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Earlier written communication had
used pictographs, or picture symbols. Each
pictograph represented an object, such
as a tree or an animal. But in cuneiform,
symbols could also represent syllables, or
basic parts of words. As a result, Sumerian
writers could combine symbols to express
‘more complex ideas such as “joy” or “pow-
erful.”

Sumerians first used cuneiform to keep
business records. A scribe, or writer, would
be hired to keep track of the items people
traded. Government officials and temples
also hired scribes to keep their records.
Becoming a scribe was a way to move up
in social class.

Sumerian students went to school to
learn to read and write. But, like today,
some students did not want to study. A
Sumerian story tells of a father who urged
his son to do his schoolwork:

#Goto:school, stand before your school-
father; recite your assignment,open your
schoolbag wite yourtablet... After you have
finished your assignment and reported to your
monitor[teacher], come to me, and do not
wander about in the street””
~Sumertan essy quated i HitoyBeginsat Sumer
by Samel Noch Kamer
In time, Sumerians put their writing
skills to new uses. They wrote works on
history, law, grammar, and math. They
also created works of literature. Sumerians
wrote storles, proverbs, and songs. They
wrote poems about the gods and about
‘military victories. Some of these were epics,
long poems that tell the stories of heroes.
Later, people used some of these poems to
create The Epic of Gilgamesh, the story of a
legendary Sumerian king.

ICETECED® Generalizing How was

cuneiform first used in Sumer?
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The Invention of Writing

‘The Sumerians made one of the greatest cultural advances in
history. They developed cuneiform

But Sumerians did not have pen-
cils, pens, or paper. Instead, they used sharp tools called styluses
to make wedge-shaped symbols on clay tablets.
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Advances and Inventions

‘Witing was not the only great Sumerian
invention. These early people made many
other advances and discoveries.

Technical Advances

One of the Sumerians’ most important
developments was the wheel. They were
the first people to build wheeled vehicles,
including carts and wagons. Using the
wheel, Sumerians invented a device that
spins clay as a craftsperson shapes it into
‘bowls. This device is called a potter’s wheel.

The plow was another important
Sumerian invention. Pulled by oxen, plows
broke through the hard clay soil of Sumer
10 prepare it for planting. This technique
greatly increased farm production. The
Sumerians also invented a clock that used
falling water to measure time.

Sumerian advances improved daily life
in many ways. Sumerians built sewers
under city streets. They learned to use bronze
to make stronger tools and weapons. They
even produced makeup and glass jewelry.

Math and Sciences

Another area in which Sumerians excelled
was math. In fact, they developed a math
system based on the number 60. Based on
this system, they divided a circle into 360
degrees. Dividing a year into 12 months—
a factor of 60—was another Sumerian idea.
Sumerians also calculated the areas of
rectangles and triangles.

Sumerian scholars studied science, too.
They wrote long lists to record their study
of the natural world. These tablets included
the names of thousands of animals, plants,
and minerals.

The Sumerians also made advances in
‘medicine. They used ingredients from ani-
‘mals, plants, and minerals to produce heal-
ing drugs. Items used in these medicines
included milk, turtle shells, figs, and salt.
‘The Sumerians even catalogued their med-
ical knowledge, listing treatments accord-
ing to symptoms and body parts.

Categorizing What areas of
life were improved by Sumerian inventions?




