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Scholars Build Internet

Dictionary to Unravel
Sumerian Language

Kyle Cassidy, Philadelphia

our thousand years ago, in the Sumerian

city of Nippur, scribes sat in classrooms and

learned a relatively new and privileged pro-
fession, writing. Practicing their trade on soft clay
tablets with a reed stylus, these students prepared
for a career in a vast bureaucracy that formed the
backbone of Mesopotamian civilization. For sev-
eral millennia to follow, numerous Middle Eastern
cultures—the Sumerians, Akkadians, Babyloni-
ans, Elamites, Hittites and Assyrians—would
use the wedge-shaped letters known as cuneiform
to write letters, record their taxes, and remem-
ber their myths. Today, scholars are studying this
ancient writing system in order to reconstruct these
ancient societies. In one instance, scholars at
the University of Pennsylvania’s Museum of Archae-
ology and Anthropology are drawing on the latest
digital technology to write a Sumerian dictionary.

Located one hundred miles south of modern
Baghdad, ancient Nippur was a bustling city in its day.
From a vast settlement of residential houses and
government buildings arose a monumental ziggurat, a
large, stepped platform. At its peak sat a temple
dedicated to the god Enlil, one of Sumer’s most
important deities responsible for bestowing his powers
on the city’s rulers. Although abandoned several
times, Nippur remained more or less occupied
throughout its six-thousand-year existence; in its final
centuries, Nippur was home to a Christian bishopric
until the city was abandoned around 800 CE.

Four volumes of the Sumerian
Dictionary Project. Several more
volumes are anticipated in the
coming decades.

By 1889, the boo-
ming metropolis that
was Nippur had been
reduced to a pile of
detritus sixty feet
high. At that time,
John Henry Haynes
of the University of
Pennsylvania found
himself standing
beneath the now
ruined ziggurat, dir-
ecting an archae-
ological dig across a
city a mile long and half a mile wide. During excavations,
Haynes and his assistant, John Punditt Peters, found the
site riddled with clay tablets. In some places, tablets had
been used as filling in walls and under floors. In twelve
seasons, the expedition discovered some thirty thousand
tablets, portions of which are now archived at the
University of Pennsylvania, the Hilprecht-Sammlung
Vorderasiatischer Altertiimer (Hilprecht Collection of
Near Eastern Antiquities) of the Friedrich Schiller
University in Jena, Germany, and Istanbul Archae-
ological Museum in Turkey.

The Nippur tablets would have been all but useless
if Sir Henry Rawlinson, an English officer, diplomat
and scholar of ancient languages, had not discovered
three inscriptions in modern southwest Iran in 1835.
A veritable Babylonian Rosetta stone, Rawlinson’s
discovery was written in three languages, Old
Persian, Babylonian, and Elamite, on a cliff face
three hundred feet above the ground. Ascending a
wooden ladder, Rawlinson assiduously copied the
texts, and began the laborious task of deciphering
them. After translating the Persian version,
Rawlinson deciphered the others, moving from the
known to the unknown language. By the time

The Dictionary Project uses the latest
digital technology to record high-
resolution images of ancient tablets.
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Kevin Danti, Dictionary Project team member, plays an important
role in managing the digitizing process. He is shown here with
only a small portion of the University Museum’s tablet collection.

Haynes arrived at Nippur, Rawlinson had made great
strides on Akkadian, a separate and younger
Mesopotamian language and distant sister language
of Arabic. Because it used the same cuneiform
writing system as Sumerian, Akkadian became key to
deciphering the older language, which does not
appear to be related to any other known language.

Rawlinson’s discovery generated a growing interest
in the Sumerian language and led to other projects
aimed at recovering tablets. Many of the Nippur
tablets were brought to the University of Pennsylvania
where scholars studied them. But with thousands of
excavated tablets scattered across the world’s
museums, scholars had difficulties getting a broader
view of vocabulary and grammar. To improve
communication between scholars, the University of
Chicago began publishing the Chicago Assyrian
Dictionary, a multi-volume work of word lists, in
1954, a project that is only now nearing completion.
Some twenty years later, Professors Erle Leichty and
Ake Sjoberg started a similar project for Sumerian at
the University of Pennsylvania’s Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology.

Under Leichty and Sjoberg’s guidance, scholars
carefully examined the thousands of cuneiform
tablets in the University’s collection, many of which
had never been translated before. Although penned
thousands of years ago, this collection spans the
cannon of the written word: from receipts to legal
documents, personal letters, love songs, epic tales,

and even ancient dictionaries! The dictionary, which
began as a wall-sized collection of filing cabinets
filled with note cards, was expected to take forty
years to complete. In 1984, Leichty and Sjoberg’s
hard work was rewarded, and the University of
Pennsylvania Press released a single volume,
representing the solitary letter “B.” In the years that
followed, three more volumes appeared which
together comprised the letter “A.”

Leichty and Sjoberg’s efforts have been passed on
to the project’s new director, Professor Steve
Tinney. Under Tinney’s direction, the project is
moving towards a digital format. Scholars work full
time in the Museum’s famed “Tablet Room” to
publish digital photographs of their entire tablet
collection on the Internet. Funded by grants from
the National Endowment for the Humanities, the
Sumerian Dictionary project is currently staffed by
seven people who have spearheaded the digitizing
process. So far, the project staff has developed
several digital techniques for recording high-
resolution images of each tablet.

Similar projects such as the Cuneiform Dictionary
Library Initiative, run by the University of California
at Los Angeles and the Max Planck Institute for the
History of Science in Berlin, hope to provide
scholars around the world with unprecedented
access to a previously unimaginable library of
texts—an undertaking that will greatly accelerate
the dictionary’s progress. Other projects include
Oxford’s Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian
Literature and Johns Hopkins University’s Digital
Hammurabi project.

One of several advantages of an electronic
dictionary is the distribution of labor—scholars at
institutions around the world will scan their tablets
in their own collections and add them to the
database, eliminating the need for costly travel
between institutions.

By doing so, scholars may work simultaneously on
the same dataset, greatly expanding participation on
the project. The distributed workload also reduces the
time and expenses required from each institution.

Despite more than a century of research, our
understanding of the Sumerian language remains
incomplete. No doubt, emerging technologies such as
the Sumerian electronic dictionary will provide
scholars with unprecedented access not only to the
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