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ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL ASPECTS 
OF THE OLD ASSYRIAN LOAN CONTRACTS 

Cécile Michel * 

During the Old Assyrian period (ca. 1940-1720 BC), the main source of wealth 
was not land but trade.' Assyrians exported to Anatolia t i n , originating from 
the East, and textiles. Textiles were produced in Southern Mesopotamia or lo-
cally, in Assur, by the merchant wives, sisters and daughters.^ Tin and textiles 
were sold to Anatolians for cash or via the local copper and wool trade.' On 
their way back, Assyrians carried consignments of silver and gold. The gold 
was partly hoarded and was used to buy t i n . The silver brought back to Assur 
served as money and was immediately reinvested into new caravans.'' 

The Assyrian trade in Anatolia expanded thanks to pacifie relationships 
w i t h the local people based on mutual commercial interests. Assyrian t i n ex
ports supplied the Anatolian bronze industry, which was made possible by the 
existence of important copper mines. Assyrian and Babylonian textiles were 
much appreciated by the Anatolian élite. This private trade was stimulated by 
political measures taken by Assur kings concerning commercial relationships 
w i t h the inhabitants of southern Mesopotamia (llusumma), and free circula
t ion of many goods among which was gold, silver, t i n and copper (Erisum I , ca. 
1974-1934).^ Another protectionist décision was reported as foUows: «Assyri
ans can sell gold among each other but, i n accordance w i t h the words of the 
stèle, no Assyrian whosoever shall give gold to an Akkadian, Amorite or Sub

CNRS, ArScAn-HAROC, Maison de l'Archéologie et de l'Ethnologie, Nanterre, ce-

cile.michel@mae.cnrs.fr. v 

' Michel 2008a. For the Old Assyrian trade in Anatolia, see Veenhof 1972, Larsen 1967, 

Michel 2001, Dercksen 2004, Michel 2005, Michel 2008b, Veenhof 2010. 

' Michel & Veenhof 2010. 

' For the copper trade in Anatolia, see Dercksen 1996, and for the wool trade, Wisti Las-

sen 2010. 

' Dercksen 2005. 

'Grayson 1987:18,1. 49-54; 22,1. 20-25; Larsen 1976: 63-75; Veenhof 2003. 
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araean».*" Akkadian was the name given to the Babylonian population, Amo-
rites lived in the Euphrates bend, west of the Upper Djezireh, and Subareans 
were the Hurrians who settled north of Assur along the Tigris River. In fact, 
the growing quantities of gold and silver brought back to Assur and the loca
t ion of this trading center at the junct ion of important roads attracted foreign 
merchants. Elamites, from the East, were the only ones to get gold from the 
Assyrians: they sold their t i n for gold. Babylonians from southern Mesopota
mia sold their textiles in exchange for silver. In addition, inhabitants of Upper 
Mesopotamia might also have travelled often to Assur.^ 

Wi th the development of the trade, the Assyrians settled in about 40 trad
ing posts (called kârum) on the Anatolian plateau." Their commercial activities 
were made easier by international treaties between Assyrian and Anatolian au-
thorities. ' Thèse sworn agreements recognized the mutual and complemen-
tary interest of the two parties. The Anatolian rulers granted to the Assyrians 
protection of the caravans in their territory and extraterritorial rights within 
the trading posts. For their part, the merchants had to pay taxes on caravans 
to the local authorities. When traffic was stopped, they were assured to get 
supplies of t i n . Anatolian rulers were eager to sign thèse treaties in order to 
get some profit out of the trade. 

I t is quite difficult to evaluate the total quantity of goods exported to Ana
tolia during the 19'*" century B.C. Each year, several dozen tons of t i n and thou-
sands of textiles were thus carried by donkeys to Kanis, the administrative 
centre of the Assyrian trading posts in Anatolia. Moreover, several hundred 
kilos of gold and silver were brought back to Assur. Even i f many taxes were 
imposed on caravans both ways, we may estimate that Assyrian merchants re-
alized a net profit of 50% on their exports. Some merchants of Assur built thus 
big fortunes w i t h their successive investments.'" 

The 22,500 Old Assyrian texts found in the houses of the lower city of Kanis 
are predominantly dealing w i t h the trade;" they consist of letters, légal docu
ments and varions memoranda. The great majority of this documentation be-
longs to Assyrians whose mother town, Assur, only provided a few school texts 

" Veenhof 1995, p. 17-33; Kt 79/k 101 = Michel 2001, no. 2. 
' See for example the treaty discovered in Tell Leilan, Eidem 1991; Eidem 2008 
' Larsen 1976; Dercksen 2008; Barjamovic 2011; Michel 2011. The kârums cannot be re-

ferred to as colonies nor as trade diasporas, see Michel in press b. 

' Gùnbatti 2004; Donbaz 2005; Giinbatti 2008c; Veenhof 2008a; Veenhof 2008b. 
Michel 2008a. 

" For an inventory of the Old Assyrian documents as well as a complète bibliography of 
the period, see Michel 2003, updated in Michel 2006b and Michel 2011c. 
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for the beginning of the 2"'^ mil lennium BC.'̂  We thus lack an important part of 
the Old Assyrian sources, comprising, among other, texts, crédits and various 
investments made in Assur, w i t h the goal to finance the purchase of merchan-
dise. Loan contracts, even when laconic, and the many letters found in Kanis, 
however, show the many ways merchants invested their capital ." Thèse ar
chives give us dues to understand how the long distance trade benefited most 
of Assur's population. 

After a présentation of the many forms of investments, among which i n -
clude the loan contracts and their actors, I w i l l analyze the relationships be
tween creditor and debtor inside the family group and the structure of trading 
companies. The last development w i l l concern the relations between Assyrians 
and Anatolians through loan contracts and their évolution during the 19* and 
18* centuries B.C., respectively kârum II and Ib periods." 

1. Loan contracts a n d o t h e r types o f investments 

In a letter sent by a wealthy merchant from Assur to his eldest son in Anatolia, 
we read: 

W h e n y o u sent me silver, y o u said, " it should not get hungry!" Following 

y o u r instructions, I bought tin w h e n it was i n short supply, and it has be-

come hungry there! But today, t in is available at the rate of 16 (shekels) 

for 1 (shekel of silver) or e v e n higher! Send me at least 30 minas from 

w h a t has been entrusted to y o u and I w i l l make the purchase for y o u . " 

According to K. R. Veenhof, the "hungry silver" lied idle, i t was stored and not 
productive." It was important to yield a profit by investing the important 
amounts of silver obtained in Anatolia via financial opérations. In many let
ters, we find urgent statements addressed to représentatives or family mem
bers concerning investments and the necessity to make profit: «Send me the 2 
talents of t i n belonging to our father so that I can invest them wherever I can 
make some profit for h i m » . " 

" M i c h e l 2008c. 

" Dercksen 1999; Veenhof 1999. 

''Kàrum II (ca. 1940-1835); kârum Ib (ca. 1932-1720). 

" T O I 29 = Michel 2001, no. 266 and Larsen 2002, no. 17. 

" V e e n h o f 1987. 

" CCT 4, 21c = Larsen 2002, no. 87. 
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The Assyrian vocabulary witnesses many différent types of contractual re
lationships, most of which are linked to the long distance trade. Thèse were 
made on the short term, as the tappâutum partnership or the ellutum single 
travel caravan organization, or on the long term, like the joint-stock company 
(naruqqum) which could last more than ten years and i n which several mer
chants invested each 2 minas of gold.'** There were many situations in which 
crédit could be granted, such as buying merchandise in Assur or selling i t in 
Anatolia. Many of thèse transactions resulted in loan contracts. Thèse are 
quite numerous and represent about 8.5% of the whole documentation. The 
Old Assyrian loan contract was w r i t t e n from the point of view of the creditor 
who lent capital (simtum) in silver, copper, cereals or merchandise to the debt
or. The reason for the loan was almost never specified and it is quite difficult 
to distinguish between domestic and commercial loans; among thèse, the qîp-
tum. loan dealt w i t h very important amounts of silver. But commercial loans 
could also concern small quantities of silver, less than a mina, corresponding, 
for example, to the crédit sale of one pièce of textile. ' ' 

The contract formulas show variations corresponding to interest-free 
loans, loans w i t h interest and loans w i t h default interest which are the most 
numerous, and often resulted from the crédit sale of merchandise. Other types 
of loans présent peculiarities. The ebuttum loan dealt usually w i t h several m i 
nas of silver or merchandise and gave the opportunity to a merchant to make 
profits which he shared w i t h the creditor; i t resembles the joint-stock Compa
ny naruqqum, to which i t occasionally alternated.^" Some employées were paid 
w i t h an interest-free working capital (be'ulâtum), instead of a salary." 

Loans were most of the time dated by month and year; their length was 
computed in "weeks" or i n months: they were running over short periods, 
shorter than a year.^^ The restitution date could dépend on commercial travels 
of the debtor and some contracts specified that he had to pay "on demand" 
(ana ettisu). When no due date was given, an interest (sibtum) was added to the 
capital (sïmtum). For the Assyrians, the interest fixed by the kârum office 
amounted to 30 % per year. This is quite high compared to the 20% Old Baby
lonian interest. I f the debtor waited too long to repay his debt the final pay-

Michel 2001, p. 303-357; Dercksen 2004, p. 164-180. For the joint-stock company nar

uqqum see also Larsen 1977; Veenhof 1997; Dercksen 1999, p. 92-97; Hecker 1999; Veenhof 

1999. 

" Veenhof 2001; Michel 2012. 

™ Dercksen 1999, p. 97-99. 

" Michel 2001, p. 204. 

Rosen 1977. For the length of a week, see Veenhof 1996; Michel 2010b; Dercksen 2011, 
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ment could be very high only because of the interest.^^ Most of thèse loans 
might have been commercial: they can be considered as an investment in 
which the creditor gained profits in the form of interests. The majority of loan 
contracts bearing a due date added a penalty clause consisting of a default i n 
terest in case the debtor did not repay his debt on time.^'' 

Silver could be borrowed w i t h interest at the house of a tamkârum, an Ak
kadian word that we translate by "merchant" or "creditor". In some instances, 
the name of the creditor {tamkârum) was not given. And a few contracts had an 
extra clause: "the bearer of this tablet is the creditor". This allowed the trans-
fer of the loan contract to another person in order to make the payment easi
er; i t was very useful i n Old Assyrian society where most of the individuals 
were often travelling. 

Some loan contracts mentioned the name of a "guarantor" (qatâtum). He 
(or she) could be linked to the debtor either as a member of his family or by 
oral agreement. He had to make sure that the debtor respected the due date 
for the payment. I f the debtor was unable to fulf i l l his obligations, the guaran
tor could borrow silver at interest at the house of a creditor in order to pay the 
debt. Then he could impose "an interest over the interest" to the debtor {sibat 
sibtim).^^ The creditor could ask for other guaranties: j o i n t responsibility of 
debtors, and a surety, especially in domestic loans concerning small amounts 
of money. In fact, for commercial loans, any security would have been too low 
compared to the important capital lent. I n such cases, the creditor put pres
sure on the debtor and his family to get back his investments, and the debtor 
was sometimes obliged to borrow silver in order to pay back his previous loan. 
In domestic loans, real estate, members of the family or slaves were often used 
as surety {eruhbâtum; sapartum). 

Loan contracts were preserved in a clay envelope bearing a copy of the text 
of the tablet and seal imprints of the witnesses and the debtor. This sealed en
velope (tuppum harmum) ensured the légal value of the contract. When a debt 
was repaid, the creditor gave back the loan tablet to the debtor. He could " k i l l " 
iduâkum) the tablet to cancel i t ; thus, a contract coming to its end "died" 
(muâtum). In theory, loan contracts should not have survived the payment of 
the debts they registered. The important number of such documents shows, 
however, that the destruction of the document was not systematic. Some debts 
were never paid; they could last long and were inherited by thé heirs of the 
debtor who were linked to the obligation to pay their father's debts. Thèse were 

Michel 2012. 

Thèse resulted oft:en from the crédit sale of merchandise; see Veenhof 1999. 

^'Veenhof 2001; Michel 2012. 



46 Cécile Michel 

preserved inside their enveiopes. Some debtors, after having paid their debts, 
kept the contract without its envelope inside their archives for their personal 
accounts. Without its envelope, the contract was no longer legally valid.^*' The 
many envelope fragments discovered inside the merchant houses of Kanis 
come either from texts cancelled in Antiquity, or, more probably from enve
iopes broken by the fall of the buildings during the destruction of the kârum. 
w h e n the payment of a loan was made i n another city, the creditor had to write 
a receipt for the debtor in which a clause cancelled the original loan contract. 

2. Creditors , debtors and f a m i l y f i r m s 

The loan was a common practice in Assyrian commercial society, which was 
roughly divided in two catégories: the investors and the agents whose main 
task was to yield profits. It was perhaps the easiest form of investment. Wom-
en also acted as creditors and could lend silver either to men or women; the 
amounts lent by women were usually lower than those lent by men." 

Loan contracts could be made outside or inside the family enterprise. In 
fact, there were loan contracts without or w i t h interest between members of 
the same family. A father forbids his son to use his personal funds in order to 
settle his accounts, and he adds: 

Since our affairs are concluded, s e n d m e quickly at least ten minas of 

s i l v e r both from the proceeds of the textiles (that I sent you) and from 

the proceeds of the donkeys, I shall t h e n buy two talents of t in and send 

that to y o u , so y o u c a n enjoy the profit. Do not spend any of m y silver!^" 

The son is only allowed to take the profit that could be realized. Even a "favor" 
igimillum) could resuit in a loan contract: «Make me a favor (by advancing me 
money) and i f you cannot make me a favor, charge me an interest as brothers 
pay to each other».^' The circulation of capital inside the family could be a 
source of tension as we can read from a letter sent by a woman: «Why are you 
and your brother always arguing about your gold and your silver?»^" Thèse ex-

Michel 1995. 

" M i c h e l 2003b. 

CCT 3, 6b = Michel 2001, no. 254. 

Biggs 1988. 

" TC 3 112 = Michel 2001, no. 350. 
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amples show that , inside the family, capital was individually owned;" this is 
true even in the couple, where man and woman clearly managed each their 
own purse.^^ 

On the other hand, we know that the long distance trade was predominant
ly based on the family structure and the relationships between members of the 
extensive fami ly . " Each individual had spécifie tasks to perform inside the 
trade S y s t e m and familles, most of the t ime, offered a natural structure for 
trading companies. Thèse enterprises, based in Assur, had branches, via repré
sentatives, in several Anatolian trading posts. In fact, the great distance cov-
ered by the Assyrian trade, as well as the enormous amounts invested in the 
trade, implied a strong and reliable S y s t e m of mutual représentation: family 
ties formed the basis of professional relationships. The father, at the head of 
the family f i r m , lived i n Assur. He was the one to take the main décisions for 
the family enterprise. His eldest son, usually settled in Kanis, managed the An
atolian branch of the family f i r m . The other boys of the family helped to sell 
t i n and textiles i n Anatolia, or travelled between Assur and Kanis w i t h the car
avans.'" Wives and daughters l iving i n Assur participated in the enterprise by 
weaving fine textiles for the long distance trade; they were paid in r e t u r n . " 
Often alone in Assur, they represented the interest of their husbands and were 
also involved in some financial opérations. After the death of the father and 
boss in Assur, an uncle or the eldest son could take over the management of 
the family f i r m . But he could also décide to start his own enterprise w i t h a new 
organization. The Old Assyrian archives, which document predominantly two 
générations, show that brothers could have very few business contacts.^' So, 
the extended family could serve as a network of professional relationships in 
which property and responsibility were strictly individual; there was no com
mon fund. As shown by M. T. Larsen, the family structure could interfère with 
other kind of networks created for the long distance trade, as for example, did 

" Larsen 2007. 

See for example AKT 5, 30: Qannuttum, wife of Ill-bâni, owed substantial amounts of 

gold and silver personally; some of the silver has been used in Assur by Anah-ilï to pay a 

debt of her husband. But the silver belonged to her and not to her husband, so she had to be 

indemnified by the sale of lli-bâni's goods. 

Ichisar 1981; Larsen 1982; Michel 1991; Dercksen 1996: 90-161; Larsen 2002; Michel 

2005 ; Larsen 2010. 

Michel 1991:140-142; Michel 2001: 359-418. 

Michel 2006a. 

^ This is, for example, the case of Elamma (archives excavated in 1991 and studied by K. 
R. Veenhof) and his brother Alâhum (archives excavated in 1993), see Michel 2008d. 
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the S y s t e m o f joint-stock partnership." Several members of the same family 
could work together in a joint-stock partnership. But junior members of the 
family could belong to a family f i r m headed by their father, and, at the same 
time, to a joint-stock partnership under the authority of investors who had no 
family l ink w i t h them. 

Although property was individual, the social position and réputation of an 
Assyrian was determined by the wealth of the family enterprise and the social 
position of his father who served as a formai guarantee for investors.^^ The i n -
volvement of many Assyrians in loan contracts and other transactions give the 
picture of a city of Assur mainly inhabited by merchants and entrepreneurs. It 
seems that profits realized in the long distance trade benefited the whole 
Assur population: the king and his family, ' ' the high dignitaries, priests and 
temples"" and also the city-state. In fact, Assur's city hall raised many taxes 
from caravans leaving or arriving in the city. To the variety of jobs dealing 
w i t h trade - bankers, agents, transporters - one may add all the occupations 
which have a l ink w i t h the long distance trade as textile and leather crafts-
men, donkey breeders or messengers."' Wealthy merchants bought large 
houses and many slaves as signs of their important social position."^ 

3. Relationships between Assyrians and Anatolians through loan con
tracts during the 19* and 18* centuries B.C. 

The Assyrians settled in Kanis seemed to be a l ittle less wealthy than their fa-
thers and the investors in Assur. During 19* century, they were about 300 As
syrians in Kanis. They kept permanent contact w i t h Assur and were involved 
in many transactions w i t h Anatolians who were their customers. Anatolians 
who bought their merchandise paid cash or on crédit. Those who did not be
long to the élite often appeared as debtors of the Assyrians, borrowing small 
quantities of silver, copper or cereals."" 

Most of the loan contracts involving Anatolians used, to express the due 

" Larsen 2007. 

Michel 2005. 

Michel in press a. 

""Dercksen 1997. 

Dercksen 2004. 

Michel 2008a. 

" Dercksen 2002 ; Michel 2010a. 
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date, the agricultural calendar or the local reli gious festivals."'* They often men
tion several debtors, betw^een two to ten: couples, familles or inhabitants of the 
same village. The multiplication of the number of debtors allowed the creditor 
to ask for the complète payment to any of the debtors. A clause at the end of 
the contract specified the j o i n t and ful l responsibility of the debtors."^ It con-
cerned, as well as the debtor, his wife and children, his household, slaves, ani
mais and all his goods; any of thèse persons or properties could serve as a secu
rity . The interest due on the loans to Anatolians was very high, up to 60% a 
year. Some AnatoHans got progressively deeply indebted and were obliged to 
give their wife and children as security or to become themselves slaves and 
work for their creditor in order to pay the interests of their debt.'"* Beside 
wealthy Anatolians, owners of large houses, there was a growing number of 
Anatolian slaves for debt who could not pay the high interests imposed by the 
Assyrians. Rédemption was possible by paying double or more of the original 
amount, but some slaves for debt could be sold after the deadline for the re-
payment of the debt expired. The impoverishment of part of the Anatolian 
population led the local prince to decree measures of debt cancellation, per
haps inspired by southern Mesopotamian traditions. Thus, a few loan contracts 
show an additional clause to escape such measures: «if the prince decrees the 
washing of debts, this particular debt that is their, w i l l not be washed»."' 

The relationships between Assyrians and Anatolians evolved. Some Anato
lians embarked on a real commercial coopération w i t h Assyrians who entrust
ed them w i t h merchandise. They themselves acted as creditors and sellers. 
During their long stay in Anatolia, some Assyrians already married in Assur 
chose as a second wife among an Anatolian woman."* Assyrian widows living in 
Kanis married Anatolians. The Anatolians who joined Assyrian familles en-
larged the network of their professional relationships."' During the second half 
of the 19* century B.C. (which corresponds to the end of the kârum II period), 
the Assyrian population of Kanis perceptibly diminished but long distance 
trade stil l went on w i t h Assur. During the 18* century (kârum Ib period), large 
caravans of hundreds of donkeys sti l l circulated between Assur and Kanis ac
cording to Mari palace archives.^" The trade benefited Assur's inhabitants and 

Veenhof 2008b; Michel 2010b. 

" Veenhof 2001 ; Michel 2003b. 

" M i c h e l 2011a. 

" Balkan 1974 ; Michel 2012. 

"" Michel 2008e. 

" Michel 2010a. 

Texts A R M T 26/2 432 ; 433 ; 436. 
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the Assyrians of Kanis who owned an account at the office of the trading post 
and visited regularly Assur {âlikû sa harrân âlim).^' Several Anatolian merchants 
became quite wealthy and obtained important social positions. Meantime, 
some Assyrians more and more involved in the intra-Anatolian copper and 
wool trade lost the contact w i t h Assur and became impoverished; they were 
called "those who resided (in the kârum)" (wasbûtum).^^ They were often in
debted to Anatolians and even detained by them as debt slaves. A Kârum Ib 
treaty found in Kanis and concluded w i t h the ruler of Kanis, during the reign 
of Anitta or Zuzu, contains spécifie clauses to protect Assyrian households 
w i t h tamkârum or widows from seizure of property by Kanisites, hapîrû, or the 
local prince ." When the archives stop at the end of the 18* century BC, we do 
not know what happened to thèse Assyrians, totally immerged in the Anatoli
an society.^" 

Loan contracts are the only texts regularly dated, and the loan system is the 
basic form of investment and the more widely spread both i n the Assyrian and 
Anatolian societies. Silver and loan contracts were so important among Assyr
ian merchants that they came to life through the vocabulary used in the Old 
Assyrian dialect: silver got hungry when not making profit , loan contracts died 
or were kil led when cancelled. Beside thèse, the vocabulary and expressions 
referring to various investments and realized profits were many, witnessing 
the constant w i l l of merchants to increase their profits. Silver had to be in 
perpétuai motion: converted into merchandise, which were exported, sold for 
silver, carried back and again converted into merchandise. 

In the family f irms, almost every individual was working for his own profit. 
The Assyrians were spending most of their time at the trade, in which even 
priests, consecrated women, officiais and the king were involved. Thanks to 
protectionist measures, the Assyrians exercised a kind of monopoly on the t i n 
road to Anatolia where they became indispensable. The long distance trade 
developed by Assyrians in Central Anatolia participated in the enrichment of 
both the Assur population and the Anatolian states which opened their fron-
tiers to Assyrians. 

Veenhof 2008b, p. 78. 

" M i c h e l 2011a; Barjamovic, Hertel & Larsen 2012. 

Veenhof 2008b, p. 183-218. 

The Anatolians borrowed the cuneiform script and Old Assyrian dialect, but did not 

try to adapt this script to their own language before the Hittite empire; see Michel 2011b. 
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