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One of the most intriguing clues to the spacial configuration of southern Mesopotamian cities is the
Kassite map of Nippur, discovered during the 19th century excavations conducted by the University of
Pennsylvania', Recently, the debate over whether this map represented all or part of Nippur was settled as
Miguel Civil gave the weight of his authority to the Gordon/Kramer® hypothesis — that this map repre-
sented all of that ancient city — and McGuire Gibson initiated a field program designed to show that this
interpretation of the map could be used to determine the location of the city walls. Between them, the
work of Civil, Kramer, Gordon and Gibson® has demonstrated that this map represents the only
preserved view of a Mesopotamian city as seen by its inhabitants.

This is not to say that this map is free from idiosyncracies. Nippur itself cannot be considered a
typical southern Mesopotamian city. It relied on its religious importance and not on the political or mili-
tary might which helped support the other urban centers. This means that Nippur lacked a palace — one of
the key institutions typical of other Mesopotamian cities. In addition, the map dates to the late Kassite
period — a time of major rebuilding at Nippur. This site — which together with the other southern and
central Babylonian cities had been partially or completely abandoned during the latier part of the Old
Babylonian and the early Kassite periods® — grew to great size under the late Kassite kings®. What is less
clear is whether this growth represented an attempt to reconstruct the earlier city or to develop something
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new. The Enlil temple was certainly rebuilt largely along the earlier lines®, but this may not have been the
case with other parts of the city. But even if those features familiar from the Old Babylonian and earlier
periods were reconstructed, this map of Nippur — like all maps — was quite selective in what was included
and what omitted. It does provide a clear picture of the fortifications and the main watercourses both
outside and within the city. The main temple to Enlil is also clearly indicated — together with a presum-
ably minor Eshmah temple, located beyond the city walls — but the temple 1o Ninurta — almost certainly
the main city god’— is not. McGuire Gibson is now arguing that the Kassite period Gula temple uncov-
ered at Nippur in the last few seasons might also have incorporated the temple of Ninurta®. Whether or
not Ninurta was worshipped there, this temple is not shown on the map. Thus, although this map
provides a unique perspective on the Mesopotamians’ view of the city, it cannot be used as a key to under-
standing all aspects of urban life.

But the question that the map poses is important since it can be argued that the physical distribution
of people and institutions within the urban landscape is as useful a measure of urban life as are settlement
patterns of intersite relations® and domestic architecture of the size, structure and ideology of the family'.
Archaeological data derived from surveys and excavations indicate similarities between cities in the
patterns of arrangement of such features as canals, walls, streets, bureaucratic focal points, workshop
areas, etc., suggesting a common view of what constituted a Mesopotamian city!'. Such similarities are
strengthened when some geographical and temporal limitations are imposed. For the purpose of this
essay, only cities located within the southern flood plain — where irrigation agriculture formed the basis of
agrarian life — will be examined, and within this group only those sites dating before the upheavals of the
mid second millennium B.C. This was a time when the Mesopotamian polity fluctuated between a loose
amalgam of independent city states to a situation where one of these cities was able to gain the upper hand
and dominate the others. In periods of disunification all the cities were equal, and even during times of
political domination, each city had an equal opportunity to become the next nexus of unification.

The structures and institutions whose activities and physical location played a defining role in the
organization of these cities fall into 2 number of different categories, some of which are more easily recov-
ered through archaeology than others. Most important were the temples and palaces which are clear exam-
ples of the authority of the state — whether of the city state itself or of some larger political entity. But such
large institutions were not necessarily all embracing. The degree of independence of elite families,
merchants and artisans plays a critical role in the structuring of the city. Where such groups are dependent
on the large institutions, they tend to be physically clustered around them, but where the basis of urban
life is a negotiation between these large institutions and more independent social and economic groups,
then the residences of the latter — located away from the large institutions — will reflect this independence.
Most important here is the role played by the elites. If they are members of an aristocracy which depends
on the large institutions for its authority then they will occupy elite quarters whose separateness from
{hose of the commoners symbolizes their difference. On the other hand, when elites derive their authority
from their ties with the population at large and only secondarily from the dependence of the large institu-
{ions on their controlling influence, they will reside near the common people who make up their political
hase. These distinctions should be reflected in the physical layout of the institutions, residences, work-
shops, canals, harbors, and walls of the city'?.
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The location of the main shrine and ziggurat of the city is of first importance. Whether or not repre-
sented by a true ziggurat, the main temple was always the highest part of these seiilements and served as a
visual focus. At Nippur this is not centrally placed but on an extension of the east mound, a pattern which is
repeated elsewhere. The ziggurats — or the high mounds thought to be ziggurats - of Isin'?, Sippar", Kish
{especially Uhaimir)’® and perhaps Shuruppak'® are located close to the edge of the site, while those at
Babylon'?, Larsa'®, Ur! and Uruk?!, were asymmetrically placed if not completely peripheral. In sites without
ziggurats, most of the major temples identified to date have been found at the edges of the sites. This is the
case for the Temples Oval at Khafajah? and *Ubaid® as well as the temples at Ugair®, Tell Agrab®, Ischali®
and Mashkan-shapir?®. The remains excavated at Tell Uqair and "Ubaid suggest that this non—centric position
of temples was established as far back as late "Ubaid or early Uruk times. It seems likely that such a physical
separation between the realm of the gods and that of humans served as a metaphor for that most basic divi-
sion ~ that between the sacred and the profane. Under these circumstances, although temples undoubtedly
played key defining economic roles in Mesopotamian cities, their physical separation may reflect a deeper
symbolic gulf which may have limited the political actions of this institution.

As discussed above, the Kassite map is of no help when it comes to the other major urban institution
of Mesopotamia — the palace. The archaeological data is also more enigmatic. Palaces are not raised up
like temples, so they are more difficult to locate, and the distinction between a palace and other adminis-
trative structures is not always easy to determine. Some buildings - such as the “Palace of Ur-Nammu and
Shulgi™” at Ur and the “Northern Palace” at Tell Asmar™ have had their palatial status questioned, while
elsewhere — as in the “administrative area™ at Mashkan-shapir — administrative activities may have taken
place in non-palatial structures. Where it is possible to identify the location of both the primary temple
and a true palace at any one site, the palaces are either located in an area to one side of the temple — as at
Larsa?’ , or at a significant distance from the religious center, as at Eridu®® and Uruk®'. At Tell Harmal - a
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small center which can hardly be considered truly urban - the temple and administrative center are
located opposite each other®, one on cach side of the main street. In general, the locations of temples and
administrative centers in Mesopotamian sites suggest a pattern of opposition, where the parallel but
conflicting functions of the two main institutions of the city are emphasized.

This pattern of oppositions is made clearer when those features which served to divide these ancient
cities are examined - streets, walls and especially canals. The drafter of the Kassite map of Nippur tock
some pains to indicate the location of the major watercourses which circumnavigated and divided the
city. Nippur - like other southern Mesopotamian cities — is made up of not one but a number of mounds.
The Kassite map demonstrates that the major division between the West Mound and the rest of the site
was due to presence of a large watercourse there.

Although it is difficult to demonstrate that depressions within Mesopotamian sites represent similar
internal canals, surface indications at Larsa®, Mashkan-shapir and Eridu Survey site 34* demonstrate the
presence of multiple channels within each site. In general, for as many mounds as are identified at any one
southern Mesopotamian site, so should we expect there to have been watercourses separating one from
the other. And even when only distinct saddles are identified — such as those reflected in the contour maps
of Ur® and Tell ed-Der’ — it seems probable that these represent the locations of canals.

These watercourses served to divide these cities into their component parts. In the course of the
Mashkan-shapir survey different functional classes of artifacts were recovered from the surface of the
different mounds, and at Larsa the canals delimit the administrative/religious and habitation zones?. At
Nippur such functional differences are reflected in the names given to different parts of the site - the
“religious quarter” as distinguished from the “scribal quarter”, etc. Major watercourses also divided such
sites as Kish3¥, Babylon* and Abu Salabikh*®, to name but a few clear examples.

These canals served not only to divide the city and — doubtless — as sources of water for the
habitants, but as they extended out from the city itself they became major routes of communication and
trade. The cuneiform literature refers to the presence of harbors — the major loci of international and
intercity trade — in nearly all of the southern Mesopotamian cities. These features have been identified at
both Ur and Mashkan-shapir, while at least one such area may be identifiable at Larsa'. At both
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Mashkan-shapir and Ur two harbors have been located — in both cases at opposite sides of the settlement
but within the city walls. The sample is too small to say that each site had two harbors, but it does indicate
that multiple harbors were not ancommon. The cuneiform sources suggest that trading activities were
carried out in the vicinity of such harbors at all southern Mesopotamian cities — including Nippur.

The decisive role played by these watercourses in the struciuring of Mesopotamian cities cannot be
overemphasized. They would have served both to connect the city with the outside world and to divide it
internally. No matter how many ferries or even bridges there may have been*?, these watercourses would
have served to limit communication. Thus Mesopotamian cilies were physically divided into different
sectors — religious, administrative (or religious/administrative in the case of Larsa), and residential/
artisanal. That such a physical division was so consistently incorporated into the planning of these cities is
surely an indication that the underlying social, political and economic structure was similarly divided.

Other features which could serve both to divide and unify Mesopotamian cities were walls and streets.
The Kassite map well illustrates the system of fortifications that protected Nippur, The city wall at Nippur has
been tested through excavation and has been found to correspond roughly with the location as shown on the
map™, and similar walls have been identified at other southern Mesopotamian sites. An interesting feature of
the Kassite map, though, is that it indicates the presence of open space — labelled “the orchard within the city”
— within the city walls. This area — and an enclosure — are located beyond the main mound of Nippur, and
although some architectural remains have been uncovered there*, must have been largely unoccupied for
much of Nippur’s history. This pattern of having the city walls enclose an area greater than the densely settled
urban space is replicated at other Mesopotamian sites. The pattern adopted seems to have been to construct
the fortifications at the edge of the settlemeni mound in most locations, but to exiend it to include non-settled
areas at some points. Even at Ur® and Tell ed-Der*® where the ramparts follow the contours most closely,
some low-lying areas were included within their circumference. The purpose to which these areas were put is
still not known, although the Kassite map indicates that at least some portions of them may have been used
for growing fruit and vegetables. If this were so, though, some source of waler must have been provided to
irrigate these crops. At Mashkan-shapir where the lack of later overburden allows a clearer view of such unin-
habited intramural areas, such irrigation canals are only visible in one small area, while elsewhere large, scat-
tered buildings have been noted,

There may also have been walls built to separate areas within the cities. Woolley*” argues that the
religious quarter at Ur was fenestrated from the end of the third millennium onwards, and traces of
similar internal walls have been identified from aerial photographs at Mashkan-shapir. The evidence for
internal divisions of this kind remains somewhat weak, but it may be that those major functional areas
not separated one from the other by canals may have had walls forming their boundaries.

The last feature which can both unify and divide a cily is its system of roads and streets. Textual refer-
ences to streets are found largely in real estate transactions which concern plots abutting roads. These data
suggest that the cities contained both major thoroughfares which were named, and more minor streets and
alleyways which were called after the principle resident. Such a pattern corresponds with the street system as
recovered through excavation at sites like Ur, where larger streets are found to run through residential areas,
with small alleyways and cuis-de-sac providing access 1o many of the houses®,
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Al Tell Asmar, ihe excavators were able 10 reconstruct the location of many of the larger roads,
which seem to form a pattern of odd-shaped blocks*. At Mashkan-shapir, aerial photographs show major
streets either paralleling the canals, or running more or less at right angles to them. A similar situation
seems to pertain at Larsa, where small gates are located immediately next to the large bastions which - I
would suggest — marked the exit of the canals, from the city*®. This dual gate system suggests that there, as
at Mashkan-shapir, the streets paralleled the main canals, while two other streets running roughly at right
angles to the main canal have also been identified. At Tell Asmar and at Mashkan-shapir — which have
provided more complete information — the blocks defined by these main thoroughfares were around one
hectare in size — about the size of residential neighborhoods in later Islamic cities’'. Whether these streets
served to unite or separate such residential areas in antiquity remains unknown.

It is within these residential areas that evidence for workshops is to be found. Although the results of
manufacturing activites are found throughout Mesopotamian sites in the form of pottery, metalwork and
lapidarywork, the organization of production remains largely unknown. Individuals are ofien listed in
various texts with their professions serving as means of identification, but beyond this the textual record
is largely mute. Woolley®, in his description of the domestic areas at Ur, identified a number of the
smaller structures as shops. These identifications, though, are based more on the architectural plan of the
structures than on any internal features which might speak to the funtions of the buildings. Structures
similar in plan to these have been found at other sites with extensive domestic architecture, and have been
interpreted as private residences that are on a smaller scale than those with rooms built around a central
court*,

Another approach to understanding the distribution of manufacturing within southern
Mesopotamian cities is to look at those sites where extensive surface surveys have been carried out which
have identified concentrations of manufacturing debris. These have been conducted at al-Hiba*, Larsa®,
Abu Salabikh® and Mashkan-shapir. The last site shows a dual pattern. On the one hand, there is
evidence for some concentration of ceramic production - in the form of kilns and wasters — around the
edges of the site, of copper/bronze production — in the form of cuprous slag deposits — in the center of the
site, and of lapidary working - in the form of small grinders and numerous worked and unworked stones -
in the southeastern portion of the site. On the other hand, small deposits of kiln wasters, cuprous slag and
small grinders were found throughout the residential portions of this ancient cily. At Abu Salabikh
ceramic production seems to have been concentrated in the northern portion of the site’’. The data from
al-Hiba and Larsa are a little less clear — due partly to questions of contemporaneity which do not affect
the surface remains from Mashkan-shapir. At al-Hiba, copious traces of ceramic manufacture — some
datable to the Early Dynastic period — the time of the main occupation of the site — and some later — were
found all over, while some possible indications of shell and lapidary working were more concentrated™.
At Larsa kilns were clustered in the southern portion of the site — but these seem 1o date to the Parthian/
Hellenistic period, long afier the time-period under consideration here. But some kilns, copper working
debris and evidence of lapidary work which probably date to the early second millennium B.C. were
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found in the residential and intermediate areas. Together these data — and especially those from Mashkan-
shapir — suggest a pattern whereby manufacturing was embedded in the residential neighborhoods with
some areas specializing in certain crafts. But it also seems probable that each residential district had its
own potter, smith and lapidary worker who would have catered to local needs. To this we should also add
small scale workshops located within temple and palace precincts — as seen in the palace at Mari® — which
fulfilled the needs of these institutions.

If all residential districts housed workshops, and if these workshops were associated with the houses
of the artisans, then it would appear that artisans must have been found in all parts of the city and were
not concentrated in any one particular area. Less easy to detemine is the residential distribution of the
other classes of urban residents - priests, soldiers, farmers, etc. Textual sources indicate the importance
that neighborhoods played in the administration of justice®® and both textual and archaeological sources
suggest that each neighborhood contained representatives of all walks of life, elites and commoners.
Where neighbors are mentioned in texts, we often find a fisherman living next to a priest, a carpenter
beside a high military official®'. In addition, at sites such at Ur, where several residential areas have been
excavaled — one near the religious quarter, one in the midst of the mound, and one by the city wall -
tablets indicative of elite status have been found in all three areas, as have both well appointed and
humble dwellings®2. This is not to say that there were no differences between these areas. [ have argued for
differences in character between two neighborhoods at Nippur®, while Charpin® has argued that area EM
at Ur was devoted to the residences of the clergy. But these differences are based on broad-scale affilia-
tion, not on status. Luby®, in a study of burial patterns at Ur, has shown that each excavated area at Ur
had similar patterns of large and small houses, and of rich and poor graves - a further indication that each
residential area had a similar mix of wealth and status groups — even if some areas may have had a more
religious orientation than others.

Another way of assessing the distribution of elites in southern Mesopotamian cities is through
survey data. At Mashkan-shapir two types of artifacts recovered from the surface are taken as more likely
to have belonged to wealthy elites than to poor commoners. These are any items made of copper, and
cylinder seals. Both of these artifact categories are found quite evenly distributed throughout the residen-
tial districts of the city, with no clear concentrations, suggesting that the elites themselves were equally
distributed. In sum, the archaeological and textual data suggest that residential neighborhoods — bounded
perhaps by major streets and watercourses — represented another class of institution which played a major
role in the structuring of southern Mesopotamian cities. Dominated, doubtless, by the elites residing
within them, decisions made within and between neighborhoods could not have been ignored by the deni-
zens of the palace or temple complexes.

One last feature of these cities needs to be addressed: the disposal of garbage and of the dead. The
former seems to have had little organized means of disposal. Trash deposits are encountered in streets and
empty lots, usually associated with layers of ash ~ perhaps indicating a pattern of incineration. Judging by
the faunal evidence from Mesopotamian sites — and the recovery of milk teeth in the streets of Abu
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Salabikh® — pigs would have been kept in all parts of the city and — together with dogs ~ would doubtless
have played a role in waste disposal.

Burials are found both within cementeries and beneath houses and palaces. 1t has been suggested™
that such a dual system reflects the horizontal divisions in society suggested by Diakonoff® and others,
whereby those tied to the temple and palace were more likely to be buried in cemeteries, while the more
independent merchants, farmers and artisans would be buried beneath their houses. However at Ur in the
Old Babylonian period burials were found bencath houses which, according to Charpin®, were occupied
by the clergy, whereas in contemporary levels at Nippur no such intramural burials were encountered in
areas occupied by small landowners™. Thus it is possible that the two patterns of burial may have varied
in popularity over time and space. At Mashkan-shapir there is tentative evidence for the existence of a
cemetery contemporary with a broader pattern of intramural burial, and the same pattern may have
existed at Larsa’’, In addition to these remains, it is possible — even likely — that some garbage disposal
and burial may have occurred outside the cities, in areas which have yet to be recovered archaeo-
logically.

The Kassite map and the available archaeological data therefore indicate that cities in southern
Mesopotamia were divided into a number of different areas by canals and streets. Some of these sectors
fulfilled special roles - such as those of religion and administration — and were generally located near the
edges of the site, while the test of the city was composed of domestic areas containing the residences of
both elites and commoners and the workshops of artisans. Trash disposal also took place within these
areas, as did the burial of many of the dead, although some may have been placed in special areas set aside
as cemeleries. The whole was enclosed by a city wall studded with numerous gates which regulated the
flow of traffic along the canals and streets. The area within the city wall included open areas — perhaps
used as gardens — and the harbors — centers of intercity and international trade, while local exchange
would have taken place outside the city gates’™. This pattern of organization is one which suggests that a
number of different groups vied for authority within Mesopotamian society. Not only was there a degree
of competition between the palace and temple, but the many local groups resident in the neighborhoods
also possessed a degree of self-determination, and probably played a significant role in the processes of
decision-making.
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