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“Don’t worry. She won’t divorce
you. If she does, you can always go
to the other one. She throws you out
too - you can come to me”.
(Tamara in Enemies, a Love Story)

Abstract : The corpus of Old Babylonian letters depicts a rich variety of everyday situations in both the
private and professional life of Old Babylonian individuals. Within this group, many Old Babylonian letters
inform us of personal conflicts : small and trivial neighbours’ quarrels as well as serious and extensive
clashes. This article gives an overview of the different sorts of personal conflicts and their possible solutions
found in the Old Babylonian letters : remonstrations concerning unfulfilled deliveries and obligations, dis¬
putes concerning territory and property, claims for damage, juridical affairs, divorce, heritage, etc. Every kind
of personal conflict is illustrated by a particular case.
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1. Introduction

The corpus of Old Babylonian letters is a very important source of information on
everyday life. A very large collection consisting up to now of circa two thousand eight
hundred letters and fragments is published in the excellent Dutch series Altbabylonische
Briefe in Umschrift und Übersetzung. These constitute the basic corpus from which we have
drawn examples for this article. 1

Unfortunately, these letters are most often rather difficult to fully understand. The
reason is obvious : apart from the fragmentary state of a substantial number of them, the
nature of the genre involves various difficulties in interpretation. The most important one is
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the lack of context about the topics on which they wrote : both the ancient writer and the
addressee only mentioned new or supplementary information omitting what was common
knowledge or what was already known by both.

Nevertheless, many Old Babylonian letters give us a glimpse of everyday life and
what do we most often see? Personal conflicts : small and trivial quarrels between neigh¬
bours as well as serious and extensive clashes. War and peace, but most often war, on a
personal level. In this article, we shall give an overview of different sorts of personal con¬
flicts expressed in the Old Babylonian letters. 2

It goes without saying that a number of these letters deal with conflicts on a high
level : state affairs, enemies threatening cities and territories etc. In what follows, we shall
focus only on conflicts between private persons, which does not mean, as we shall see, that
royal correspondence is to be excluded in all cases.

2. Tapes of Personal Conflicts Expressed in Old Babylonian Letters

We distinguish six types of conflicts between two or more individuals :

1. Disputes concerning real estate and other property
2. Protest concerning unfulfilled deliveries and obligations
3. Compensation claims for caused damage
4. Juridical affairs (texts mentioning actual trials)
5. Theft
6. Family matters

2.1. Disputes Concerning Real Estate and other Property

A great number of the Old Babylonian letters deal with disputes concerning fields or
parts of fields or other plots like gardens taken away from the legitimate beneficiary and
given to other persons, fields or other plots blocked from irrigation water due to the lack of
maintenance of irrigation canals by their neighbouring field owners or lessees.

An example of such a dispute is described in AbB 4, 13, 3 a letter from king Ham¬
murabi to Samas-hasir. Hammurabi writes that the chief shepherd Apil-Samas had declared
to him that a certain Arwium had taken one bur (ca. 6,48 ha) of garden situated at the
mouth of the Lalatum canal although Apil-Samas’s master had given it to the shepherds

It is by no means our intention to give a complete overview of all personal conflicts expressed in all Old
Babylonian letters and each type of personal conflict given shall be illustrated by some cases only. The aim
of this article is merely to have a look into what these letters tell us on how and to whom complaints were
made, as well as on the solutions offered and the punishments imposed in this particular period of Babylonian
history.
(4) 'a-pt7-dutu ü.dul (5) ki-a-am ma-ah-ri-ia is-ku-un (6) um-ma su-ma (7) 1.0.0. iku glikiri6 sa ka Id la-la-ti-
im (8) sa be-U a-na sipa.mes sa qd-ti-ia (9) id-di-nam (10) ^r-wi-ü-um il-te-qt (11) ki-a-am ma-ah-ri-ia is-ku-
'un ] (12) glSkiri6 su-a-ti (13) a-na ar-wi-u-um (14) ma-an-nu-um id-di-in (15) te^-em glSkiri6 su-a-ti ga-am-ra-
am (16) pa-nam su-ur-si-a-am-ma (17) su-up-ra-am
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under his authority. Hammurabi asks Samas-hasir to find out what happened with that plot
and to immediately send him a report on the case.

Worse is the following example showing that Babylonians could be pretty cunning in
deceiving one another and that they did not flinch from practicing forgery. In AbB 4, 15, 4

another letter from king Hammurabi to Samas-hasir, we read that Lu-Ninsuburaka, substitute
of the head soldier (aga.us sag) Lipit-Istar, in absence of this latter, managed to erase Lipit-
Istar’s name from a tablet concerning a one bur and a third field and to write his own
name as beneficiary of the field. The case is even more complex because this one bur one
third field (ca. 8,64 ha), situated in Nina, was initially taken (nisertum) from a certain

Daya’um and allotted by the administrator Apil-ilïsu to Lipit-Istar.

It is noteworthy that conflicts of the order of a single field (albeit a rather large one)
reach the king who asks for a report and will no doubt settle the matter. It is not stated
how this matter reached the king, we may suppose the wronged soldier brought it before
him.

Even the unlawful cutting down of some trees reaches the king and elicits a reaction
from him. This is the subject matter of AbB 4, 20, 5 also a letter from king Hammurabi to
Samas-hasir. Hammurabi writes that Igmil-Sin, who was instructed to inspect the woods that
were assigned for guarding to Apliya’um and Sïn-magir, declared to him that nobody ac¬
tually guarded the woods and that several trees had been cut down. Hammurabi again in¬
structs Samas-hasir to examine the case to find out who cut the trees, settle the matter and
send him a complete report. This letter is a reaction of the king to a report he previously
received. The king himself will not settle the matter, Samas-hasir must do so.

Not only material goods could be contested or stolen, an office held by a person
- providing for his income and giving him status in society - could be alienated causing
letters to be written. An example of “jobprotection” is found in AbB 9, 1, 6 written by Ipqu-
Istar and Sïn-itüram as an answer to their colleague Sin-magir following his report that
Hadi-amer-Samas was keeping him waiting. Ipqu-Istar and Sïn-itüram advise their colleague

(4) a-na li-pi-it-isg-tdr aga.us sag (5) a.sa-am i-na ninakl (6) ni-se-er-ti da-a-ia-um (7) 1.1.0 iku a.sa a-pil-t-li-
su sa.tam (8) ip-lu-uk-sum (9) i-na la wa-as-bu-ut li-pi-it-isg-tdr (10) llu-dnin.subura.ka dah-™ (11) sum 'li-pi-
it-isg-tar uSa-ap-si-it-ma (12) sum-su i-na a.sa su-a-ti (13) u-sa-as-tet-er (14) ü ki-ma 'sum li'-pf-it-isg-tar (15)
ü-sa-ap-si-tü-ma (16) sum-su u-sa-as-te^-ru (17) Ilu-dnin.subura.[ka dah-su] (18) ub-ti-ir-' nd (19) su-pu-ur a-
pil-i-li-[su] (20) li-it-ru-ni-ik-kum-' ma' (21) 1.1.0. iku a.sa-am (22) ni-se-er-ti 'da-a-ia-um (23) a-na li-pi-it-isg-
tar aga.us sag (24) li-id-di-in
(4) Iig-mi7-dEN.ZU (5) ki-a-am is-pur-am um-ma su-ma (6) ki-ma be-li ü-wa-e-ra-an-ni (7) g,5tir.hi.a sa a-na
ap-li-ia-u-um (8) ü dEN.ZU-ma-1 gir' (9) pa-aq-da a-mu-ur-ma (10) [z-na] ,glStirkhi.a si-na-ti gis.hi.a nu-uk-ku-
su (11) [ma-am-ma]-' an' u-ul i-na-as-sa-ar-si-na-ti (12) [ki-a-am is]-' pur'-ra-am (13) [dub-pz' an-ni-a-am i-na]
a-ma-ri-im (14) [...] ,glStir1.hi.a (15) [...] (16) [...] d |EN l.[ZU-ma-gzr] (17) [or-Ai]-# (18) [qi'-bi-su]-' nu'-si-im-
ma (19) [g,stir.hi.a sa ip]-pa-aq-qi-du-su-nu-si-im (20) ' li-is'-su-ru (21) ü gis.hi.a sa in-na-ak-su (22) en.nu
gl5tir.hi.a (23) ik-ki-su-ü (24) i-na qa-tim (25) i-na-ak-su-ti (26) wa-ar-ka-tam pu-ru-us-ma (27) te^-ma-am
ga-am-ra-am (28) su-up-ra-am
(8) as-sum te^-e-mi-im sa um-ma at-ta-a-ma (9) 'ha-di-a-me-er-' Mu-ma as-sum ni-di-in pi-'im' (10) a-na sa-
ni-im ir-su-U (11) il-za-ab-ba-la-an-ni (12) a-na i-ta-az-zu-uz-zi a-na sa-si-im (13) a-ah-ka la-a ta-na-an-di
(14) ki-a-am qi'-bi-sum um-ma at-ta-a-ma (15) sa at-ta B\-de-es-ma (16) ta-qa-ab-bu-ü (17) ia-si-im pi-is-
tum (18) um-ma qa-bu-um-ma i-na ta-ak-lu-ii (19) 'ha-di-a-me-er-0 utu i-na te-er-tim sa-a-ti (20) is-sii-uh-su
(21) mi-nam ta-mu-ra-an-ni-ma (22) i-na re-qè-nu-um-ma (23) 'te'-er-ti a-na sa-ni-im (24) [ta]-ad-di-in
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to write to Hadi-amer-Samas : “That you speak in a deceitful way is an insult to me!”. 7

They further instruct him to write that the people will say that Hadi-amer-Samas removed
Sin-magir from his office even though he was trustworthy, and to ask him who he thinks
he is, giving Sin-magir’s office to somebody else while he was away.

Here we witness how a whole series of letters is initiated. First Sin-magir will have
written to his colleagues to complain about the mischievous Hadi-amer-Samas. His col¬
leagues then answer and advise him... to write yet another letter setting things straight with
this evil person. The letter writing may have been necessary because these people lived in
different places but we may wonder whether the putting of this in writing did not “offici¬
alize” it in a way, forcing Hadi-amer-Samas to answer not only in words but either by
reinstating Sin-magir or by putting his reasons for not doing so in writing.

2.2. Protest Concerning Unfulfilled Deliveries and Obligations

Most of these letters deal with unfulfilled promises and agreements : someone prom¬
ised or agreed to do something for someone else in exchange for goods or a favour. We
also find loans that were not yet reimbursed and exhortations to reimburse the loan or pay
the amount of barley or silver due.

An example of such a letter is AbB 9, 19, 8 in which Samas-hasir complains to Sin-
eris and Ibbi-Sin about the barley and its interest that is withheld from him. He threatens to
ask his lord (i.e. the king) to examine them (lisnikkunutima) if they refuse to give him the
barley and its interest. A clear threat is implied here.

Another example is AbB 11, 106. 9 On this tablet both the names of the sender and
the addressee are broken, but comparison with AbB 11, 105 suggests (as does the arrange¬
ment of the letter in the AbB volume) that this letter was also written by a nadltum called
Lamassani to her father. Her father had written to her to release a female distrainee she had
been keeping because an amount of barley had not been paid to her. Lamassani answers
that she has no intention whatsoever of releasing the distrainee because she did not expect
that the barley would be paid to her, which either shows that nadïtum,s could be somewhat
stubborn or that their fathers could be somewhat gullible.

A last example is AbB 13, 27, 10 a letter written by king Hammurabi to Sin-iddinam.
In this letter king Hammurabi cites the words of Sin-gimlanni, overseer of five : “I gave
something worth one mina of silver to Imgur-Sin the merchant for safekeeping and I re-

7 Translation and cursivation by M. Stol.
8 (31) [ve-x]-1 1 ü mas-sw Sa a-di i-na-an-na (32) [i]-pa-rd-ku-ni-in-ni la i-na-ad-di-nu (33) Sum-ma Se-a-am

ü si-ba-as-sii (34) la ta-na-ad-di-na (35) a-na be-h'-ia a-qa-ab-bi-ma (36) ' li-is-ni-ik-ku-nu-ti-ma
9 (15) aS-Sumfi-pu-tim Sa is-pu-ru-nim (16) ^ni-pu-tam (17) ^iP-ur-di Se-am (18) u-sa-ab-ba-la-ki (19) fni-pu-

us-sü ü-pa-sü-um-ma (20) se-am ü-ul ü-Sa-bi-lam (21) ^ni-pu-us-su (22) a-ta-ra-as-sii-am-ma (23) Se-am i-na
Su-bu-lim i-na-ha (...) (30) itu.5.kam-i ^ni-pu-tam (31) u-Sa-ka-al-ma (32) Sa Se-am la ub-lam (33) ^ni-pu-tam
H-wa-aS-Sa-ar

10 (4) ' AEN.ZXJ-gim-la-an-ni ugula nam.5 (5) ki-a-am ii-lam-mi-da-an-ni im-ma Su-ma (6) a-na im-gur-dEN.ZU
dam.gar (7) mi-im-ma Sa 1 ma.na ku.babbar-am ub-ba-lu (8) a-na ma-as-sa-ar-tim ad-di-iS-Sum-ma (9) e-te-er-
ri-is-su-ma li-ul id-di-nam (10) ki-a-am ii-lam-mi-da-an-ni (11) Su-pu-ur im-gurAEN.ZU dam.gar (12) li-it-ru-
ni-ik-kum-ma (13) a-wa-a-ti-Su-nu a-mu-ur-ma (14) ^db-nam ki-ma si-im-da-tim (15) Su-hi-is-su-nu-ti
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peatedly asked him (for it), but he did not give it to me”." Hammurabi instructs Sin-iddi-
nam to issue a written order to fetch the merchant Imgur-Sin, to examine their affair and
then grant them justice in accordance with the royal regulations. One wonders why the
local judges cannot treat such a simple matter. When something was given for safekeeping
a written document had to be drawn up, as we learn from Hammurabi’s Code. 1 2 One
would think that it would suffice to produce this document. Why does Sim-gimlanni turn
to the king? Is it a matter of wielding influence? Does he have connections out of the
ordinary and use them or could just anybody ask for and obtain royal intervention (as the
epilogue of Hammurabi’s Codex would have us believe)? 13 We note that the object is of
high value, no less than one mina of silver.

2.3. Compensation Claims for Damage Caused

Several letters deal with complaints of private persons concerning their goods, animals
or personnel being damaged, hurt or killed by others or by natural forces. In such cases,
the persons held responsible are confronted and urged to compensate the damage or loss.

In AbB 6, 179, 14 Awïl-Ninsianna writes to his master that during ten days already,
since the periods of frost, at night the wild cows and all day long the gagii-birds made
(his) field (’s yield) vanish (into heaven as the text states) and that by now great damage
had occurred. This letter is a report on the dire state of the field but at the same time
Awïl-Ninsianna wants to have it on record (without explicitly saying so) that he is in no
way to blame for this : frost, wild cows, roaming loose at night (had it been daytime he
would certainly have chased them away) and those annoying gagü-birds must take the
blame.

1 1 Translation by van Soldt.
12 Cf. CH §122 “If a man intends to give silver, gold, or anything else to another man for safekeeping, he shall

exhibit before witnesses anything which he intends to give, he shall draw up a written contract, and (in this
manner) he shall give goods for safekeeping”, cf. also §123 “If he gives goods for safekeeping without wit¬
nesses or a written contract, and they deny that he gave anything, that case has no basis for a claim”, §124 “If
a man gives silver, gold, or anything else before witnesses to another man for safekeeping and he denies it,
they shall charge and convict that man, and he shall give twofold that which he denied” and §125 “If a man
gives his property for safekeeping and his property together with the householder’s property is lost either by
(theft achieved through) a breach or by scaling over a wall, the householder who was careless shall make
restitution and shall restore to the owner of the property that which was given to him for safekeeping and
which he allowed to be lost ; the householder shall continue to search for his own lost property, and he shall
take it from the one who stole it from him” (translation from Roth 1995, 104-105).

13 Cf. CH epilogue xlviii 3-19: “(...) Let any wronged man who has a lawsuit come before the statue of me,
the king of justice, and let him have my inscribed stela read aloud to him, thus may he hear my precious
pronouncements and let my stela reveal the lawsuit for him ; may he examine his case, may he calm his
(troubled) heart, (and may he praise me), (...)” (translation from Roth 1995, 134). For this particular pas¬
sage cf. also Roth 2002.
For the debate on whether the laws of Hammurabi’s Code were applicated in real life, cf. Lafont 1987,
Renger 1994 and Charpin 2000 and 2005.

14 (13) 'ki-ma' ud.10.kam (14) is-tu su-ri-pé-tim (15) an-ni-a-tim (16) mu-si-ta-am sun.ha (17) ka-la u^-mi-im qa-
(18) a.sa-am a-na ^sa-me^-e (19) us-ta-li-a as-tap-ra-kum (20) ^hi-tiiLum ra-bu-um ib-ba-si
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In AbB 11, 7, 15 Sïn-putram informs Luga about the loss of an ox. He writes that
Lugatum had removed his oxen to Dimtum in order to prepare his sesame field for culti¬
vation, but that one of the oxen, under the responsibility of a certain Ubar-Lulu, died,
whereafter both Lugatum and Ubar-Lulu came to him for a verdict. Sïn-putram further
writes that he questioned the ox-drivers and the helpers and that they stated that the ox in
question strayed away, and fell down dead while he was eating grass. Sïn-putram told them
to go to Nippur, the city of judges to let them decide the case. Here we have someone,
Sm-putram, who examines this case of a lost ox but does not reach a decision. Instead, he
sends both parties to Nippur to have their case settled. Do we witness two tiers of juris¬
diction here? The letter in itself is a report, no doubt to a higher authority who will have to
ultimately decide.

2.4. Juridical Affairs

In various letters the term “trial” (dmum) is mentioned, as we have seen above. How¬
ever, some letters bring up specific lawsuits in a formal way and sometimes give us a small
glimpse on how trials functioned in Old Babylonian society.

An example of a specific lawsuit mentioned in a letter is AbB 9, 25, 16 written by the
judges of Babylon to Muhaddüm. The judges write to Muhaddüm concerning the lawsuit
between Ilsu-ibbisu, son of Warad-Sïn and Mattatum. They inform him that they examined
the case and explain their verdict, viz. that all the dowry (nudunnüm) that Mattatum had
given to her daughter and had brought into the house of Ilsi-ibbisu must return to Matta¬
tum. Although this is not stated, this may be a consequence of a divorce (why else would
a nudunnüm given to a woman return to her parental house?). Other explanations cannot be
excluded, but our point here is that we have judges of Babylon writing down the trial and
their verdict. This was sent to a certain Muhaddüm who was no doubt to see to it that this
verdict was executed. It is no doubt because the judges were in Babylon and Muhaddüm
was not, that a letter had to be written.

The following example shows that the role of go-between or the importance of con¬
nections in high places were valued in Old Babylonian times. In AbB 7, 105, 17 Marduk-
lamassasu writes to a certain gentleman that Amat-Samas, daughter of Itür-kïnum and nadi-

15 (5) hü-ga-tum gud.hi.a-™ a-na an.za.gaA' (6) a-na a.sa se.gis.i e-pe-si-im (7) is-sii-ha-[am]-1ma 1 (8) lu-bar-lu-
lu wa-iar-kd [...] i-la-ak (9) gud-sw i-mu-ut-ma (10) a-na se-ri-ia a-na di-nim ild li-ku^-nim-1ma ] (11) sa.gud.
hi.a a-li-ik i-di-su a-sa-al-ma (12) ki-a-am iq-bu-nim um-ma su-nu-ma (13) 'gud 1 ip-tu-ur-ma sa-am-mi i-ka-al
(14) [im]- qid-ut-ma sa-am-mi i-ka-al (15) [umj-'ma 1 a-na-ku-ü-ma (16) [a-na] lEN'.LÏL,“ a-na a-lal ] [di].
Tud.mes 1 (17) a-al-ka-a-ma (18) di-nam li-di-nu-ku-nu-ti (19) i-na EN.LfLk l di.'kud’.mes di-nam i-di-nu-su-
nu-ti-ma (20) a-na ba-ab S'5SAR a-na ni-is dingir (21) 'u-bar-lu-lu i-di-nu (22) [^lii-ga-rum di-nam su-a-ti
(23) il-ul Je-qd (24) wa-ar-ka-su 1 pu-ru-üs-nud (25) la ih-ha-ab-ba-al

16 (5) as-sum di-nim sa 'dingir-SM-i-èi-™ dumu ir-dEN.ZU (6) ü lma-at-ta-tum (7) a-wa-ti-su-nu ni-mu-ur-ma (8)
di-nam ki-ma si-im-da-at be-li-ni (9) nu-sa-hi-iz-zu-nu-ti-ma (10) mi-im-ma nu-du-un-na-a-am (11) sa 'ma-at-
ta-tum (12) a-na ma-ar-ti-sa id-di-nu-ma (13) [a]-'na ] é dingir-su-i-bi-su (14) ü-,^e ,-ri- ,bu , (15) a-na ma-at-
ta-tum (16) tu-ur-ra-am ni-iq-bi

17 (6) ’geme-dutu lukur dutu dumu.<munus> i-tur-ki-nu-um (7) a-na di-nim as-su-mi-ka a-da-ad-du-1 idd (8) a-na
ma-ah-ri-ia (9) al-kam-ma (10) a^wa'-a-'tu'-si-na li-in-na-am-' ra ]
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turn of Samas brought a charge against him in court. Marduk-lamassasu strongly insists that
the gentleman should come to see him so that their 18 case could be solved.

The Old Babylonian letters also show that violence was present in prisons and even
during trials. In one letter, a person is a witness to verbal abuse and physical violence. In
AbB 12, 65 19 someone writes to his lord that a majordomo called Sm-nasir came to him on
the 2nd day of Ayyar, after he had written a previous letter to his lord, and made him go
from Sippar-Amnanum to Sippar-Yahrürum to the Nunna Gate. There he heard Sm-nasir,
the majordomo, Utu-sumundib, the judge and another person shouting : “Why is Sm-nadin-
sumi being held? He shall die!” 20 and say he was repeatedly beaten during the trial.

Once a verdict had been rendered, it seems that one could reject it. In other words,
one could lodge an appeal against the pronounced judgement. In AbB 13, 55, 21 Ahum in¬
forms Lipit-Istar, Lu-Bau and Qïs-Mama that the son of Kirkirum rejects the verdict (dïnam
inadïma) of the Sara Gate they gave him. In the aforementioned letter AbB 11,7 concern¬
ing the loss of an ox, Sïn-putram, the writer of the letter, advises both parties to go to
Nippur, the city of judges, to let them decide the case. In Nippur, the judges decided their
case and sent Ubar-Lulu to the “Garden Gate” to swear an oath, no doubt stating that he
was not responsible for the death of the animal. However, Lugatum did not accept that
verdict (ul leqif He turned to Sïn-putram who then asked Luga to investigate the case
again so that Lugatum would not be wronged. In other words, this letter states explicitly
that a certain Luga will investigate the case again, which is somewhat odd since we would
expect the king to be the authority of the appeal.

2.5. Theft

Theft must have come into existence the moment property did, so it is no wonder it
existed in ancient Babylonia.

From the zehpum AbB 12, 194, 22 we know that two months before, someone walking
along, a passer-by, stole the ma.nu-wood which was cut by the letter writer but owned by

18 1. 10: adwa^a-'tu^-si-na. As Kraus (1977) already noted on p. 83 note 105. b), it is not known to us who
the -sina refers to. Since it is the plural feminine form of the pronoun, it probably refers to Amat-Samas and
other women.

19 (14) ^ar-kb (up-pi sa a-na be-li-ia ]ka-ta ] (15) [u]- sa ]-bi-lam (16) [fa] 1UgU4.si.sa udAJkam 1 (17) IdEN.ZU-
na-'si-id ugula é [...] (18) 1 se ]-er-tam-ma is-tu ud.kib.nun^-'am’-fna-nam? (19) [aj-^a1 ud.kib.nun^-ia-'a/i
[ru-rum] (20) [aj^na 1 ka.gal.nun.na «-[...] (21) Q^-Zw-nim-’ma1 (22) [aj^na 1 d |EN.ZU-na-si'-ir ugula é [...]
(23) [x x x o]-d na-bi-um x x x[...] (24) [x o] dutu-su.mu.un.dib di.'kud 1 (25) [x] x a am-tim as-pu-ur-*ma ] [...]
(26) ki-a-am iq-bu-sum um-ma su-nu-*ma ] (27) I dEN.ZU-na-din-su-mi (28) a^na 1 mi-nim Ta^-li-ma i-ma-a-
lat ] (29) i-na ^da-ba-bd-im ü-ma-ah-hi-sü-su-ma

20 Translation by van Soldt.
21 (6) ''dumu ki ]-ir-ki-ri-fm ] (7) di^nam sa ] ka dsara (8) lsa-af-tu-nu (9) tu-sa-hi-za-su (10) i-na-[ dd-i-ma
22 (1) is-tu iti.2.kam (2) kü.babbar ad-di-na-ak-kum (3) glsma.nu ma-la ak-ki-su (4) i-na sa ka-ta (5) e-ti-qü ü ba-

a-u (6) im-su-üh-ma (7) i-bi-is-si-a te-te-em-da-an-ni (8) i-na-an-na glSma.nu (9) na-ki-is-ma sa-ki-in (10) ar-
hi-is (11) glsma.hi.a li-qé-a-am (12) lu-ut-ba-al-ma (13) la i-ha-al-li-qü (14) [as]-su-mi-ka wa-as-ba-ku (15)
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the addressee. The sender of the letter states that he then paid silver to the addressee who
had imposed this penalty on him because of his lost property. This is why the sender writes
this letter: he has cut another pile of ma.nu-wood and urges the addressee to come and
pick it up quickly. If he should not do so, and the wood should be stolen again, the sender
threatens to collect silver (one or more minas) from the neglectful addressee. This is ac¬
cording to the royal regulations he hastens to add and, last but not least, he writes : tuppi
ana sibutTya kïl “keep my tablet (this letter) as my witness”. 23 In other words, by the
addition of this last sentence, he transforms a simple letter into a (semi)-legal document.

2.6. Family Matters (Divorce, Amorous Adventures, Inheritance, etc.)

The category of family matters is a very rich one, dealing with the most important
things in life, such as love, children, marriage and divorce, death and inheritance and the
whole range of emotions involved in these ; it is by far the most interesting and sometimes
amusing category, giving us a glimpse of the most private and emotional conflicts between
persons.

2.6.1. Children: Adoption and Delinquency

Just like in our times a parent who gave a child for adoption shortly after birth could
come to regret this and claim her/his child after some years.

In AbB 7, 103, 24 Lamassasu informs the overseer of the merchants on what the cow¬
herd of the temple of Samas told him. The cowherd told him that he took a baby ina silip
rëmim (from the amniotic fluid) from his brother-in-law Akbarum, a subordinate of Sin-
tayyar, the general, as his own child. He also told him he had witnesses that could state
that he raised this child for three years, providing it with barley and wool, but that Akba¬
rum now, after three years, reclaimed his child. Obviously, the simple cowherd asks some¬
one to intervene with someone else in order to find justice.

This was a case where someone absolutely wanted to keep an adopted child, but the
reverse could also be true as is shown by AbB 9, 50. 25 This is an answer of Tisanatum to
an earlier letter by Munawwirum. Munawwirum had written that his mother, a nadïtum, had

'aF-hi-is u-ul ta-al-la-ka-am-ma (16) [ta ]-at-ta-al-kam (17) [kij-'ma1 si-im-da-ti (18) [x ma],'na1 kü.babbar u-
sa-ad-1da-aC-ka (19) tup-pi a-na si-bu-ti-ia (20) ki-i-il

23 Translation by van Soldt.
24 (5) [...] sipa ’ab.gud'.hi.a (6) [sa é] dutu (7) [ki-a]-am ] iq-bi-am um-ma su-ma (8) [itCtd ak-ba-rum a-hi as-

sa-ti-ia (9) [x] sa.tam nig-su ^EN.ZU-ta-ia-a-ar ugula MAR.TU (10) [sé]- 1 eD-ra-am i-na me-e-su (11)
[apna 1 ma-ru-tim el-qe-e-lsu ] (12) [aj-'di 1 i-na-an-na [u]-1 ra ]-ab-bi-su (13) [x] se.ba ü sig.ba sa mu.3.kam
ad-di-bd (14) [si-bu]-ia i-ba-as-su-u (15) [i-na]- f an ]-na ak-ba-rum 'üd-u (16) [sé-eh]-1ra^am sa i-na me-
e^su 1 el-qu-u-1ma 1 ii-ra-ab-bu-su (17) [ib]-[ ta ]-<aq>-ra-an- nd

25 (4) as-sum sa ta-as-pur-am um-ma at-ta-ma (5) um-mi na-di-tum sü-ha-ra-am (6) a-na le-qü-tim il-qé-e-ma
O su-ha-rum su-ii sCtam ir ]-si-ma (8) 20 si-bu-ut a-lim ü-pa-ah-hi-ir-sum-ma (9) a-wa-a-ti-su ma-ah-ri-su-
nu as-ku-un-ma (10) as-sum su-1ha'Arum] su-u si-tam ir-su-il (11) is-tu mu.3.kam i-na ah-hu-Aind (12) at-ta-
sa-ah-su (13) i-na-an-na il-li-ik (14) ü-ga-al-li-il-ma (15) um-ma sa-pi-ir id-ma (16) a-li-ik-ma é.gal a-pu-ul
(17) sa ta-as-pur-am (18) a-na a-wi-lim aq-bi-ma (19) dub-pw-wm sa a-wi-lim (20) a-na /-di'n-dEN.ZU it-
[ta]-1ad-kam (21) u-ul i-ta-ar-ma (22) as-sum sü-ha-1ri'-im su-a-ti (23) ü-ul ü-da-ab-ba-ab-ka
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adopted a boy, but that this boy ran away. He also wrote that he assembled twenty elders
of the town and laid the case before them. Three years after the boy ran away, Munawwi-
rum nullified the adoption. But, as the runaway boy started committing mischief, Munaw-
wirum was told to go and compensate the palace (for damage done), in other words, he is
still considered to be responsible for the boy. Tisanatum answers that she spoke to a gentle¬
man and that this gentleman sent a tablet to Iddin-Sm so that Munawwirum would no
longer be troubled about that boy.

2.6.2. Divorce and Disloyalty

In AbB 5, 173 26 Ali-ahati informs Apil-Sm that she is getting a divorce. She writes
that her father Sm-rabi told her that he will pay her divorce money (uzubbüm) - no less
than 10 minas of silver: she must either have been very beautiful or very rich (or both).
Finally, it is said that Nannatum shall marry her. It would be interesting to know why this
letter was written, but since we do not know who the addressee, Apil-Sin, was, this will
remain an open question for the moment.

Although it is not entirely clear in all its aspects, the letter AbB 11, 101 27 is a com¬
plaint about a woman disloyal after twenty years! It is a letter from Iddatum to an unnamed
gentleman. Iddatum quotes Ardum, a worker from the contingent of Nukar : “the woman of
my guesthouse, who has been answering to me for twenty years said as follows : “It is no
longer to my liking”, she took all my authority (mimma hatti qatïya ilqe) and entered in
the house of the servant of the chief dirge singer of Annunltum, no less”. 28 Iddatum writes
to the gentleman that he will send this Ardum to him so that he can tell him his story. He
also asks the gentleman to pronounce a verdict according to the royal regulations.

2.6.3. Love and Hate

We start with a complaint, probably of an exasperated husband. In AbB 14, 25 29

Sumu-lïsi expresses his rather strong feelings towards Bëltani concerning their no doubt
somewhat problematic relationship, saying : “Long enough your complaints have now been
eating me up. Rather may death carry me off, away from you!”.

Fathers too can be blamed. AbB 14, 18 30 is a letter from Ibni-Amurrum to his father
Bêya, in which the son blames his father for the grief and pain the latter caused him. Ibni-

26 (Q) IdEN.ZU-ra-W (10) ki-a-am iq-^bd (11) um-ma su-udma ] (12) ü-zu-bi 1a-li-a-[ha-ti] (13) 10 ma.na 'kü'.
[babbar] (14) a-na-di-in-[ma] (15) ma-ar-ti “nanna-bwm 7 1 (16) i-ha-az

27 (11) 'ar-du-um sa erén nu.kark l (12) ki-a-am iq-bi-a-am um-ma su-ma (13) munus é na-ap-ta-ri-ia (14) sa is-tu
mu.20.kam i-ip-pa-la-an-ni (15) um-ma si-ma u-ul li-ib-bi (16) mi-im-ma -"ha-at-ti qd-ti-ia (17) il-qé-e-ma
(18) a-na é su-ha-ri sa galajmah' an-nu-ni-tum (19) i-te-ru-ub (20) ki-a-am iq-bi-a^and (21) lar-du-um su-
a-ti (22) a-na ma-ah-ri-ka at-tar-dam (23) sa-ap-ti-su si-me-ma (24) di-nam ki-ma si-im-da-ti (25) sa ma-ah-
ri-ka i-ba-as-su-ü

28 Translation by Stol.
29 (4) lad'-ma-ti ta-zi-im-ta-ki (5) i-ta-ak-la-an-ni (6) il-lu i-na pa-ni-ki (7) mu-tu-um li-it-ba-la-an-ni
30 (6) tu-us-ta-am-ri-is li-ib-bi (7) ü mu-ru-us li-ib-bi ra-bi-a-am (8) a-na pa-ni-ia ta-as-ta-ka-an (9) ki-ma la a-

tu-ur-ru-1 if-ma (10) i-na pu-hu-ur ah-hOia^ (11) su-mi bi-it a-bi la a-za-ak-ka-ru (12) te-te-ep-sa-an-ni
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Amurrum writes: “You have caused me sorrow and you have afflicted me with great pain!
You have treated me in such a way that I can no longer mention the name of my family in
the meeting of my colleagues”. 3 1

When no hope is left, suicide is the only alternative or al least the threat to commit
suicide. In AbB 14, 149 32 Lu-dingira confides to Sullali that he is terribly afraid and has
been treated badly. He urges Sullali to contact Balmu-namhe in order to get him released
quickly. Otherwise, he says : “I will strangle myself or mount on the roof and throw myself
down!”. 33

Threats do not have to be expressed in many words to be effective. In AbB 14,
110 34 Sërum-ilï does not hesitate to threaten his addressee, saying: “Take warning, since
you have seriously hindered me!”. 35

2.6.4. Inheritance

The mother of all disputes concerning an inheritance is no doubt the quarrel between
Ur-Utu and his brothers concerning the inheritance of their father Inanna-mansum, starting
already during their father’s lifetime, only to be concluded seven years later, abundantly
documented in the chief dirge singer’s late Old Babylonian archive, and in a splendid way
expounded in Janssen 1992. It seems that family rows concerning the inheritance were fre¬
quent in Old Babylonian society ; hopefully they did not all keep dragging on for seven
years... Let us look at some other examples.

In AbB 1, 14 36 the overseer of the merchants and judges inform the gentleman about
the inheritance of a nadTtum of Samas. Her inheritance was taken by Naram-ilisu, son of
Ibbi-Samas, whereafter the people of Durum took Ibbi-Samas to court. The overseer of the
merchants and judges write that they investigated their case, and ended the trial in favour
of Ibbi-Samas in accordance with the inheritance tablets he owned. Moreover, because the
people of Durum raised a claim to something that did not belong to them, they imposed a
penalty on them and drew up a tuppi la raganiim. Why this letter had to be written is an
open question : was it simply a matter of distance between the judges and the addressees?

In the following and last example the word “inheritance” itself does not occur. From
the context we can however deduce that this letter describes a quarrel between brothers

31 Translation by Veenhof.
32 (25) pu-ul-lu-ha-a-ku (26) ü le-em-ni-is (27) ep-se2o-e-ku (28) a-na bal.mu-nam.hé (29) qt-bi-i-ma (30) sa ar-

hi-is sulsi-ia' (31) e-pu-us (32) uh-ta-an-na-aq (33) li-lu e-el-li-i-ma
33 Translation by Veenhof.
34 (56) lu ti-de-e (57) ma-di-is ta-ap-ta-ki-ni-ma
35 Translation by Veenhof.
36 (7) as-sum ap-lu-ut lukur dutu (8) sa na-ra-am-i-U-su (9) a-hi Z-6i-dutu (10) il-qu-U-ma (11) lu badkl.me§ (12)

it-ti i-bi-A\xta (13) i-di-nu (14) a-wa-ti-su-nu (15) ni-mu-ur-ma (16) a-na pt dvb-pa-a-tim sa ap-lu-ti (17) 'fa 1

i-W-dutu na-su-ü (18) di-nam a-na i-W-dutu ni-ig-mu-ur (19) it as-sum hi badkl.mes (20) a-na la a-wa-ti-su-nu
(21) i-di-nu (22) a-na pt-i dub-pf (23) ki-ma sa la su-ni-a-am (24) ib-qii-ru (25) se-er-tam (26) i-si-ru-su-nu-
si-im (27) ü a-na la ta-ri-im-ma (28) la ba-qd-ri-im (29) ka-ni-kam nu-se-zi-ib-su-nu-ti (30) ka-ni-kam su-a-ti
si-me-a
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concerning a part of their family property. In AbB 11, 119 37 a letter written in the first
person, the sender quotes Isme-Adad who said to him : “My brothers and I sold a slave
girl from my family property to a merchant, and we received the silver for her. I myself
redeemed that slave girl from the merchant, and I am carrying (with me) the sealed docu¬
ment about her. That slave girl has been with me for ten years ; my brothers did not claim
her. Now Muhhadum, my brother, has taken that slave girl elsewhere”. The sender further
states that this Isme-Adad went to his (i.e. the sender’s) lord so that this lord could hear
what he had to say, could look into his sealed documents and could proceed against
Muhhadüm so that the slave girl would return to him. In other words, this letter is a report
on a family dispute in which one of the parties made a declaration before someone and this
someone then writes to a higher authority (bêlïya), probably to report on what he knows
about this case before the plaintiff comes to see this higher authority seek justice from him.

Now that we had a far from complete but nevertheless varied overview of the differ¬
ent types of personal conflicts in Old Babylonian letters, each time illustrated by some
cases, we can have a look into what the letters tell us on how and to whom complaints
were made, as well as on the solutions offered and the punishments imposed.

3. Solutions and Ways to Deal with Conflict in old Babylonian Letters

Until now, conflict (personal and beyond) in Old Babylonian society was only studied
on the basis of juridical documents (e.g. DOMBRADI 1996). However, from what precedes,
we must conclude that Old Babylonian letters also contain a lot of information on ways to
deal with conflict. These letters have the advantage to illustrate the cases in a less laconic
and more lively way, as CHARPIN (2000, 71) already noted. 38

What strikes one most is the fact that the greater part of the complaints or claims are
communicated to the responsible authority through an intermediary, preferably a high rank¬
ing person. In other words, most letters about personal conflicts are aimed at solving
through mediation. In fact we propose that this is really one of their major “raisons d’être”.

Conflicts could be solved directly between the parties 39 or before judges. 40 It is only
when one of the parties seeks the help of a higher authority that a letter is written to try

37 (4) a-na-ku ü ah-hu-ia (5) a-na kü.babbar a-na dam.gar ni-id-di-in-ma (6) 'kü.babbar -sa ni-il-qé-e (7) 'sag.
géme1 su-a-ti it-ti dam.gar (8) a-na-ku ap-tü-1 ur-si-ma ] (9) ka-ni-ik-sa na-si-[a-ku] (10) is-tu mu.10.Tam 1 (11)
sag.géme si-i ma-ah-ri-ia-[ma] (12) ah-hu-ia ti-ul ib-qü-[ru-sï\ (13) i-na-an-na mu-ha-ad-du-1 um a-hb (14)
sag.géme su-a-ti a-faf-[sa-ni] (15) il-te-[qe] (16) ki-a-am iq-bi-[a-am] (17) Iw-me-diskur [sm-m] (18) a-na
ma-har be-U-ia it-1 ta ]-[al-kam] (19) be-li sa-ap-ti-su 1lf-[iS-me-ma] (20) ka-ni-ka-ti-su li- [ mid-[ur-ma] (21) i-
na mu-iih-hi mu-ha-ad-1du ]-[uni] (22) li-is^sd-fma] (23) sag.géme li-te-er-rud ni ]-[sum]

38 Within the context of commercial lawsuits, Lafont (2000, 579) mentions the Old-Assyrian letters which
confirm the hypoythesis of the oral way of dealing with this kind of conflicts, referring to Veenhof 1991.

39 Cf. Lafont 2000, 581-582.
40 On judges and different sorts of colleges of judges, cf. Dombradi 1996, 222-232. Lafont (2000, 562)

pointed out that the title of judge (di.kud) was not only applied to jurists in a strict sense, but could also be
applied to individuals with other professions.
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and secure this help. Another reason conflicts are mentioned in letters is when a third party
reports on them to someone else, in many cases also a higher authority. This report can be
a simple statement or it can be made because this higher authority is involved in the solv¬
ing of the conflict. We see the other end of this last phenomenon in Hammurabi’s letters to
his local representatives : he has been approached and asks his representatives to send him a
report on the dispute in question. The answers to his request, the letters containing these
reports we do not have since they probably still lie buried in safe though probably thor¬
oughly wet Old Babylonian layers of Hammurabi’s capital. Finally, we also saw that the
judges themselves could write letters, reporting on a case and their verdict, probably ad¬
dressed to someone who could see to its execution.

Let us now have a look at some of the steps taken to resolve the disputes.

3.1. Intervention of the King or another higher Authority 41

In AbB 4, 20 and 13, both letters from king Hammurabi to his local representative,
Samas-hasir, dealing with disputes concerning a garden and the illegal cutting down of
trees, the king instructs his local delegate to examine each case and to send him a complete
report. In both cases the persons who suffered the damage or discomfort informed the king
directly about the problem. The king however does not judge the case immediately but first
asks for a report, producing a letter to ask for one. In AbB 13, 27, a letter from Hammur¬
abi to his representative Sin-iddinam dealing with unfulfilled obligations, we see the same
system : the wronged person informs the king directly about the problem, and the king in¬
structs his representative to examine the case and to send him a complete report.

However, in AbB 4, 15, the king himself announces that the offender - in casu the
person who committed forgery - was convicted of forgery, and instructs Samas-hasir to
arrange things with the local administrator responsible for the field involved. Here we go
a step further. Judgement is passed and the king sees to it that justice is restored.

In AbB 9, 19, concerning an unfulfilled loan, the lender threatens to inform a higher
authority but has not yet done so.

In AbB 11, 7, the writer of the letter, who was approached to speak a verdict con¬
cerning the dead ox, referred the parties to the judges of Nippur to decide their case, 42

which these judges did, after which one of the parties did not agree with the verdict, so
that in the end the writer of the letter referred the case to the addressee. This is interesting
because we see that it was possible not to agree with a verdict and to seek the judgement
of a higher authority that was not necessarily the king. In this case too, a third party
reports what he knows about the case in a letter to this higher authority so that he has all
the elements to pass a judgement.

41 On the king as judge, cf. Leemans 1968 and recently Charpin 2000, 83-84. On the organs of judiciary in
general, cf. Dombradi 1996, 215-257.

42 As Lafont (2000, 585) pointed out, the parties were free in contacting the judges of their choice to solve
their conflict.
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