Mesopotamia Lesson: Why is writing important in a society?

From: Mary Miller
History Standards: 
6.2.9: Trace the evolution of language and its written forms. 

CCSS Standards: Reading, Grade 6-8
1. Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an accurate summary of the source distinct from prior knowledge or opinions.

9. Analyze the relationship between a primary and secondary source on the same topic.
Guiding Questions: 
1. Why is writing important in a society?

2. What kinds of information did early societies think needed to be written down and why?

3. What are the advantages and disadvantages of writing cuneiform on clay vs. writing on paper with pens and pencils?


Teacher Preparation-These activities can be done with the whole class, on individual worksheets, or with the students divided into groups of 3-4 (preferable).  Information for teachers is in brackets after each student question.
1-For each group, prepare a small (ca. 2”x3”) rectangle of clay and a chopstick with the end carved into a wedge shape. 

2-Be prepared to project the images and descriptions in the document set-#1, 2, 5, and 6 only for #1b; do not project image #3 until you get to Question #3a below and do not project Image #4 until after you have given each group the answer to #3a.  
3-Set up a three-column chart with the sections titled—Your List, Document Set, Why Important.  
Directions to Give Students:
1) The materials you will be looking at were created in the earliest days of writing.  
   a) Make a list of the types of things you think would have been important enough to 
       write down in those very early times.  Draw a line under the last item on your list.
[After the students have made their lists and drawn a line at the bottom, chart their responses in the first column of your chart.] 

   b) Now look at list of types of documents your teacher will project from the cuneiform 
       document set and put a check by anything on your list that matched the actual list.

[Project Images #1, 2, 5, and 6 in the document set and check the items in Column 1 that matched.]  

   c) Below the line you drew at the end of your list, add the types of documents that you

       did not include on your list.  After each, explain why that type of document would 

       have been important to the Ancient Mesopotamians.
[In Column 2, add items from the document set that were not in Column 1 and put students’ suggestions for the documents’ importance in Column 3.]
2) Cuneiform tablets were made of clay, which was baked or left to dry after the 
    document had been marked with a wedge-shaped stick.  Have each person in your 

    group mark the first letter of his or her name in the clay by pressing the end of the stick

    into the clay. We no longer write on cuneiform tablets.  List the ways that those writing
    materials might have been practical in Ancient Mesopotamia but would later have been
    replaced by paper. 
[practical then because the clay and reeds were readily available and therefore not expensive, easy and quick to make, easy to dry in that hot climate...; replaced by paper because clay was not available everywhere, paper can be made from many materials including rags, clay tablets break if dropped and are hard to store, it’s difficult and messy to write on clay…  After discussing or charting students’ answers, read aloud Section 1 of the Secondary Source information on the last page below to give the students additional information.]
3) Look at the drawing of the tablet your teacher will project or hand out.  
   a) What do you think the purpose of that tablet was?  What made you think that? 
[Have the students write their individual or group answer down on a small piece of paper.]     
   b) Check with the teacher to see if you were correct.  If not, what clues do 
       you now see that could have revealed its purpose to you?
[The purpose was of this tablet was for a school exercise (practice) tablet.  The clues were that a symbol was repeated several times, that there was an erasure, that the symbols were rather roughly formed…  After you have discussed the tablet, read aloud Section 2 on the Secondary Source page below for additional information.]

[Before asking the students the next question, read aloud the paragraph on “School Exercise Tablets” (Section 3 on the Secondary Source page below) to learn more about these tablets; then ask the students to write down answers to the following question:]
   c) How was learning for a Mesopotamian student similar to or different from your early

       school experiences?

	

	



	

	


	


	


	

	



	


	


	


	



	



Secondary Sources
From:  http://international.loc.gov/intldl/cuneihtml/about.html

Section 1-Basic Information                                                                               Cuneiform was developed by the Sumerians, who thrived during the third century B.C. Sumerians influenced culture and development beyond their original borders in Mesopotamia (present-day southern Iraq), site of the world’s earliest civilization. Originally, cuneiform signs were pictograms, later, it also became syllabic. This duality led to ambiguities in interpretation. 
The materials used in cuneiform—clay and reeds—were both readily available. Reeds were used as writing implements. The tip of a reed stylus was impressed into a wet clay surface to draw the strokes of the sign—thus acquiring a “wedge-shaped” appearance. The clay [or brick] was then either baked in a kiln or dried by the sun. The word cuneiform is derived from Latin—cuneus for wedge and forma, meaning shape.

Section 2-School Exercise Tablets
The student tablets are recognizable by their roundness, deliberately made so by scribes in order not to confuse them with other tablets, which were almost always square or rectangular. The Library has twelve such tablets; nine are inscribed on both sides. All student tablets were unfired as the intention was to reuse the same tablet. The teacher in the scribal school (edubba) typically inscribed the lesson, three words or a short sentence, on one side of the tablet, and the student copied and recopied it onto the other side until memorized correctly.
From: Discovering Our Past-Ancient Civilizations, Glencoe

Section 3-Scribe Training                                                                                                 In ancient Mesopotamia…boys studied reading, writing, and mathematics and trained to be scribes.  For hours every day, they copied the signs of the cuneiform script, trying to master hundreds of words and phrases.
Primary Sources





Cuneiform tablet no. 24-Bill of sale-2200-1900bc


Small black tablet relating to a bill of sale. 4 lines. Lines 1-2: "1 udu, 1 más" (1 sheep, 1 goat)





� HYPERLINK "http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/D?cunei:7:./temp/~intldl_uDTJ" ��http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/D?cunei:7:./temp/~intldl_uDTJ�:: 
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Cuneiform tablet no. 13-Disbursement of wages-Amar-Suen, year 6 (2039 B.C.) This concerns the disbursement of wages to named supervisors (ugula) of …a grand total of 656 day laborers…The year date states: the year Amar Suen, the king, sacked the city of Sasrum.


� HYPERLINK "http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/D?cunei:13:./temp/~intldl_uDTJ" ��http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/D?cunei:13:./temp/~intldl_uDTJ�:: 
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Cuneiform tablet no. 06








 � HYPERLINK "http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=amcune&fileName=cs0006/amcunecs0006.db&recNum=0&itemLink=D?cunei:23:./temp/~intldl_mRdH" ��http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=amcune&fileName=cs0006/amcunecs0006.db&recNum=0&itemLink=D?cunei:23:./temp/~intldl_mRdH�::
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Cuneiform tablet no. 06-School exercise tablet-2200-1900bc


This tablet is an exercise in the word for "field" (a-sà)





� HYPERLINK "http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=amcune&fileName=cf0006/amcunecf0006.db&recNum=0&itemLink=D?cunei:23:./temp/~intldl_mRdH" ��http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/ampage?collId=amcune&fileName=cf0006/amcunecf0006.db&recNum=0&itemLink=D?cunei:23:./temp/~intldl_mRdH�:: 
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Cuneiform tablet no. 12-Temple offerings-2200-1900bc 


This is part of a list of grain offering…for 12 deities…This is followed by amounts of grain for the drink of the king, the asses, rations for the boatmen, for a diviner, for the man of Zimad. 





� HYPERLINK "http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/D?cunei:33:./temp/~intldl_uDTJ" ��http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/D?cunei:33:./temp/~intldl_uDTJ�::   
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Cuneiform tablet no. 25-Votive plaque-Gudea of Lagash (2144-2124 B.C.)�This tablet is a votive temple inscription, standardized during the reign of Gudea…The inscription reads: "For Ningirsu, the strong warrior of Enlil, Gudea, Prince of Lagash, has made what will last forever; (Gudea) has built his (Ningirsu's) Enninnu (temple), the flashing thunderbird, and returned it to its place for him."


� HYPERLINK "http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/D?cunei:39:./temp/~intldl_uDTJ" ��http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/D?cunei:39:./temp/~intldl_uDTJ�:: 
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