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Abstract

Numbers are almost always written by means of special number signs
in the cuneiform tradition, so in many cases we are insufficiently
informed about the exact form of the individual numbers. There
are also some Akkadian numbers that are written phonographically,
but these are analyzed inconsistently. However, a closer examination
of the facts leads to findings and conclusions that resolve these
ambiguities. = Three examples from Old Babylonian texts are
examined here: (1) The spelling er-bé-e, in which a duplicate that
uses the number “40” in parallel indicates that “40” is meant rather
than “4”; (2) the postulated status absolutus Salasu, which is only
attested once, is based on a scribal error and cannot be verified; (3)
based on the context, the spelling te-Se-e can only mean “90” and
not “9”.
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Numeros acadios controvertidos: erbe/erbé/erbé “4” o “407,

Salasa/u “30”, tesSe/tese/tesé “9” o “90”

Resumen

Los nimeros casi siempre se escriben mediante signos numéricos
especiales en la tradiciéon cuneiforme, por lo que en muchos casos
no disponemos de informacién suficiente sobre la forma exacta de
los ntimeros individuales. También hay algunos ntimeros acadianos
que se escriben fonograficamente, pero estos se analizan de forma
inconsistente. Sin embargo, un examen mas detallado de los hechos
conduce a hallazgos y conclusiones que resuelven estas ambigiiedades.
A continuacién se examinan tres ejemplos de textos de la antigua
Babilonia: (1) La grafia er-bé-e, en la que un duplicado que utiliza el
nimero «40» en paralelo indica que se refiere a «40» y no a «4»; (2)
El estatus postulado absolutus salasu, que solo se atestigua una vez,
se basa en una lectura errénea y no puede verificarse; (3) Basdndose
en el contexto, la grafia te-se-e solo puede significar «90» y no «9».

Palabras clave: Ortografia cuneiforme; Ntmeros cardinales; Hapax
legomena; Status absolutus; Timulos funerarios

Introduction

Huehnergard (2011: 235) summarises the spelling conventions of the
Akkadian cardinal numbers:

In English it is common to write numbers logographically, as
in ‘23’ rather than ‘twenty-three’. This is almost invariably the
case in Akkadian texts, to the extent that the pronunciation
and construction of the Akkadian numbers are not fully
understood.

Numbers are almost always written by means of special number signs in
the cuneiform tradition. There are also some Akkadian numbers that are
written phonographically, but these are analyzed inconsistently. However, a
closer examination of the facts leads to findings and conclusions that resolve
these ambiguities.
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1 erbe/erbe/erbé “4” or “40”

The point of contention is an inscription of the early Old Babylonian king
Asduniarim from Kish, which exists in two versions of different lengths. On
the history of research,

(1) Thureau-Dangin 1911: 65-68 (= RA 8, 65) was the first to publish
the shorter inscription of AsSduniarim with a copy, edition and
commentary. Passage II 10-13 reads thus:

40 4-mi en 40 jours
ma-ta-am le pays
na-ki-ir-ta-am ennemi

lu i-ka-ni-is je soumis

The number 40 is clearly written with number signs (4x10).

(2) Ten years later, Gadd 1921: no. 4 (= CT 36, 4) published a somewhat
more detailed, largely parallel version. In the introduction (p. 6) he
writes about the text:

Clay Cone of Ashduni-arim, King of Kish

It is, in the main, a duplicate of that published by
Thureau-Dangin in Révue d’Assyriologie, VIII, 65, but
presents a rather longer version ...

An edition or transliteration is not included. The corresponding
passage I 2-5 reads here:

er-bé-e "i-mi?
ma-ta-am
na-ki-ir-ta-am
lu u-ka-ni-is

The decisive difference is that here the number 40 is not written with
number signs, but phonographically as er-bé-e.
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(3) The first edition of these inscriptions was by Barton 1929: 336f., who
edited both versions side by side.

(1) Clay cone A [= RA 8, 65 II 10-13]

40 u-mi 40 days
ma-ta-am a country
na-ki-ir-ta-am hostile

lu i-ka-ni-is I subdued

(2) Clay cone B [= CT 36, 4 II 2-5]

ir-bi-e u-mi Forty days
ma-ta-am a country
na-ki-ir-ta-am hostile
lu-1i-ka-ni-is I subdued

(4) Von Soden (1952) (Grundriss der akkadischen Grammatik § 69 e)
added a reference in his treatment of cardinal numbers under 40 erba
in note 3): “aB s. CT 36, 4 II 2”. However, he neither cites the form
erbé found here nor explains the difference to the standard form erba.
He also used the same principle in von Soden 1958-1981 (Akkadisches
Handworterbuch, AHw, passim) with the explanation on p. IV: “[V]or
Stellenangaben ohne Zitat besagt s., dafl der Wortlaut der Stellen von
dem vorangegangenen Zitat mehr oder minder stark abweicht bzw.,
daf} die Stelle stark zerstort ist.” He thus establishes the context, but
refrains from explaining the form. This note 3) has also remained
unchanged in the Ergéinzungsheft (von Soden 1969) and in the 3%
edition (von Soden 1995).

The later citations in the dictionaries (5) and (6) then represent a step
backwards. They distinguish between erba “40” and erbe “4”, but classify
CT 36, 4 IT 2 with the latter lemma and ignore the parallel text.

(5) The Chicago Assyrian Dictionary (CAD), which generally favors
cuneiform texts in the quotations and ignores editions, has only noted
evidence from the 1% millennium under erba (arba) “forty” in volume
E (1958) 255. Under erbe (fem. erbet) “four” the entry reads: er-bi-e
4-"mi' CT 36 4 ii 2 (OB hist.). There is neither a reference to the
parallel text RA 8, 65 nor a translation.
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(6)

Von Soden (1958-1981: (1960) (AHw) 232f.), separates erba, arba “40”
— also only with evidence from the 1%* millennium — and erbe “vier”.
The entry here reads: “1) 4 Tage ... er-bé-e u-mi CT 36, 4 II 2”. As
in the CAD, the reference to the parallel RA 8, 65 is missing here. In
contrast to the CAD, von Soden favors quotations from text editions,
as they are considerably more useful for most users than cuneiform
copies. He ignored Barton (1929), however, because the work was
outdated and far too unreliable due to its high error rate (personal

communication). The inconsistency between the analyses of Soden
1952: § 69 e and 1958-1981: 232f. is not explained at any point.

Sollberger and Kupper (1971: 252f) - a publication with translations
only, without transliterations - correct appropriately:

[J]e tins le pays en respect pendant quarante jours.
Note f.: a [= CT 36, 4 II 2| écrit er-bé-e, qui serait
normalement ‘quatre’, mais b [= RA 8, 65] donne ‘40’ en

chiffres.

Frayne (1990: 654-656 E4.8.1) treated both texts separately in his
monumental edition of the Old Babylonian royal inscriptions.

E4.8.1.1, 34-37 [= CT 36, 4 II 2-5]

er-bi-e "a'-m]i]
ma-ta-am
na-ki-ir-ta-am
lu i-ka-ni-is

E4.8.1.2, 33-36 [= RA 8, 65 II 10-13]

40 ug-ms
ma-ta-am
na-ki-ir-ta-am
lu U-ka-ni-is

(But) for forty days I made the enemy land bow down (to me).
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(9) Streck (1995: 44 note 104) adopts the erroneous interpretation without
explicitly quoting the CAD or the AHw, and makes a laconic comment
in the footnote:

te-se-e ... mochte ich doch zu 9, nicht zu 90 stellen ... d) Die
Form /tese/ ist ganz analog zu aB [altbabylonisch]| er-bé-e
Jerbe/ “4” CT 36, 4 ii 2.

There are no references to the parallel text or the editions.

(10) Wende (2022: 207), summarizes the facts appropriately:

“4077

er-bi-e "a'-ml[i] (RIME4.8.1.1: 34 ..), die Bedeutung wird
bestatigt durch 40 wu4-mi in der kiirzeren Version der
Inschrift (4.8.1.2: 30). Die Form ist st. abs. des fem.
Pl. (erbé < *erbe-etim).

Another argument against analyzing the construction er-bé-e i-mi as
“four days” is that the gender congruence would be ungrammatical. Cf. e.g.
Streck 2022: 445:

The gender of the numbers “3” - “19” ... is usually the opposite
of that of the item counted: masc. number with fem. item
counted and vice versa ...

Consequently, *erbet umi would be expected, while erbé “40” is
grammatically correct (see below 3. under von Soden [5]). This seems
to be contradicted by the phrase er-bu us-mi “4 days” in ARM 2, 72, 30,
which was identified by von Soden (1953: 199). It was then adopted by
CAD E (1958) 255 under erbe “four” as er-bu-uy-mi without translation or
commentary, and in AHw (1960) 232f. subsumed under erbe “vier” as “4
Tage” er-bu-uy-mi. However, this is a misinterpretation, as the context reads
completely differently: ir-pu-ud mi-im-ma, see the edition in ARCHIBAB
(https://archibab.fr/T7554 [accessed 19/08/2025]) with bibliography.

Von Soden 1952; 1969: § 139 g articulates the problem expressis verbis:

Einige aB Ausnahmen von dem polaren Genusgebrauch sind
noch nicht sicher zu erklaren (s. z. B. bei umum “Tag” neben
Zahlen im Fem. auch erb-umi ARM II 72, 30' .. vielleicht
(konnte) umum ... auch als Fem. gebraucht werden.
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In the addendum (von Soden 1995) he then states laconically:
Streiche die Belege mit umum “Tag”.

However, von Soden gives no indication of the actual correct reading.
The correction can only go back to the improved new edition by Charpin
(1988: 171f. no. 368), which corrects the wrong transliteration from ARM
2 and which von Soden studied closely (personal communication).

Conclusion: There can therefore be no doubt that the spelling er-bé-e
in the inscription of king Asduniarim refers to the number “40”, while the
interpretation as “4” is incorrect.

Of the authors listed above who cite the numerals er-bé-e, only Wende
(2022: 207) offers an analysis of the form. The following studies, which have
dealt with the morphology of decimal numbers, do not even mention this
variant: von Soden (1961); Powell (1982); von Soden (1983); Streck (2022);
Streck (2024).

Huehnergard (2011: 236) analyzes the form, but without reference:

The tens from ‘twenty’ to ‘fifty’ have the following forms: ..
40 ... erbea/erbi ..

‘Twenty’ to ‘fifty’ look like nom. dual forms without the final
-n, ‘twenty’ of ‘ten” and ‘thirty’, ‘forty’, and ‘fifty’ of ‘three’,
‘four’; and five’. These forms are normally indeclinable ...

This analysis as a dual, which used to be common, is now considered
outdated, and that as the status absolutus of the fem. plural has become
established, cf. most recently Streck (2024: 395f).

Several sound changes occur, which will only be briefly examined here,
whereby the discussion in the expert literature is only referred to in excerpts.
The sound transitions take place in the following steps, which can be
characterized by the terms vowel colouring - compensatory lengthening -
vowel harmony - vowel shortening - contraction. The forms are as follows:

[2arbal] ~ /?arba®/ > [*arbe(¢)/ > /?arbe/ > /erbe/ > /erbe/
“477

Jerbe/ - /e/ > [erbé/ “40”

erbe “4” is traced back to the protosemitic form [?arba$]. The reduction
of the pharyngeal fricative [¥] ~ /¢/ leads to the sound change of the vowel
/a/ > [e/. The phonetic process is examined and described in detail by
Laufer and Condax (1981). The articulation of the pharyngeal and the
vowel /a/ are closely related.
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In the vowel /a/, the opening between the pharynx and the
epiglottis is of the same general shape as for the pharyngeal
consonants, but larger. (p. 39)

In the production of the low vowel /a/, it was observed that the
epiglottis regularly and systematically moved clearly farther
back than it does for any of the other vowels. (p. 45)

We consider the consonants /h/ and /$/, the vowel /a/, .. all
to involve pharyngeal articulations. By pharyngeal articulation
we mean active involvement of the epiglottis to a greater or
lesser degree as an articulator in producing the acoustic effects
associated with these segments. We take the stop variant of
/$/ to be one end of the continuum and an ordinary /a/ to be
the other. (p. 56)

As further support for the relation between pharyngeals and
/a/, we note that in Hebrew there is a phonological rule
that vowels adjacent to pharyngeals usually become /a/. ..
This change can be explained as an assimilation in epiglottis
position: The epiglottis close to the posterior pharyngeal wall
forms the point of maximum constriction in the pharynx for
both /a/ and pharyngeal consonants. .. If it is true that the
principal feature of the production of [a] is the constriction by
the epiglottis in the pharynx, then the exact shape in the oral
cavity is of secondary importance. (p. 59f.)

Glottal stop, of course, has no effect on the articulation of an
adjacent /a/. (p. 57)

Pharyngeals are characterised by considerable variation in articulation.

.. the voiced fricative phoneme /¢/. This consonant, while
phonemically a voiced fricative, has a number of phonetic
realizations ranging from stop to semi-vocalic glide. .. Overall,
we find an articulatory gradation from closure to narrow
opening to wider opening, and an acoustic gradation from
voiceless stop to creak to voiced fricative and glide. (p. 51)

DoOSSIER

As a result of lax articulation, the low back vowel [a] is then changed to

mid central [o] or similar. Cf. Ladefoged and Johnson (2011):
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[W]hen producing [a], make sure the tongue is pulled so far
down and back in the mouth that you are almost producing a
voiced pharyngeal fricative [¢] .. (p. 219)

The symbol [5] may be used to designate many vowels that
have a central, reduced vowel quality. ... [T]he vowel in question
might have an intermediate quality ... (p. 97)

With the complete reduction of the pharyngal, the sound change
continues in compensatory lengthening and the vowel is then integrated
into the structure of the vowel system. Vowel harmony causes further
harmonization throughout the word. Cf. Streck (2022):

Loss of Proto-Semitic /¢/ frequently causes e-coloring. (p. 52)
/a/, /e/, /i/, and /u/ are vowels long by structure, ..., or by
loss of an aleph. (p. 33)

E-coloring affects most other /a/-vowels in a word. This
assimilation is sometimes called Bab|ylonian] vowel harmony:

-~ (p. b4)
Fem. endings /at/ and /at/ > /et/ and /et/ .. (p. 55)

Vowel quantity in word-final position is analyzed controversially. Cf.
Huehnergard (2011: 593f.):

[O]riginal short final vowels were lost early in the history of
Akkadian. Thus, .., all final vowels that remain in dialects
such as O[ld] B[abylonian] are originally long vowels. It is likely
that all such vowels, except for contracted long vowels (), were
pronounced short when word-final. The various Assyriological
reference works do not represent these vowels consistently in
their transcriptions. Final long vowels may be classified into
several groups ...

(3) Vowels long from compensatory lengthening with the loss of
a following consonant (guttural, w, y). When word-final they
are transcribed without a length mark by most Assyriologists;
when not final they are transcribed variously unmarked (in
CAD) or with a macron ...
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This also applies to /erbe/ versus /erbe/. For example, the (rather rarely
used) vowel length can be found in Streck (1995: 44 note 104); Buccellati
(1996: 164); Wende (2022: 207). On the other hand, short vowels are
assumed by von Soden (1995: § 69); Kienast (2001: 182); Diakonoff and
Kogan (2007: 27); Huehnergard (2011: 235); Kouwenberg (2017: 275) and
others.

However, this is contradicted by the plene vowel spelling er-bé-e (clearly
for “4”) in Sumer 7, 147, 15. Von Soden 1995: § 69 ¢ note 7) addendum,
laconically notes this variant: “erbe auch aB er-bé-e”. Streck (2022: 437,
445), quotes it with context, but otherwise it is mostly ignored.

It is quite unlikely that there was no difference in pronunciation between
“4” and “40”. This may have consisted in the opposition between short
and long vowels: /erbe/ versus /erbe/. But what could the articulatory or
acoustic contrast be in this case if both numbers had long vowels? Streck
2022: 33 has summarized this situation:

/a/, /e/, /i/, and /u/ are vowels long by structure, ..., or by loss
of an aleph. Contraction of two contiguous vowels also results
in long vowels: /a/, /&/, /i/, /i/. Whereas plene spellings
do not regularly occur with structurally long vowels ..., plene
vowel spellings usually appear with contracted vowels ... This
has led several scholars to assume a difference in pronunciation,
whether quantity or stress.

There are other possibilities as well. The phonological /e/ has several
allophones, e.g. [e], [€], [e], [9], [0], [3], and variation in the quality of the
vowel to create contrast cannot be ruled out. Furthermore, plene vowel
spellings are ambiguous. They can represent accent or length, but they may
also indicate a hiatus and a different syllable structure.

These contradictory hypotheses should only be pointed out; a proper
analysis of the complex conditions requires a great deal of effort, which is
not possible here.

2 Salasa and salasu status absolutus for “30”
On the history of research, Streck has repeatedly postulated the existence of

a status absolutus pl. masc., most recently (with variants) in the following
two studies.
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(1)

Streck (2022: 440).

The decimals (probably only from “20” to “50”) also have a masc. and
a fem. form:

a) St. abs. masc:
Math.  ammat ahsubsuma sa-la-Su putam [a]llik
Sumer 7, 39: 4 salasu “I cut it by one cubit and I
measured (lit. went) thirty (cubits = fem. ammatum)
along (its) front”.

Streck (2024: 397).

The pre-Late Babylonian evidence for 20-50 shows that the forms with
final -a, when not used alone, always refer to masc. nouns ..

In a single case a syllabically written decimal refers to a fem. noun:
ammat ahsubamma sa-la-su putam [a]llik ... 30 putika puturma Sumer
7, 39: 4.

‘I shortend it by one cubit and measured (lit. walked) on
its front 30 (cubits = ammatu) .. Detach 30 from your
front ..’

But in this case the decimal does not show the ending -a. We may
conclude that also in pre-Late Babylonian Akkadian two series of
decimals are known: one series which has a mostly plene spelled and
therefore undoubtedly long -a with masc. nouns, and a second series
ending in -u. Therefore, von Soden’s analysis (1961) of -a as ending
of the status absolutus fem. pl. can be confirmed for Akkadian. - is
apparently'? the ending of the corresponding status absolutus masc.
pl., which, however, coincides with the ending of the status rectus.
Fn. 12: T am not aware of further evidence for pl. forms of the status
absolutus ...

salasu is a phantom, however, because this passage contains a scribal
error. The exact form of the number “30” has been analyzed controversially,
as the following selection of interpretations shows.
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(3) Baqir (1951: 39f.) (= Sumer 7, 39 No. 7, IM 53965) published this
text with edition including copy and photos (unnumbered plates after
p. 44). He understands the passage in question as follows:

am-ma-at ah-si-ib-su-ma Sa-la-su pu-ta-am [a]l-li-ik
I diminished one cubit therefrom and have gone half the
width (7) (thirty by width 7).

The value <tib> (for the SE sign) is not common in Old Babylonian and
this sign is not possible according to the photo.

(4) Von Soden (1952a: 52f.)

Auch bei diesem Text ist mir eine befriedigende Deutung
der Rechnung noch nicht gelungen. Die Aufgabe lautet
wohl .. 1 Elle brach ich bei ihm ab und ging 30 X
(sha-la-shil?) die Breite.

(5) CAD S/I (1989): 234.
salasa (selasa) thirty; Sa-la-su Sumer 7 39 No. 7:4.

ammat ahsubSuma Sa-la-$u putam [a]llik

I cut off one cubit (length) from it (a reed of unknown
length that had first been used to measure the length of a
rectangle), and I measured thirty along the width.

Sumer 7 39 No. 7:4 (OB math.), see von Soden, Sumer 8
53.

However, the cited reference to von Soden’s commentary does not address
his divergent reading.

(6) Friberg (2007: 250).

am-ma-at ah-si-ub-su-ma Sa-la-as pu-ta-am |a]l-li-ik
[A] cubit I broke off it, then thirty, the front, I walked.

The sign <as$> does not match the documentation at all, perhaps there
is a printing error for <sa>.

Controversial Akkadian... 12 SOMMERFELD
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(7) Gongalves (2015: 77). This edition offers neither collations nor
renewed copies or photos.

The tablet was published initially by Bagir (1951). von
Soden (1952) offered a new reading for lines 3 to 5.
However, neither Baqir nor von Soden presented a
satisfactory mathematical interpretation. ..

In what follows, I used Bagqir’s original reading together
with the improvements made by von Soden (only lines 3-5)

am-ma-at ah-sug-ubg-su-ma sa-la-si! pu-ta-am |a]l-li-ik

Baqir’s original reading differed from the one presented
here in the following lines: ..

am-ma-at ah-sug-ubs-$u-ma Sa-la-sSu pu-ta-am [a]l-li-ik ...
I broke off a cubit from it, and I went thirty times the
width.

(8) DCCMT (Digital Corpus of Cuneiform Mathematical Texts)
(https://oracc.museum.upenn.edu/dccmt/P254610) [accessed
19/08/2025] offers the following interpretation. The form $a-la-su is
neither doubted nor commented on.

am-ma-at ah-siu-ub-su-ma sa-la-Su pu-ta-am Tal-li-ik!
I broke off a cubit and then I went thirty (along) the width.

There are thus three different readings for the decimal number “30” side
by side. However, it is not possible to make a decision based on the copy
and photo provided by Baqir (3) in 1951. His copy is often not accurate in
the details, and the photo has only a low resolution and is not very sharp.
A new photo of IM 53965 (Figure 1), kindly provided by Laith Hussein and
reproduced here, now shows that no reading other than sa-la-su is possible.
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st l:
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0 1 2 cm

Figure 1: Copyright: Iraq Museum.

However, for interpretation, a parallel must be considered that was not
taken into account in any of the works cited above. The mathematical text
Str 368 that Frank (1928) published in a copy on Plate IX no. 11 contains
largely the same problem but with some differences in spelling:

IM 53965, 4f. sa-la-$u pu-ta-am "al-li-ik
Str 368, 4 30-su SAG al-li-ik

Controversial Akkadian... 14 SOMMERFELD
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There is a photo of Str 368 on CDLI P414664
(https://cdli.earth/artifacts/414664) [accessed 19/08/2025], and the
following translations are available for line 4:

(9) Neugebauer (1935: 311).
Sein 30 (als) Lénge habe ich durchschritten.
(10) Thureau-Dangin (1938: 92).
[J]e suis allé 30 fois par le front.

(11) DCCMT (Digital Corpus of Cuneiform Mathematical Texts)
(https://oracc.museum.upenn.edu/dccmt /P414664) [accessed
19/08,/2025]

I went a width of its 30.

This spelling 30-su appears very rarely in Old Babylonian texts. In a
letter from Mari, the context clearly indicates that the multiplicative number
“30 times” is meant:

(12) ARM 26/2: 434 (https://archibab.fr/T6739) [accessed 19/08/2025]
line 40-41 reads as follows:

30-5u L[U.TUR $a-a-tu] a-lam t-sd-hi-ru-su-ma
On a fait faire trente fois a cet homme le tour de la ville.

The difference between the two spellings 30-su and sa-la-Su can only
be bridged by assuming that there is a scribal error, namely the
haplography sa-la-<sa>-su. The context of IM 53965, 4f. is therefore
as follows:

am-ma-at  ah-su-ub-Su-ma  Sa-la-<sa>-su  pu-ta-am
Tal-li-ik!

I broke off a cubit and then I went along the front side 30
times.

This is the only attested phonographic notation of this number, albeit
incorrect.
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The multiplicative number “30 times” is not mentioned in the grammars
of von Soden (1952); Buccellati (1996); Huehnergard (2011); Streck (2022).
It is also missing as a lemma in the standard dictionaries von Soden
(1958-1981) (AHw) and CAD S/I (1989). However, the latter book mentions
an entry from an Old Babylonian lexical list that clearly illustrates the word
formation pattern.

(13) CAD S/1 234.

$alasa thirty
[20].bal.a.ni.im = esrasu his twenty, [30].bal.a.nfi.im] =
[Sa-la-Sa-a-su] his thirty Nigga Bil. B 318.

This entry (with the spelling es-ra-a-$u) is published in Civil 1971:
123 line 317-318 and repeated in DCCLT (Digital Corpus of Cuneiform
Lexical Texts) (https://oracc.museum.upenn.edu/dcclt/P464216) [accessed
19/08/2025] €317, £318.

es-ra-a-su and sa-la-sa-a-su are to be analyzed as the cardinal number
esra “twenty” and salasa “thirty” with the suffix -su.

This matches the Old Assyrian formation with the difference that instead
of the prepositions adi or ana in Old Babylonian the suffix -su is used.

(14) Kouwenberg (2017: 286).

Most multiplicative numbers have a suffix -esu or -isu after
the stem of the cardinal number. ..

Multiplicatives without -esu include ... esra ‘twenty times’
... for higher numbers the cardinal numeral preceded by
adi or ana could serve as a multiplicative, as in adi esra
‘twenty times’ ..

Conclusion: The status absolutus masc. Salasu postulated by Streck has
not yet been proven.

3 tese/tese/tesé “9” or “90”

The phonographic notation te-Se-e is controversially interpreted as either
“9” or “90”. On the history of research,
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(1) Grayson and Sollberger (1976: 103-128) offer the following entry in
their editio princeps of an Old Babylonian literary text (pp. 117/121,
23"):

te-se-e gu-ru-un Sa-al-ma-ti-si-nla is-ku-un
[Il entassa] leurs cadavres en une masse confuse de tertres
funéraires.

(2) Von Soden (1977: 235f.), comments on this entry:

Z. 23’ beginnt mit te-se-e. tesé ist als St. cstr. von
tesi(m) “Verwirrung” gut bekannt. Die Ubersetzung
auf S. 121 “en une masse confuse” lafit sich aber weder
lexikalisch noch grammatisch rechtfertigen und gibt auch
keinen befriedigenden Sinn. Der Kommentar erlautert die
Zeile nicht. tesi(m) kann hier nicht vorliegen. Das auf
te-se-e folgende gu(qu)-ru-un Sa-al-ma-ti-si-n[a] 148t eine
Zahl erwarten. ti/ese “neun” kann nicht gemeint sein, weil
diese Zahl vor dem Maskulinum ¢/ gurunum im Femininum
stehen mifite.  Auch wiren “neun Leichenhaufen” in
diesem mit jeder Wirklichkeit fremden sehr hohen Zahlen
operierenden Text wenig eindrucksvoll. Wir haben hier
also den ersten syllabisch geschriebenen Beleg fiir die Zahl
90 vor uns: “90 Leichenhaufen” passen gut zu 90000 bzw.
360000 Soldaten in Z. 28 und 30. Die Form tesé statt
des altbab. zu erwartenden *ti/esia zeigt die in Mari
und Esnunna tibliche Kontraktion von ia zu é .. Andere
eindeutige Hinweise auf eine Herkunft der Tafel BM 79987
aus den Bereichen von Mari oder Esnunna kann ich nicht
finden; es spricht aber wohl auch nichts dagegen. Fiir die
Sing.-Form des St.cstr. ¢/gurun im Plural vgl. GAG § 64
1.

(3) Von Soden (1958-1981: (1977) 1352): *teiia, Mari tesé “90”,
(4) Streck (1995: 44 fn. 104).

Das von von Soden (1977, 235f.) behandelte und in AHw
1352b zitierte aB te-se-e RA 70, 117:23 mochte ich doch
zu 9, nicht zu 90 stellen: a) gurunnu bildet mit CAD G
142a auch einen fem. Pl b) Der Text zeigt sonst keine
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“Kontraktion” von wa/ea zu é: an-ni-a-am RA 70, 115 ii
6, Tit'-bé-a-am-ma ebd. 117 ii 21" ¢) 90 wird 5 Zeilen
weiter (ebd. 28’) mit der Ziffer geschrieben. d) Die Form
/tese/ ist ganz analog zu aB er-bé-e /erbe/ “4” CT 36, 4
i 2.

For these arguments, see the discussion below.

(5) Von Soden (1995: § 69 ¢ Addendum).

Die Zahlen 20-50 sind ... St.-abs.-Formen des P1. f. .. und
werden demgemass nicht dekliniert ... Neu ist *tesia > tesé
“90” (AHw. 1352b).

(6) Goodnick Westenholz (1997: 246-258), has presented a new edition of
this text. The relevant passage p. 254f. 23’ reads:

te-se-e gu-ru-un Sa-al-ma-ti-i-nla is-ku-un|

[He made] a confusing mass of their corpses.

Fn: Von Soden (ZA 67 [1977] 236) suggests that te-se-e is a
writing of the numeral 90 in which tesé < ti/esia exhibits
the e < 4a contraction known at Mari and Esnunna.
However, I have shown that the origin of this tablet is
probably Sippar, so there should not be any examples of
such contractions on this tablet.

(7) Black et al. (2000: (A Concise Dictionary of Akkadian) 405): *tesia,
Mari tesé “ninety”.

(8) CAD T (2006): 373: tesé “ninety”.

te-Se-e gurun Salmatisin]a iskun]
[He heaped up] ninety piles of their (the enemies’) corpses.

(9) Reiner (2007:55).
tesé
Add discussion: For the meaning “nine” (rather than
“ninety”) see Streck Zahl und Zeit 44 n. 104.
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(10) Haul (2009: 174).

tesé gurun salmatisina
“Ein wirrer Haufen ihrer Leichen”.

(11) Mayer (2009: 433).

tesé: Die Schreibweise des aB Textes spricht nach M.
Streck, CM 5, 44 Anm. 104 eher fir die Zahl “neun”.

(12) Mayer (2015: 194).

§ 69 e N[achtrag]: te-se-e ist eher als “neun” zu verstehen
(Streck, Zahl und Zeit 44 Anm. 104).

(13) Nladezda] R[udik] in Streck (2019: 96).

tise, tese “nine”

With Streck 1995, 44 n. 104, the form te-se-ein RA 70, 117
cit. CAD T 373 belongs here (“nine” rather than “ninety”,
Reiner 2007, 55; Mayer 2009, 433).

(14) Streck (2022).

(In some cases) the st. cstr. before a noun in the gen. loses
the pl. ending: ... tese gu-ru-un Salmatiginfa] ... gurun
“nine heaps of their corpses” (p. 425)

“9”. St. abs. masc. tese: Lit. te-Se-e gurun salmatisin|a)
.. “nine heaps of their corpses”.!®

Fn. 15: For tese “9” see Streck 1995, 44 n. 104. Von Soden
1977 (followed by both AHw. and CAD) suggested “90”.
J.G. Westenholz 1977, 255 translates “confusing mass of
their corpses” and derives “confusing” from tesi; however,
tesu is never used in this sense. For the st. cstr. sg. gurun

instead of the (fem.) pl. see [p. 425] (p. 439)

How can these inconsistencies be resolved? Most of the arguments can
be checked for their justification and evaluations with clear results can be
provided. Since the spellings are certain or no clear variant is available in a
duplicate for clarification, the criteria must be developed analytically.

The interpretation of te-se-e as a status constructus of tesd “confusion”
is grammatically possible, but is ruled out for semantic reasons, because
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a “confusing mass of their corpses” does not fit with the semantic field of
tesum and is nowhere attested.

Von Soden (1977: 236) assumes a contraction in the form te-se-e: “Die
Form tesé statt des altbab. zu erwartenden *ti/esia zeigt die in Mari und
Esnunna tibliche Kontraktion von da zu é”. Streck (1995: 44 fn. 104) and
Goodnick Westenholz (1997: 255) have contradicted, because the text does
not originate from there, but probably from Sippar and otherwise shows no
corresponding contractions.

Streck (1995: 44 fn. 104) wants to place te-se-e ‘to 9, not to 90’ and
points out the following in this regard: “Die Form /tese/ ist ganz analog zu
aB er-bé-e /erbe/ “4” CT 36, 4 ii 2" However, this is a counter-argument,
because, as shown above, in this text the spelling er-bé-e clearly stands for
“40”.

te-Se-e can be derived with analogous transitions as in the case of er-bé-e
in the steps vowel colouring - compensatory lengthening - vowel harmony -
vowel shortening - contraction and analyzed as status absolutus fem. plural.

The forms are:

*tifal] = /tisa®/ > /tise(®)/ > /tise/ > /[tese/ > /tese/ “9”
/tese / - Je/ > [teseé/ “90”

The vowel assimilation of /i/ to /e/ is common and irrelevant for the
determination of the number.

Analogous to the spelling er-bé-e for erbe “4” and erbé “407, te-se-e
could stand for “9” and “90”. In both cases, there are problems with the
grammatical construction. In the case of “9”, the feminine form of the
numeral (tesit) and the plural of the counted noun would be expected instead
of tese gurun. Streck (1995: 44 fn. 104) states: “gurunnu bildet mit CAD
G 142a auch einen fem. P1” He explains the singular form (Streck 2022:
425): “(In some cases) the st. cstr. before a noun in the gen. loses the pl.
ending”. The extent to which a feminine plural formation to a masculine
noun in the singular changes the grammatical construction of the numbers
needs to be better substantiated.

When interpreted as “907, the form corresponds to the expectation,
because the status absolutus fem. is not inflected, see von Soden (1995:
§ 69 e). With regard to the singular, he argues similarly (von Soden 1977:
236): “Fir die Sing.-Form des St.cstr. ¢/gurun im Plural vgl. GAG § 64 1.
There it says: “Im Plural auf -« .. lautet der St. c. genau so wie der St.
rectus und wird daher manchmal lieber vermieden, indem ... bei eindeutigem
Zusammenhang dafiir der St. c. des Sing. eintritt ...”
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However, a simple explanation is also possible, namely that gurun was
understood here as a unit of measurement and that the indeclinable status
absolutus is present, as is usual in the construction number + unit of
measurement -+ item measured; cf. on this e.g. summarily von Soden (1995:
§ 62 d); in detail Kouwenberg (2017: 202, 279, 299f.) with a list of numerous
“measure nouns attested in Old Assyrian”.

As a further argument, Streck (1995: 44 fn. 104) cites the different
representation of the numbers: “90 wird 5 Zeilen weiter (ebd. 28’) mit
der Ziffer geschrieben.” However, this is a weak argument. Variation is
a universal principle that historical sociolinguistics has identified in a large
number of written languages and that applies equally to cuneiform literature;
for a summary, see Rutkowska and Réssler (2012). Cf. e.g. the statement
o.c. 217f.:

We can distinguish (a) diachronic, (b) diatopic, (c) diaphasic,
(d) diastratic, (e) diasituative, and (f) aesthetic variants ..
[S]pelling variability corresponded to an aesthetic principle
(similar to modern advice to use lexical alternatives):
“[v]ariatio delectat meant more than just giving pleasure to
the eye. It meant demonstrating one’s writing skills through
the calculated use of alternation” ..

With the principles developed by historical sociolinguistics, the
orthography of the cuneiform languages can also be analyzed more
extensively than has previously been the case in the Assyriological literature.
For summaries under the keyword “Orthographie”; cf. Edzard (2003-2005:
132-137) (Sumerian); Streck (2003-2005: 137-140) (Akkadian); Oettinger
(2003-2005:  140-143) (Hittite); no corresponding linguistic literature is
mentioned here. Worthington (2012: 32) gets to the heart of the matter:

[T]he understanding of textual change and its mechanisms is
not as advanced in Assyriology as in other fields, nor is its
importance as clearly recognized.

By analyzing te-se-e as “9”, the variation between the representation of
numbers with phonograms or number signs would only be shifted, because
in this text Goodnick Westenholz (1997) the numbers “6” (254 rev. II 25
30’) and “50” (252 rev. 1 197) are also written with number signs.

Thus, if neither of the two interpretations of te-se-e as “9” or “90” can be
ruled out according to phonological and orthographic criteria, the argument
that von Soden (1997: 236) considered clarifying remains to be examined:
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Auch wiren “neun Leichenhaufen” in diesem mit jeder
Wirklichkeit fremden sehr hohen Zahlen operierenden Text
wenig eindrucksvoll. ... “90 Leichenhaufen” passen gut zu 90000
bzw. 360000 Soldaten in Z. 28 und 30.

The mention of burial mounds is a common motif in (pseudo-)historical
sources and has been the subject of extensive research; see especially
Richardson (2007); Selz (2015). The state of research was most recently
summarized by Ghobadizadeh and Sallaberger (2023: 17-19):

Such burial mounds are known from royal inscriptions ranging
from Ur-Nanse of Laga$ (ca. 2450 BCE) to Samsuiluna of
Babylon (1749-1712 BCE) and referring to rulers of Ebla,
Girsu, Akkade, Ur, Mari, and Babylon. These include passages
from the two most famous victory monuments from early
Mesopotamia, the Stele of the Vultures (RIME 1, E1.9.3.1)
and Naram-Suen’s victory stele (RIME 2, E2.1.4.31). ...

This text [Enmetena, RIME 1, E1.9.5.1 iii 11-27] includes
another important piece of information, namely that multiple
mounds were set up, in this case, five. Eanatum heaped
up (bip-dub) even as many as 20 mounds, according to a
description in the Stele of the Vultures (RIME 1, E1.9.3.1 0. xi
14.15), and Enmetena, in another instance, spoke of erecting
mounds as a pluralic action.

Although it is not possible to establish a direct statistical relationship
between the size of the armies, the number of casualties and the burial
mounds, there is some quantifiable data from the periods in question that
at least allow extrapolations of the orders of magnitude.

For a summary of the size of the armies and the number of casualties in
the 3rd millennium, see Sommerfeld (2022: 11-40). Rimus gives the total
number of enemy casualties from seven cities as 84,556 men, including 40,713
fallen. Naram-Sin puts the total number of enemies from 17 cities defeated
in nine battles at 95,340 fighters, although he does not provide a detailed
breakdown of casualties and prisoners. Neither provides any information
on the size of his armies. The extrapolation for the state of Ebla based on
administrative documents shows that the army there could muster at least
44,000 men. Sommerfeld (2022: 28): “Da die Koénige von Akkade ein viel
groferes Gebiet kontrollierten als der Staat von Ebla, konnten sie wohl auch
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eine entsprechend starke Armee aufstellen, die in der Lage war, fast 100.000
Gegner zu bezwingen.”

There is no data on the number of burial mounds from the Sargonic
period. The army strength for Girsu at that time can be estimated at around
5,000 men (Sommerfeld 2022: 27). Assuming that the demography at the
end of the Early Dynastic period was comparable, it can be extrapolated that
the number of five or 20 tumuli documented here was on a rather small scale
compared to the extraordinarily costly battles of the much larger Akkadian
armies.

Stol (2004: 778) mentions 60,000 soldiers as the maximum number
attested in the Old Babylonian period.

Wie grofi war eine Armee auf einem Feldzug? ... (Normal sind)
Armeen von einigen tausend Soldaten, doch sind gelegentlich
auch grofere Truppenkontingente tiberliefert. .. Die Briefe aus
Shemshara nennen 20.000 und 60.000 Mann (Letzteres ist wohl
bewusst tibertrieben). ...

Normalerweise sind es jedoch weniger als 10.000 Mann ...

Consequently, if the Early Dynastic royal factual accounts explicitly
mention 5 and 20 burial mounds in the face of much smaller armies
and inevitably fewer casualties, the comparatively low figure of “9” in
the Naram-Sin legend for the burial of 90,000 fallen warriors (Goodnick
Westenholz 1997: 254 rev. II' 28’) would seem an understatement with
sharp dissonance given an army strength of 360,000 warriors (l.c. 254 rev.
I’ 307).

Conclusion: The analysis of te-se-e as “90” is linguistically and
orthographically consistent, and is also the only appropriate interpretation
in this text with its bombastic exaggerations. The corresponding entries in
the dictionaries (— [3], [7], [8]) are justified and do not require redefinition.
This means that this statement must be qualified (Streck 2024: 397): “There
is some evidence that, at least in Old Babylonian, the words for 70 - 90 do
not derive from the numbers 7 - 9 but rather are combinations of 60 and 10
- 307
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