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A Unique Variety 
With the largest groupings of Mesopotamian 

academic texts and numerous professional and 

familial archives, Nippur offers a very fruitful 

place for a study on literacy: 

Family archives, published in Anne 

Goddeeris’ 2016 book, can offer an image of 

knowledge and practice among merchants and 

local notables in Old Babylonian Nippur. 

The Šattukku archives, previously sur-

veyed by Marcel Sigrist in 1984 and currently 

in the process of a thorough publication by Ni-

cole Brisch, together with other temple ar-

chives, afford an administrative perspective to 

record-keeping and literacy. 

The Nadītu texts and archives allow for an 

examination of literacy and gender at Nippur. 

Prose literacy, that is, the ability to read 

and comprehend a continuous text such as a 

letter or a court case, is the most commonly 

understood variety of literacy. 

Document literacy is the ability to un-

derstand and manipulate the format of a text 

or document. This can be the difference be-

tween a receipt and a delivery or it can be the 

choice between tabular and prosaic format. 

Numeric literacy or numeracy can be un-

derstood as the ability to interpret and calcu-

late with numerical symbols, such as the abil-

ity to understand different metrological sys-

tems or the ability to calculate interest. 

Cuneiform writing was a flexible and versatile system that allowed for the production 
of both simple, easily understood records and complex, intricate literature. The metro-
logical and numeric systems could be exploited to produce both simple lists and complex 
computations. The current project focuses on literacy in cuneiform writing within a dis-
tinct and remote population: the scribes of ancient Nippur. It asks, “how and to what ex-
tent did education in this city relay the practical knowledge necessary for a professional 
career?” 

This project has received funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme under the Marie Skłodowska-Curie grant agreement 
No 841928. 

The question of literacy 
in ancient Mesopotamia 
is somewhat conten-
tious. Unanswered ques-
tions and debate revolve 
around how wide-
spread literacy was and 
what kinds of literacies 
can be distinguished. My 
approach to this subject, 
part of which stems 
from my book (left) on 
discrepancies and nu-
meracy in the kingdom 
of Larsa, explores three 

varieties of literacy: 

Types of 

Literacy 

An outside test subject 

Join me at session 13E. Scribal Hands and Habits in 

Cuneiform Texts on Friday, November 19 between 

2:00 and 3:00 pm to discuss my presentation titled, 

“Professional Education in the Old Babylonian city 

of Lagaba”. In my presentation I offer some results 

from a limited, outside test subject produced in 

preparation for the current project. Education in 

Old Babylonian Lagaba was chosen because of the 

limited number of texts, clear and well studied ar-

chives, and then what I contend to be clear exam-

ples of student practice texts.  

LB 1970 obverse, copy after photo, Leemans, W. F. 1960. Legal and administrative documents of the time of 

Hammurabi and Samsuiluna (mainly from Lagaba), Studia ad tabulas cuneiformes collectas a F. M. Th. de Liagre 

Böhl pertinentia 1 (3). Plate 10. Leiden: E. J. Brill. 

Preliminary results: 

A project by Robert Middeke-Conlin, Marie Curie Fellow at Copenhagen University’s 

Department of Cross-Cultural and Regional Studies 
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