Olof Pedersén
Excavated and Unexcavated Libraries in Babylon

Ancient libraries from Babylon itself can be considered a main source, perhaps even the
most important one, about ancient science, religion, literature, etc. The libraries were the
places where “knowledge” written mostly with cuneiform script on clay tablets was collected. Babylon, like many other cities, has preserved remains of ancient archives and libraries sometimes in a good archaeological context, sometimes without. It will be given
here an overview of what has been excavated in Babylon with more or less proper archaeological methods, to what extent it has been published, and what may still await publication
and excavation. The main focus will be on libraries from the Neo-Babylonian period, but
other periods and finds will also be discussed as far as the material allows.
The libraries in Babylon and Babylonia were famous among the Assyrians and many
of the texts in the Middle and Neo-Assyrian libraries in Assur and Nineveh stem originally
from this area. King Assurbanipal is well known in different ways for acquiring literary
texts from libraries in Babylonia for his library in Nineveh.1 What is known of the city of
Babylon and the libraries found there?

Babylon in the geographical setting
The ruins of Babylon are situated on the fertile flood plain some 85 km south of the modern
Iraqi capital Baghdad. On the immediate south side of Babylon are the outskirts of the modern city of Hilla, the capital of the modern Iraqi province that has also been given the name
of Babylon.
The nearest ancient towns at a distance of 15 to 30 km were Kish, Borsippa, Dilbat, and
Kutha. Downstream and upstream along the Euphrates, Marad and Sippar were situated
60 km away. In all these towns, remains of libraries have either been found or their existence is probably. The landscapes between were full of smaller settlements, not so well
studied, and we know nothing about possible libraries in such places.
As is well known, today the remains of Babylon consist of a number of sites with the
modern names Kasr, Merkes, Amran, Ishin-Aswad, Sahn, and Homera within the Inner
City, and Babil in the northern corner of the Outer City. The Western City has received only
minor attention (Figure 1).

1

S. Parpola, Assyrian Library Records, Journal of Near Eastern Studies 42 (1983), 1–30.
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Modern history of Babylon
Our knowledge about Babylon has increased enormously during the last 200 years (Table 1,
Figure 1). Before this time, most of the knowledge about Babylon came from different literary traditions, e. g. the Bible and classical authors. During the last centuries archaeological
activities have changed our understanding.
During the Middle Ages, Babylon was in Arabic literature referred to as the place
where baked bricks could be mined. The brick-mining activity continued during the 19th
century on a large scale. The bricks originally used for building activities during the reign of
Nebuchadnezzar II were after mining reused for construction of modern buildings in Hilla
and other Iraqi cities.2
Hormuz Rassam and other early excavators had to face the problem that they had official permission to excavate for antiquities whereas at the same time brick miners had
official permission to take bricks away in order to construct modern buildings. The first
attempt was to try collaboration between the two groups. Koldewey as an architect interested in ancient buildings succeeded in stopping the brick miners first in Kasr, only later on
in Babil. But at that time large sections of the old buildings had gone.
The early excavations had a focus on finding cuneiform clay tablets; other aspects of
findings were in the early years considered to be less promising. In fact the first major excavation period started after large amounts of cuneiform clay tablets came on the antiquity
market in 1876. The British Museum therefore sent Hormuz Rassam 1878–1882 to excavate for clay tablets in Babylon. The early excavations were concentrated to a large extent in
the Amran and western Ishin-Aswad areas of Babylon. Here great amounts of clay tablets
from archives and libraries were found but unfortunately proper recording of the find spots
has not been made.
The Royal Museums (later called The State Museums) in Berlin and the Deutsche
Orient-Gesellschaft sent Robert Koldewey and some other German architects 1899–1917
for large-scale excavations in Babylon. Most of the information we now have about Babylon
is the result of these enterprises. Much of the activities were spent on the palaces in Kasr, on
temples in Kasr and Merkes, and on private houses in Merkes, but there was also a lot of
excavation activity in Ishin-Aswad, Amran, Sahn, Homera, and Babil. Large sections of the
city walls were excavated around the inner city as well as parts of whose of the outer city.
The German archaeologists had quickly to run away when allied troops approached
Babylon in 1917 during World War I. In the following years no German was allowed to visit
Babylon and some of the best find objects were stolen from the not always well protected
excavation house during this period. After the establishment of the Iraq Museum in 1923,
a proper division of all objects that remained in the excavation house was arranged between
2 C. Janssen, Bābil, the City of Witchcraft and Wine, Mesopotamian History and Environment, Series I, Memoirs III, Ghent 1995; R. Koldewey, Das wiedererstehende Babylon, 5th ed., ed. B. Hrouda, Berlin/München 1990.
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Table 1. | Modern history of Babylon with main excavations and other information.

the museums in Baghdad and Berlin in 1926. Supplementary German excavations by DAI
in 1962–1972 clarified some of the remaining archaeological problems.
Iraqi excavations and reconstructions have been conducted from 1978 onwards. The
monumental reconstructions of the South Palace of Nebuchadnezzar, the Street of procession, three or four temples, and several private houses have increased the tourist aspect of
the city. Several main findings of clay tablets have been done in excavated buildings.
A much needed geomagnetic exploration of the city area of Babylon has never occurred.
Such an exploration could have solved several of the major questions concerning the size of
the inhabited city, and the use of the different sections of the large city. Instead Babylon, due
to the 2003 war, was for a period used as an allied military base. Today, we know where some
of the main town walls were situated, but we do not know the extent of the inhabited areas
inside and outside these walls, and these and many other questions remain to be solved.
The results of the early British excavations can now be found in the British Museum in
London. Other early excavations generated clay tablets and other find objects to several
more museums. The finds from the German excavations can now be found in the Vorderasiatisches Museum in Berlin, in the Iraq Museum in Baghdad, and in the Archaeological
Museums in Istanbul. Objects stolen from the German excavation house during World
War I or after could be in any collection in the world. Find objects from the later Iraqi excavations are preserved in the Iraq Museum in Baghdad.
Publications about the architecture of the palaces, temples, town walls, and of several
private houses appeared rather quickly. Most of the excavated clay figurines have recently
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Fig. 1. | Babylon: Plan of the Inner City, Outer City, and the Western City. (Plan adopted from O. Pedersén, Archive
und Bibliotheken in Babylon: Die Tontafeln der Grabung Robert Koldeweys 1899–1917 [= Abhandlungen der
Deutschen Orient-Gesellschaft 25], Berlin/Saarbrücken 2005, Fig. 1, 23, and 50.)
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Table 2. | Ancient history of Babylon with main historical periods, political subdivision, and some rulers.

been published,3 but most of the other find objects, including the majority of the cuneiform
clay tablets remain unpublished. Only about 7 % of the interesting and important clay
tablets from the German excavations have been published, most from Berlin, but only one
single tablet from Baghdad.4

Ancient history of Babylon
The historical terminology to be used in this presentation divides the Babylonian history
in three main cultural phases: Old Babylonian, Middle Babylonian, and Neo-Babylonian.
A more detailed political subdivision and a focus on selected kings may of course also have
been possible (Table 2).

3 E. Klengel/N. Cholidis, Die Terrakotten von Babylon im Vorderasiatischen Museum in Berlin, Teil I: Die anthropomorphen Figuren (= WVDOG 115), Saarwellingen 2006.
4 For details see O. Pedersén, Archive und Bibliotheken in Babylon: Die Tontafeln der Grabung Robert Koldeweys 1899–1917 (= Abhandlungen der Deutschen Orient-Gesellschaft 25), Berlin/Saarbrücken 2005.
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The oldest evidence for dating Babylon is the Early Dynastic III potsherds found on the
surface of Amran and west of Homera.5 Whereas the high ground water level has made
excavations in the earliest levels so far impossible, textual evidence refers to Babylon in a
date formula from the reign of the Old Akkadian king Šar-kali-šarri. From the Ur III period
there are several references to Babylon, especially to the Ensi of Babylon (RGTC 1 and 2,
s. v.). Limited excavations were conducted on late Old Babylonian and Middle Babylonian
levels. Extensive excavations could only be performed on the Neo-Babylonian level. From all
these three periods, remains of several archives and libraries consisting of cuneiform clay
tablets have been unearthed.
Archives are defined here as collections of documents, existing in one, possibly a few
exemplars, e.g. letters, legal, economic, or administrative documents. From the point of
their contents, libraries have been defined as collections of literary, religious, and scientific
texts; what we in modern time print as books. In the following there will be a concentration
on libraries and archives from the German excavations referred to as A (old), M (middle),
and N (new) followed by a number refer to the treatment of them in my German study of
the archives and libraries in Babylon.6

Old Babylonian Period
The Old Babylonian Period covers the years 2000–1600 BC. Due to the modern high
ground water level, excavations could only provide evidence for the second half of this
period, and especially its last 100 years. The excavation of the Old Babylonian levels was limited to a few years in the middle of the German excavation, and was only possible due to a
broken dam lowering the ground water level.7 Other excavations before or after the German
do not seem to have been able to reach Old Babylonian levels.
Babylon during the Old Babylonian period may have consisted of the Inner and Western City with a total city area of some 400 ha or 4,000,000 m2 inside the town walls. The
New Town in the northeast of the Inner City and the Ištar Gate at the north city wall are
attested in late Old Babylonian cuneiform texts from Babylon.8 We consider here the inner
town wall around the Inner and Western City to represent the size of the late Old Babylonian city (Figure 2).
5 M. Gibson, The City and Area of Kish, Coconut Grove, Miami 1972, 149.
6 O. Pedersén, Archive und Bibliotheken in Babylon: Die Tontafeln der Grabung Robert Koldeweys 1899–1917
(= Abhandlungen der Deutschen Orient-Gesellschaft 25), Berlin/Saarbrücken 2005.
7 Ibid. 17–68.
8 H. Klengel, Die östliche Neustadt Babylons in Texten altbabylonischer Zeit, in: Societies and Languages of the
Ancient Near East (= Fs. I. M. Diakonoff), Warminster 1982, 169–173; O. Pedersén, Archive und Bibliotheken in
Babylon: Die Tontafeln der Grabung Robert Koldeweys 1899–1917 (= Abhandlungen der Deutschen OrientGesellschaft 25), Berlin/Saarbrücken 2005, A2; R. Pientka, Ein spätaltbabylonischer Kaufvertrag aus Babylon, in:
C. Wunsch [ed.], Mining the Archives. Festschrift for Christopher Walker on the Occasion of His 60th Birthday
(= Babylonische Archive Band 1), Dresden 2002, 201–214.
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Fig. 2. | Babylon: Old Babylonian Period 1800–1600 BC. In this and the following plans, arrows point to archieves
and libraries; the markings seperate the libaries. (Plan adopted from Pedersén 2005, Fig. 1.)
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Fig. 3. | Babylon: Merkes during the late Old Babylonian Period. (Plan adopted from ebd., Fig. 2.)

The German excavations unearthed ca 1700 m2 of the late Old Babylonian city according
to approximate measuring of the areas on the published plans. Almost all excavations of
late Old Babylonian levels were in areas with private houses in Merkes. The excavated
area is therefore only ca. 0.04 % of the total city area, indeed a very small section of the city
(Figure 3).
Despite the small area excavated, the German archaeologists unearthed some 967 clay
tablets. according to their find spots they can be divided on one library combined with an
archive (A1), minor remains of libraries (A5 and A7), and three archives (A2, A3, and A4).
Most of the libraries and archives have been found in private houses; there is only one possible exception (A7).
The largest library combined with an archive (A1) was excavated in a private house
quite deep just north of the later Ištar temple. Only the south part of the house could be excavated due to the risk of collapse of the overlying earth in the north section of the house.
The remains of the library with archive consisted of 452 clay tablets many of them in bad
condition (Figure 4). According to the tablets the owner of the house had the name Marduknās·ir. He had the professional title ugula dumu.meš é.dub.ba.a, i.e. head of a school. In the
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Fig. 4. | Old Babylonian library A1 from private house in Merkes. The excavated remains of the library consist
of 452 tablets belonging to Marduk-nās·ir, ugula dumu.meš é.dub.ba.a, head of a school. (Photo with permission
of VAM Berlin.)

library, there were several epics often written in Sumerian, incantations, older royal inscriptions, etc. A group of 38 school tablets cite e. g. selected literary works. The documents in
the archival section concern often agricultural matters and date mostly 1742–1711 BC.
The other remains of libraries are smaller and less completely excavated. In one only
partially excavated private house, the archaeologists unearthed a library combined with
archive (A5) consisting of 46 tablets, mostly literary, lexical and documentary tablets. Under
the later street of procession an older building was only partially cut by the excavators. The
33 tablets, literary and lexical texts as well as school tablets, are probably part of a larger only
partially excavated library (A7).
The excavated Old Babylonian archives were all from private houses. The largest
archive (A2) with some 240 tablets belonged to the business man (tamkārum) Kurû and
his companions. Most tablets date from 1616–1599 BC, but some are older. Another somewhat older archive (A3) belonging to Ilšu-bani and his father has been unearthed in a private house.
Some 14 % of the excavated tablets from the German excavations of the Old Babylonian period in Babylon have been published. This is far more than for any other period, and
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can essentially be contributed to the publication9 of half of the number of tablets in archive
A2. However, it should not be forgotten that the great majority of the excavated cuneiform
texts from the Old Babylonian period still await their publication.
Despite the fact that only 0.04 % of the city has been excavated for the Old Babylonian
level, several libraries and archives have been unearthed. Much more are of course still
hidden in the earth, under later levels and partly under the ground water.

Middle Babylonian Period
The Middle Babylonian Period falls within the years 1600–900 BC. Due to the modern
high ground water level, excavations of the Middle Babylonian levels was limited to a few
years in the middle of the German excavation, and was only possible due to a broken dam
lowering the ground water level. In fact the excavations of the Old and Middle Babylonian
levels were conducted in the same trenches in the Merkes area, only on different levels.
Other excavations before or after the German do not seem to have reached Middle Babylonian levels.
Babylon during the Middle Babylonian period may have consisted of the Inner and
Western City – like in the Old Babylonian period – with a total city area of some 400 ha or
4,000,000 m2 inside the town walls. We consider the inner town wall around the Inner and
Western City to represent the size of the late Middle Babylonian city (Figure 5).
The German excavations unearthed ca 2160 m2 of the late Middle Babylonian city according to approximate measuring of the areas on the published plans. Almost all excavations of Middle Babylonian levels were in areas with private houses in Merkes. The excavated area is therefore only ca. 0.05 % of the total city area, indeed a very small section of the
city (Figure 6).
Despite the small area excavated, the German archaeologists unearthed some 564 clay
tablets. They can according to their find spots be divided on three text collections that may be
called libraries (M3, M4, and M6)as well as six archives (M1, M2, M5, M7, M8, and M9). Most
of both libraries and archives were found in private houses (one possible exception is M12).
The remains of the main Middle Babylonian library M4 were found hidden in a private
house. The 61, mostly large and well-preserved clay tablets had been carefully placed in
sand under a floor (Figure 7). T· āb-s·illi-Marduk, bārû, “diviner”, seems to have been the
owner of the tablets. Among them, there were 35 often large tablets with cuneiform texts describing omens often from intestines, and another 12 tablets show the same types of omens
by means of pictures drawn on the tablets. In another private house, the remains of a library
M3 consisted of 25 clay tablets. One larger clay tablet has a picture of an animal, other tablets were with omens and lexical material, and a few were school tablets. In a room of a pri9
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Fig. 5. | Babylon: Middle Babylonian Period 1600–900 BC. (Plan adopted from Pedersén, op.cit., Fig. 23.)

EXCAVATED AND UNEXCAVATED LIBRARIES IN BABYLON

57

Fig. 6. | Babylon: Merkes during the late Kassite level of the Middle Babylonian Period.
(Plan adopted from Pedersén, op. cit., Fig. 25.)

vate house there was a large collection of school tablets (M6) consisting of 154 tablets and
ca. 1000 additional fragments of tablets. This may be the remains of a private school.
The Middle Babylonian archives are all from private houses. Two of the archives
(M1, M9) were found stored in clay pots; the seven tablets in one of these (M1) document
the acquisition of houses by Ešrû-rabi. The business activities of different persons can be
seen in archive M2 with 39 tablets of Kiribti-Marduk, archive M5 with 34 tablets of Sîn-uballit·, archive M7 with 10 tablets of Baba-aha-iddina, and archive M8 with 100 tablets of IttiEzida-lummir. The owner of the last mentioned archive was an exorcist. Among his tablets
were also six large ones with pictures drawn.
Only some 5 % of the excavated tablets from the Middle Babylonian period in Babylon
have so far been published. The great majority of the Middle Babylonian cuneiform texts excavated still await their publication.
Despite the fact that only 0.05 % of the city has been excavated for the Middle Babylonian level, several libraries and archives have been unearthed. Much more are of course still
hidden in the earth, under later levels and partly underground water.
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Fig. 7. | Middle Babylonian library M4 from private house in Merkes. The excavated remains of the library consist
of 61 tablets belonging to T· âb-s·illi-Marduk, bārû, “diviner,” and some colleagues. (Photo with permission of VAM
Berlin.)

Neo-Babylonian Period
The Neo-Babylonian Period discussed here covers approximatively the period 900–100 BC.
The Neo-Babylonian levels are near the surface and this fact made it possible to conduct
much more extensive excavations than for earlier periods.
Babylon during the Neo-Babylonian period consisted of the Inner City, the Western
City, and the Outer City with a total area of ca. 8 km2 or 800 ha inside Nebuchadnezzar’s
city walls. Most archaeological activity has been concentrated to sections in the Inner City
(Figure 8).
The German excavations unearthed some 120,000 m2 of the Neo-Babylonian city according to approximate measuring of the areas on the published plans. Excavations of NeoBabylonian levels were conducted in several areas of the city. Palaces, temples, and private
house were unearthed in Kasr, Merkes, Sahn, Amran, Ishin-Aswad, and Homera, all inside
the east Inner City. Inner and partly outer city walls were also excavated. Hardly anything
has been excavated in the Western and Outer Cities, except part of the palace in Babil. The
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Fig. 8. | Babylon: Neo-Babylonian Period 900–100 BC. Plan adopted from Pedersén, op. cit., Fig. 50.)

excavated area can be calculated as some 3 % of the Inner and Western City or ca. 1.5 % of
the total city area (Figures 9, 10, and 12).
Despite the rather small area excavated, the German archaeologists unearthed some
3498 clay tablets. They can according to their find spots be divided on some libraries (N8,
N15, N18, N19) and minor remains of libraries (N10, N14) as well as several archives (N1–3,
N5, N6, N8, N9, N10, N11, N12, N14, N15, N16, N18, N19) and minor remains of archives
(N20, N23). The libraries were found in private houses, and in one or two cases in temples.
The archives were from private houses, temples, and palaces.
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Fig. 9. | Merkes area of Babylon with Ištar temple surrounded by private houses. Neo Babylonian libraries N8
found in the temple and N10 in a private house. The other marked collections of clay tablets are archives with private documents. (Plan adopted from Pedersén, op. cit., Fig. 73.)

Before the German excavations a large number of sometimes large archives and libraries
had been excavated during British and other early excavations in most cases without proper
recording of the find spots. More recently, Iraqi excavations have unearthed some important collections of clay tablets in private houses, in a temple, and in the palace.
In the Merkes area (Figure 9), the German excavations opened up sections of the city consisting of a number of streets, several building blocks with private houses and the Ištar
temple. The archaeologists unearthed libraries combined with archives in the temple (N8)
and in one of the private houses (N10). Archives were found in other private houses.
In the Ištar temple, the excavators found the remains of a library combined with an
archive (N8) consisting of 44 tablets. Among the tablets are descriptions of the city of
Babylon with its temples and gods, as well as some omens, prayers, and lexical lists in addition to some archival documents. This may just have been a small handbook library for
the temple.
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In the area of private houses was a small library and archive (N10) with 36 tablets in
the house of Marduk-šuma-us·ur. In addition to documents, it contained a Neo-Babylonian
copy of the prologue of Codex Hammurapi, a large medical text, and some omens. In other
houses private archives were unearthed, one archive (N9) with 113 tablets belonged to
Nabû-ittannu and others, an archive (N11) with 49 tablets in two clay pots belonged to Bēlušallim and his family, and an archive (N12) with 163 tablets was found in the house of
Iddin-Nabû of the family Egibi.
Recent Iraqi excavations and reconstructions have been conducted both in the Merkes
area and in areas west and north of it. Two large private houses have been excavated and reconstructed in Merkes west of the reconstructed Ištar temple. West of these buildings, on
the west side of the Street of procession, in the excavated and reconstructed Nabû of the
harû temple large amounts of school tablets were discovered deposited in this temple of the
˘
god of writing. A private archive was unearthed in the so-called Babylonian house north of
Merkes.
In the Ishin-Aswad area (Figure 10), the German archaeologists never completed their
excavations. They had planned at the end of the excavations to go back to the trenches they
had dug at the beginning of the excavations in order to get the proper limits of the individual houses and a better understanding of the city plan like the examination in Merkes. That
never occurred, due to the World War I, and therefore the archaeological information remains unpublished, and the division of the many clay tablets on individual houses and
archives and libraries has not been possible to establish in detail. Therefore all tablets found
in private houses within this area are here treated together as one library combined with
archive (N15), even if a proper finishing of the excavations would not only have given much
more tablets but also would have allowed a division of the tablets on more than one library
with archive.
The archaeologists unearthed 457 tablets from libraries and archives (N15) in the private houses cut by excavation trenches in Ishin-Aswad. Among the owner of the tablets are
the two brothers Lı̄širu and Nabû-kās·ir. There is a great variety of the contents of the tablets
in the libraries here, but unfortunately many tablets are not in a good condition (Figure 11).
Among others there are omens, medical texts, hymns, temple texts, and sign lists, as well as
a number of documents in the archival sections.
Some 315 tablets were unearthed in the Ninurta temple during the German excavations. A group of 190 tablets from the antiquity market excavated before the German dig
belong according to content together with the tablets from the German excavations and
form altogether an archive and library (N14). The core of the tablet is a large private archive
of T· ābija and his family. The library consists of only 32 of the tablets with omens and other
religious content. The Išhara temple showed traces of previous excavations and did only
˘
contained a small rest of an archive (N16) with a handful of tablets.
Koldewey was shown the place where the many tablets of the large Egibi archive are
said to have been found in several clay pots in the southeast part of Ishin-Aswad. The re-
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Fig. 10. | Ishin-Aswad area of Babylon with Išhara and Ninurta temples surrounded by private
˘
houses. Neo-Babylonian combined libraries and archives N14 found in the Ninurta temple and N15
in an area with private houses. The other marked collections of clay tablets are archives with private
documents. (Plan adopted from Pedersén, op. cit., Fig. 98.)

construction of what may have been the largest Neo-Babylonian family archive will still take
several years.10
In the Amran area, especially in its south part (Figure 12), the German excavators found
the latest dated remains of libraries combined with archives in private houses. The tablets
are from the late Neo-Babylonian, often the Hellenistic period. In a private house, a library
and archive (N19) with some 60 tablets were unearthed, perhaps the remains of a larger
collection. Several of them were astronomical; another large group consisted of hymns, incantations, and other types of religious texts. Among the texts were also an archive section

10 C. Wunsch, Die Urkunden des babylonischen Geschäftsmannes Iddin-Marduk: Zum Handel mit Naturalien
im 6. Jahrhundert v. Chr. (= Cuneiform Monographs 3A & 3B), Groningen 1993; dies., Das Egibi-Archiv: I. Die
Felder und Gärten (= Cuneiform Monographs 20A & 20B), Groningen 2000.
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Fig. 11. | Neo-Babylonian library N15 from private house in Ishin-Aswad. The excavated remains of the library
combined with archives consist of 457 tablets belonging to Lı̄širu, Nabû-kās·ir, and others. (Photo with permission
of VAM Berlin.)

with some Achaemenid and Hellenistic cuneiform documents. A similar but smaller group
of 28 tablets (N18) was found in two excavation trenches cutting private houses.
It was also in the same south section of Amran, south of the Marduk temple, that the
early British excavators unearthed large remains of cuneiform clay tablet from libraries or
archives from Neo-Babylonian, especially Hellenistic times. Many of the tablets were astronomical and literary. Due to the lack of excavation documentation in early times, there is no
detailed evidence from where the tablets were unearthed.
It is possible, but not certain that the archive of the Nappāhu family11 from early clan˘
destine excavations came from a private house in Amran or perhaps Ishin-Aswad.
The main sanctuary in Babylon, the Marduk temple was never properly excavated, except to a very small part of the building. The almost 20 m later material above the floor of
the temple could only allow the Germans to make some tunnels in order get an idea of the
plan of the construction. Only a few rooms with 8 tablets (N20) were excavated, and we
do not know what was in the most of the other rooms. Koldewey noticed that there was no
11 H. D. Baker, The Archive of the Nappāhu Family (= Archiv für Orientforschung. Beiheft 30), Wien 2004.
˘
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Fig. 12. | Amran area of Babylon with Marduk temple surrounded by private houses. Also Išhara temple in
˘
Ishin-Aswad area. Neo-Babylonian libraries N18 and N19 found in private houses. The other marked collections of clay tablets are archives with documents. Early British excavations brought many astronomical
and literary texts from libraries in the southwest section of the plan. (Plan adopted from Pedersén, op. cit.,
Fig. 112.)

traces of earlier excavation down to the temple level so earlier findings of tablets were not
from the temple.
In the Sahn area with the large buildings around the large courtyard with the zikkurat
in the middle, the excavation activity was limited due to lack of resources. Most of the walls
were only followed in order to get a plan. Only a very limited number of rooms were excavated and during these circumstances only 12 tablets (N22) could be found. In Sippar and
Uruk, excavations of such buildings revealed large archives, but in Babylon we do not know
if the situation would be the same.
In the Kasr area with the Neo-Babylonian palaces, no remains of libraries were found.
They may have existed, but if so they have been moved in antiquity. Two main archives were
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however unearthed, an administrative archive from the time of Nebuchadnezzar II in the
South Palace (N1–3), and the two hundred years later private business archive of the Persian
governor Bēlšunu (N6) in the Main Palace.
There are also remains of archives in the Ninmah temple (N5) in Kasr area, but if there
˘
was a library there, it had been taken away already during the earlier British excavation of
several rooms of the same building. The remains of an archive (N23) from private houses in
Homera fit well together with other remains found during unprovenienced earlier excavation activity.
The Assyrian king Assurbanipal is well known for acquiring literary texts from a
number of private libraries in Babylonia for his library in Nineveh some months after the
defeat of his brother Šamash-šum-iškun in Babylon in 648 BC. The three lists of acquired
literary texts include some 2000 clay tablets and writing-boards in the form of almost
100 polyptychs.12 In addition to the clay tablets excavated in Babylon, we therefore have to
calculate with the existence of a number of writing-boards of more perishable material no
longer preserved.
In the latest periods, there should also have been an increased use of Aramaic and
Greek written on papyrus no longer preserved due to the climate. Remains of sealed papyrus in the form of clay sealings have been found in the Kasr excavation. Papyrus used in
libraries was not sealed, so we cannot expect any such remains.
Only some 5 % of the excavated clay tablets from the German excavations of the NeoBabylonian period in Babylon have so far been published. The great majority of the cuneiform texts excavated still await their publication. The degree of publication from earlier and
later excavations is not so easy to establish, it may be more or less complete than for the
German excavation.
Despite the fact that only 1.5 % of the city inside the outer city walls (or 3 % inside the
walls around the Inner and Western City) has been properly excavated for the Neo-Babylonian level, several libraries and archives have been unearthed. Much more than what has so
far been found is of course still hidden in the earth.

Perspectives
Much has been done so far with Babylon, but much more is there for the future. Therefore
our understanding of the libraries in Babylon as places where ancient knowledge was
stored is far from being comprehensive and probably not even representative. A lack of
publications of the already excavated material and the relatively small excavated area make
our comprehension of the ancient knowledge in Babylon rather limited. There are a
number of publications and new studies of old material still to be prepared, and in addition
12 S. Parpola, Assyrian Library Records, Journal of Near Eastern Studies 42 (1983), 1–30.
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some important examinations in the ruins of Babylon itself that were planned but never
could be realised. We now and in the future have better methods and theories, and we have
the ability to base it on a century of already detailed research.
Basic for future work with Babylon would be a more complete publication of the find
objects including all the clay tablets. Only 7 % of the clay tablets from the German excavations have so far been published. Other find objects may often not be better studied. Excavations before and after the German dig also have given huge amount of not yet wellstudied tablets and other find objects.
Due to the small area excavated compared with the complete city area, the realisation
of a geomagnetic exploration of the city area is important and would result in a much better
understanding of the size and use of the inhabited area of the city. Further excavations are
needed both in order to clarify problems known from the German and other older excavations, and to answer new questions to be put to this large city due to new theories and
methods. The discovery of libraries from other groups of professionals would enlarge the
diversity of our understanding of Babylon.
With only 0.05 % of the Old and Middle Babylonian city and 1.5 % or 3 % of the NeoBabylonian city properly excavated, most libraries, archives and other find objects must still
remain unexcavated in Babylon. With an even distribution of the finding of clay tablets in
Babylon, there would be several hundred once existing libraries and archives still in the
ruins, and even if we calculate with an uneven distribution only a minor part of the intellectual or economic evidence have been unearthed. Babylon was a much more diversified
and complex intellectual and economic power than the small selection of material now
available show. We are only at the beginning of an understanding of the richness and diversity of the knowledge in Babylon.

EXCAVATED AND UNEXCAVATED LIBRARIES IN BABYLON
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