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W hile we think of ourselves 
as the pinnacle of human 
achievement in our field, 

all too often we forget that we stand on 
the shoulders of giants. Ancient Mesopo-
tamia, the “cradle of civilization,” was a 
land where some of the earliest law codes 
began to take shape. We have centuries of 
precedent and legal tradition from which 
to derive our legal rulings; the ancients, on 
the other hand, were working from scratch. 
Their achievements are thus all the more 
remarkable. This story, based on an actual 
case recorded in the archives of the Sumerian 
city of Isin nearly four thousand years ago, 
illustrates the complexity of the legal systems 
of the day and the primordial origins of some 
of our closest-held legal principles. 

Meskalamdug the son of Enlil-sag 
rubbed his aching temples. As chieftain 
of the city assembly of Nippur, he was no 
stranger to stressful days. Yet it was rare 
that his actions were watched and judged 
by one of the most powerful rulers in the 
Land Between the Rivers. His woolen 
kilt itched, and the hot Mesopotamian 
sun beating down on him did nothing 
to improve his mood. 

On Meskalamdug’s knees rested the 
source of his stress — a small clay tablet 
about as long as his hand:

From Ur-Ninurta the son of Ishkur, the 
King of Isin, Lugal of Larsa, and Overlord 
of the Land of the Civilized Kings, smiter 
of the Gutians and the Amorites, to the men 
of the Great Assembly of the city of Nip-
pur, greetings. May your city have years of 
abundance and peace. I give into your hands 
the woman Nindada, wife of Lu-Inanna 
the priest of Enlil. I give into your hands 
also three men: Shulgi the barber, Ekursin 
the slave of the gardener Ishme-enlil, and 
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Tirshatha the Amorite. These men came to 
the priest Lu-Inanna in the Temple of Enlil. 
Lu-Inanna welcomed them. He gave them 
bread. He gave them beer. When they had 
finished their food, they murdered the man 
Lu-Inanna. Their crime has caused the city 
of Isin to stink of corruption in the nostrils 
of the gods.Thereafter these rogues came to 
the woman Nindada, wife of Lu-Inanna, 
and told her of their outrageous crime. They 
bade her remain silent about their deed, and 
she remained silent. What is to be done with 
this woman Nindada?  Her fate, O Men of 
Nippur, I place in your hands. The passions 
of the people of Isin being raised against her 
because of her silence, her trial could not be 
conducted in the city with an eye to the truth 
and to justice…

Transfer a case to another venue?  
Unheard of!  In the laws of the Land Be-
tween the Rivers, a criminal was always 
judged by his or her neighbors — those 
most affected by the crime. Wherever 
possible, punishment was to be carried 
out on the very spot where the crime 
had been committed — else how would 
the people know that justice had been 
served?  But the king of Isin was not a 
man one refused lightly. And so Nippur 
was stuck with the woman Nindada and 
Meskalamdug, the son of Enlil-sag, was 
stuck with his headache.

The assembly met in Nippur’s great 
marketplace, and citizens and foreigners 
alike, some from as far away as Meluhha 
and Magan, gathered to watch the day’s 
proceedings. For the men who had com-
mitted the murder of Lu-Inanna, justice 
was swift, and simple. The assembly had 
deliberated only a few hours before sen-
tencing the murderers to death. The Code 
of Lipit-Ishtar was utterly clear on this 

point: “If a man waylay his fellow, and 
slay him, he shall be slain by impalement 
in turn.”  As an act of mercy (and out of 
the traditional Sumerian revulsion to the 
shedding of human blood), the sentence 
of impalement for the three murderers 
was commuted to death by strangulation. 
Even now the trio were on their way on a 
well-guarded oxcart back to Isin, where 
the sentence would be carried out.

Now the assembly had to attend to 
the much more complicated matter of 
the priest’s silent wife. Nine men had 
collaborated to prepare the prosecution. 
Their leader, Akalla the Brewer, now 
rose. “They who have killed a man are 
not worthy of life,” Akalla declared, “as 
the wise Lipit-Ishtar taught, and as this 
assembly has decreed in the matter of the 
three murderers of Lu-Inanna.”  He spoke 
not in Akkadian, the vernacular of com-
merce and everyday life, but in the ancient 
language that would one day be called 
“Sumerian,” but which was known to 
those assembled as Emegir or “the Sublime 
Tongue,” the language of scribes, priests, 
and the law. “The woman Nindada,” he 
continued, “opened not her mouth; her 
lips remained sealed. Though she did not 
slay the priest Lu-Inanna herself, she abet-
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ted his murderers. She must die, lest the 
precedent be set that men may be silent 
in the face of crime, and facilitate it after 
the fact. Let us send her back to Isin to 
join her accomplices.”

There was a murmur in the crowd; 
Akalla’s words had resonated with many. 
The assembled “judges” were not profes-
sional law-men; they had been called forth 
from their shops and businesses to attend 
to the matter of Lu-Inanna’s killers. Their 
ancestors had founded the cities of the 
Land Between the Rivers as a bulwark 
against lawlessness, and lawlessness was 
consequently their greatest fear. Akalla’s 
presentation gave them a simple way to 
extirpate chaos from their midst, and if 
a quick resolution to the case permitted 
them to return to their commerce as early 
as possible, so much the better.

Meskalamdug looked around as Akal-
la sat down. “Will any of you speak on 
behalf of this woman?” he asked. There 
was no reply. Meskalamdug raised his 
staff, preparing to bring it crashing down 
and send Nindada to her fate.

Suddenly, an old man rose from his 
seat and hobbled over to stand before 
Meskalamdug’s seat. A hush fell over 
the crowd. Nurayya was Nippur’s chief 
gardener; he had spent some forty years 
designing and maintaining the city’s 
public spaces. He was widely-respected for 
his talent at horticulture, a skill believed 
to be a sign of the gods’ favor. When he 
spoke, men listened.

Nurayya slowly stood up straight with 
the aid of a cane. He cleared his voice 
and addressed the crowd in the Sublime 
Tongue. “Granted that the husband of 
Nindada hath been slain,” he said, using 
phrases archaic even by the standards of 
the ancient legal language, “but hath the 
woman done any act for which she should 
be slain?”

Akalla rose again. “Her crime was one 
of inaction,” he retorted. “She did not act 
when she should have.”

Nurayya nodded gravely. “And where 
in the Code of Lipit-Ishtar, friend Akalla, 
find ye the duty to act of which ye 
speak?”

Akalla glared at him. “It is not in the 

Code, Nurayya, as you well know. The 
woman was an accessory to the murder 
after the fact.”

Nurayya glanced over to where Nin-
dada, chains binding her arms and her 
eyes downcast, sat. “Nindada, wife of Lu-
Inanna,” he said, “why stayed ye silent?”  
The question startled Meskalamdug out 
of his reverie. Was Nurayya actually 
addressing the accused?  What purpose 
would that serve?  This was turning into 
a most unorthodox tribunal indeed.

Nindada raised her eyes to meet his; 
for the first time throughout the trial, 
a glint of hope appeared in them. “My 
husband did not support me,” she replied, 
“and treated me with bitterness. I heard 
that he had been slain, and I heard his 
killers claim the deed. What duty did I 
owe the man Lu-Inanna?  Why would I 
speak out, and risk my own life, for such 
a man?”

Another murmur swept through the 
assembly as the members digested and 
discussed this latest fact. Nurayya waited 
a moment before asking his next ques-
tion. “Aided ye thy husband’s slayers in 
some wise?”  

Nindada shook her head. “I aided 
them not,” she said. “I gave them no suc-
cor, and no food, and no provisions.” 

Nurayya turned to face the assembly. 
His voice rose theatrically and he switched 
to Akkadian so that the multitude observ-
ing the trial would understand. “Here is 
a woman whose husband did not support 
her, and treated her with bitterness. What 
duty did she owe him?  The Code is clear 
— she owed him nothing. But that is 
irrelevant. For the woman Nindada did 
nothing to aid her husband’s killers. She 
heard of their deed and kept silent. Can 
any of you blame her?  Might she not 
reasonably have feared for her life?  Why 
should she not have been silent?”  There 
were one or two heads nodding among 
the judges. Nurayya turned to Akalla. 
“Nowhere in the Code is there such a 
duty as you would impose on this woman. 
Is it she who killed the man Lu-Inanna?  
No. Let the punishment of the murderers 
suffice. Let Nindada go free.” 

As the men of the assembly deliber-

ated, Meskalamdug tried to chronicle 
in his mind the various irregularities of 
the day. The venue of a murder trial had 
been changed in the interests of fairness 
to the accused. Nurayya the Gardener 
had addressed the accused and sought 
her testimony; moreover, he had sought 
to impose the burden on the prosecution 
to demonstrate a specific law that had 
been violated, rather than rely upon each 
assemblyman’s private notion of right and 
wrong. Meskalamdug was a doggedly tra-
ditional man. The innovations introduced 
in the assembly that day were making his 
headache steadily worse.

Finally, the deliberations were over. 
Meskalamdug looked down at the writ-
ing tablet the scribe had handed him, 
taking care not to smudge the cuneiform 
letters incised on the still-wet clay. “In 
the present matter,” he read aloud, “the 
Great Assembly of the citizens of Nippur 
find the woman Nindada innocent of the 
charge against her, namely that she did aid 
and abet the murderers of her husband, 
the priest Lu-Inanna of Isin. The Great 
Assembly finds no duty in the Code of 
Lipit-Ishtar nor in any of the other laws 
of Nippur or Isin, nor of any other city 
in the Land Between the Rivers, that the 
woman Nindada violated to the forfeit 
of her life. The woman Nindada is given 
her freedom. Let the execution of the 
murderers suffice to avenge the death of 
Lu-Inanna and assuage the anger of the 
gods. The Assembly stands adjourned.”

As the merchants and scholars of the 
assembly scurried off about their busi-
ness, Meskalamdug turned to his friend, 
Zuuthusu. “I certainly hope we haven’t 
set any precedent today,” he said.
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