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§1 Introduction

§1.1 Organization of the grammar

¶1.1.1 This grammar hopes to provide an up-to-date, non-technical introduction to Sumerian,

with a brief description of each grammatical phenomenon, an overview of the history of its

study and a list of bibliographical references dealing with and keyed to each particular

phenomenon. Main section numbers such as “§4 Genitive” will treated as independent chapters

and bibliographies may be found at the end of each. Individual topics will be indicated by

numbered subheadings, e.g., “2.1.1.4 Evidence for the d/r phoneme in post-OB sources”. Once

the broad outlines of the most prominent grammatical categories have been sketched out for the

entire grammar, detailed work on the history of the study of each phenomenon will be

undertaken.
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¶1.1.2 Above all, this grammar will describe the state of research among those who specialize

in Sumerian, and will offer a few authentic examples of each grammatical phenomenon.

Lengthy discussions of particular grammatical theories such as Minimalism, Lexical-Functional

Grammar or Role and Reference Grammar will be avoided, unless they have played a

significant role in the Assyriological literature. New interpretations or hypotheses will also, in

general, be avoided. Bibliographies will be presented primarily according to year of publication

rather than author in order to emphasize the history of the area of research.

¶1.1.3 All examples will be translated as fully as possible and provided with interlinear glosses,

and all quotations of secondary literature in languages other than English will be offered in

translation. No footnotes or endnotes will be used, and all references to secondary literature

refer to the bibliographical notes within that particular section. In genera,l no more than three or

four paragraphs should occur under any particular subheading, so as to allow for ease of

reference, e.g., “§2.1.1.4, para. 3”.

¶1.1.4 Comments, offers of assistance, and all other communications having to do with the

grammar should be addressed to Cale Johnson, cale@ucla.edu.

§1.2 Orthographic conventions

¶1.2.1 This grammar will attempt to reflect Assyriological conventions as much as possible in

its representations of cuneiform, but certain modifications will be adopted that make it easier to

represent the writing system on the web. Where this grammar departs from Assyriological

convention, it will generally adhere to the ASCII Text Format (ATF) conventions adopted by

the Cuneiform Digital Library Initiative and the Pennsylvania Sumerian Dictionary.

¶1.2.2 In dealing with Sumerian, Assyriologists use the word “sign” to refer to the cuneiform

sign itself, whether on the original tablet or represented in a photograph or drawing. This usage

corresponds to the term “character” in Sinological work and “glyph” in Mayanist practice.

Assyriologists, however, also frequently represent cuneiform signs using a set of alphabetic

codes known as “transliterations” such as the following:

[fig. 1: {PA} PA ZERO, pa "branch, leaf", ugula "boss" in table]

1.2.3 Each transliteration consists of one of more letters, all of which are in either upper or

lower case. If the letters that make up the transliteration are written in upper case, e.g., “PA” in

fig. 1, then the transliteration merely refers to or represents the cuneiform sign without making

any claim about how the sign is pronounced. Letters in lower case, e.g., “pa” in fig. 1,

presuppose a phonetic interpretation on the part of the modern text editor. “pa” is a close

approximation of the pronunciation of the Sumerian word for “branch”.
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§1.3 Basic tools

There are a number of items that serve as standard reference works; they are subcategorized

and listed below. 

§2 Phonology

§2.x Bibliography

§4 Genitive

§4.1 What is the genitive case?

In general terms, the genitive case is used to code a relation between two noun phrases. The

prototypical use of the genitive case is to indicate that the referent of one noun phrase is in

possession of the referent of another noun phrase. There are two constructions in English that

express possession: 

    (1) the king’s child 

    [NP(possessor)]’s [NP(possessed object)] 

    (2) the leaves of a tree 

    [NP(possessed object)] of [NP(possessor)]

One may well object that the leaves of a tree are part of the tree rather than an object that is

possessed by the tree. This slight incongruity highlights the essential property of the genitive

case: at the most basic level, the genitive case codes any relation between two noun phrases,

including possession, location and composition as well as a variety of extended syntactic

functions. 

Like English, Sumerian has two constructions for expressing genitival relations: 

    (3) dumu lugal.la 

    /dumu lugal-ak/ 

    child king-GEN 

    “the king’s child” 
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    (4) gisz.a pa.bi 

    /gisz-a pa-bi/ 

    tree-LOC branch-3POSS.NH 

    “the branch of a tree”

The example in (3) is generally considered the “ordinary” genitive construction in Sumerian,

while the construction in (4) is usually termed the anticipatory genitive (AG).

Vocabulary (coming soon)

Bibliography (coming soon)

C. Johnson

Bibliography

General References

  — W. H. Ph. Römer, Einführung in die Sumerologie (Nijmegen 1982) 

GRAMMARS 

  — Arno Poebel, Grundzüge der sumerischen Grammatik (Rostock 1923 [published by the author]) 

  — Adam Falkenstein, Grammatik der Sprache Gudeas von Lagaš (=Analecta Orientalia 28-29, Rome 1949-50; Addenda Edzard/Farber/Mayer, AnOr. 29a, 

Rome 1978) 

  — Adam Falkenstein, Das Sumerische (Handbuch der Orientalistik ...; Leiden 1959) 

  — Ilmari Kärki, Die Sprache der sumerischen Königsinschriften der frühaltbabylonischen Zeit (StOr. 35; Helsinki 1967) 

  — Edmond Sollberger, Le système verbal dans les inscriptions «royales» présargoniques de Lagaš (Geneva 1952) 

  — Raymond Jestin, Le verbe sumérien. Déterminations verbales et infixes (=Etudes orientales VII; 3 vols., Paris 1943) 

  — Thorkild Jacobsen, “Introduction to the Chicago Grammatical Texts,” in: MSL IV (1956) pp. 1*-50* 
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  — Thorkild Jacobsen, “About the Sumerian Verb,” Assyriological Studies 16 (1965) 71-102 

  — Marie-Louise Thomsen, The Sumerian Language (Mesopotamia 10; Copenhagen 1984) 

  — Specific studies in particular Gragg, Edzard, Yoshikawa (cf. the bibliography in Thomsen)

SIGNLISTS (Archaic periods) 

  — A. Falkenstein, Archaische Texte aus Uruk (=ATU 1; Berlin-Leipzig 1936) 

  — M. Green / H. J. Nissen, Zeichenliste der Archaische Texte aus Uruk (=ATU 2; Berlin 1987) 

  — R. K. Englund / H. J. Nissen, Die lexikalischen Listen der archaischen Texte aus Uruk (=ATU 3; Berlin 1992) 

  — R. K. Englund / J.-P. Grégoire, The Proto-Cuneiform Texts from Jemdet Nasr (=MSVO 1; Berlin 1991) 

  — E. Burrows, Archaic Texts (UET 2; London 1935)

SIGNLISTS (Fara period) 

  — A. Deimel, Liste der archaischen Keilschriftzeichen (=WVDOG 40; Berlin 1922)

SIGNLISTS (Old Sumerian) 

  — Y. Rosengarten, Répertoire commenté des signes présargoniques sumériens de Lagaš (Paris 1967) 

SIGNLISTS (Neo-Sumerian) 

  — N. Schneider, Die Keilschriftzeichen der Wirtschaftsurkunden von Ur III ... (Rome 1935) General 

  — F. Thureau-Dangin, Recherches sur l'origine de l'ecriture cuneiforme (Paris 1898) 

  — Ch. Fossey, Manuel d'assyriologie. vol. 2: Evolution des cuneiformes (Paris 1926) 

  — R. Labat, Manuel d'epigraphie akkadienne (6. ed. Paris 1988) 

  — Rykle Borger, Assyrisch-babylonische Zeichenliste (=AOAT 33; Neukirchen-Vluyn 1978) 

  — F. Ellermeier, Sumerisches Glossar (published by the author 1979ff.)
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DICTIONARIES 

  — Åke Sjöberg, ed., The Sumerian Dictionary (Philadelphia; currently only A/1-3 and B have appeared) 

  — A. Deimel, ·Sumerisches Lexikon (Rome 1928ff.)

  — MSL 

  — Glossaries of editions of Sumerian literature (cf. Tinney glossary)

Phonology

¶1973

  Civil, Miguel,“From Enki’s Headaches to Phonology,” JNES 32: 57-61.

  Civil, Miguel,“The Sumerian Writing System,” OrNS 42: 21-34.

¶1976

  Bauer, Josef, "Zur /dr/-Phonem des Sumerische,". WO 8: 1-9.

¶1977

  Lieberman, Stephen J. The Sumerian Loanwords in Old Babylonian Akkadian. Vol. 1: Prolegomena and Evidence (=HSS 22; Missoula)

¶1979

  Lieberman, Stephen J. "The Phoneme /o/ in Sumerian," in Marvin A. Powell Jr. and Ronald H. Sack, eds., Studies in Honor of Tom B. Jones (=AOAT 203; 

Kevelaer) 21-28.

¶1989

  Bobrova, L.V. and A. Yu. Militarëv, "Towards the Reconstruction of Sumerian Phonology," in Lingvisticheskaya rekonstrukciya I drevneyshaya istoriya

(Moscow)

  Boisson, Claude. "Contraintes typologiques sur le système phonologiques du sumérien," Bulletin de la Société de Linguistique de Paris 84: 201-233. 

¶1990

  Black, Jeremy, "The Alleged ‘Extra’ Phonemes in Sumerian," RA 84: 107-118. 

  Yoshikawa, Mamoru, "Some Remarks on Sumerian Phonology (I),"ASJ 12: 339-347.

¶1993

  Schretter, Manfred, "Sumerischen Phonologie: Zu konsonantarverbindunen und Silbenstruktur," Acta Orientalia 54: 7-30. 

¶1995

  Edzard, Dietz Otto, "The Sumerian Language," in Jack M. Sasson, ed., CANE, vol. 4 (New York) 2107-2116.

http://cdli.ucla.edu/edu/grammar.html


Sumerian Grammar http://cdli.ucla.edu/edu/grammar.html#phonology

7 of 7 6/26/2004 12:53 AM

¶1997

  Hayes, John L., "Sumerian Phonology," in Alan S. Kaye, ed., Phonologies of Asia and Africa,. vol. 2 (Winona Lake 1997) 1001-1019.

¶1998

  Whittaker, Gordon, "Traces of an Early Indo-European Language in Southern Mesopotamia," Göttinger Beiträge zur Sprachwissenschaft 1998/1, pp. 111-147

[Hayes 2000, 28] 

¶2000

  Hayes, John L. A Manual of Sumerian Grammar and Texts. Second Revised and Expanded Edition (Malibu). pp. 22-30
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