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City Lamentations in Mesopotamia in the Light of Cuneiform Texts

Hussein Ahmed Salman

Mustansiriyah University/ College of Education
Abstract
City laments in Mesopotamia are among the most important religious literary genres, widely
written in Sumerian and Akkadian. The composition of these laments was influenced by the
political upheavals and socioeconomic disasters that befell the major cities. These laments,
recorded in cuneiform texts, served as a religious response to the destruction of cities, palaces,
and temples, whether caused by wars, earthquakes, or political collapses. They were inscribed
on clay tablets found in ancient cities such as Ur and Nippur, reflecting their religious use and
prevalence within the Mesopotamian religious context. Mesopotamian city laments can be
categorized into those depicting the complete destruction of a city, and those focusing on the
ruin and burning of temples and religious institutions. These laments reflect a collective
understanding of pain and loss, employing ritual as a tool to document the event and
overcome its psychological and spiritual impact. Lamentations are characterized by an
introduction that identifies the cause of grief, followed by a detailed depiction of the
devastation and destruction, and the resulting misery and collapse of the social and economic
order. This is followed by religious supplications to the gods, seeking aid, mercy, and
intervention to save the city. Lamentations often express hope for the restoration of balance
and the re-establishment of the city's cosmic order. They serve as a collective means of
expressing sorrow and are among the oldest cuneiform texts that embody grief over the loss
of a temple or city. Historically, Mesopotamian city-lamentation literature is one of the oldest
cuneiform religious forms, appearing in the third millennium BCE. Seven major cuneiform
texts belonging to this religious context have been documented.
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