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The dissertation presents the edition and interpretation of a lengthy part of the Sumerian epic 
called Lugale. In this part of the epic various types of stones and the aspects of their 
utilisations are discussed, with special emphasis on the roles they played in the material 
culture of Mesopotamia. A total of 48 stones are treated in a 228 line-long part of the epic, 
arranged in 19 textual units. Sometimes more stones occur within the units, whose sequence 
and arrangement are based most likely on the typical usage of the stones in question. The 
main reason for choosing this text as the topic of this dissertation lies in the fact that it is still 
underrepresented in the research. Only a few short papers have dealt with one or other textual 
unit of Lugale so far, and these papers have rarely gone beyond the mere publication the text. 
In addition, the choice of selecting this topic was influenced by the importance of the stone-
chapter, since this passage represents one of the earliest descriptions of how contemporary 
people perceived the world around them. In this sense, the treatise under discussion can be 
considered to be a collection of Sumerian mineralogical knowledge, which not only explains 
the origin of a certain category of the physical world, that is, the category of “stones” as such, 
but also remarks on the characteristics of the individual members within this category. 
 
The core of the dissertation is its fourth chapter, the edition of the treatise with abundant 
philological commentaries (Teil D: Das Steinkapitel des Lugale-Epos, eine neue Edition). 
After a short introduction a catalogue of the manuscripts is given, where the relevant sources 
are listed according to different criteria. Sharp distinction is made between the manuscripts of 
the monolingual and the bilingual recensions. While the monolingual manuscripts originate in 
the Old Babylonian period, the bilingual ones were written down in the Middle and Neo-
Assyrian, as well as in the Neo-Babylonian period. This distinction is already present in van 
Dijk’s (1983) standard text-edition. On the other hand, the present dissertation is the first to 
suggest further criteria for classification, such as the origin of manuscripts (Assur, Nippur, 
Sippar, Ur etc.) or the type of tables (single- or multiple-column tablets, exercise tablets, 
catalogues etc.). As a result, the sigla of manuscripts has changed and a reference table was 
needed to help the reader find their way between van Dijk’s old and the new system proposed 
here for the first time. The manuscript catalogue and the reference table are followed by the 
transliteration and translation of the stone-chapter. Since van Dijk has published the epos 
Lugale in partiture format, it was sufficient to provide a composite text, while consistently 
listing the variants to the main text in the footnotes. The monolingual and the bilingual 
recensions were translated separately, with the latter based on the Akkadian version. 
However, the most valuable part of the edition are the last 200 pages, where the philological 
commentary is presented. The great significance of this part can be explained with the fact 
that van Dijk’s two-volume edition of Lugale was not followed by a third volume that would 
have contained the philological notes. Thus, the dissertation has set out to fill this gap with 
regard to the stone-chapter. In addition to discussing the grammatical and semantic 
difficulties of the passage, the commentaries consistently reflect on previous translation 
attempts known from the secondary literature.  
 
The new edition of Lugale’s stone-chapter, including the abundant philological commentaries, 
has created a firm foundation on which the interpretative chapters of the dissertation are 
based. There are three interpretative chapters. The first one is an introduction (Teil A: 
Einleitung), where a brief overview of the previous research is presented first. Then, this 



overview is followed by the definition of the dissertation’s main research objectives and the 
discussion of the various ways in which the stone-chapter could additionally be studied. 
Beside the primary text edition, the other main purpose of the dissertation is to make a 
comprehensive overview on how the stones are treated in this passage and to decipher and 
interpret each and every difficult description occurring in its 19 textual units. Since the stone-
chapter has never been the topic of a thorough analysis, first it was necessary to answer some 
basic research questions: What could be the raison d’être of such a treatise written about 
stones? What stands in the focus of its discussion? Is it mainly interested in the stones’ 
physical characteristics, their function or rather their magico-medical utilisations? How or in 
what way does it convey relevant information?  

Even though the dissertation’s primary aim is to give a first comprehensive overview on 
Lugale’s stone-chapter, it also suggests several possible research avenues, which will be 
investigated more closely in the future. One of the two main approaches is the so-called 
“technological-historical approach” (technologiengeschichtliche Annäherung). Those sections 
of the stone-chapter could become the subject of such an investigation that discuss 
technologies with regard to working and using stones. The sections depict technologies 
employed for manufacturing stone tools and stone objects, and there are also descriptions 
detailing different technologies in connection with the usage of the finished stone products 
(see below). The other main approach is the so-called “idea-historical approach” 
(ideengeschichtliche Annäherung). This approach focuses on those sections of the stone-
chapter that attribute features to stones beyond their genuine physical reality. In this context, 
the dissertation also suggests a working hypothesis, which differentiates between 
metaphorical and symbolic meanings. Metaphorical meanings are characterized by the so-
called “context-oriented thinking” (kontextorientiertes Denken), that is, the meaning did not 
originate from the stone itself, but rather from the function that was specific to that particular 
stone. In the case of symbolic meanings, on the other hand, the material itself played a 
prominent role. With regard to the distribution of such meanings, a tendency can also be 
observed: the common stones (basalt, limestone, etc.) tend to have metaphorical, and the 
precious stones (lapis lazuli, carnelian, agate, etc.) symbolic meanings (see below). 

After defining the possibilities for future studies, Lugale’s textual tradition and its main plot 
are presented, and then the Sitz im Leben of the stone-chapter is discussed. This latter 
discussion also includes three other Sumerian literary texts, which, not unlike Lugale’s stone 
chapter, deal with a well-defined natural phenomenon: birds in a hymn of the god Nanše 
(Nanše C), fish in the fragmentary text called The home of the fish, and plants in Enki and 
Ninhursag ll. 190-219. All four compositions explain the origins of a certain natural 
phenomenon. In this respect, these texts contain, to quote Veldhuis’s (2004) apt words, 
„religious speculations” regarding divine origins of parts of the surrounding natural world. 
While Nanše plays an important role in the hymn Nanše C and probably also in The home of 
the fish, the stones and plants are placed under the authority of the goddess Ninhursag in 
Lugale’s stone-chapter and in Enki and Ninhursag, respectively. In addition, Veldhuis draws 
attention to two further important functions in connection with the hymn Nanše C, but they 
are both relevant to the other three texts, as well. It is worth noting, for instance, that all texts 
appear in the catalogues of Sumerian literary texts, so according to their contemporary 
classification they functioned as literary compositions. Neither the religious connotations, nor 



the classification as literary compositions were the main reasons for creating such texts, 
however. This goes back rather to contemporary scientific thinking detectable in their 
terminology. According to Veldhuis, contemporary science did not seek to understand and 
classify nature, but instead they wanted to interpret and systematize the Sumerian language 
and writing. In Mesopotamia, this kind of knowledge was regarded as the highest form of 
science, which can also be traced in our four texts, since they contain in their core a collection 
of sometimes quite archaic terms denoting different stones, plants, birds and fish. Science, 
literature and religion have formed one inseparable unit in these texts. In spite of this fact, 
there also are features, like the high diversity of stone-related information and the many 
different ways such information is presented, which distinguish Lugale’s stone-chapter from 
the other three compositions. In fact, the passage hardly ever contains a clear and simple 
description. In the majority of cases, it uses covert references and wordplays, besides giving 
very difficult depictions of the physical features or functions of stones. Due to its cryptic, 
enigmatic and pun-laden nature Lugale’s stone-chapter must have belonged to the highest 
level of Mesopotamian written knowledge, and therefore only a handful of experts could have 
understood it in its entirety. The fact that its many layers of meanings remained 
incomprehensible to most of the experts dealing with written knowledge, must have 
contributed greatly to the high esteem the treatise enjoyed throughout Mesopotamian history. 
A good example for its highly regarded status is provided by a catalogue from the first 
millennium BCE. In this catalogue, which Lambert (1962) published, Lugale is listed among 
the series whose origin was thought to go back to the god of wisdom, Ea. 

The two remaining sub-chapters of the introduction gives a detailed elucidation of the stone-
chapter. First its inner structure is presented, then – for the first time in research – different 
layers of meaning are distinguished: 

1) The topmost layer of meanings integrates the stone-chapter into the plot of the epic. 
This layer recounts the different stones’ conduct during the battle between Ninurta and the 
daemon Asag. The first half of the epic gives an account of the battle, the discussion of 
which precedes the stone-chapter in the epic. On this layer of meaning, a clear distinction 
can be made between the stones that supported Ninurta and those standing on the side of 
the daemon Asag. Obviously, the first group’s fate will be positive, and the fate of the 
second group will be negative. However, a whole array of layers of meanings – which in 
each and every case go back to well-defined characteristic features of stones – are hidden 
behind the stones’ lot as well as their martial actions.  

2) Already the distribution into positive and negative groups on the basis of the stones’ 
martial actions goes back to certain characteristic features. Usually, the hard and valuable 
stones belong to the positive group, which, accordingly, had a highly valued function as 
raw materials for statues, jewellery, weights, etc. The soft stones fall under negative 
consideration. These materials were usually crushed or pulverized, and were mostly used 
in everyday or technical contexts (e.g., as raw materials for abrasive or millstones). A more 
concrete layer of meaning can be detected in the martial actions ascribed to the stones’ as 
well as in the tasks they are to fulfil in the future.  

3) A basic layer of concrete meanings relates to the physical characteristics of any given 
stones. As already noted by Selz (2001), the stone-chapter probably alludes to the dark 



glittering surface of the diorite by comparing this stone’s attack to rising smoke (Lugale 
467). The stone-chapter frequently mentions characteristic physical features, but this is not 
a central element of the passage.  

4) The main themes of the text are the functions, this layer of meanings determines the 
inner sequence of the stone-chapter, as each of the 19 textual units depicts different aspects 
of stone utilisation. The functions are expressed with the help of covert allusions or pun-
laden metaphors. However, it is important to emphasize that frequently not the function 
itself is treated, but rather the techniques that were employed in the given context. A 
perfect example is obsidian, which is first presented as a man of two sides (Lugale 546). 
Based on the topmost layer of meanings, that is, the martial actions of the material, the 
passage seems to refer to the fact that the obsidian stood both on Ninurta’s and on the 
daemon Asag’s side in the battle. With regard to the function, this reference can be taken 
as a hint to two-bladed cutting tools. In the next line the technique of manufacturing 
cutting tools is presented: the wild bull’s horn is shattered, such as obsidian, that was 
worked in a way that smaller flakes were knapped from its inner core. (Lugale 547). 
Sections of the text like this can serve in the future as research avenues for the above 
discussed technological-historical approach.  

5) An additional level of meanings is detectable in those sections that attribute a role to 
the stones beyond their genuine physical reality. As mentioned above, in the future these 
sections can become the subject of a research provisionally called idea-historical approach. 
In this respect, a working hypothesis has already been presented in the dissertation. 
Accordingly, it seems possible to suggest a difference between metaphoric meanings 
usually attributed to common stones, and symbolic meanings usually attributed to valuable 
stones and gemstones. A good example for metaphoric meaning is provided by the emery, 
which is called in some sources as king or conqueror of stones (Lugale 33-38; Lipit-Ištar A 
87; RINAP 4 48: 82-83). This idea was based on the emery’s function. Due to its ability to 
cut, smooth and polish as well as drill other stones, a metaphoric meaning came about, 
namely that this material stands above all other stones, because it influences what role they 
would fulfil in the material culture of Mesopotamia. This metaphorical meaning was also 
transferred to a real-life king in a hymn of Lipit-Ištar (Lipit-Ištar A 87). In the case of 
symbolic meanings, on the other hand, the material itself played an important role, and 
therefore such meanings are mostly connected to the most valuable stones. Examples are 
provided in the dissertation from a fragmentary passage of the epic Gilgameš as well as 
from a mystical text: carnelian, agate, lapis lazuli and jasper make up the leaves, branches, 
fruits and thorns of the „stone-forest” in the epic of Gilgameš. A similar context is present 
in the mystical text, where three celestial layers consist of the most valuable stones (KAR 
307: 30-33). In both cases the materials mentioned – and not their function – have 
meanings that enable them to fulfil a certain role in a certain context. Unfortunately, it is 
very rare that we find hints in written sources that would help us understand how the 
symbolic meanings came to be in Mesopotamia.  

6) The so-called „hermeneutical process” (hermeneutischer Prozess) also forms an 
important part of Lugale’s stone-chapter. Those passages belong here which opens up new 
layers of meaning in the text, using the homophony and polyphony of the cuneiform 
writing system (Maul 1999). The dissertation provides a good example from the section of 



the text which deals with metalworking (Lugale 444-445). Three separate layers of 
meaning can be detected here, depending on the reading and meaning of the sign DÉ. 

7) The dissertation finally discusses those few passages of the stone-chapter that cannot 
be attributed to any above-discussed group. In the case of diorite (Lugale 472) and 
whetstone (Lugale 573), for instance, the treatise exceptionally mentions the place of 
origin. On the other hand, there are also some passages that refer to the status of certain 
stones. Both highly valued and underrated materials occur in the epic, so that it is 
mentioned sometimes how the value of a given stone was perceived in Mesopotamia’s 
material culture. 

In the last section of the introductory chapter of the dissertation the 19 textual units are 
discussed separately. The discussions start out with a table where the most important pieces of 
information are collected, followed by a lengthy description of the corresponding textual unit 
and the proposed interpretations. As for the previous research, only Postgate (1997) tried to 
give a comprehensive overview on Lugale’s stone-chapter. However, the table that he 
published does not take into consideration all textual units of the treatise, nor does it contain 
detailed analyses. Thus, this dissertation represents the first attempt to make a comprehensive 
analysis of the passage and to interpret the many enigmatic descriptions, puns and allusions 
regarding stones. The results of the investigation can be summarized as follows: 

1. Lugale 416-434: n a 4 ú  – a very hard material used as an abrasive. 
2. Lugale 435-447: na4ŠU.U and na 4  ga - su r - r a  – a relatively hard sandstone-like and a 
hard basalt-like material; both were used as raw materials of millstones and moulds. 

3. Lugale 448-462: n a 4 sag -g ar ,  n a 4 gu l -gu l  and n a 4 sag -k a l  – with all probability 
hard basalt-like materials, which had a very close connection to millstones.  

4. Lugale 463-478: n a 4 e s i  – a very hard dark stone; the most important raw material of 
statues in the third millennium BCE. 

5. Lugale 479-486: na 4  and n a 4 na  – “stone” par excellence, a soft calcareous mineral, 
which was soluble in water, and it also functioned as the raw material of stelae. 

6. Lugale 487-496: n a 4 e - l e - e l  – a dark limestone-like stone used for podiums and 
daises. 

7. Lugale 497-511: n a 4 ka -g i -n a  – a hard stone from the iron oxide group (haematite, 
magnetite, goethite), a very important raw material of precision weights.  

8. Lugale 512-521: n a 4 g i š -nu 1 1 -g a l  – a light and very valuable limestone-like 
material. The corresponding passage of Lugale is difficult to understand, although it seems 
possible that this passage assigns an important role to n a 4 g i š -nu 1 1 -ga l  in connection 
with cylinder seals.  

9. Lugale 522-527: n a 4 a lgameš  – a soft easily workable stone, which had an important 
function as the raw material of spindle weights. Moreover, some references in the 
corresponding passage could also be related to a different usage of n a 4 a lgame š  (vessel). 

10. Lugale 528-542: n a 4 du 8 - š i -a  and another 12 stones – a group of materials regarded 
as the most precious stones in Mesopotamia. In a single textual unit Lugale’s stone-chapter 



discusses all those stones together that embodied the highest value in the material culture 
of Mesopotamia. They were decorated with gold and used as jewellery.  

11. Lugale 543-553: n a 4 g í r -zú -ga l  – a hard obsidian- and flint-like stone, which 
splinters when hit; the most important raw material of cutting tools.  

12. Lugale 554-565: n a 4 im-an  and n a 4 a l - l í -g a  – flammable and crushable stones. In 
the case of n a 4 im-an , the identification as some kind of silicate (quartz sand) has been 
put forward. Even though the corresponding passage is difficult to understand, it might be 
depicting the roles played by the stones in glassmaking.  

13. Lugale 566-578: n a 4 maš - da , n a 4 dub- ba - an  and n a 4 ú - r u - tum – it is unknown 
what types of stones are meant here. As for the way of utilisation, whetstones were made 
of these three materials  

14. Lugale 579-591: n a 4 ša- ga -r a  – an unknown type of stone used as some kind of 
hammer in the preparation of reed objects (mats, baskets, etc.). In order to make it flexible, 
the reed strips were hit with n a 4 ša-g a -r a . 

15. Lugale 592-599: n a 4 mar -hu -ša  – a valuable red stones, an important raw material of 
stone vessels. 

16. Lugale 600-608: n a 4 háš - t um – a valueless material, which played an unclear role in 
connection with digging pits and holes in the ground. 

17. Lugale 609-617: n a 4 du r -ù l  – a valuable stone. The interpretation of the 
corresponding passage is highly hypothetical, but it seems that n a 4 du r -ù l  was used for 
some part of flutes, and as such it played a role during mourning ceremonies.  

18. Lugale 618-633: n a 4 š i g x - š i g x  and another 8 stones – a second less known group of 
precious stones. The passage is very difficult to understand, and therefore no interpretation 
can be put forward regarding the possible utilisation of these stones. 

19.  Lugale 634-643: n a 4 ku r -ga -r a -n u -um, na 4  b a l  and š im -b i  s ig 7 - s ig 7  – stones 
of different colours, which were used as eye make-up.  

 
The dissertation’s second interpretative chapter consists of seven case studies (Teil B: 
Fallstudien). The sequence of these studies is based on the working hypothesis formulated in 
the introductory first chapter. Accordingly, the first two case studies are devoted to stones 
with symbolic meanings; these stones are called ka -g i -n a  and es i . Then, this section is 
followed by other studies focusing on metaphorical meanings and discussing materials like 
the millstone-related n a 4 sag - gar ,  n a 4 gu l - gu l  and n a 4 sag -ka l  or the abrasive-related 
n a 4 ú . The studies have a uniform inner structure, meaning that in each case a short 
introduction comes first, followed by the evaluation of the archaeological evidence for the 
discussed stone or stone usage. Then, the written sources are presented in the following order: 

- terminology: the relevant terms, such as stone names and other words denoting usage, 
are collected and discussed; 

- interpretation of the corresponding part of the stone-chapter; 
- further sources are evaluated according to the topics that have been inferred previously 

from Lugale’s corresponding passage (e.g., texts depicting symbolic or metaphorical 



meanings; sources dealing with the physical features of the given stone, its functions 
and other characteristics).  

 
The interpretative part of the dissertation closes with a brief summary and an outlook in the 
third chapter (Teil C: Zusammenfassung und Ausblick). 
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