
Ancient Stories - Voyage to Nippur 

 
The Mesopotamians were the first people to leave a written record of their civilization. 
Thousands of clay tablets tell us about their daily lives. By piecing together the fragments of 
information, we have gradually come to understand what life was like in Mesopotamia. One 
writer, Elizabeth Lansing, used this knowledge to create a fictional account of the journey of a 
Sumerian trader from his home city of Erech along the Euphrates River to another Sumerian 
city, Nippur [NIP-poor]. As you read, you’ll notice that the trader seems to be gathering 
information. Think about why he might be doing so. 
 
The riverbanks were wide bands of green, dotted with date palms and thick patches of reeds. 
Near the half dozen cities that lay between Erech and Nippur the belts of green broadened out 
into cultivated fields and pastureland, vineyards, and groves of fig trees. These lands were the 
property of each walled city. Their size and state of cultivation were an indication of the city’s 
prosperity. 
 
The river itself was a lively place, for the muddy waters of the Euphrates provided the broad 
highway between one Sumerian city and another. Many of the craft were long trading vessels, 
such as the one in which the man from Erech journeyed. Among them were vessels capable of 
travelling long distances. Sometimes, aided by a huge square-shaped sail, they ventured far out 
on the wide waters of the Mediterranean Sea to the west to bring cedars from Lebanon or stone 
and precious metals from the lands to the north. Smaller basket-like boats were more common. 
They crowded the waters, particularly near the wharves of each walled city. 
 
In the fields and vineyards surrounding the walled cities that he passed, workers were gathering 
in the harvest. both men and beasts were taking the harvest to the temple compound within the 
city. There the harvest would be allotted [divided into shares] and distributed to the people.  
 
The stranger’s boat was approaching Nippur. the high walls of Sumer’s cultural city rose 
splendidly  above the broad fields that stretched away for miles on either side of the river. The 
traffic thickened as the long, high-decked boat drew nearer to Nippur. 
 
The logs of cedar heaped along the wharf told the trader that Nippur was trading with the 
northern provinces, where the trees grew in the great forest of the mountains. The bars of gold 
and copper were evidence that Nippur was in touch with the lands to the east. He took careful 
note of these signs of prosperity. Later he would hire a scribe to write his observations with a 
stylus [reed pen] on a soft bit of clay. He himself could not write; that was an art for the learned 
[educated] men and was perhaps beneath his dignity as a member of his king’s household. 
 
Once beyond the dock area, the stranger followed a hard-packed dirt roadway leading toward 
the Nanna Gate. Like the wharf area, it swarmed with activity. A cloud of dust rose above the 
laden donkeys; herds of sheep and goats were being pushed and prodded along in the direction 
of the gate. Wheeled carts, heaped with goods and produce, rattled past, drawn by oxen or 
pairs of donkeys. The crowd grew thicker as the massive gate loomed closer.  
 
A shouted order sent the entire throng scurrying back. A two-wheeled military chariot drawn by 
four donkeys swept out from the city. A driver, wearing a bronze helmet, stood on the axle, 
supporting himself by gripping a fleece-covered headboard. He guided the donkeys with long 
leather reins fixed to their noses by a ring. After the chariot, marching four abreast and wearing 



leather tunics, came a detachment of foot soldiers. Their highly polished short swords and 
shields gleamed in the sun. This was a guard detail, one of the many that watched over the city. 
The stranger, from his place in the shadow of the gate, observed that the soldiers looked tough 
and hardy, a fact that would interest the king.  
 

Try This 

 
1. Look back through “Voyage to Nippur” to find out what the trader found interesting. Put the 

following items in the first column of a two-column chart. Add your own findings. Then, in the 
second column, describe what each discovery told the trader about Nippur 

 
What the Trader saw: 

 pastureland, vineyards, and groves of fig trees 
 vessels in the harbour that could travel long distances 
 cedar logs heaped along the wharf 
 bars of gold and copper 
 a wharf area busy with people moving goods and animals towards the city 
 people moving out of the way quickly when a military chariot arrives 

 
2. Think, pair, share. Think about the following question and write down your thoughts. 
“What made Nippur a good place for people to build a city?” Discuss your ideas with a 
partner. Then, with your partner, meet with another pair of students to share your ideas. 
 


