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The idea took be of the greatest
usefulness. At Uruk, n 280 pir, a propusar vt warisage has been made.
The girl’s father and the father of the future spouse have just agreed on the
“bride price”. When the ceremony has taken place, the bride’s father will
receive from the other 15 sacks of barley, 30 sacks of corn, 60 sacks of
beans, 40 sacks of lentils, and 15 hens. But, in view of the frailties of human
memory and in order to avoid any quarrels later, the two men betake them-
selves to one of the religious leaders of the town in order to draw up the
contract in due form and give the force of law to the engagement.

Having taken note of all the elements of the marriage contract, the
notary then fashions a roughly rectangular tablet of clay, and takes up his
“tracing tools”.

For writing, he uses two ivory sticks of different cross-section, pointed at
one end and, at the other, fashioned into a kind of cylindrical stylus
(Fig. 8.10 above). The pointed ends are used to draw lines or to trace
pictograms on the soft clay (Fig. 8.11 above), and the cylindrical styluses are
used to mark numbers by pressing at a given angle on the surface of the
tablet. According to the angle between stylus and the tablet, the impression
made on the soft clay will be either a notch or a circular imprint, whose size
will depend on the diameter of the stylus which is used. As in Fig. 8.12
above, this will be a narrow or a wide notch, according as the wide or
narrow stylus is used, if the angle is 30-45°; or it will be a circular
imprint of small or large diameter, according to the stylus, if it is applied
perpendicular to the surface of the tablet.

Then, holding the tablet with its long side horizontal, the scribe draws four
vertical lines, thereby dividing it into five sections, one for each item in the
contract. At the bottom of the rightmost division he draws a “sack of barley”,
inthenexta “sack of corn”, then a “sack of beans”, then a “sack of lentils”, then
finally in the leftmost division he draws a “hen”. Then he places the corre-
sponding numerical quantities: in the first division, a small circular imprint
for the number 10, and 5 small notches each worth 1, thus making up the
total of 15 sacks of barley; in the second, three imprints of 10 for the number
30; in the third, he marks the number 60 with a large imprint, and so on.

On the back of the tablet, he makes the summary, that is, the totals of
the inventory according to the numbers on the front, namely “145 sacks
(various)” and “15 hens”.

This done, the two men append their signatures to the bottom of the
tablet, but not as used to be done by rolling a cylinder-seal over it. Instead,
thev use the nointed end of the stvlus tn trace canventional sione which
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represent them. Then, having given the document into the safekeeping of
the notary, they part.

HOW THE SUMERIAN NUMBERS
WERE DECIPHERED

The story reconstituted in the preceding section was not imaginary: it was
achieved on the basis of the document shown in Fig. 11.3, which provides
detailed evidence of how the Sumerian scribes used to note on one side
of the tablets the details of the accounting, and on the other side a kind of
summary of the transaction in the form of totals under different headings.

Translation
Side 1 Side 2 Side 1 Side 2
15 sacks of barley
145 sacks (various)
30 sacksof corn
60 sacks of 7 15 hens
40 sacks of ? __ signature ()
15 hens @
@

F1G. 11.3. Sumerian “invoice” discovered at Uruk, said to be from the Jemdet Nasr era
(c. 2850 BCE). Iraqi Museum, Baghdad. ATU 637

But it is precisely this feature which has enabled the experts to decipher
various ancient number-systems such as Sumerian, hieroglyphic or linear
Cretan, and so on. The values of the numbers could therefore be deter-
mined with certainty by virtue of applying a large number of checks and
verifications to these totals.

Observing, for example, that on the front of some tablet there were ten
narrow notches here and there, while on the back there was a single small
circular imprint, and then finding this correspondence confirmed in a
sufficient number of similar cases, they can conclude that the narrow notch
denotes unity and the small circular imprint denotes 10.

o =1 ® =10

Now suppose that we are trying to discover the unknown value, which
we shall denote by x, of the wide notch:

D =0
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