THE. CAREER OF A
NEO-BABYLONIAN COURT SCRIBE

Shalom E. Holtz (Yeshiva University)

Ile>’i-Marduk, descendant of the Eppes-ili family, began work in the vicinity of Babylon as a member
of a limited group of court scribes who recorded legal proceedings overseen by the Neo-Babylonian
royal judges.' Later in life he moved from the Babylon region to Uruk, where he advanced beyond his
original position as scribe. His career sheds light on the administration of justice outside of Babylon
proper, and provides an example of how a career as a scribe was the first step towards a more advanced
legal vocation in Neo-Babylonian Mesopotamia.

Royal Judges, Royal Notaries, and Court Scribes

The evidence for Neo-Babylonian court scribes, in general, is closely related to the evidence for two
other professions, namely, royal judges and royal notaries. Studies of Neo-Babylonian legal texts have
shown that both professions were restricted “collegia” organized into a discernable hierarchy? The
royal judges are known in Akkadian as dayyana Sa Sarri or dayyana $Sa RN (“judges of the king” or
“judges of RN”). They are attested in “trial documents” (Prozefsurkunden), which are records of legal
decisions composed in a regular form.® The trial documents are sealed by the judges, whose names also
appear in the documents themselves, following the recorded proceedings. The royal notaries, known as
tupSarra Sa Sarri (“scribes of the king”),* are attested in a separate group of land-transfer documents
that they sealed” There are also a number of land-related legal texts sealed by both the royal notaries
and the royal judges.®

The sealing of the tablets is a marker of both the trial documents and the royal notary documents.
From the point of view of actual writing, however, there is an important difference between the two
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groups of texts. The royal notaries, as befits their formal designation as “scribes,” not only sealed their
texts, but also wrote them as well® Trial documents, on the other hand, were not written by the judges
themselves, but by court scribes, entitled LU, UMBISAG or LUo DUBSAR (Akk. tupsarru, “scribe”). The
names of the court scribes occur in the same position as the names of scribes in other Neo-Babylonian
legal texts, and without the scribes’ seals.’

The trial documents show that court scribes, like the notaries and royal judges, also belonged to a
limited circle. Of fourteen trial documents that can be dated between years 2 and 12 of Nabonidus
(554-543 BCE),'” nine record the names of the same two court scribes, Nadinu descendant of Paharu
and Nabi-Suma-iskun descendant of Rab-bané."" Nadinu and Nab{i-$uma-iskun also wrote other texts
that record litigation involving the royal judges, but which are not trial documents per se.'* These other
texts provide further confirmation of the scribes’ connection to the royal judges.

The number of trial documents is rather small, and any conclusions reached based on them must
consider the question of how representative this sample of texts actually is.'® It is certainly possible
that other, unattested court scribes wrote trial documents between years 2 and 12 of Nabonidus. Never-
theless, the members of the judicial “collegia” who act in these texts remain the same in most cases."
So, even if in Babylon between years 2 and 12 of Nabonidus there were other royal judges and court
scribes, the attested “collegia” of royal judges consistently worked with the attested pair of court scribes,
Nadinu and Nabfi-Suma-iskun.

Because only two court scribes are known in Babylon during these years, it is difficult to say much
about how—and if—they were organized. Nevertheless, there are some parallels between how the names
of court scribes, royal judges, and royal notaries appear in the texts. The names of all three functionaries
are written without the father’s name; only the personal name and the family name appear, with the
title (“scribe” or “judge”) between them. This suggests that the court scribes enjoyed a professional status
similar to that of the royal judges and the royal notaries. Furthermore, whenever both Nadinu and
Nabti-Suma-iskun appear together in a text, Nadinu’s name always precedes Nabti-Suma-iskun’s. The
names of the royal judges and royal notaries obey a similarly consistent order, which is understood as
an indication of rank.'” Thus, as far as can be seen from the limited data, Nadinu may have ranked
higher than Nab-Suma-iskun.

Since royal judges and notaries are attested in Babylon before year 2 of Nabonidus and after year 12,
the circle of court scribes existed then, as well. The scribe "Nabti-mutir-gimilli descendant of Gahal-
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Marduk wrote two trial documents during the reign of Neriglissar'® and the scribe "Bel-iddina descendant
of Atlt wrote two trial documents during the later years of Nabonidus,'” which suggests that these earlier
and later scribes held positions similar to that of Nadinu and Nab@i-Suma-iskun.

Royal judges, different from those active in Babylon, are also attested in documents from other cities."®
Presumably, they were organized like the judges in Babylon, and probably made use of court scribes, as
well. Tracing the career of Ile>”i-Marduk descendant of Eppes-ili, a court scribe who worked outside of
Babylon offers insights into the administration of justice and the position of the court scribe where the
data are otherwise scarce.

Ile>*i-Marduk as a Court Scribe

Between years 13 and 17 of Nabonidus (543-539 BCE), Ile*’i-Marduk descendant of Eppes-ili, wrote
five documents belonging to the extensive archive of the Egibi family."” All five documents are records
of litigation, including one trial document that involved Itti-Marduk-balatu, also known as Iddinaya,
son of Nabii-ahhé-iddin, descendant of the Egibi family® The five documents pertain to just three
cases: three concern the transfer of escrow once held by Itti-Marduk-balatu’s father,*! while the other
two relate two separate cases regarding slaves owned by Itti-Marduk-balatu himself** Although this man
belonged to the Babylonian branch of the Egibi family, the documents were not written in Babylon it-
self, but in Bab-nar-Sama® and the city of Bit-Sar-Babili?* The judicial authorities they mention are
different from those who were active in Babylon at the same time.?

The names of several authorities occur in more than one of these cases. A sukkallu named Sin-$ézib
is mentioned in the case from Bab-nar-Sama3® and in one case from Bit-3ar-Babili2” A judge named
Nergal-aha-usur and a kiz&t named Kiribtu are mentioned in both cases from Bit-Sar-Babili, and may
have been the local authorities there2® Only one judge, named Suma-ukin, is mentioned among the
authorities in all three cases, even though these cases were heard in two different locations.* Perhaps
he was a circuit judge of sorts, who joined the local authorities™ Alternatively, the fact that all three
cases involve the same litigant, Itti-Marduk-balatu, may indicate a connection between him and the
judge Suma-ukin.

Suma-ukin was probably a royal judge of equivalent standing to his contemporaries in Babylon. It is
true that the documents themselves never refer to him as a “judge of Nabonidus,” or as a “judge of the
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king” Nevertheless, his name is always followed by the title LUy.DLKUj5 (dayyanu, “judge”), including
twice in the inscriptions beneath his seal. This titular convention applies to the names of royal judges
in Babylon and, it may be assumed, in Bab-nar-Samas and Bit-3ar-Babili, as well®!

If Suma-ukin was a royal judge, it follows that Ile>*i-Marduk was a court scribe. Like Nadinu and
Nabti-Suma-iskun, Ile>”i-Marduk served the same judge and composed the same kinds of documents.
Unlike the court scribes from Babylon, however, Ile>?i-Marduk wrote documents for the same judge in
more than one location. This fact suggests a particularly close connection between the judge and his
court scribe.

Ile>*i-Marduk in Uruk

Three documents written in Uruk, from the Eanna temple archives, attest to the activities of a man
named Ile>’i-Marduk descendant of Eppes-ili. In year 9 of Cyrus (530 BCE), he was the court scribe
who drew up a trial record of the decision by several members of the Eanna administration, sealed by
a judge named Bau-éres* Ile’>i-Marduk is mentioned in two texts written three years later, in year 3
of Cambyses (527 BCE).* In both texts, he appears alongside a royal judge named Rimat. In one, [le>?i-
Marduk, Rimiat, and a vellum scribe named Bau-éres issue an order concerning fish offered in the
Eanna® The other is a preliminary protocol of the proceedings in a case of cattle that has gone missing
from the Eanna.® Ile>?i-Marduk and Rimit are the two authorities who hear the initial accusation and
who send messengers to find the accused culprit.

In these three texts from Uruk, Ile’?i-Marduk advances from the position of court scribe to the
position of adjudicating authority. In all three texts, he still bears the title “scribe.” but only the earliest
text from Uruk was clearly written by him.*® Three years later, when he and Rimiit heard the accusa-
tion about the Eanna’s cattle, another scribe, but not Ile>i-Marduk, wrote the protocol of the proceed-
ings.”” In fact, even though Ile’i-Marduk's title is “scribe;” the text implies that he functioned as a royal
judge, like Rimat. The introductory lines of the text mention only one judge; they state that the accusation
was made “before Rimit, the judge of the king, and Ile’i-Marduk, the scribe”® But after the accusation
is quoted, the text states that “the judges sent a messenger” (LUs.DLKUsME LUy DUMU' Sip-ri . . . is-
pu-ru-ma).* Since the text does not mention any other authorities before this point, the plural subject
(marked clearly with a ME sign), and the plural verb in this sentence must refer not only to Rimat, but
to Ile>’i-Marduk as well. Both men were understood to be judges.*’ If the adjudicator Ile>”i-Marduk is
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the same man named in the Egibi texts, he was already a seasoned, experienced court scribe by the
time he began to hear cases in the Eanna.

But are the two court scribes named Ile>?i-Marduk descendant of Eppes-ili actually the same
person? Because court scribes’ names were written without a patronymic, it is difficult to be perfectly
certain that a scribe attested in the Eanna archive is the same as one in the Egibi archive. Nevertheless,
since the circle of qualified court scribes was limited, names of court scribes that recur are likely to
belong to the same person. The Ile*”i-Marduk texts date from the sixteen years between year 13 of
Nabonidus and year 3 of Cambyses, a plausible span of activity for one person.*! Finally, the attestation
in different archives need not indicate that different people are involved. It is possible that Ile>’i-Marduk
relocated from the vicinity of Babylon to Uruk between year 17 of Nabonidus, when he is last attested
in the Egibi archive, and year 9 of Cyrus, when he is first attested in the Eanna.

If the scribe Ile>”i-Marduk who worked for Suma-ukin near Babylon is the same as the scribe
Ile>”i-Marduk who worked in Uruk nine years later, his move from one city to another demands expla-
nation.”” He probably did not move to Uruk in order to join the Eanna bureaucracy. Ile>?i-Marduk was
a secular official who participated in legal cases involving the Eanna, but was not part of the Eanna
administration.”® The fall of the Neo-Babylonian kingdom to Persia may have caused him to move. A
formal “transfer” by the new government seems unlikely, however, given that the positions of royal
judges in Babylon were not affected by this change**

A possible explanation for Ile>?i-Marduk’s move emerges from comparison between his career and
the career of Nabi-ahhe-iddin, a well-known descendant of the Egibi family.*” Although Nabt-ahhe-
iddin was a member of a Babylonian family and functioned as a royal judge in Babylon itself, before he
assumed this position he performed a “tour of duty” as a scribe outside Babylon, in Opis, during year 40
of Nebuchadnezzar (565 BCE), when he wrote several court-related documents.*® Ile*i-Marduk’s stint
as the court scribe of the judge Suma-ukin might have been an analogous period of service away from
his native city, which could well have been Uruk, rather than the vicinity of Babylon. When this period
of service was over, Ile’”i-Marduk returned to Uruk, where he continued to serve as a court scribe until
his position advanced.
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