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CECILE MICHEL

Production and Trade
in the Old Assytian Period

This paper investigates the economic role of AsSur
during the Old Assyrian period, especially during the
19% century, focusing on its textile production, and the
organization of its long-distance trade to Anatolia’. The
Old Assyrian period, which covers more or less the first
three centuries of the 2 millennium BC,? is closely linked
to the development of the city of Asfur, on the Tigris River
(northern Iraq), as a trading city. ASSur was one of the
main centers of an international exchange network linking
southern Mesopotamia and Elam with Upper Mesopotamia
and Anatolia. Because of its strategic position, ASSur’s role
in international trade may have started earlier. Its first
occupation dates to the beginning of the 3 millennium.
According to written sources, A¥ur was successively
conquered by the Akkadian and Ur III dynasties. With
the fall of Ur III, it became an independent city state
dominated by an oligarchy of merchants. During the Old
Assyrian period, A3$ur covered some forty hectares and
its population presumably numbered several thousands of
inhabitants {Veenhof 2010).

The archaeological discoveries for this period remain
rare and scattered. Besides a few school texts, Asfur did
not produce any tablets for the Old Assyrian period, and
the commercial quarter has not been identified. The main
constructions dated to this period, especially the old palace
and the temple dedicated to the god AS§ur, contained some
thirty official inscriptions. These show that the development
of the Assyran trade in central Anatolia could have been
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the result of Assyrian royal policy. Ilu$umma, who ruled
ASSur during the very beginning of the 28¢ millennium, took
political measures in order to improve the relations between
ASSur and southern Mesopotamia and to attract traders
from the South by giving them some privileges (Grayson
1987, 18, pp. 49-54; Larsen 1976, p. 63). This may have
stimulated the import of copper and Babylonian textiles
from the South. Another measure ordained by Erifum
(1972-1933), his son and successor, was intended to set up
a free traffic of many goods traded by A%ur inhabitants;
among these goods, references to gold, tin and wool indicate
links ‘with overland trade (Grayson 1987, 22, pp. 20-25;
Larsen 1976, pp. 64-75).

Under the reigns of Tkiinum (1932-1918) and his son
Sargon I {1917-1878), the Assyrian merchants developed
the long-distance trade to central Anatolia. They settled
in Anatolia, in thirty to forty trade colonies (karum, and
smaller settlements called wabarium). The central trade
bureau (bér karins) of this network was located at Kiiltepe,
ancient Kane§, northwest of Kayseri, There, in the lower
town, 22.500 clay tablets were excavated in the merchants’
quarter, most of them dating to the first half of the 19%
century (Michel 2003, 2006a, 2011). These private archives,
predominantly belonging to Assyrians, represent our main
sources for the reconstruction of the socio-economic
history of the Old Assyrian period. During the reigns
of Puzur-As§ur II (1877-1870), son of Sargon, and his
own son Naram-Suen (1869-1835?), the Assyrian trading
colonies in Anatolia had to contribute up to ten minas
of silver (5 kg) to the repairs of A%ur city walls (Michel
2001a, no. 15).

During the second half of the 19% century, the trade with
Anatolia slowed down a little, then increased, perhaps after
the conquest of AfSur by Sam3i-Adad, king of Elallatum,
in 1808 BC. This great king, who dominated the whole
northern Mesopotamia from Subat-Enlil, in the Habur
triangle, shared his kingdom with his two sons: Iime-Dagan,
at Ekallatum on the Tigris River, and Yasmah-Addu at Mari,
on the Middle Euphrates. A8ur did not hold the status of a
capital but still played a preeminent economic role until the
end of the Old Assyrian period, around 1700 BC,
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1. What did ASSur produce?

‘During the Old Assyrian period, ASur was not vet a
territorial state, and had no raw materals. Its strategic
position at a major crossroads for various trade routes
explains the economic power of the city, which played an
important role as intermediary. ASSur exploited a section
of the tn and precious stones road between East and
West; it also exported textiles from south Mesopotamia to
Anatolia. The private archives of the Assyrian merchants
discovered in the Kane§ lower city, mainly motivated by the
long-distance trade, do not document other aspects of the
ancient Assyrian economy. They depict Assyrians devoting
most of their time to commerce, and give few hints to their
everyday occupations in A¥Sur. However, letters show the
ASSur women, in the absence of their husbands, buying
grain in markets and shops for their own consumption. Real
estate purchase contracts, which concern mainly Kane§ and
vicinity, deal almost exclusively with houses. When land
is concerned, sellers and buyers are all Anarolians. Since
merchants were not interested in land, we have almost no
data about agriculture and breeding, except a few instances
limited to the Anatolian milieu. As for Asfur, the breeding
of donkeys for caravans is sporadically mentioned. The only
AS8ur production documented in detail by the Old Assyrian
sources concerns textiles, both for consumption and for
export to Anatolia.

1.1, Grain for Assyrians

Letters sent by the ASSur women to their husbands in
Anatolia refer occasionally to the purchase of grain, after
the harvest, for the consumption of their households. Lack
of means to buy barley, the basic food item, was one of
their principal worries: «After you had gone, there was a

severe famine in the City (of AsSur and) you did not leave

me barley, not even a single liter! I keep buying batley for
our sustenance [...] Now, I am living in an empty house.
The (harvest) season is now! Be sure to send me the silver
you have in exchange for my textiles, so that I can buy
barley, about 10 simdu measures (ca. 300 L)» (Michel 2001a,
no. 344:14-18, 31-38). Stocks could be substantial in some
private houses: when PaSu-kén’s wife, LamassT died, there
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were 1300 barley measures stored in her house (TC 1, 30:7).
Grain, ground into flour, was used to make various kinds of
bread. It was also the main ingredient of beer.

Texts are silent concerning cultivated lands around the
city, the peasants working on these lands or the provisioning
of AsSur. However, letters mention the existence of markets,
stalls and street shops for basic commodities; a larger
marketplace could have also existed nearby the city gate.
The City Hall sold barley to individuals, among other
foodstuffs, and there was an ‘eponym of barley’ (Dercksen
2004, p. 23).

In Kane§, the Assyrian merchants could buy agricultural
products and animals at the local marker on the citadel,
all the production being organized by Anatolians and
the local palace (Dercksen 2008; Michel 2014a). Some
Assyrians, married to Anatolian women, benefited from the
agricultural work of their wives in fields or from the oxen
and pigs they bred (Michel 2008a).

1.2. Donkeys for caravans

The regular trade between ASSur and Kane§ involved
huge caravans of donkeys carrying tin and textiles one way,
gold and silver the other way. According to the Mari royal
archives, such caravans could number some 300 donkeys
(ARMT 26/2, no. 432). The Old Assyrian caravan accounts,
drawn up in Afur, mention the purchase of merchandise
for export and of robust black donkeys used as beasts of
burden, which could carry some 75 kg (Larsen 1967, pp.
37-43; Veenhof 1972, p. 45).

A§Sur was surrounded by meadows used as pasture
for donkeys. These were bred and sold in a place called
gigamlum, near ASSur (TC 2, 7:12}. Such places presumably
existed also in Kane$ and in all the commercial settlements.

 There is no data about those in charge of the breeding of

the donkeys, either private or institutional. A black donkey
cost 16-17 shekels of silver at AfSur (Garelli 1963, pp. 299-
300), and its equipment some 2-3 shekels, The equipment
consisted, according to J.G. Dercksen, of «one or more
rugs or saddlecloths that were put under the packsaddle, a
packsaddle or packing-rack, leather bags, ropes and pegs, as
well as straps or ropes to fasten the packsaddle» (Dercksen
2004, pp. 277-278). There might have been, in ASSur, a
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specialized production of leather bags, ropes, rmgs and
packsaddles for donkeys. During travel, there were some
expenses for paddock and fodder, and for the salary of the
donkey driver.

In Anatolia, some of the donkeys were sold with the
merchandise, because caravans coming back to ASur carrying
gold and silver were smalier. A donkey (and its equipment,
but without the leather bags) was sold for 20 to 30 shekels.
Profit from the sale of the donkeys was not always as high
as expected because some donkeys died on the way, in the
mountains, or were stolen (Michel 2008b, pp. 383-384).

1.3. Textiles for trade
1.3.1. Private production

Among the textiles exported by the Assyrians to Anatolia
were imported pieces from Babylonia and textiles locally
produced at ASSur Women’s letters sent to their male
relatives at Kane§ document their private textile production,
which had two goals: clothing household members and
sustaining the long-distance trade (Michel 2006b).

Spinning and weaving were the main activities of all the
women of the house, including girls, elderly women and
female slaves, perhaps, in wealthy houses, a dozen or more.
Texts give data about the dimensions of the produced
textiles, their variety, quality, number and prices, but they
do not tell much about the organization of production.
Assyrian fashions and techniques were much appreciated in
Anatolia, where these textiles were considered prestigious
goods and mainly sold to the elite (Michel 2014b). Assyrian
merchants present on the Anatolian markets gave, from time
to time, technical advice to their wives to improve their
production. Textiles had to be thin and dense, and, those
for export, when finished, measured 4.5 x 4 meters. Hence,
they were not woven in one piece. Merchant accounts
dealing with the transport of textiles to Anatolia indicate
that each piece weighed about 5 pounds (2.5 kg), bur letters
show that this could be plus or minus one pound of wool.

Women bought raw wool at the city gate of AsSur; some
Assur inhabitants or institutions may have owned herds of
sheep. According to the Mari royal archives, nomads came
each year from the Suhfim area, southeast of Mari, to pluck
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their sheep near the city (Charpin, Durand 1997, pp. 377
and 387-391; Michel 2014¢). The most common type of
Assyrian fabric exported to Anatolia, the Eutanum-textile,
could be woven with wool from the Hamrin Mountains,
southeast of AS§ur (Dercksen 2004, p. 16; Michel, Veenhof
2010, p. 221). When there was a shortage, wool could even,
exceptionally, be sent in small quantities from Anatolia:
«When you send the purse, enclose some wool (because)
wool is expensive in the City» (Michel 2001a, 305:16-21).
Indeed, there were important wool markets southeast of
Kanes, and many texts attest to the involvement of Assyrians
in the Anatolian wool trade (Michel, Veenhof 2010, p. 216;
Lassen 2010, 2014).

Texts do not give much data about technical aspects of
the private textile production at A$ur. For these, we rely
on Ur Il adminisirative archives (Waetzoldt 1972, 2010),
and archacological tools and experiments, especially those
made at the Centre for Textile Research at Copenhagen
(Andersson Strand 2012).> Women had to clean and
prepare the wool for spinning: to obtain the 5 pounds of
cleaned wool necessary to weave an Assyrian textile, it
would have taken some 20 days. The spinning, made with
spindle and spindle whorl, was a long process. A textile
of 4 x 45 meters (18 m? required some 36 km of thread
{plus some 1.8 km for the setting of the looms), which were
obtained by a single woman spinning for 96 days, thus more
than three months. According to experiments, one person
can weave about 50 cm per day, depending naturally on
the width of the loom. If we suppose that the fabric was
woven in two strips of 2 meters each, which were then
sewn together, two women were necessary to set up the two
looms during some 4 days, and two women would complete
the textile in 10 days. Postulating that textile production
was performed throughout the year — this is most probable
when International trade is concerned — a woman would
have been able to weave at most 2 % such texiiles a year. A
wealthy household would then have been able to produce a
maximum of 25 textiles a year.? Out of these, some 5 pieces
would be necessary to dress the household members in
AsSur and Kane§, and there were at most 20 textiles sent to
be sold in Anatolia.

The textiles produced by the women of AfSur and sold
on the Anatolian market by their male relatives assured
them an income. The standard kutanum-textile was sold for
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15 shekels apiece at Kane$. Once all the taxes deducted,
women could hope to get back 10 to 12 shekels apiece.
From this price, one has to deduct the price of the raw
material. According to a royal inscription of Samgi-Adad
dated to the 18% century (Grayson 1987, A.0.39.1:59-72),
for one shekel of silver, one could buy in A%ur 15 pounds
of (raw) wool.” Taking into account that during the cleaning
process there could be a loss of 30% of the original wool,
with 1 shekel of silver it might have been possible to
acquire about 10 pounds of cleaned wool, which could
be used to weave 2 texiiles. With the income of 1 textile,
corresponding to 10-12 shekels of silver, a woman could
buy wool to produce 20 to 24 more textiles. But usually,
at most one third of the sale price of a textile was invested
in the purchase of wool to produce 6 to 7 pieces. These
estimates lead to the hypothesis that a household producing
yearly some 20 textiles sent for trade in Anatolia would
receive between 3 1/3 and 4 pounds of silver per vear as
gross income. Such an amount corresponded to the price
of a small house in A¥ur (Veenhof 2011, p. 226). With
this silver, women could buy wool to make more textiles,
as well as slaves, food, and goods for daily life. A few texts
from Late Bronze Age Afur show thar such a profitable
business went on during the Middle Assyrian period as well
{Postgate 2014).

1.3.2. Did an institutional textile production exist at AsSur?

It seems clear that the textile production of Afur
households exceeded their needs; the surplus was sent to
Anatolia, thus contributing to the international trade. But
the demand of the Assyrian merchants was very high and
difficult to combine with weaving of textiles for home use,
as we understand from many women’s letters. Lamassi
wrote to her husband that she could not fulfill his demands:
«You keep sending me consignments (of silver); but, here,
I cannot send you (in return) each time textiles that (are)
weighty» (Michel 2001a, no. 343). With some twenty
textiles exported each year by wealthy A$fur households,
we may imagine that at least one thousand textiles privately
produced were send yearly to Anatolia. These were not
enough to supplement the few thousands of textiles
exported each year by Assyrian merchants to Anatolia.
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This is why it has been suggested that a centralized and
institutional textile production existed at ASSur during
the Old Assyrian period (Dercksen 2004, p. 16), as was,
for example, the case at Mari, during the Old Babylonian
period (Durand 2009), or at A¥ur during the Middle
Assytian period (Postgate 2014). However, lacking official
archives from the Old Assyrian A3Sur, we have no data
about such a centralized textile production. Texts do not
mention the purchase of large amounts of wool by local
institutions. There is no attested weaving shed at the palace
or at temples in As$ur (Michel 2014¢). The few textiles that
were sold by A3Sur eponyms or by the City Hall could have
been previously bought by the Town Hall from Babylonian
merchants (Dercksen 2004, pp. 14-15). By contrast, tablets
document the import of numerous Babylonian textiles
_(called Akkadian textiles), which supplemented the local
" production for the trade to Anatolia. These could be in
short supply on the ASjur market because of political
troubles: «As for the Akkadian texiiles you wrote about,
since you left, Akkadians have not entered the city, their
country is in revolt» (Michel 2001a, no. 110:5-8). The
reputation of Babylonian textiles was built on the quality of
weaving, enhanced by the excellence of their wool, as Mari
letters witness (Durand 2009; Michel 2014c).

1.3.3. Specialization in textile production

Even if we suppose that ASSur textile production
was predominantly private, there were, however, some
specialized craftsmen to whom the women took their
textiles for cleaning. This last step in the chaine opératoire
involved at least the textiles sent as garments for the
Assyrian merchants living in Anatolia, as we learn from a
letter wrote by Lamassi to her husband: «As for the textile
(made of wool) from Surbu about which you wrote me as
follows: ‘Send me a garment for me to wear’, the garment
has indeed been made, but (it is) now with the washer man
(a5lakum), so | have not yet sent {it) up to you. T will send
up to you by a later {caravan) the textile (made of wool}
from Surbu for you to wear» (unpubl. tablet Rendell quoted
by Michel & Veenhof 2010, p. 249). Nothing is said about
the textiles made to feed the international trade; these just
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as well been cleaned in Anatolia, where several washer men
are known (Michel forthcoming).

2. The Old Assyrian long-distance trade to Anatolia

The Old Assyrian long-distance trade to Anatolia was
based on caravans making two round trips per year between
A%ur and Kanel. It was based on parinerships, trade
companies and family networks. Centrolled and promoted
by the authorities via commercial treaties, it benefited ASSur
merchants and notables, as well as the King and the temples.

2.1. A caravan trade

Assyrians exported to Anatolia tin from Uzbekistan
or Tajikistan (Weisberber, Cierny 2002), lapis lazuli from
Afghanistan (Michel 2001b), carnelian from the Indus valley
and textiles from Babylonia; as seen above, only some of
the exported textiles were produced in A§§ur. Merchandise
was transported on donkeys for a travel lasting some six
weeks through steppes and mountains. A merchant normally
loaded an average of two to five donkeys (Larsen 1967, pp.
146-147). Small convoys gathered into a large caravan under
the responsibility of a merchant, helped by freightors and
donkey drivers.

The purchase of tin and textiles in A3%ur depended on
their availability on the market. Tin was usually bought from
12 to 16 shekels of tin per shekel of silver; in Anatolia, it
was sold for twice this price (Garelli 1963, pp. 265-317;
Veenhof 1988). The kutanum-textile was bought in ASSur
for between 3.5 to 6.5 shekels of silver apiece and was sold
for three times this price in Anatolia. In period of war or
bad weather, the ASSur market was not resupplied with tin
and Babylonian textiles, so prices increased (see above and
Michel 20014, no. 108, 110). o

For accounting purposes, the total value of the
merchandise was converted into tin with an equivalence of
2 minas of tin per textile and 1 mina of tin per donkey; the
total value of the biggest caravans exceeded 410 talents of
tin (12 1/3 tons, VS 26, 155). Such a conversion was useful,
to compute, for example, the liability of each participant for
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TaBLE 1. Table of the various taxes imposed on Assyrian caravans

Which tax? Where? To which institution? How much?
wasitum ASur Town Hall 1/120 of the value in tin
export tax of the caravan

datum En route local authorities 10% of the value in tin of
caravan tax the caravan

qaggaditum En route local authorities 10-15 shekels of tin per
personal tax person

nishatum Kanes local palace 3% of the tin and 5% of
import tax the textiles

Sratum Kane§ local palace purchase of 10% of tex-
tithe tiles at reduced price
Sadds atum Kanes karum authorities  1/60 of the value of
transport tax gold+silver going to A¥ur
nishatum Aggur Town Hall 4% of the imported pre-

import tax - " clous metal (gold-silver)

the many taxes paid to the authorities at ASur, en route,
and at Kanes,

When in Kaned, after clearing customs at the local
palace, merchandise was sold for cash or on credit to agents
travelling to other Anatolian markets. To increase profit, it
could be converted into copper and wool before being sold
for silver; part of the silver was then changed into gold. In
Anatolia, tin was necessary for the bronze industry sustained
by local copper mines (Dercksen 1996; 2005). Tin mines were
also exploited in Anatolia (Yener 2000), but their production
might have not been sufficient for the Anatolian needs in
arms, tools and vessels.® On the way back, smaller caravans
carried to A$Sur consignments of gold and silver. Their value
was estimated in silver; some were worth more than 400 kg
of silver (Prag I, 742). The gold was hoarded or used to bu
tin and lapis lazuli from Elamites, while silver was the main
‘mean of payment: it was reinvested in further caravans and
in various financial operations, while the remainder was spent
to buy houses, slaves, food, etc. The substantial quantities of
precious metals brought to ASSur attracted foreign merchants
selling tin, precious stones and textiles.

2.2. Trade partnersbips
The organizatidn of Assyran long-distance trade was

based on partnerships in which there were mainly two
categories of merchants: investors and agents charged with
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making a profit with the invested capitals. Such enterprises
could be risky for the shareholders, who sought agents with
good reputations. Agents tried to build up this reputation,
as ASSur-idi explained to his son ASurnida: «People less
important than you administer joint-stock investments,
and people less important than I have invested 10 minas
of gold. Come and take over a joint-stock capital and
only then leave again» (Larsen 2002, no. 19). There were
various types of contractual relationships for the purpose
of commercial cooperation, either short.term or long-term
(Michel 2001a, pp. 303-357). The join-stock company
(narugqum) mentioned in this letter belonged to the second
category; it governed relations between funders in Agfur
and merchants in Anatolia, and was the primary mode of
financing long distance trade (Dercksen 1999). This joint
stock company, named for the bag (naruggum) containing
the capital, is the oldest form of putting substantial
collective funds at the disposal of private merchants
(Larsen 1977; Veenhof 1997; Veenhof 1999). The following
contract gives the list of shareholders (including the agent),
the value of the invested capital in gold (30 minas, thus
15 kg), the name of the agent (AmurIitar) and the length
of the contract (12 years):

6 minas of gold: investments

1 % minas: Trifum

2 minas: Iddin-A%sur

2 % minag: Alahum

2 minas; SG-Laban

2 minas: Tkuppi-Istar

2 minas: [li-dan

1 % minas: A$§ur-malik

1 % minas: A$Sur-idt

1 % minas: Akusanum

1 % minas: the tamkarum-creditor

1 mina: Abu-$alim

1 mina: Hinnaya -

4 minas: Amur-T$tar

In all 30 minas of gold represent the narugqrm-bag of
Amur-Tstar,

From the year-eponym of Susaya (1908), he will carry on
commercial activities for 12 years.

Of the profits he will enjoy a third, he will guarantee
another third.
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The one who takes back silver before the end of the
contract will take only 4 minas of silver per invested mina of
gold. He will not receive any profit (Hecker 1999).

Each creditor had a copy of the section of the original
document which concerned his own investment. In order to
diminish risk, creditors distributed their investments among
several such join stock companies (TC 3, 244). During the
whole contract, the agent had to guaranice to his funders
a third of the realized profits on his commercial activites.
When the creditors were satisfied, they could renew the
agreement several times; shares in such companies could be
inherited by funders’ descendants.

Among the short-term commercial partnerships, loans
with default interest were the most numerous; they often
resulted from the credit sale of merchandise (ba@bzume). Such
a loan extended usually a few months and never exceeded
a year. Merchandise was entrusted to an agent against
the credit tablet, the amount of the debt being converted
into silver depending on the value of merchandise and
the length of the credit (Michel 2013). The creditor got
back the value of his merchandise in silver, while the
agent kept the profit on the sale; he had to pay a default
interest in case he did not manage to repay his debt on
time. Loan contacts could also include the silver given
to an employee as business capital (be’ulatum), out of
which he could profit. Investors were at the mercy of a
dishonest trader who could disappear in Anatolia with the
entrusted merchandise (Michel 1991, pp. 158-161). Again,
the reputation of the agent was a key element in such a
contractual agreement.

To reduce such risks, family links could offer bases of
" professional relationships; the Assyrian international trade
relied on the extended family structure (Michel 2013).
Merchant families were organized into so sort of enterprises
in which each member in A$fur or Anatolia played a precise
role. The father ran the enterprise from ASSur acting as a
sharcholder. His eldest son headed the Anatolian branch of
the family network in KaneS, receiving the merchandise and
organizing its sale. The other sons represented the enterprise
in other trading posts in Anatolia and the youngest ones
acted as transporters. The women contributed to the trade
by their textile production (Michel 2001a, pp. 359-418).
However, in the family enterprise, every individual worked
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for his own profit, there is no reference to family funds
(Larsen 2007).7

2.3. A private trade promoted by institutions

The Old Assyrian trade in Anatolia was both controlled
and promoted by the AsSur authorities, as has already been
observed in some royal inscriptions (see above). Several
decisions of the ASSur assembly, relayed by letters sent
to Kane§, show the involvement of this institton in the
trade. It decreed some commercial rules, among which one
prohibited Assyrians from selling gold to the different groups
they traded with at AsSur {except to the Elamites) or on the
road to Anatolia, including the Akkadians (Babylonians in
the South), the Amorites (Upper Djezireh), and the Subarians
(Hurrians in Upper Mesopotamia; Veenhof 2008b; Michel
2001a, no. 2). Other letters show its policy to protect and
favor the Assyrian import of woolen textiles into Anatolia
(Veenhof 2003a). Two merchants wrote to a colleague as
follows: «Here (in AsSur) it has come to a lawsuit concerning
sapdinnum- and pirtkannum-textiles, woolen products, and
many people have been fined. You too have been obliged to
pay 10 minas of silver; you must pay one mina each year [...]
Please do not get involved in (the trade in) sapdinnum- and
pirikannum-textiles and do not buy them! [...] The ruling of
the City is strict!» (Michel 2001, no. 199). The sapdinnum
and pirtkannum textiles were common textiles produced in
Anatolia’ and much cheaper than those produced in ASSur.
The trade of these textiles by the Assyrians in Anatolia was
carried to the detriment of the normal Assyrian imported
textiles. This protectionist rule might have been decreed for
a limited period of time when the Assyrian textile trade was
not going very well (Michel 2014b).

The Old Assyrian trade in Anatolia started and expanded
in a peaceful context and was facilitated by commercial
treaties concluded between A$3ur and the local authorities;
these treaties are unilateral, addressed to” the Anatolian
partner and do not really mention the duties of the Assyrians
(Veenhof 2008a, pp. 183-218).°® However, they all begin
with the rights of the local party. On the caravans arrival,
the local ruler is usually allowed to levy a percentage of tin
and textiles as an import tax, to purchase a fixed quantity of
textiles at a reduced price, and to make limited additional
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purchases. On the caravans returning the AsSur, he may levy
a tax on the silver. In return, he had to protect individuals
and goods on his territory; in case of losses, he had to replace
the merchandise, and in case of murder he had to deliver the
murderer. Treaties could contain protectionist clauses meant
to prevent competition by Babylonian traders. Assyrians were
free to sell precious materials to the palace apis lazuli or
native iron) and to travel even if the country was at war with
its neighbors. Assyrians enjoyed extraterritorial rights in the
karums, and were protected with their families against seizure
of property (Veenhof 2008a, pp. 183-218; 2013). Even if these
treaties were one-sided — Assyrians imposed their conditions
and oath was only of the local rulers — Anatolian rulers were
eager to condude such treades in order to get some profit
out of the trade.

2.4. Who benefited from long-distance trade?

' With the help of caravan accounts, the amount of taxes
imposed on caravan both ways and the gross interest
obtained on the sale of merchandise in Anatolia, it is
possible to evaluate the net profit realized by the Assyrian
merchants at about 50%. A large part of A3Sur and Kanes
population seems to have been involved in the trade, but
the situation was not the same in the two cities.

ASSur inhabitants mentioned in the Mari royal archives
are normally merchants. The Old Assyrian tablets, written
by and for merchants, naturally offer the image of a city
predominantly inhabited by merchants and entrepreneurs;
there are rare mentions of other jobs necessarily exercised

- by Assyrians, such as varous handicrafts {Michel

forthcoming). However, benefits realized each year by the
merchants seem to have devolved on to the greater part
of the AS$ur population (Michel 2008c). To the various
commercial professions, we may add those who had a
direct or indirect connection with the long distance trade,
such as textile and leather craftsmen, donkey breeders, and
messengers (Veenhof 2008c),

The AfSur king, like the other notables of the city, was
privately involved in its international trade. Half of his
%etters addressed to his sons or to merchants, excavated
in their archives at Kane§, deal with consignments of
merchandise to be sold in Anatolia (Michel in press). The
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City Hall, whose authority took precedence over the kings,

played a preeminent role in the trade: it sold goods to
merchants, acted as a bank and public warehouse, collected
taxes, controlled caravans and the traffic of some goods.
The many taxes helped to enrich the city state. The ASSur
eponyms, members of the elite, had various occupations
not all connected to the long-distance trade: boatman, arms
producer, butter maker; however, some were merchants
(tambarum; Veenhof 2003b).

Temples also participated to the trade in Anatolia.
From the gold and silver votive offerings (ikrib@) given by
merchants, they invested in the trade by making funds or
merchandise available to traders as long-term loans (Dercksen
1997). Priests were involved in international exchange, and
merchandise was sometimes stored in their houses.

In Anatolia, across the Euphrates, communities welcomed
the Assyrian merchants because they too found there a
source of revenue, Trade led to the increase of local wealth
via taxes imposed on foreigners activities and boosted
the local economy with the crossing of large caravans in
which men and animals needed food and places to rest
(Bajamovic 2011, pp. 1-37). Thus, local authorities tried
to attract the Assyrians by giving them a privileged access
to goods. As for the Assyrians in Kane§, members of family
firms based at A&ur, and eldest sons of families, their social
status was determined by the prosperity of family affairs.
They were usually less wealthy than their fathers in ASSur;
some left substantial debts to their sons (Michel 2008d).

+*

The trade developed by the Assyrian merchants in the
first centuries of the 2°¢ millennium BC between AsSur
and Central Anatolia relied only partly on a local textile
production; its main aim was to generate profit by serving as
an intermediary for the trade of precious metals and stones,
as well as of textiles. Tt was based on a vast network of
contractual relationships and mutual representation, partly
imposed by the distance separating A3Sur from Anatolia.
Sharcholders invested in the purchase of merchandise,
transported by a specialized personnel. Once in Anatolia,
coods were entrusted to agents charged with their sale
for profit. The silver resulting from the transactions was
transported to Agur and reinvested into new caravans.
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The complex organization of this international trade
influenced early historians and economists. K. Polanyi, in
the fifties, used old historical synthesis of this documentation
(by J. Lewy and B. Landsberger) to create his marketless
administrated trade model. Judging that the £zrwm of Kanes,
mainly inhabited by Anatolians and gathering institutions
governing trade relations, was not acting as a competitive
marketplace, he concluded that it was an administrated
port of trade, and that the main activities of its merchants
belonged to the public service sector (Polanyi 1957).
However, the population of the Kane$ lower city was mmixed
(Michel 2014d), and was engaged in a private trade based on
family connections. The intervention of the Assyrian city state
and the kzrum authorities, via commercial treaties concluded
with Jocal kings, was intended to protect the interests of its
merchants. The A$Sur kings maintained a ‘commercial policy
in order to stimulate exchange and to avoid competition, This
long-distance trade originated in a relatively peaceful context
in Anatolia and thrived thanks to a balance between Assyrian
economic power and Anatolian military and administrative
power. In ASSur, most of the population benefited from the
trade; notables held in turn the charge of eponym; free men,
according to their status, belonged to the «big» or «small»
men of the ASSur and Kane§ assemblies, which took most
of the political and economic decisions linked to the trade.
Some Assyrian merchants built large fortunes, as witness their
graves excavated at ASSur.
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1

1 address my warmest tharks to Benjamin Foster who very kindly corrected the
Engiish of this contribution.

The exprﬁssion ‘Old Assyrian’ is conventional. It refers first to the dialect spo-
ke at ASSur and by Assyrians in Anarolia, to their writing, thus to the tablets
found in AsSur, Kane§ and several other sites. By convention, it also refers to

2
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the kings ruling A¥ur during the period documented by these tablets, and by
extension, we use the expression «Old Assyrian periodw. This period is more
or less contemporaneous to the Old Babylonian period. All dates mentioned
in this contsibution are BC and are to be understood-as ‘ca’; they are given
according to the so-calied Middle Chronology, which places the end of the 1%
Dynasty of Babylon in 1593. For Old Assyrian chronology, see now Barjamovic,
Hertel, Larsen {2012).

* The combination of experiments and data given by an Ur III text has been
much debated, see for example Firth, Nosch (2012) and Andersson Strand, Cy-
bulska (2013). For the use of traditional crafts, experiments, ancient tools and

.texts to reconstruct ancient textile production, see the proceedings presented
on the web of the Amman conference on Traditional Textile Craft — an Intangi-
ble Cultural Heritage, March 2014 (http://www.traditionaltextitecraft.dk/).

4 Such a reconstruction is based on many assumptions, such as the number of
active women per houschold, the time period during which women were pro-
ducing textiles, the size of the textiles, the type of loom used by ASSur ladies,
the denmsity of a textile, etc. Despite these uncertainties, the estimated num-
ber of textiles produced per household fit with the textile shipments made by
Lamesst to her busband PiSu-kén during a limited time petiod, presumably a
year (Michel 2001a, nos. 302-304, 307).

5 'This price is similar to the one for common wool at Mari (Michel 2014¢, pp. 244-
246).

¢~ Recent explorarions of the area of Kiiltepe carried by E Kulakoghu and A. Yener
have highlighted the existence of tin mines on the foothills of the Ercifes Dag.

7 The notion of individual property is omnipresent; there are many references to
loans contracted between members of the same family: father and son, brothers,
even husband and wife.

8 For level TI, we have only a draft of a treaty (Michel 2001a, no. 87) while for
level Tb, there is one badly preserved treaty found in Tell Leilan (Eidem 2011,
no. LT5) and two others, discovered in 2000 in the Kane$ lower city (Gainbatt
2004), concluded with the rulers of Kane§ and Habhum. A detailed study of
these treaties is now available in Veenhof 2013.
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MARC VAN DBE MIEROOP

Production and Commerce
in the Old Babylonian Period

Both the terms Babylonia and Old Babylonian period
indicate complex realities. Babylonia was the region
whose inhabitants depended on the waters of the Tigris
and Euphrates Rivers for their survival, stretching from
the vicinity of modern Baghdad to the Persian Gulf.! It
contained agricultural areas, large marshes at the head of
the sea and along the rivers, and zones of steppe-land where
only migrant pastoralists could survive. There were many
diverse ecological niches with varied economic potentials.
The area included different types of settlements, but cities
dominated the countryside — about forty of them. Those
were the centers of politics, culture, and most importantly
in the context of this paper, the economy. The period I will
consider here was four hundred years long, from ca. 2000
to ca. 1600 BC (using the so-called Middle Chronology
dominant in the study of ancient Mesopotamian history).?
It was characterized by conflict between these cities,
whose kings fought for hegemony after the collapse of a
state that had united the entire region in the twenty-first
century under the Ur III dynasty. Several cities in a row
took the lead in seeking political supremacy and around
1755 Hammurabi of Babylon did succeed in creating a
unified Babylonia, but some thirty-five years later the south
and center had already seceded. These political events
and especially the military actions they brought about had
an effect on the economy. Military tactics included the
diversion of irrigation water from canals in order to starve
an opponent into submission (Charpin 2002, pp. 557-558),
which had lasting effects on the countryside. But this was
still a prosperous period in Babylonia’s history: levels of
urbanization were high (Adams 1981, p. 138), many cities
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