. Sj6berg renders this line as “The scribe may be its (of the scribal art) servant, he calls for
the corvée basket, ...”*'® while Oshima offers: “The scribe will be a servant called [upon ...] in
corvée work.”'!" Foster’s more liberal rendition says that “the scribe shall be its servant, he
shall call others for forced labor!”*'® Despite the completeness of the line, its precise meaning

splits the opinions of the modern scholars.

115 For the association of gaggadu, the head, with the person in general and for the equalization of heavy and
important see Steinert 2012, 137-138.

116 Sjberg 1972, 127.
117 Oshima 2023, 185.
118 Foster 2005, 1023.
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3. Discussion

3.1. From father to son

In this chapter, I shall discuss the scribal motivation concerning the son following in the footsteps
of his father, as well as the content of Examination Text D in which the family image is utilized
as a rhetorical device. ancient Mesopotamian society was oriented around tradition, thus, most of
the professions were hereditary.!'® The son would take up the father’s craft, being instructed
through what we would call an apprenticeship. In that sense, the education of the scribe could be
seen like other crafts.*?® This succession from father to son can be traced in letters written by
school masters and advanced students. For example, there’s a letter from the first millennium BC,
in which the exceptional student Marduk-sapik-zeri addresses the Assyrian king to consider him
for his service. ! He advertises that he has completed the studies of his father’s field of expertise,
lamentation, as well as multiple other specializations, such as astrology and extispicy*?2. Other
examples that show the father-son succession in ancient Mesopotamia’s scribal education are the
colophons, as theyreveal the names of the tablet’s writers. Another example comes from the letter
written by the exorcist Adad-sumu-usur to the king during the Neo-Assyrian period, in which the
former encourages the king to recruit his son Urad-Gula into the king’s royal services for
exorcism.1 In a following letter, Adad-sumu-usur expresses his gratitude for the king indeed
having fulfilled his wish by employing his son.?* These examples show that sons of scribes
followed into the footsteps of their father. The archaeological evidence from the cities of Ur,
Sippar-Amnanum and Nippur seems to support this claim. From the Old Babylonian Period

onwards, scribes were trained in residential buildings.>® The house that in the present day is

119 Charpin 2010, 17. George 2005, 128. The ancient Greek historian Diodorus described the education of
Babylonian astronomers (which he called Chaldeans) in his Library of History as follows: “For the Chaldeans
inherit philosophy within the family. The son takes it over from his father, being relieved of all other services in
the state.” For this see e.g., van de Mieroop 2016, 126.

120 Charpin 2010, 17.
12 1hid., 49-50. See also Oshima 2022, 188.
122 Extiscpicy is the seeking of knowledge of the future by means of inspecting the entrails of sacrificed animals.
123 parpola 1970, 91 no.120 and 121.
124 bid., 93 no. 122.
125 Charpin 2010, 29-32. See also George 2005, 130.
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labeled House no. 7 on Quiet Street was inhabited by a family of priests. In their archives there
were exercise tablets which indicate that advanced scribal training took place there.!?® The
residence in Sippar-Amnanum was that of a chief lamenter. There, exercise tablets of elementary
nature were found.'?’ In Nippur, three houses, known to us as Houses F, G and H, stood next to
each other — each of them containing tablets with school exercises. The sheer number of them
suggests that the houses were inhabited by masters who taught from home.'?8 In this private
setting, a small group of pupils was instructed in the scribal arts, possibly only two to three boys
at a time.1?° The pupils in question would have been their own sons, other young relatives, as well
as the sons of colleagues.'® It shows that at least from the Old Babylonian Period onwards,

teaching was a generational and familial undertaking.*®

The theme of family is also expressed in Examination Text D. While this does not seem
significant for the argument of inherited profession, it does show that the ancient scholars were
able to utilize the weight of tradition and family for their benefit. Metaphors of familial bonds are
employed in the text, perhaps to strengthen the student’s ties to the school and to dissuade him
from the thought of going astray from the training. In the upcoming paragraphs, I shall illustrate
the parts of Examination Text D that concern the play on familial obligation and belonging.

In the first line, the scribal art is presented as a parental figure. It takes the metaphorical role of
mother to the students and father to the scholars. As the beginning line, it occupies an important
position in the text, setting the frame for how the craft should considered and approached in the
lines to follow. Presenting the scribal art within the family realm is perhaps an allusion to the
strong family bond, especially the father-son succession, that so characterizes ancient
Mesopotamian society. This could have affected the student’s moral obligation to follow in the
footsteps of his father, relative or whoever else taught him. Connoting the scribal art to the mother
would create an intimate and personal sentiment, as well as a sense of parental authority. The
craft could be thought of as taking an active role in raising the pupil. As the scholar’s father, the

scribal art represents a different sense of authority. Considering that scholars are adults, the role

126 Charpin 2010, 30. See also George 2005, 131.

127 1hid., 29-30.

128 Charpin 2010, 30. For House F see also George 2005, 130; as well as Delnero 2016, 6-7.
129 George 2005, 131. See also Kleinerman 2011, 1.

130 George 2005, 131.

131 George 2005, 133. See also Kleinerman 2011, 3.

24



of the father, as an experienced, elderly man, is less immediate, hands-on. Instead, a looser, more
hands-off mentorship is received by the adult scholar in his academic endeavors. Considering that
the student might one day become a scholar, his craft would progress from being his metaphorical
mother to being his metaphorical father, a shift propelled only by the commitment of the student.

In line 12 of the text, another kind of bond is mentioned. Unlike the bond in the first line, linking
both student and scholar to the craft, this one is between the scholar and his students. It is reflected
clearly in the choice of wording in Sumerian: nam.dub.sar.ra. dur.da.gan gu.dé.kes.ne um.me.a
ur.re, loosely translated as “the scribal art is the link between all learners and master”. This image
of a bond comes with the implication that such a bond should not be broken, perhaps because it
distills a sense of tradition and belonging. Thus, it could have discouraged the student from

quitting their training, while contributing to the feeling of group cohesion.

Although too damaged in the second half and therefore inconclusive, line 11 of Examination Text
D mentions the relation of the scribal craft to the student in childhood, as well as to the advanced
student or master in adulthood.’®? “In your youth, you are concerned,” the line begins,
acknowledging the evident struggle for the beginner, which the reader likely could relate to. In
the second half of the line, the student’s state of mind in adulthood would have been revealed in
the past, when the tablets were still complete. Taking into consideration the positive, favorable
portrayal of the scribal art, one could assume that the educated student in his adult years would
have lost his concern regarding the scribal training. Whatever followed the words “in your
adulthood,” would have at least been an improvement to the state of feeling concerned, most
likely even a positive state. It would give the student the confirmation that it does become more

rewarding in the future, while confirming the strain experienced in earlier years.

By connoting the scribal art to being mother to some and father to others, the beginning line of
Examination Text D shows the two ends of the profession’s spectrum without ever losing the
bond between the craft and its exercisers, as it plays into the heir’s sentiment of duty to do just as
his teacher (and perhaps father.) This sentiment gets reinvigorated in line 12, as the reader is made
aware of the bond between the teacher and his pupils. It fosters a feeling of belonging, adding yet
another incentive for the student to continue their studies so that the bonds may not be severed.

By giving the student the chance to relate his beginner struggles to line 11°s statement about

132 Hurowitz 2000, 52. See his footnote 13.
25



childhood, the following part about what lies ahead of them would also have been confidently
taken as a guarantee. Thus, giving the student another reason to carry on with his education.

Examination Text D is not the only textual source that evokes the theme of family. The literary
texts that revolve around the topic of Edubba®®®, an institutional scribal education center that is
said to have existed in the Ur 11l Period (before the Old Babylonian Period, ca. 2100 BC,) use
familial designations for the constituents of that institution.'3* For example, the head of the school
was the um.mi.a, who was also called ad.da é.dub.ba, “father of the tablet house.” Older students
that would assist the master of the school went by ses.gal, meaning “big brother.” Students were
sometimes referred to as “children of the tablet house”, dumu é.dub.ba.’*®* The familial
perspective was not unique for the educational sphere, it was common for commercial firms, as

well as temples and palaces in general 1%

Taking into consideration the importance of traditions and family in ancient Mesopotamian
society, we imagine the student beginning their scribal training so that they one day can join their
father as a scholar, perhaps in the service of the king. During the education, texts such as
Examination Text D were encountered — invoking familial obligation to the school and claiming
that the learning does get more rewarding — potentially making the student feel like they are an
integral part to the school enterprise. The writer of Examination Text D was able to make the
pursuit of scribal education seem like an appealing, even necessary undertaking. Were tradition
and clever use of wording really the only reasons that kept the student on the scholarly path?
Recalling the already mentioned letters of royal scholars who apparently dealt with poverty, it
seems likely that tradition alone may have not been enough incentive to tie down the student to
his scribal learning. As group cohesion has already been touched upon, it is worth delving deeper
into the topic. Why were scholars seen as an elite group in society, and could the feeling of elite
exclusivity have been part of what attracted students to become scholars?

133 For more information on Edubba, see the entire article of George 2005.

134 Charpin 2010, 26. Examples for the Sumerian Edubba-literature are the following texts: Schooldays, Enki-
mansum and Girni-isag, A Father and his Delinquent Son, the Examination Texts.

135 Charpin 2010, 26.
136 1bid.
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3.2. Secret knowledge and social prestige

Another reason for a person to pursue the path of the scholar could be attributed to secret
knowledge and the awareness of its existence in broader society. A student who knew that certain
content was prohibited, may have been attracted to that content due to natural curiosity. Those
who were meant to read restricted access tablets were scholars and advanced students,
individuals who were intellectually and in terms of experience above other students. Being
aware that certain people in the student’s vicinity possessed well-kept secret knowledge, it is
possible that the student felt a desire to become a part of this exclusive circle. Furthermore,
there is a connection between this restrictedness, this secrecy, and social prestige.'®” Secrecy
permeated the scribal sphere.’®® The term can be described as the deliberate practice of
withholding information,**® as well as a form of protection.’*® We shall investigate this
connection in this chapter and determine whether it propelled scribal motivation. An elaboration
on secrecy is due before the deliberate advertising of secret knowledge is examined in
Examination Text D.

Scribes would withhold classified information from the public, protecting the written form of this
information from the eyes of the uneducated. Employment of secrecy, intentional or not, has a
double-sided effect on the broader society. On the one hand, guarding information serves to
conceal, on the other hand it accentuates the information in question, as the act raises people’s
awareness of the existence of secrets. 1*! Lenzi compares the secret knowledge of ancient
Mesopotamia to the present-day Central Intelligence Agency (CIA.)'*2 The public knows that the
CIA maintains its secrets through various ways, such as classifying its documents, but the content
of the secrets is not known. When knowledge is strictly guarded, it can grant the possessor social
prestige.1*® This comparison gives us an understanding of the kind of secret knowledge that is

subject to discussion in this section.

187 Lenzi’s 2013 article deals with the advertising of secrecy in ancient Mesopotamian scribal schools and its
effects in society.

138 |bid., 14.
139 Ibid., 2013, 16.
140 1bid., 2013, 37.
141 |bid., 2013, 18. Lenzi compares secrecy to present day jewelry, it creates a mark of distinction on the wearer.
142 1bid., 2013, 16.
143 1bid., 2013, 17.
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Given the complicated nature of secret information, one may question why it fell to the scribes to
maintain responsibility over it. The scholars’ connection to secret knowledge can be explained
through mythology. As we know from Ancient Mesopotamian textual sources, the gods at the
time of creation provided the humans with knowledge and the capability of understanding.#
Literacy was believed to be the means through which understanding was attained.* Literacy was
also very limited in society, only a small part of the population, the scribal elite, was skilled in
it.14 1t was the scholars, having gone through advanced scribal training, who saw themselves as
the exclusive bearers of god-given knowledge and the capability to understand it.*” Thus, the
scholars saw themselves in close contact with the gods. They drew up a mythological lineage to
represent themselves as the heirs to the antediluvian sages,**®.Ea (Enki in Sumerian) was the
patron deity of scholarship, as well as of secrecy.'*® Thus, the connection to him was considered
especially important™® In Examination Text D line 7, the scribal art is presented as the secret of
Ea, invoking his alternative name Ammanki. The wordplay between é.a meaning “of the house,”
and the name of the god Ea is worth noting. The scribal art is described as the house of wealth,
é.a ni.tuku. In the light of this, it becomes evident why out of all the social groups of Ancient

Mesopotamian society it was scholars that had high social standing.

The scholars’ connection to secret knowledge is reflected in the textual source material. As
already mentioned, there are tablets that bear the so-called Geheimwissen* colophon®? and other
secrecy labels. These functioned as a warning to non-scholars not to read the text in question.>
They were generally located at the end of a tablet, together with the given title of the text.?>* They

144 vVan de Mieroop 2016, 19.
1450n the perceived authority of the written word over oral recollection see van de Mieroop 2016, 26-27.

146 yan de Mieroop 2016, 19. See also Pearce 1995, 2265. Cf. Charpin 2010, 65 for a possibly more widespread
picture of literacy in ancient Mesopotamia.

147 | enzi 2013, 14.

148 The antediluvian sages were the seven sages from before the deluge.

149 However, the gods Nisaba, Haya, and later Nab( were associated with the scribal craft more commonly. For
this, see Charpin 2010, 205-206. On Ea as the god of secrets see Pongratz-Leisten 1999, 293-294.

150 | enzi 2013, 14.

181 «Secret knowledge” in German.

152 A colophon could be explained as short, precise meta-text at the end of the tablet’s text. For all the possible
content of a colophon see Pearce 1995, 2272. Geheimwissen-colophons first appeared during the second half of
the second millennium BC. See Lenzi 2013, 15; Colophons in general appear especially often in the first
millennium BC. See also van de Mieroop 2016, 32-33.

153 | enzi 2013, 22.

154bid., 23. The colophon at the bottom of the tablet would be checked first to see the tablet’s content in one
glimpse.
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made the reader, potentially a first-level student, aware that they held a restricted text. Thus, the
Geheimwissen colophon could promote the scholars’ possession of secret knowledge.*®® One such
colophon can be found on an explanatory compendium, stating the following: “Secret of the great
gods. A midu (expert) may show (it to) another midii. A non-miidii may not see. Restriction of
the great gods...”** The fact that Geheimwissen colophons and secrecy labels existed, implies
that some individuals were literate but ineligible to access certain texts. Nonetheless, they could
still potentially read those texts and were suspected to do s0.**” The need for marking documents
secret can also be explained by the tablet collections of private houses in which restricted and
non-restricted texts were kept together.?>® This increases the plausibility that there would have
been situations in which a student scribe would encounter a tablet with a Geheimwissen colophon
or a secrecy label.*®® In those instances, the colophon would have alerted the unqualified student
to not read the tablet’s content further, as well as advertised that there was indeed secret

knowledge in the possession of the tablet owner.1%

The possession of secret knowledge alone would have done nothing for the possessor’s social
standing. Secrets in a vacuum without other parties knowing about them have no value. For the
scholars’ secret knowledge to transform into social prestige, the broader society must know
something about it,'®* and this is what the colophons accomplish. Advertisement of the
possession of secrets is necessary to achieve social prestige and power.1%2 A secret’s potency
lies in the interplay of containment and circulation.3. We witness secretism%4, that is the active

promotion of a secret’s reputation and the circulation of its inaccessibility, % in Examination

151 enzi 2013, 22.

1%6 1hid., 23. The given example is designated as KAR 307. The lines in question are the lines 26 and 27, taken
from its reverse. Regarding the purpose of these miidii-colophons, Oshima raised the possibility to me that such
colophons could have also been means for more advanced students to show off. Namely, those who were in the
third stage of training more access to secret documents than first or second stage students.

157 | enzi 2013, 23.
158 | bid.
159 1pid., 23-24.

160 |bid. The decision to heed or to disregard the warning would have still depended on the reader. Additionally, if
it the reader would have been an inexperienced student, they might have been competent enough to read the tablet’s
content, due to an extensive use of logograms in the writing. Oshima (2023, 192) suggests that only students in
their specialized scribal training, that is those in the third stage, were qualified enough to access the main writings
of their discipline. The students below that were not allowed the access.

161 |_enzi 2013, 18.
162 1hid.
163 |pid.
164 1pid.
165 Ihid., 19.
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Text D for example. In line 8, it is revealed that secrets indeed exist within the scribal art, but
what they contain is left unsaid. The line informs the reader that if one stays up at night to study,
they will learn the secrets. The students were the masters’ target audience for their
advertisements of secrecy in the educational sphere.!®® Even younger students must have
apprehended the existence of secrets. This shows that the scribal school was indeed a place in
which secrecy had the potential to create social prestige, a factor which probably awakened the

student’s desire to hopefully one day also become a guard of secrets.

Another aspect of the scribal motivation that is connected to possessing secret knowledge is the
auspicious outlook on future employment. Scholars could end up working for the palace, in
which they had access to high-ranking officials and the king. In first millennium letters written
by Assyrian and Babylonian scholars in service to the kings, we see that as experts of divination,
scholars were greatly respected.®” In the same letters, we also notice a strong conformity of
adhering to the common good.*®® It is rather remarkable that these masters did not abuse the
power of their position in the royal court for individual gain.'®® Instead, they were loyal and
protective of the well-being of the king and his family.1® They showed unwavering obedience
to the divine law which they were subjugated under. This clashes with the discussed motive of
desiring social prestige in the pursuit of becoming a scholar. The wish for social prestige is
propelled by individual want, you want it for yourself, while the royal scholars do not express
any individual want that would go over the good of the king and people; they are concerned for
others. Furthermore, despite the scholars’ highly advantageous position in terms of social
standing and influence, we know that they had almost no political power.1”* Although they
possessed secret knowledge and worked near the king and his family, they were not like the
power-wielding administrators or viziers. Their main function in the palace was to utilize their
divine knowledge, attained in their scribal education, to maintain a good relationship between
king and gods.}”? Taking this into consideration and the fact that scholars could be poor, it

seems that social prestige guaranteed neither wealth nor authoritative power; and as the student

166 |_enzi 2013, 21.

167 parpola 1993, XV.

168 Parpola 1993, XXVII.

189 | bid.

170 1bid.

171 As can be seen from correspondences between the scholars and the king. See Oshima 2017, 146.
172 1bid.
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progresses through their training, they seem to replace their own desires with giving greater
care to the world around them. Although there may have been no power or wealth waiting at
the end of scribal education, scholars were still greatly respected. This was mainly because they
possessed insight into the supernatural, they could read the writing of the gods, which was

considered the greatest form of wisdom in Mesopotamia.'’

It is therefore plausible to speculate that the motivation to become a scholar lay not exclusively
in the possession of secret knowledge —perhaps not at all — or the gaining of wealth and power,
but in the revelation that wisdom was revered. This reverence will be illustrated in the following
section. It will also be discussed how the possession of wisdom could change a person. A wise
scholar can live a humble life, making do without riches, reducing and simplifying personal
needs. A learned man who did not seek to claim royal power for himself was the ideal advisor
to the king. In the next section, we look at the way wisdom is mentioned in Examination Text
D. Likewise, there will be an attempt to gauge the value of wisdom through the scope of this

and two other Ancient Near Eastern texts.

173 Parpola 1993, XV.
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3.3. The value of wisdom

The acquisition and possession of special knowledge and the subsequent possibility of added
social prestige, plus the non-abuse of high position, leads us to one last speculation regarding
scholarly drive. It is the perception of wisdom in Ancient Mesopotamia. As was laid out in the
“Background and theory” of this study, the knowledge that was taught in scribal schools qualified
as wisdom. The content of the curricula was wide, covering different subjects, deep, regarding
whichever disciplines were given focus, difficult to attain, as well as of a practical nature. Thus,
the more a student advanced in his studies, the wiser he would become. In Ancient Mesopotamia,
there were certain qualities attributed to wisdom. On the basis of Examination Text D, these

qualities will now be examined.

Wisdom, as was mentioned in the school texts, was presented as highly desirable. It was said to
function as a source or a generator of wealth. As it was written in line 4, planning out the study
of the scribal art well will generate you material profit. Line 5 discloses that paying attention to
your studies will supply you with wealth. Line 8 holds yet another teaching. If you work hard on
learning the craft, to the point where you sacrifice your sleep for it, you will be let in on its secrets.
In these lines, it is indicated the advised study routines result directly in some kind of profit.
However, connecting the statements’ hypothesis with its conclusion are in reality the acquired
skills and knowledge, the actual key to material reward — like the implication in the text’s first
line that one begins as a student and ends as a scholar, to which the key is the wisdom. Line 9
describes the negative consequence that awaits the lazy. Neglecting your studies will damage
your reputation. In future employment, the reputation of being unskilled in any way surely made
the rounds, reduced the clientele, and halted success.}’* On the other hand, by mentioning the
negative outcome of the negative action, the positive outcome of the positive action is implied. A
hardworking student will have a good reputation. Meant by this is perhaps the recommendation
of the teacher. The student’s instructor was able to influence his student’s placement in a desirable
position.}”® For example, there exists a letter dated to the Neo-Assyrian Period (ca.911-612 BC,)
in which the master scribe Marduk-sapik-zeri recommends twenty students, capable in different

specializations, for potential service to the king. 1’® All these examples illustrate that possessing

174For example, in the 15 millennium BC, the scholar Lu-Nanna is remembered for his professional blunder or
sacrilege. See Schaudig 2019, 473. The text in question is referred to as Source 49.

175 pearce 1995, 2272.
176 Oshima 2023, 192—-193. The mentioned letter is known as SAA 10, nr. 160. See also CDLI 2023, P237220.
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wisdom was believed to generate wealth. However, it was not only a way to potentially become
a wealthy person, but also to generate personal development. For example, Examination Text D
shows that the students’ priorities were expected to change. In line 13, it is implied that obeying
the scribal art will reveal the beauty or the good fortune that it holds. It shows that following the
rules of training will make the student understand and appreciate the study. In the second line it
is explained that the craft itself is delightful in such a way, that one matter-of-factly never gets
their fill from engaging with it. Both lines indicate that after a certain level of engagement with
the scribal art the scholars expected a shift in the student’s mindset. The involvement in the scribal
art was supposed to be experienced as training and reward simultaneously. To illustrate this
thought, we can imagine the learning of the scribal art first as the road, and by traveling it, it
becomes the destination. Another aspect of this personal development caused by being wise is
the elimination of fear of the unknown. Line 3 raises awareness of the difficulty one must face to
understand the scribal art. Through learning the craft, fear was said to not need to be had. It was
the ever-increasing wisdom that cured the student’s negative feeling, because the more you know,
the less unknown is left to fear. In line 10, the author shares perhaps their own experience of
having gone through scribal education. The line states that in life, the scribal art is a prospering
lot, one that brims with plentitude and wealth. This is the perspective of the other side of
scholarship, showing that there need be no fear, as other people have completed the education
before. Scholars saw their craft as a fate that is worth the investment of time and effort, because
of the wisdom that was attained in the process. Besides being the ultimate currency to the mind,
it also had the potential to change what its possessor desires. A person in that position, advancing
through one’s education, constantly gains knowledge and new perspectives. Therefore, it is

possible that a student’s scribal motivation can change over time.

Building the argument concerning the qualities of wisdom around Examination Text D alone does
not allow for nuanced speculation. If the value of wisdom is to be understood from a single text,
there is a higher risk of drawing a falsified conclusion. It could be the case for example that the
deliberate high opinion of wisdom reflected in Examination Text D was the author’s way to attract
future students and to keep them encouraged throughout their training. Maybe following the
father’s footsteps was not enough to keep a student scribe in school to complete a seemingly
difficult education. It’s also possible that the advertisement of the existence of scholars’ secret

knowledge missed the point on the young students.”” This could be a possibility, considering that

17 To quote Lenzi: “We can’t know how each individual scribal student responded to the scholars’ advertisement
of secret knowledge. Some would have been oblivious to it.” 2013, 20.
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the scribal education is steeped in ideologies and doctrines. Taking into account that the missing
monetary incentive, the social prestige does not necessarily equal power and the fact that scribal
education was steeped in doctrines and ideologies,'’® the student might have been left with a bleak
outlook on their future. Therefore, it is indeed plausible to suspect an artificially enlarged image
of wisdom, repackaging the learning of cuneiform writing itself as the ultimate reward, as one
such tool to cover the lack of incentives that would motivate the students and thus benefit the

scholars who teach them.

Although justifiable, a look at other ancient sources seems to disarm the suspicions of wisdom
being merely a facade in Examination Text D. The image of wisdom that we find in its lines
appears in other Ancient Near Eastern texts. For example, there are passages in the Bible, such as
in the Book of Proverbs, that praise wisdom similarly to our text in question.”® There, wisdom is
presented as a kind of currency more valuable than gold and silver. The commonality between
the Book of Proverbs and other texts such as Examination Text D lies in the implication that
mastering the scribal art will be enriching to the hardworking student, and both attribute wisdom
acquisition to the school setting.*® If gold is the desirable object, then wisdom is made out to be
the ability to acquire gold, the know-how of amassing desirable objects. Another text that implies
the qualities of wisdom in a person is The Babylonian Theodicy. The text consists of a dialogue
between a skeptic and his friend, spanning almost 300 lines of cuneiform writing. In it, the reader
gets a glimpse of what it was that the ancient writers considered to be wise. On the very forefront
was the worship to the gods. This was said to bring mercy, well-being, and wealth. Whereas the
impious may attain temporary riches, the divine blessing of the devoted is eternal. The text implies
that material riches can corrupt one’s mind, i.e., envying the material wealth of another person
can give you criminal ideas, such as stealing. Additionally, it is acknowledged in the Babylonian
Theodicy that there is unfairness in the world, yet instead of revolting against it, the wise reaction
was to endure the injustice and keep on whole-heartedly worshipping the gods. This notion rests
on the understanding that injustice is part of the gods’ plan, and how can a mere human possibly
grasp the decisions of the divine? People who do not honor the gods, who lack divine guidance,
were seen as fools. All these notions were employed in the Babylonian Theodicy to disarm the

suffering protagonist’s misconceptions, caused by his self-pity. For example, the sufferer believes

178 Oshima 2023, 19.
179 Hurowitz 2000, 50.
180 |hid.
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that while the impious become rich, true worshippers like himself become poor. Evil people live
long and well, while pitiable are persecuted. In partial agreement, the sufferer’s counterpart in the
text, most likely a more experienced student, concludes that the pitiable are only persecuted
because they lack divine guidance. Thus, they should utterly devote themselves to the gods to
improve their situation. All-encompassing devotion, persevering injustice and remaining

skeptical towards material riches were all presented as belonging to a good and wise mindset.

The Babylonian Theodicy and the Book of Proverbs are not the only texts that reveal in what
regards wisdom was held. The Story of Ahigar provides another glimpse on the value of wisdom
in Ancient Mesopotamian schools. It was a literary text that was canonized and studied in the first
millennium BC by scribes, alongside other texts, such as the Erra Epic, the Gilgame$ Epic and
the Babylonian Theodicy.!8! The plot goes as follows: Ahigar served as a master, an ummanu, to
the Assyrian kings, first to Sennacherib and then to Esarhaddon. He was said to be wise, rich, but
without a son to inherit his fortune and his office in the king’s service. He adopted Nadin, who
despite Ahigar’s teachings, has proven to be a fool, squandering the amassed fortune of his
adoptive father. Being death-sentenced by the king under false accusations set in motion by the
successor Nadin, Ahigar goes into hiding. Meanwhile in the king’s court, Nadin proves to be an
unreliable ummanu, unable to help the king solve a set of riddles that the Egyptian pharaoh
challenged him with. The wise Ahigar, having been made aware of the king’s plight of losing
face, re-emerges and with the king’s approval he travels to Egypt to solve the riddles. Thanks to
his wisdom he solved the riddles and returned to king Esarhaddon with tribute from the pharaoh.
The king reinstated Ahigar as his umméanu and Nadin was held captive by his adoptive father who
resumed his teachings to him.*®2 This story clearly portrays the importance of wisdom, especially
for the king, elevating his greatness in relation to other rulers, but also protecting him. On the
other hand, an ummanu that lacked wisdom was shown to be worthless, even disastrous for the

king.

Examination Text D showed that possessing wisdom was the key to unlocking material wealth.
It also showed that wisdom can play its part in personal development, as it can change a person’s
wants and even lead to emotional well-being. By drawing up other, we saw that Examination Text

does not stand alone in its portrayal of wisdom and the high social value attributed to it.*®3 The

181 Oshima 2017, 157.
182 For a more detailed summary see Oshima 2017, 141-142.

183 See also Lenzi 2018, 68 for a discussion of the first millennium text “Counsels of Wisdom.” It is part of the
35



Bible sees wisdom similarly to Examination Text D in terms of preciousness. The Babylonian
Theodicy illustrates the characteristics that wisdom promotes in a student, and the Ahigar text
shows us the value of wisdom in the context of a story as even students would have encountered
it. Combining these points, it becomes evident that wisdom was desired and revered in Ancient
Mesopotamian schools, allowing it to be a likely motivating factor for the student to want to

become a scholar.

scribal curriculum, educating the student on the importance of maintaining integrity and self-control in his future
employment.
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4. Conclusion

Scribal motivation can include heredity, familial obligation, the desire to possess secret
knowledge, the wish to belong to the scribal elite and the realization that simply having wisdom
holds value. | have mentioned in the previous section that a student’s motivation could change
over time, set in motion by character development during training However, the exact pattern
of which aspect motivated the student at what time during the education simply cannot be
defined. We must remember that each student was a unique person with an individual mind,
maturing in their own time and therefore driven by their own motivations. We can only
hypothesize a reasonable process of shifting motivation. as it might have occurred, at least for

some students.

The beginnings of one’s scribal training were possibly set in motion by the idea to join the
father in his scholarly work and eventually to take over entirely. The content of the school
curricula, filled with hints of secrets, might have won the student’s attention, waking a desire
to learn those secrets, as well as to become one of the midii, who write Geheimwissen colophons
and restrict access to documents — to finally become part of the privileged. Later in the training,
after having studied texts such as the Babylonian Theodicy or the Story of Ahiqar, there might
have come a time when the student started understanding the true value of the wisdom that has
been imposed on him through stories such as these. His priorities and desires would have
gradually changed, as he grew into a learned man, eventually an ummanu, master, whose only
concern was the cosmic order of reality under divine law. His own selfish desires long
vanquished. Maintaining a good relationship between the king and the gods, became his
priority. In conclusion, it can be said that scholars seemed to have valued wisdom for wisdom’s
sake and the scribal training seemed to have been the means through which a virtuous, “wise”
character is developed over time. Through learning, the student gradually attained wisdom,
which showed itself through humbleness, patience, how to adapt to an existing world, making
do with what is, and not to try to restructure the world or forcefully carve out a place for

himself.8* These learned principles go hand in hand with obeying the divine law that everything

184 Assmann 1991, 19.
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and everyone was subject to, as there was no space for individual want or selfishness.

This respect for what has been and what is, that characterized wisdom in Ancient Mesopotamia,
was in tune with the traditionalism in society, for example the principle of family in institutions
and the child stepping into the father’s footsteps. Examination Text D illustrates these points
clearly. We see plays made on parental figures in the educational sphere, a sense of familial
obligation. We also witness an attractiveness of belonging to an elite group, an appeal of
knowing secrets, as well as the supposed satisfaction that one experiences by simply knowing,
provided by wisdom provides somewhere in the end of scribal training like the light at the end

of a tunnel. All these things represent reverence for the established.

The credo of the Ancient Mesopotamian scribes may be compared to “The Consolation of
Philosophy,”®® an Early Medieval text by the Roman scholar Boethius. As he sat unjustly
imprisoned in his final year, awaiting execution, he sustained himself through the act of
philosophizing. He imagined a female figure entering his cell, Philosophy personified, who
disarms material riches and fame, and advertises complete obedience to divine power. ... your
riches cannot pass to others without being lessened: and when they pass, they make poor those
whom they leave,” Philosophy informs Boethius.'® She adds that on the other hand “a voice
indeed fills equally the ears of all that hear.,”*®" thus, putting the value of the immaterial over

that of the material. She then summarizes what it is that all men seek:

These, then, are the desires of men: they long for riches, places of
honour, kingdoms, glory, and pleasure; and they long for them
because they think that thereby they will find satisfaction,
veneration, power, renown, and happiness. It is the good, then,

which men seek by their different desire.'88

The reasoning of Boethius’ Philosophy reminds us of the authors and scholars of Ancient
Mesopotamia. Riches, honor, and glory are presented as the reason for people’s choices. This

rings true also for the students in this study, as these aspects are indeed part of the scribal

185 See the translation from the original by Cooper 2009 for example.
186 Book I, Prose V in Cooper 2009, 22.

187 | bid.

18 Book Il, Prose 11 in Cooper 2009, 29.

38



motivation. Philosophy concludes that different strategies may be employed, but ultimately
towards the same goal: pleasure. It was said in Examination Text D that the good student would
learn to see the scribal art herself as the pleasure which he so seeks. In this discovery, which
likely manifested itself differently for every student, lies the obsoletion of other desires,

rendering secondary all but wisdom.
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Appendix: Partitur of exemplars A—E

nam-dub-sar-ra ama-gu-dé-kes-e-ne a-a-um-me-a-kes-e$

A:ol [ am]a gu-dé-kes-e-ne a-a u[m-me-a-kes-€s]

B: ol -

C:.ol sar-]-ra ama gu-dé-kes-e-ne [ ]-a dag/tag-es$

D: r1-5 col.iii nam-dub-sar-ra ama-gu-dé-kes-e-ne a-a-um-me-a-kes-e$

E:ol [nam-dub-sar-ra ama g]u-dé-kes-e-ne a-a [um]-[me]-a-kes-e3!(MES)

tup-Sar-ru-tus um-mu la-i-ta-at a-bi um-ma-ni

A: 02 [ -r]u-tus um-mu la-[ -a]t a-bi u[m-ma-ni]

B: 02 -

C: 02 1-ru-tus ab-mu la-i-da/ta/ta-at a-bi u[m]-ma-nu
D: r6-9 col.iii tup-sar-ru-ti uum-mi la- ~i-DA-at

E: 02 [tup-$Sar-ru-td um-m]a la-i-fa-at a-bi um-[ma]-nu

nam-dub-sar-ra nam in-da-ab-tuk-a la-la-bi nu-un-gis-gis

A: 03 [nam-dub-sar-rJa nam in-da-ab-tu[ku-a] la-la-bi n[u-un-ges-gea]
B: 03 "nam1-rdub-sa[r

C: 03 ]-ra nam in-da-ab-tuk-a la-la-b[i] nu-un-gis-gis

D:r [ ]

E: 03 [nam-dub-sar-ra nam in-dJa-ab-tuku-a la-[la]-[bi] [nu]-un-gis-gia

tup-Sar-ru-tu, sa-a-a-ha-at-ma la-la-sa ul is-Seb-bi

A: 04 [tup-Sar-r|u-tus sa-a-a-ha-a[t-ma] la-la-$d ul ifs-seb-bi]

B: 04 MIN sa-[

C:04 1-ru-tus sa-a-a-ha-at-ma la-la-a-si ul is-seb-bi

D:r [ 1

E: 04 [tup-Sar-ru-tui sa-a-a-hja-[at]-ma [la]-[1a]-[a]-[su] wl is-Seb-bi

nam-dub-sar-ra me-zu-gal l0-su-bi nu-un-diri-ga

A: 05 [nam-dub-sar-rJa me-zu-gal 14-su-bi nu-u[n-diri-ga]
B: 05 nam-dub-sar [

C:05 -s]ar-ra me-zu?-gal 10-su-bi nu-un-diri-ga

D

E: 05 [nam-dub-sar-ra mu-zu-g4]l 10-zu-bi nu-un-[diri]-ga

tup-Sar-ru-tus la lam-da-at a-hi-is-sa ul i-ad-dar-§d

A: 06 [tup-Sar-ru-tus la lam-da-at a-hi-is-sa ul i-a[d-dar-sd]
B: 06 MIN la

C: 06 -rlu-tu« la lam-da-ad a-hi-is-s[a x] i-ad-dar-sd
D

E: 06 [tup-Sar-ru-td la la]m-da-at a-Ai-is-sa ul i-[ad]-dar-su

nam-dub-sar-ra ir-pag u-bi-ak a-tuku ha-ra-ab-dah-e
A.o7 [nam-dub-sar-r]a ir-pag U-bi-ak a &-tuku ha-ra-ab-d[ah-€]
B: o7 nam-dub-s[ar-
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010
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012

0l2

0l2

012

1013

013

013

014

1014

r]a ir-pag U-bi-ak a-tuk h[a-ra-a]b-dah-e
[nam-dub-sar-ra ir-pag] U-bi-ak &-tuku ha-[ra]-ab-dah-e
ana tup-Sar-[r]u-tu. ki-pid-ma né-me-la li-is-[sib]-ka
[ana fup-sar-r]u-tu. ki-pid-ma né-me-la li-is-/sib-ka]
ana MIN [

tu[p -tJus ki-pid-ma né-me-lu i[n or maybe se/-ka
[ana tup-sar-ru-ta ki-pi]d-ma né-me-li li-is-[s7]-ib-[ka]
nam-dub-sar-ra bar-dag U-bi-ak $u-ni-gal-la a-ra-ab-tuku
[nam-dub-sar-r]a bar-dag U-bi-ak $u-ni-gal-la a-ra-ab-t[uku]
nam-dub-s[a
[nam-]dub-[sar-ra] bar-dag U bi ak a [x x x] a-ra-ab-t[uku]
[nam-dub-sar-ra bar-da]g u-bi-ak $u nig-gél-la a-ra-ab-tuk-tuku
ana [tlup-Sar-ru-tus tu-pU-ma mas-ra-a li-Sar-si-ka
[ana tup-sSar-ru-tjus tu-pul-ma mas-ra-a li-sar-si-[ka]
ana [MIN] [
[x tu]p-Sar-ru-[tu.] [tu- X X X X
[ana tup-sar-ru-td tJu-pl-ma mas-ra-a li-sar-si-ka
nam-dub-sar-ra na-ab-il-en a-zu na-an-$ub-bé-[en]
[nam-dub-sar-ra] na-ab-il-en &-zu na-an-sub-bé-[en]
[na]m-du[b
d]ub-sar-ra na-ab-il [
[nam-dub-sar-ra na-a]b-Gl.Tl-le-en gl-zu na-an-Sub-[bé]-e[n]
[ana] tup-Sar-ru-tus la e-ga-a-ta ah-ka la ta-nam-d[i]
[ana tup-Sar-ru-tjus la a-ga-at aph-ka la ta-nam-d[i]
fana’ 'MINT [
tup-Sar-ru-tu+ la e-ga-a-ta afh

[ana tup-sar-ru-td l]a e-gi-a-ta ak-ka la ta-nam-di

nam-dub-sar-ra é-a ni-tuku Ki-uri-am-ma-an-ki-k|[e]4
[nam-dub-sar-ra] é-a ni-tuku ki-uri dam-ma-an-ki-Tkes1

na]Jm-dub-sar-ra é-a ni-tuku ki-uri-9a[m
[nam-dub-sar-ra é]-a nig-tuku ki-uri dam-an-ki-[kes]

tup-Sar-ru-tu, bit bu-ni ni-sir-ti ‘am-ma-an-ki-fmaj
[tup-Sar-ru-tJus E bu-ni ni-sir-ti dam-ma-an-ki-[ma]

014 tup-Sar-ru-tuy E-bu-ni ni-sir-tus ar
[tup-§ar-ru-ta] [E] bu-nu ni-sir-ti dam-ma-an-ki-[ma]

[igi]-DU um-ma-ra-ak-en ki-uri na-an-da-ab-la-e[n]
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021
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[igi-DU um-ma-ra-a]k?-en ki-uri na-an-da-ab-la-[en]
]x-dub-ma-ra-ak-en Ki-uri na-en-d[a?
[igi-du ...] x nam-ak-en ki-Uri na-e-da-ab-1[a-en]

ta-da-al-lip-sim-ma ni-sir-ta-§d u-kal-lam-[ka]
[ta-da-al-lip]-sim-ma ni-sir-ta-sa ui-kal-lam-[ka]

[a?]-da-al-li[p]-sim-ma ni-sir-ta-si ta?[
[ta-da-al-lip-s/im-ma ni-sir-[ta]-su u-kal-1[am-ka]

g[u]-dé nam-mu-un-na-ab-§ub-bé-en sag-zu di-[di-e-dé]
[gu-dé nam-mu-un-na]-an-sub-en sag-zu d[i-di-e-dé]

-d]é nam-mu-un-na-an $ub-bi/be-en ni sag (=ni-pa-gan)
[gu-dé nam-mu-un-na-ab-§Jub-bé-en nig-sag pa[d-(e)-de]

ah-ka ta-nam-di-§im-ma ma-sik-ta-ka ig-gab-b[i]
[ah-ka t]a-nam-di-sim-ma ma-sik-ta-k[a ig-gab-bi]

-tJa nam-di-sum-ma ma-sik-ka ig-qab-b[i?
[ah-ka ta-nam-di-si/m-ma ma-sik-ta-k[u iq-gab-bi]

n[am-dub-s]ar-ra gi§-Sub-ba-zil-la ni-tuku nam-hé-[a]
[nam-dub-sar-ra g]is-Sub-ba zil-la x x 'nil-rtuku? [nam-hé-a]

n[am- x - sa]r-ra gi$-sub-ba zil-la ni-tuku nam h[e
[nam-dub-sar-ra gis-sub-ba zi]l-la 'nig'-tuku na[m-hé-a]

tup-Sar-ru-tu, i-siq da-ma-gi mes-ri-e U n[u-uh-siJ
[tup-Sar-ru-tju. i-siq da-am-q/i mes-ri-e U nu-uh-$i]

-Sa]r-ru-tu. i-sig-da ma-qi/ki mes-rifre-e U nfu
[tup-Sar-ru-td i-si]q da-ma-qi [mes]-ra-a [u] [Nu-uh-su]

us-tur-ra-zu-ta nam-ma-si ab-gu-la-t[a x x (x)]
[ua tur-ra-zu]-ta UD [X X X x?]

-]zu-ta nam-ma-si ab-gu-la/a[t x x
tlur-ra-[zu]-ta- [us] [ab?] x ta zu X [X X X]

i-na se-he-ri-ka ta-nam-ziq [i-na ra-bi-e-ka . . . .]
[i-na se-hje-ri-ka ta-nam-ziq [i-na ra-bi-e-ka ...J

i-na se-he-ri-k[a?
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[ina se-he-ri-ka ta-nam-zi]q [ina r]a-[bé]-[e]-ka pa x [x X]

nam-dub-sar-ra dur-da-gan-KA-[x x] X nun me [x X X]
[nam-dub-sar]-ra dur-da-gan-KA-[o 0] x nun me [0 0 0]

nam-dub-sar-ra dur/tur-da-g[a?

[nam-dub-sar-ra dur da-gan (...)] x-[ru?]-ne um-me-a ri-[ri] [x X (X)]
tup-$ar-ru-tus mar-kas kul-laJt x x] x i me [x x]

[tup-Sar]-ru-tus mar-kas kul-a[t x x] la i X [x x]

MIN m[ar

tup-Sar-ru-tus mar-kK[as

[tup-sar-ru-tG mar-kas kul-/at (...)] [ki] i-da-at a-bi um-ma-[ni (x)]
gu-dé nam-mu-un-da-ab-ga-ga-an sigs-ga-b[i X x x]

[gu-dé nJam-mu-un-da-ab-gé&-ga-an [... s]igs-ga-b[i 0 0 0]

kin-da na[m

gu-dé nam-mu-un-da-a[b

[gu-dé nam-mu-un-da-ab-ga-gé-an sigs-gJa-[bi] pad-deé-[ne?]
ta-as-§u-ru-§im-ma du-[mu-uq]-§é /. ....... yi
[ta-as-$/u-ru-sim-ma du-[mu-uq]-sd /...J

ta-as-su-rfu

tfax x x x mlJa[xug? xxx

[ta-ds-Su-ru-sim-ma du-mJuq-su ta-am-mar

ni-zu diri-ga eme-gi- zu-zu-dé eme-[x] zu eme-sal [zu-zu-dé?]

[ni-zu diri]-[ga] [eme]-[gi-] [zu]-[zu]-[de] [eme]-[X] zu [eme]-[sal] [zu-zu-d&?]

nig-zu diri-g[a
gla? eme-gi zu-zu-d[é

[nig-zu diri-ga eme-gi; zu-zu-dé em]e-bal zu-zu-dé an-na igi-n[i? (X)]

ih-zu Su-tu-ru Su-me-ru a-ha-zu KAB-lit la-m[a-du X x x X]
[ih-zu §]u-tu-ru Su-m[e-ru a-ha-zu KJAB-lit la-m[a-du x x x X]
ih-zu Su-t[u

S]u?-tu-ru su-me-ru a-p/a

[ih-zu Su-tu-ru Su-me-ru a-ha-zu KJAB-li-it la-ma-da AN-e 'da?7 ri?7 x

na.-ru-a ab-sar-e-d[é a-$a]-ga gid-e-[dé] ni-kas sa-dun-[ge-dé] [x x X]
[nas ra-a ab]-sar-e-d[é a-3a]-ga gid-e-[de] ni-kas sa-duii-[ge-de] [X X X]
nas-rd-a ab

]-ra a ab-sar-e-d[e?

[nas-rd-a ab-sar-e-de a-sa-ga] gid-da-e-de nig-kas sa-dun di/de

’

E[...]BAx ABla? x x
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na-ra-a $da-ta-ri eq-la [Sd-da-d]u nik-kas-sa ka-§d-du '[x x X]
[na-ra-a-sjd-ta-ri eq-la [Sd-da-d]u nik-kas-sa ka-sd-du [x x X]
na-ra-[a] [

] Sa-ta-rieq
[na-ra-a sa-ta-ri eq-la Saj-da-du nik-kas-sa ka-sd-du

[x x (x)] é-gal $u-T0" ka-[ ] -kes-e-ne é-sag-il na-nam
[...]x E.GAL $u-Ta' ka-[...]

[-ab]
[x X (X) é-gal X x X (...)] x-kes-€-ne é-sag-il na-nam

sifex[..... ] x E.GAL $u-0 ka-bat gag-ga-du-ma

[, ik?] E.GAL-5u-0
[si Se ... E.GAL-§]u v-ka-bat gag-ga-du-um-ma

dub-sar a-ri-bi he-a gi-dusu ab-x-[x x]
[dub-s]ar a-ri-a-bi TUKU hé-a[...] garux[...]

]-ri bi hé-a gi-il (=comb. of 2 signs) ab][
[dub-sar a-ri-bi h]é-a gidusu ab-TAK+. TAK4

tup-Sar lu-u a-rad i-Sas-si ina tup-sik-ku[x x]
[tup-$]ar lu-u a-rad  [i]-[Sas]-[si] [ina] [tup-sik-ku x X]

Nu? a-rad i Sas-si ina tup-sik-ku [

[tup-sar-ru lu-0 a-rad i]-sid-su ina tup-sik-ku



