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3. Cuneiform brick (W950)    

 

 

Description of object1 

                                                        
 1 Some material here has been adapted from my 2015 Inscriptions article  ‘Nine ways of writing 
 seven languages as evidenced in the collection of the Egypt Centre, Swansea’ (Issue 40, pp 9-16). 



W 950 is a brick from Ur inscribed with 4 vertical lines of cuneiform script in the Sumerian language. It 

dates from circa 2100 BC, and is 11 cm long. The object file contains the original auction label showing 

that Wellcome acquired this brick at Sothebys on 23/07/1930, where it was sold as lot no. 27. It is 

currently stored in box 122, room 8.  

There is a very clear picture, a description and translation of the inscription on pages 5-7 of Kate 

Bosse-Griffiths’ booklet entitled Five Ways of Writing between 2000 BC and AD 200 2 W 950 (given as 

W250 by Bosse-Griffiths) has a dedicatory inscription, referring to King Ur-Nammu (2112-2095 BC). 

He was the first king of the third dynasty of Ur, a Sumerian city state.  

 There are four vertical lines of writing, to be read from right to left. Bosse-Griffiths (1994:5) 

provides the translation made by Professor H. Saggs of Cardiff University in 1974: 

‘Ur-Nammu King of Ur who built the temple of Nanna’ 

Nanna was the moon god, and his temple was the ziggurat3 built by Ur-Nammu at Ur, which is 

linked to the Biblical Tower of Babel. 

 Burnt bricks such as this one are linked with the ziggurat, and there are 71 bricks bearing 

cuneiform dedicatory inscriptions to Ur-Nammu in the British Museum.4 Saggs notes that an identical 

brick was published in Cuneiform Texts XX1 , plate 4, 9080.  

These bricks were popular souvenirs:  

‘The earliest ancient inscriptions to be recorded by foreign travellers to the Middle East were fired clay 

bricks with a cuneiform inscription impressed or stamped on one edge or surface. The earliest such 

bricks come from southern Iraq, date to about 2500 BC and were inscribed in the Sumerian language. 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
 

2 Subtitled: Pictures from the Swansea Wellcome Museum No.3. Photographs by R.P. Davies; published 
in 1994 by Y Lolfa Cyf.,Talybont. There is a copy by the writing case in the House of Life; it is also 
available to buy in the gift shop. 

 
 3 A ziggurat refers to a rectangular stepped tower, as found in ancient Mesopotamia. They were 
 sometimes topped with a temple. See sketch of reconstruction on p.7 of Bosse-Griffiths (1994). 
 
 4 http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/search.aspx?searchText=brick+ur-
 nammu 



These were replaced after 2000 BC by Babylonian dialect of the Akkadian language, whereas those 

made in the cities of Assyria, in northern Iraq, were in Assyrian dialect, and equivalent bricks made in 

Iran were inscribed in Elamite. Bricks with cuneiform inscriptions were collected by most foreign 

travellers to these regions, although most were fragmentary as complete bricks were systematically 

re-used by local builders.’5 

There is a slightly later claim to fame for Ur: it is considered to be the site of the world’s first museum. 

Archaeologists excavating the palace (c. 530BC) of Princess Ennigaldi-Nanna of Ur discovered a 

selection of artefacts from different periods, along with clay cylinder labels in three languages.6  

The cuneiform script and the Sumerian language 

Cuneiform (wedge-shaped) writing dates from the fourth millennium BC and developed from a 

pictographic system to one that marked words, syllables and phonetic elements with stylised 

symbols consisting of straight strokes, often in a wedge shape. These were pressed into soft clay 

with a stylus, although later the writing was inscribed on harder surfaces such as stone. It was 

used to write various languages in the Near East, the first being Sumerian, a language isolate7 

spoken in southern Mesopotamia from the fourth millennium BC to around 2000 BC, when it was 

replaced by Akkadian, although the written form continued to be used, and the Sumerian language 

strongly influenced Akkadian.  Like Egyptian hieroglyphs, the script is a semanto-phonetic system 

(ie it has symbols for phonograms, logograms and determinatives8). Writing direction is variable, 

and there were about 1000 symbols in the early period, later reduced to around 400. Akkadian, a 

Northeast Semitic language, was spoken in Mesopotamia from around 2800 BC to 500AD, and 

adapted the Sumerian script around 2350 BC. It later divided into two main dialects: Assyrian and 

Babylonian. Akkadian was the lingua franca of the Near East, until it became marginalised by 

Aramaic in the eighth century BC. 

Related objects in the collection 

                                                        
 5http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=674208

 &partId=1 

 
 6 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ennigaldi-Nanna's_museum 
 

 7 A language isolate designates a language not related to any other (such as Basque, an ancient 
 language still spoken in north-west Spain and south-west France). 
 
 8 A logogram is a symbol that represents a word; a phonogram represents a sound. 



W951: Inscribed brick of King Amar-Sin Third Dynasty of Ur  c. 2047 BC
9
: light clay brick inscribed with 

13 lines of cuneiform (in store). 

 W952: Cuneiform marble slab 

 W 952 is a marble slab dating from around 600 BC, set in plaster in modern times (1885), and 

 located in the writing case in the HOL. It bears an inscription of Nebuchadrezzar, King of 

 Babylon. He is better known to us as Nebuchadnezzar II (reigned 605-562 BC), an important 

figure in Jewish history, responsible for the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem.  The slab 

contains six vertical lines of writing to be read from right to left, and  proclaims the king as a 

provider of temples and son of Nebopolassar  (see Bosse -Griffiths (1994: 8-9). The language is 

Akkadian, and perhaps the most famous Akkadian documents in Egypt are the Amarna Tablets, 

addressed to various pharaohs of the New Kingdom. They consist of:  

 ’382 cuneiform documents discovered in 1887 in Egypt, at the site of Tell el-Amarna. They are mainly 

 letters spanning a fifteen- to thirty-year period. The first dates to around year 30 of the reign of 

 Amenhotep III (1390-1352 BC), and the last to no later than the first year of the reign of 

 Tutankhamun (1336-1327 BC). The majority date to the reign of Amenhotep IV (Akhenaten) (1352-

 1336 BC), the heretic pharaoh who founded a new capital at Tell el-Amarna.’ 10  

 W956 Brick with cuneiform writing of King Shalmanassar of Assyria. From city of Ashur c. 

1280- 60 BC (in store). 

 W957a: Fragment of brick with cuneiform inscription (in store). 

W958: Two fragments of Assyrian brick (originally one piece) (in store). 

W959: Assyrian brick with flower painted thereon (in store). 

W234 a, b: Tiles from Djoser’s step pyramid, Saqqara. Two glazed faience lining tiles from a 

chamber inside the step pyramid. One is deep blue, the other red brown. The step pyramid used 

                                                        
9 Another date is also given: c. 2228 BC, but this does not fit in with the information on the third dynasty 
given with W950. 
10 See: 
http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/highlight_objects/me/l/clay_tablet_letter,_egypt_2.asp
x 



36000 blue-green glazed tiles measuring 6 x 4 cm, which were threaded on copper wires in rows, 

and fixed in plaster to form panelling imitating reed mat wall hangings.11 Our much smaller pieces 

are on display in the Faience and Glass case, together with a note from Henry Wellcome, dated 8th 

September 1922, stating that they were taken from Egypt to Berlin by Lepsius12, later presented to 

McGregor13, and sold at auction in 1922 to Wellcome. 

 

 

EC 397: Four faience fragments of decorated brick or tile, probably from Nubia (in store). 

EC 400: Four fragments of faience brick or tile decorated with a feather (in store). 

EC 1920:  Metal cone described on its label as the ‘summit of Cheops’ pyramid14. This is clearly a 

fake, resembling a pie funnel more than the capstone of a pyramid. From the John Foulkes-Jones 

collection15 (HOL). Early tombs were constructed of mud bricks, but pyramids were made of durable 

limestone blocks, including the capstone!16 Hence the Arab proverb: ‘Everything fears time, only the 

pyramids laugh at it’ 

WK 15,16,17,35, 56:  Five shabtis with brick moulds on their backs. Faience. Woking Loan.  On 

show in the Technology case (HOL), next to a replica wooden brick mould and a replica mud brick. 

                                                        
11 See for example the photos here: http://www.ancient-
egypt.co.uk/fitzwilliam/pages/fitzwilliam_sep2006_%20286.htm 
12 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Karl_Richard_Lepsius 
German Egyptologist 1810-1884. a disciple of Champollion, and explorer, he published  a12 volume book of 
hieroglyphic inscriptions, and in 1855 became co-director of the Egyptian Museum Berlin. 
13 Rev. Willliam MacGregor (1848-1937) was a prodigious collector of Egyptological items, but sold his vast 
collection to a London dealer in 1921. The following year, the Sotheby’s MacGregor auction saw 1800 lots 
(over 8000 items) sold to collectors and museums see Rogers, 2010: http://antiquity.ac.uk/projgall/rogers325/). 
 
14 Cheops is the Hellenised form of the name Khufu, the 4th Dynasty pharaoh who commissioned the Great 
Pyramid at Giza.  
15 John Foulkes-Jones was a 19th century Welsh minister who travelled to Egypt and wrote an account of his 
visit which was published in 1860: Egypt in its biblical relations and moral aspect (London, Smith, Elder). 
There is a  copy in the EC office. Many thanks to Lauren & Sam for alerting me to this collection, and to Sam 
for showing me the items. There are 24 items in total (plus labels and old newspaper wrappings): catalogue 
numbers EC 1916 to EC 1940. It is thought that they were collected around 1849, or possibly 1855. 
16 Some capstones were made of polished black granite, and possibly gold. For more detail on pyramid 
construction, see M. Vervier The Pyramids: Their Archaeology and History (Atlantic Books, London, 2002). 
Copy in John Brumfitt Volunteer Library. Also: J. Watson  Egyptian Pyramids and Mastaba Tombs (Shire 
1987). Copy in HOL.  



 The front cover of Horizon 15, Autumn 201417 shows mud bricks and a wooden brick mould similar 

to the replicas we have on display. The caption reads: 

‘Repairs to the Great Aten Temple include laying protective courses of mud bricks over the ancient, 

eroded brickwork of the outer pylon entrance. The expedition’s team of brickmakers produces a 

daily quota of bricks, made to the ancient brick size’. 

Mud bricks were made from Nile mud mixed with chopped straw (to prevent cracking). In order to 

build walls, they were fixed together with mud mortar (Watson 1987:56). 

Scene featuring birth brick on coffin W1982.  On the left-hand side of the Weighing of the Heart 

scene, the deceased is represented as a seated mummiform figure awaiting rebirth; below her the 

goddess Ma’at squats on a rectangular-shaped birth brick. An actual archaeological sample of a  

birth brick as used by women in ancient Egypt, and dating from the Middle Kingdom, was found in 

2001 in Abydos.18  

In Conclusion  

The study of a very early cuneiform brick brings together many threads in our collection. It marks 

the early stages of the history of writing, and the importance of Sumerian culture in the stories of 

the Old Testament, and in the history of collecting and museums. It is an illustration of the breadth 

of Wellcome’s collection, and a link to ancient buildings and building techniques, from ziggurats to 

pyramids, from mud bricks to stone blocks and faience tiles and bricks. Another link is to ancient 

birthing practices and the belief in rebirth, as illustrated on the coffin scene. 

Postscript 

I started writing this series of articles in April 2016, and was quite pleased with the title I came up with. And 

then, in November 2016, I had a look at the latest edition of the Museums Journal which had arrived at the 

Egypt Centre, and found an article there called ‘What’s in store’ by Jonathan Knott (Nov. 2016, pp.40-43). It 

                                                        
17 The Amarna Project and Amarna Trust Newsletter. Available to view on upstairs landing of EC. 
18 See Carolyn-Graves Brown: An Egyptian Priestess Reborn. Scenes from the 21st Dynasty Coffin of 
Iwesemhesetmut (Egypt Centre 2013). Copy available in HOD. On the Abydos find, see ‘Magical Childbirth’, 
posted on 04/08/2011 by M. Moll (http://anthropology.msu.edu/egyptian-
archaeology/2011/08/04/magical-childbirth/)  



discusses the problem faced by most museums of not being able to exhibit the majority of their holdings. He 

talks about: ‘the seemingly Cinderella-esque journey of stored museum collections from obscurity into 

limelight’ (p.40). The (modest) aim of this series of articles is indeed to shine a light on a few of the many 

objects the Egypt Centre holds in its storerooms. 

Dulcie Engel 


