The offering of Pirig-me, son of Ur-Ningirsu I, to the goddess Nin-MAR.KI
Human-faced bison statuettes from the Lagash II Dynasty

Zoltan Niederreiter”

Abstract: This paper focuses on an inscribed statuette kept in The Israel Museum, Jerusalem (reg. nr.
98.71). This human-faced bison, which bears a votive inscription of Pirig-me, the ruler of the Second Dy-
nasty of Lagash, is part of a group consisting of similar inscribed and uninscribed statuettes with a particu-
lar function. We can conclude that these objects representing a chosen divine creature, which functioned
as stands, were offered to the different deities of the Lagash state and can be connected to the ruling elite
of the Lagash Il Dynasty.

This identified group of statuettes thus opens new perspectives on the relationship between court art and
the ruling dynasty, since we can follow the features of the sculptural traditions from Ur-Ningirsu I to
Nammahni (from the first identified ruler to the last ruler of the dynasty). These objects shed light on the
preferred divine figure, that is, the human-faced bison, among the Lagashite elite as well as on the local
style of court art produced in the central workshop.

Key-words : human-faced bison, Lagash II Dynasty, mythical creature, Nin-MAR.KI, Sumerian royal in-
scriptions, Sumerian statuary.

1. INTRODUCTION

The statuette (Fig. 1 a-f) here discussed has been in The Israel Museum, Jerusalem
(reg. nr. 98.71), on extended loan from Michael and Judy Steinhardt of New York, since
1998. This human-faced bison bears a votive inscription of Pirig-me, the ruler of the Second
Dynasty of Lagash (ca. first half of the 22" century BC), of whom only one inscription has
previously been described. Besides this, the inscription mentions the name of this statuette,
which was offered to the goddess Nin-MAR.KI, and includes the expression Sag,-su,-ga,
whose meaning has come into question in recent Sumerian research (see Section 3 below).
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The following analysis (in Section 4) presents all of the sources dealing with Pirig-me. The
present statuette (Table 4: 2) is part of a group consisting of similar inscribed (Table 4: 1 and
3-7) and uninscribed (Table 4: 8-13) statuettes collected during previous research', however,
the question emerges whether all of these specimens (Table 4: 1-13), despite their similarities,
can belong to the same group.

Fig. 1 a: Profile view of the human-faced bison statuette.

To provide a complete survey of them, this study aims to collect and present data about
their provenance, dimensions, materials, and formal characteristics, as well as their inscrip-
tions. Based primarily on the inscribed statuettes (Table 4: 1-6), we can identify a particular
object type dated to the Lagash II Dynasty and connected to its members. This identified
group of statuettes (Table 4: 1-6, 8-10 and 12), which functioned as stands, thus opens new
perspectives on the relationship between court art and the ruling dynasty, since we can fol-
low from Ur-Ningirsu I to Nammahni (i.e., from the first identified ruler to the last ruler of
the dynasty) the features of the local artistic style and sculptural traditions of the Lagash II
Dynasty. Furthermore, we can state that these votive statuettes served a distinctive function
(as stands), and can assert the preference for a divine creature, that is, the human-faced bison,
in the Lagashite imagery. In this way, the rulers of the Second Dynasty of Lagash, on whose
behalf these statuettes were offered to the Lagashite deities by members of the elite, can be
studied from new perspectives.

' For the collected bibliographical references on the human-faced bull and bison statuettes (1-13), see Table 4.

128



Z. Niederreiter, The offering of Pirig-me, son of Ur-Ningirsu I

2. DESCRIPTION OF THE HUMAN-FACED BISON STATUETTE FROM THE STEINHARDT COLLECTION

This brownish-green steatite statuette (height 128 mm, length 171 mm, width 81 mm,
and weight 1345.92 grams) represents, on an oval-shaped pedestal, a reclining human-faced
bison with divine headdress that is turning its head slightly to the left side and that features
an elongated rectangular cavity in the middle of its back (Figs. 1 and 2)?. This androcepha-
lous bison® thus has part-human and part-bovine features, while the horned crown reveals its
divine character. The humanoid face is characterised by the almond-shaped outlined eye sur-
mounted by the large, arched brows meeting above the ridge of the nose, modelled with great
care ; the moustache, whose surface patterning is indicated by a row of upright lines; and the
full lips. Above the eyebrows, the ends of the curling locks of hair form an outlined semicircle
or chain. The long beard, equally an attribute of the divine hero and the bison in the secular
Mesopotamian iconography, consists of thick, wavy hanks of hair curling up into locks at the
ends. The beard is framed by two long sidelocks, which begin behind the ears, then take on a
spiral ringlet shape below the ears, finally curling up into puffs at the tip. The double-brimmed
headdress has four horn pairs; the lowest pair is situated at the height of the lower brim,
while the upper three horn pairs, which get progressively smaller, lie stacked on the upper
brim*. Below this divine crown, the protruding bovine ears are oriented slightly horizontally
and turned forward in a similar orientation to that of the human face. The bovine body is rep-
resented in reclining position. Between the two forelegs the dewlap, viz. the fold of loose skin
hanging from the neck, has an undulating form. The forelegs are bent alongside the body ; the
left hind leg is twisted to the side, while the right hind leg, placed below the belly, is com-
pletely invisible. The tail is curved below the left hind leg, and its tip turns up and lies along
the flank. The body hair — the main attributive feature of all the bison — covers the neck, the
withers and the shoulder, but then only a single row is visible on each side of the body cavity,
on the back, and finally the hair runs down the rump on both sides of the tail in a broad band.

2 The uppermost part of the horned headdress has been slightly broken, and its right-side horns are damaged

(Fig. 1 a). Furthermore, the round upper part of the left hind leg and the pelage on it are also damaged (Figs. 1
b and 1 d). The engraved inscription is well preserved with the exception of sign /a/ (line 9), most of which has
been effaced (Figs. 1 ¢ and 3). Behind the back side of the body cavity there is a clearly visible hairline crack
that runs vertically around the body (Figs. 1 b-c and 1 €) and the pedestal (Fig. 1 f). Similar natural damage in
steatite or stone of comparable quality might result in breakage of this and other statuettes. Among the human-
faced bison statuettes studied here, statuettes (3-4, 7 and 12) have broken into two parts where the elongated
body cavity, which forms the narrowest part of the bovine body, is situated.

As for the designation of the creature, the term ‘androcephalous’ can be accepted with the caveat that the head
of this creature is represented with non-human ears and neck. This is why we use the term ‘human-faced’ in-
stead of ‘human-headed’ in the present paper. For the roles of the (regular) bison and the androcephalous bison
in Mesopotamian art as well as the difference between them, see HILZHEIMER 1926, 4-5: I and 10-13; VAN
BUREN 1939, 76-77: 29 D ; BOEHMER 1978 ; SPYCKET 1981, 219-221 ; BOEHMER 1986, 27 and n. 8 on page 30;
BRAUN-HOLZINGER 1991, 320-322; WIGGERMANN 1992, 174-177: 6; RITTIG 1993, 61-62. For their Sumerian
and Akkadian names, see HEIMPEL 1968, 75-79: 2 ; WIGGERMANN 1992, 175-176 n. 1-2 and 10; WIGGERMANN
1994, 243 § 7.17.a; SUTER 2000, 64-65: c.

Although the uppermost part of the divine headdress has been partly broken, the horn pairs, which turn to-
wards each other at the end, are clearly recognisable (Figs. 1 a-e). Of note is an opening between the upper
three rows of horns; this opening, which is enclosed on the sides (the laterals constituting the horns and one
back side), is capable of carrying an inserted element. This is attested in a terracotta human-faced bull (AO
12477), acquired by the Musée du Louvre in 1930, said to be from Tell Asmar (BARRELET 1968, 375 n. 727 and
Pl. LXIX), which bears in a similar space an eight-pointed star or sun — presumably the latter, since the bull is
connected to the sun god. Nevertheless, we have to emphasise that there is no trace of any inserted element or
attachment that would explain the function of this opening between the upper horn pairs either on the present
example or on the other statuettes discussed in this paper.
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-faced bison statuette.

Fig. 1 b: Frontal (or ventral) view of the human
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Fig. 1 c: Back (or dorsal) view of the human-faced bison statuette.
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As for the sculpting and patterning of this androcephalous bison, we can conclude that
the human face has been shaped with great skill, as is evidenced by the frontal and profile
views. The naturalistic treatment of the bovine ears exhibits light detailing; the arrangement
of the precisely rendered body and legs reflects the realistic position of a reclining bovine.
The muscles, sinews, and hooves also express bovine features, while the body hair is ren-
dered by slightly S-shaped curls. This pattern is repetitive, regular, and quite perfect; it is
worthy of note that while S-shaped curls make up the pelage on the front part of the body,
Z-shaped curls constitute the pelage on the back (Fig. 1 e). The symmetry of these inverse
pelage patterns can be appreciated where they meet along the upper neck, the withers and
the rump. In addition, the decorative effect of their application in dense parallel rows attests
to a tendency toward stylisation. The naturalistic human and bovine details and the stylised
details of the dense pelage create, therefore, a clear contrast. On the other hand, we can
conclude with regard to the elaboration of the statuette that the realistic musculature of the
well-proportioned body and the bulky pelage both reflect the lively and powerful character
of the androcephalous bison.

Fig. 1 d: Hind view of the human-faced bison statuette.
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Fig. 1 e-f: Top and bottom views of the human-faced bison statuette.

As for the function of the statuette, in the middle of the body there is an elongated cav-
ity whose opening is nearly rectangular and whose bottom and four upright sides are fairly
flat (Figs. 1 e and 2)°. On the front of the body (Fig. 1 b), a circular hole is situated near the
edge of the cavity, while the other hole, whose actual shape is a three-quarter circle, is on
the edge. Furthermore, on the back part of the body (Fig. 1 ¢), there is another undamaged,
circular hole close to the edge of the cavity®. The position and shape of the body cavity make
it clear that the statuette was designed to carry an object fixed by tenons inserted into these
holes’. The squat shape of the body as represented in reclining position and the flat bottom
of the pedestal seem to confirm this interpretation, though in the absence of any remains or
traces on the surface of the cavity, the nature of any object carried by the statuette remains
unclear, as do the statuette’s function and the manner in which it was used. Regarding the

As for the size of the body cavity, the height of the wall next to the neck is 28 mm, that of the opposite wall
next to the rump is 23 mm, and, at the bottom of the body cavity, the length is approximately 40 mm and the
width is 24 mm.

This hole distorts the lower row of the pelage and touches sign /nin/ in line 2 of the inscription.

The holes in the present object do not contain any remains of metal or stone, like those in the other human-
faced bison statuettes (1-2, 4-6 and 9) whose holes have been preserved.
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function of other human-faced bison statuettes belonging to the same group, the following
elements have been pointed out as significant in relevant articles: a stand or pedestal, a sup-
port holding an emblem®, and the question of whether they carried statuettes or vessels® (e.g.,
a container for cosmetics or some other kind of substance)'’. Taking into account the size
and weight of the object, we cannot exclude the possibility that it would have been carried in
hand and moved for special events. Nevertheless, the votive inscription of the statuette makes
it evident that this offering was given to a deity and intended to be used in sacral space.

CC N T TN N W NN W WSS

Fig. 2: Section presenting from back (or dorsal) view the human-faced bison statuette with its body cavity
(for the dimensions of the body cavity, see n. 5).

The Heeramaneck collection provides a cylinder seal (M.76.174.370; hematite, h: 26, d: 16 mm) depicting two
human-faced bisons or bulls with horned headdresses, each carrying a crescent moon on a staff emerging from
its back (PORADA 1981, 223 n. 1174). The two figures are depicted symmetrically and face to face. E. Porada
presents this item among the cylinder seals dated to the Ur III period.

With further regard to the vessel theory, the upper register of the so-called Uruk vase (from the Late Uruk pe-
riod) depicts a standing goat and lioness each of which has a small vessel inserted into its back (STROMMENGER
1962, n. 21 above [esp.] and 55-56 nos. 19-22 and Fig. 10; HuOT 1978, 109 Fig. 5b). Two standing gazelles or
goats with a similar recipient in their backs appear on a contemporary cylinder seal image, without provenance
(HEIDENREICH 1933, 200-201 [esp.] and PI. 1: Fig. 1 ; FRANKFORT 1939, 16 and PI. 5 ¢; AMIET 1961, 308-309
and PI. 44: 643 ; HuOoT 1978, 109 Fig. 5c). An inscribed reclining dog statuette (AO 4349) discovered at Girsu
bears in its body cavity an inserted vessel (PARROT 1948, 274-275 and Pl. XXXI). According to the votive
inscription of this statuette (THUREAU-DANGIN 1907, 69-70 ; FRAYNE 1990, 133-134: E4.2.7.2001), offered for
the life of Simu-El, king of Ur (early Old Babylonian period), ‘The faithful dog is a stand (for a pot) of life-
giving medication.” — [u]r zi ki gal,-la « u,»®u, nam-ti-la®” —is its name. With minor modifications,
the aforementioned translation is based on FRAYNE (1990, 134: E4.2.7.2001 lines 9-10). For a vessel supported
by a reclining human-faced bison from Nippur, see n. 65 below.

For relevant publications on the function of these statuettes with body cavity and supplementary holes, see
PARROT 1954, 7: “Les taureaux androcéphales portaient donc sur leur dos le godet ou le dédicant versait un
produit rare”; HUOT 1978, 109: “The little holes or lateral slots seem better adapted to be made to receive the
axe of a lid swinging than of a place to fix the base of a statue”; SEARIGHT, READE, FINKEL 2008, 102 n. 623:
“So all these animal statuettes probably once supported containers for cosmetics or other substances used in
the cult; ...”.
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3. THE INSCRIPTION OF THE HUMAN-FACED BISON STATUETTE FROM THE STEINHARDT
COLLECTION
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Fig. 3: The inscription engraved on the back part of the bovine body
and on the upper part of the pedestal below.

dnin-MAR.KI
nin-a-ni
nam-til,
ur-‘nin-gir,-su
ensi, '
lagas*i-/ka-Se,
u, nam-til,-la-/ni-Se,
pirig-me,
dumu-"a’-ne,

a mu-na-ru
blank space

ki ag,
Sag,-ga-na
$ag,-su,-ga
mu-bi

To Nin-MARKI,

his lady,

for the well-being of

Ur-Ningirsu,

ruler of

Lagash

and for his own well-being
Pirig-me,

his son

dedicated this (human-faced bison).

“The darling of
her heart

is the one starving”
is its name.
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The inscription (Fig. 3) can be divided into two parts according to its arrangement on
the statuette (Figs. I ¢ and 1 e). The first part, which counts ten lines, is set out in parallel rows
divided by rulings that run from the back of the pelage down to the pedestal on the back part
of the bovine body. In this regular, grid-like structure (height 42 mm, length 105 mm), there
is a blank space next to the last line, at the end of the available field. The second part of the
inscription (lines 11-14), situated below the first part, was suited to fit the narrow upper field
of the pedestal. These last four lines, which run lengthwise and follow each other in an ob-
long band (height max. 10 mm, length 90 mm), are separated by rulings and framed by upper
and lower bordering lines. Since lines 1-10, belonging to the first part, are engraved from top
to bottom on the bovine body, while lines 11-14 are oriented inward on the pedestal, the lat-
ter lines are turned 90 degrees (regarding both position and orientation) compared to the first
part of the inscription. Nevertheless, we can read the complete text without rotating the object.

Following the disposition of the inscription, the text content also consists of two sec-
tions. The first, ten lines long, dealing with the act of offering, provides the standard for-
mulae of votive texts of the Lagash II Dynasty, while the second, in four lines, provides the
name of the statuette (lines 11-13) and concludes with the closing formula: ‘its name’ (line
14). The name of the statuette, which consists of the expression Sag,-su,-ga (line 13), isn’t
attested among the contemporary Sumerian sources, nor in the established Sumerian corpus.
Due to the questionable meaning of this expression, we may suggest two alternative transla-
tions giving the name of the statuette.

ki ag," Sag,-ga-na® Sag,-su,-ga®
“Le bien-aimé de son cceur est I'affamé” (translation of P. Attinger)
or
“The love of her heart is nourishment (for the starving)” (an alternative translation suggested by
G. Zdlyomi).
Lines 11-13

It is interesting to note that the syntax of this expression doesn’t feature the enclitic
copula, similarly to those proper names in which the subject is not a pronoun''. On this basis,
it seems that the name of the statuette is a copular clause consisting of the expression “the
darling of his/her heart™ or “the love of his/her heart” (ki ag, $ag,-ga-na)'>. As for the
meaning of Sag, -su,-ga in the name of the divine figure®, it can refer to “empty stomach”
(or lit. “the one whose stomach is empty”), that is, to starvation'¥, which implies that the god-
dess takes care of the starving one and ensures that he/she is fed.

For copula-dropping attested in the proper names of statues, see ZOLYOMI 2014, 22-23.

2 The expression is attested in the royal inscriptions of Su-Suen: lugal ‘en-lil-le ki ag,” 3ag,-ga-na®
in-pad,® — “the king whom Enlil chose with the love of his heart” (e.g. FRAYNE 1997, 321: E3/2.1.4.11;
ETCSRI: Su-Suen 11). Furthermore, it also appears in Sulgi D (line 13): ul-gi ‘nin-lil -la, ki ag, Sag,-
ga-na — “the beloved of Ninlil’s heart” (ETCSL 2.4.2.04).

I thank P. Attinger, who sent me his database related to the occurrence of Sag,-su,-ga with the collected bib-
liographical references as well as his explication and translation of the name of the statuette presented above.
For the different meanings of Sag,-su,-ga, with collected textual sources and previous literature, see
PETERSON 2007, 425-427 and 582-584 ; PETERSON 2010, 602-603 notes 27-30.
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4. PIRIG-ME, SON AND SUCCESSOR OF UR-NINGIRSU I

The votive inscription reveals that Pirig-me offered this statuette to Nin-MAR.KI"
to secure the well-being of his father, Ur-Ningirsu I, and himself. The inscription calls Ur-
Ningirsu the ruler of Lagash, while Pirig-me is designated as his son, without any royal
epithet, allowing us to date the act of offering to the reign of Ur-Ningirsu I'®. The mention
of Pirig-me'’, who followed his father into power, on the statuette is one of the main points
of interest in the present inscription, since there are only a few existing sources referring to
him. This section presents these written sources by textual genre, focusing on the informa-
tion they contain on Pirig-me.

Until recently, among the royal inscriptions, there was only one known building in-
scription related to Pirig-me, three examples of which are found on inscribed bricks from
Girsu'®. This inscription reports on the construction of the Ursag-ani canal’s regulator (line
16: geé-keéz-raz)'g. This text refers to “Pirig-me, ruler of Lagash, son of Ur-Ningirsu, ruler
of Lagash” (lines 4-9), and invokes three deities, in the following section “chosen in the heart
of Nanse, named by Ningirsu, child born of Ninsun” (lines 10-15).

Among the year names®” there are two examples related to the reign of Pirig-me, which
constitute the first examples of the so-called Lagashite dating system (MICHALOWSKI 2013,
179).

pirig-[me,]®% ensi (PA.TE.[SI])®

Pirig-me is ruler.
RTC 182 (rev. 3’-4’)*

pirig-me,* ensi,(PA.TE.S[I])® mu en NINA* / ba-gub-[ba’]?
Pirig-me is ruler. Year: “The en-priest was installed in NINA.”
RTC 183 (rev. 5>-7°)*

Besides these administrative tablets from Girsu, there is also a third year formula pos-
sibly mentioning the name of the ruler®.

15" For the reading of the name, see SELZ 1995, 256-257 : “nin-MAR.KI 1; SALLABERGER 2001, 463 § 1 with fur-
ther bibliography.

For a brief summary about Ur-Ningirsu I, see MOLINA 2015, 434: 1.

For one brief mention about Pirig-me, see EDZARD 2005, 572.

18 As for the three bricks (AO 15300, AO 15301 and T.1005, the last kept in the Irag Museum), see NOUGAYROL
1947, 23-24 and Fig. 1 on page 25; EDZARD 1997, 12-13: E3/1.1.2 with further bibliography.

For context on the bricks and the canal regulator, see PARROT 1948, 211-219, esp. page 218 ; DIGHT 2002, 116-
117 and 120-121, with further bibliography on page 117.

20" For the year names of Pirig-me (RTC 182 and RTC 183), see SOLLBERGER 1954-1956, 35: 4; FALKENSTEIN
1966, 10: 4; MOLINA 2008, 45.

There is no inscription on the lower edge, while the right edge of the tablet has been broken (CDLI P216958).
THUREAU-DANGIN 1902, 67 n. 2 and copy on page 78: AO 3304 (CDLI P216959).

It is important to note that after pirig the sign(s) is/are illegible, and the question is raised whether sag3u
pirig -me, in reference to a helmet type means ‘the he[met Lion of Battle’ mentioned in ‘Lugalbanda and the
Anzu bird’, ETCSL ¢.1.8.2.2 line 150: “*sag3u(U.SAG) pirig -me,-a (WILCKE 1969, 1. 106). For the term
sagSu with further sources and bibliographical references, see DEZSO 2001, 1-6 ; SCHRAKAMP 2010, 191-198.
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