






Farmers’ Almanac. The reverse of 
the tablet which gives instructions 
for a yearly cycle of agrucultural 
activities. The cuneiform tablet 
dates back to about 3,700 years 
ago. The extant almanac is scat-
tered amongst more than a dozen 
excavated tablets and fragments.
Kramer, Samuel Noah (1963) The Sumer-
ians. Their history, culture and character. 
University of Chicago Press.

Evidence of Agriculture. From the temple of Al Ubaid, the 
bas relief shows a herd of cows and dairy activities, such as 
butter preparation and milking, indicative of sophisticated 
farming practices and the use of domesticated animals. 
The relief dates 
to about 4500 
years ago.
Kramer, Samuel 
Noah (1963) The 
Sumerians. Their 
history, culture and 
character. Univer-
sity of Chicago 
Press.

Sumerian Farmers’ Almanac – page 1



Farmers’ Almanac. In days of yore a farmer 
instructed his son (as follows):
When you are about to take hold of your 
fields (for cultivation), keep a sharp eye on 
the opening of the dikes, ditches and mounds 
(so that) when you flood the field the water 
will not rise too high in it. When you have 
emptied it of water, watch the field’s water-
soaked ground that it stay virile ground for 
you. Let shod oxen (that is, oxen whose 
hooves are protected in one way or another) 
trample it for you; (and) after having its 

weeds ripped out (by them)  (and) the field made level ground, 
dress it evenly with narrow axes weighing  (no more than ) two-
thirds of a pound each. (Following which) let the pickax wielder 
eradicate the ox hooves for you (and) smooth them out; have all 
crevices worked over with a drag, and have him go with the 
pickax all around the four edges of the field (lines 1–12).
While the field is drying, let your obedient (household) prepare 
your tools for you, make fast the yoke bar, hang up your new 
whips on nails, amd let the hanging handles of your old whips be 
mended by the artisans, Let the bronze .... your tools “heed your 
arm”; let the leather “headbinder,” goad, “mouth-opener,” (and) 
whip uphold you (in matters requiring discipline and control); let 
your bandu-basket crackle; (all this) will make a mighty income 
for you (lines 13–21).
When your field has been supplied with what is needed, keep a 
sharp eye on your work. After adding an extra ox to the plow-ox-
when one is harnessed to another ox, their plow is larger that (an 
ordinary) plow–make them .... one bur; they will make for you a 
.... like a storm, so that three gur barley will be planted in that 
one bur. Sustenance is in a plow! (Thus) having had the field 
worked with the bardil-plow –(yes) the bardil-plow– (and then) 
having had it worked over with the shukin-plow, repeat (the 
process). 

Kramer, Samuel Noah (1963) The Sumerians. Their history, culture and character. University of Chicago 
Press. The translation is tentative, with parentheses indicating additions by the translator, brackets 
partially illegible words, and lacunae (....) indicating gaps in the tablets/fragments. Line drawing of 
cuneiform tablet from Kramer, SN (1981) History Begins at Sumer. Thirty-nine firsts in man’s recorded 
history. University of Pennsylvania Press.

Sumerian Farmers’ Almanac – page 2

Irrigation in various 
forms implies a very 
sophisticated infra-
structure to supply 
water to the fields

The removal of 
“weeds” to minimize 

competition for the 
crop seedlings is a 

crucial step that 
maximizes the 

yield.

A gur is a measure 
of capacity, equal to 

about 120 liters. A 
bur is a measure of 

area, equal to about 
63000 square 

meters.

Plowing exposes 
new soil, additional 
preparation creates 

a fine mix that 
optimizes seedling 

germination.



(After) having had it (the field) harrowed (and) raked three times 
and pulverized fine with a hammer, let the handle of the whip 
uphold you; brook no idleness. Stand over them (the field laborers) 
during their work, (and) brook no interruptions. Do not [distract] 
your field workers. Since they must carry on by day (and by) 
heaven's stars for ten (days), their strength should be spent on the 
field, (and) they are not to dance attendance on you (lines 22–44).
When you are about to plow your field, let your plow break up the 
stubble for you. Leave your “mouth-cover” of the plow ...., (and) 
leave your .... on a narrow nail. Let your moldboards spread to the 
side, set up your furrows –in one garush set up eight furrows. 
Furrows which have been deeply dug– their barley will grow long 
(lines 41–47).
When you are about to plow your field, keep your eye on the man 
who puts in the barley seed. Let him drop the grain uniformly two 
fingers deep (and) use up one shekel of barley for each garush. If 
the barley seed does not sink in properly, change your share, the 
“tongue of the plow.” If the ...., (then) plow diagonal furrows where 

you have plowed straight 
furrows, (and) plow straight 
furrows where you have 
plowed diagonal furrows. Let 
your straight furrows make 
your borders into tulu-
borders; let the lu-furrows 

make straight your borders; (and) plow ab-furrows where .... 
(Then) let all its clods be removed; all its high spots be made into 
furrows; (and) all its depressions be made into low furrows–(all 
this) will be good for the sprout. (lines 48–63).
After the sprout has broken through (the surface of) the ground, 
say a prayer to the goddess Ninkilim, (and) shoo away the flying 
birds. When the barley has filled the narrow bottom of the 
furrows, water the top seed. When the barley stands up as high as 
(the straw of) a mat in the middle of a boat, water it (a second 
time). Water (a third time) its royal barley. If the watered barley 
has turned red, what you say is: “It is sick with the samana-
disease.” But if it has succeeded in producing kernel-rich barley, 
water it (a fourth time), (and) it will yield you an extra measure of 
barley in every ten (lines 64–72). 

Kramer, Samuel Noah (1963) The Sumerians. Their history, culture and character. University of Chicago 
Press. The translation is tentative, with parentheses indicating additions by the translator, brackets 
partially illegible words, and lacunae (....) indicating gaps in the tablets/fragments. Line drawing of a 
seedplow from Kramer, SN (1981) History Begins at Sumer. Thirty-nine firsts in man’s recorded history. 
University of Pennsylvania Press.

Sumerian Farmers’ Almanac – page 3
The use of labor 

indicates sophosti-
cated economics. 

Note the advice (not 
to dance atten-
dance on you) 

which presumably 
means don’t over-

work your labor 
force.

In farming practice, 
ensuring the seeds 

are planted at the 
correct depth is 

crucial. Of all the 
steps in farming, 

ensuring maximal 
germination rates 

and seedling 
survival (both 

dependent on the 
depth of seed 

planting and seed 
density) are two 

factors which must 
be carefully con-

trolled empirically. 
It’s a science.

Irrigation during 
seedling growth and 

maturity are often 
carefully timed to 
maximize growth 

and yield.



When you are about to harvest your field, do not let the barley 
bend over on itself, (but) harvest it at the moment of its (full) 
strength. A reaper, a man who bundles the mown barley, and a 
man who [sets up the sheaves] before him–these three (as a team) 
shall do the harvesting for you. The gleaners must do no damage; 
they must not tear apart the sheaves. During your daily harvest-
ing, as in “days of need”, make the earth supply the sustenance of 
the young and the gleaners according to their number (that is, 
presumably, he must leave the fallen kernels on the ground for 
needy children and gleaners to pick), (and) let them sleep (in your 
field) as (in) the (open) marshland. (If you do so) your god will 
show everlasting favor. After you have obtained ...., do not ...., 
(but) roast (some of) the mown barley (so that) the “prayer of the 
mown barley” will be said for you daily (lines 73–86). When you 
are about to winnow the barley, let those who weigh your barley 
[prepare] for you (bins of) thirty gur. Have your threshing floor 
made level (and) the gur (-bins) put in order (ready for) the road. 
When your tools have been [readied] for you (and) your wagons 
put in order for you, have your wagons climb the (barley) 
mounds–your “mound-threshing” (is to take) five days. When you 
are about to “open the mound,” bake arra-bread. When you open 
the barley, have the teeth of your threshing sledges fastened with 
leather and let bitumen cover the .... .When you are about to hitch 
the oxen (to the threshing sledge), let your men who “open” the 
barley stand by with (their–that is, the oxen's) food (lines 87–99).
When you have heaped up the barley, say the “prayer of the (still) 
uncleaned barley.” When you winnow the barley, pay attention to 
the men who lift the barley from the ground-
-two “barley-lifters” should lift it for you. On the 
day the barley is to be cleaned, have it laid on 
sticks, (and) say a prayer evening and night. 
(Then) have the barley “unloosed” (from the 
chaff) like (with) an overpowering wind, (and) 
the “unloosed” barley will be stored for you 
(lines 100–108).

These are the instructions of Ninurta, the son of 
Enlil. O Ninurta, trustworthy farmer of Enlil, 
your praise is good (lines 109–111)!

Kramer, Samuel Noah (1963) The Sumerians. Their history, culture and character. University of Chicago 
Press. The translation is tentative, with parentheses indicating additions by the translator, brackets 
partially illegible words, and lacunae (....) indicating gaps in the tablets/fragments.

Sumerian Farmers’ Almanac – page 4
During the initial 

harvest, the seeds 
must not shatter 

(fall out of the ear), 
to maximize the 
eventual yield. 

Kindness to chil-
dren and the poor 

(who glean the 
fields) is common 

advice in many 
civilizations. 

Threshing releases 
the seeds from the 

ear. Winnowing 
separates the 

seeds from the 
chaff.

Ears from two 
species of domesti-

cated barley 
(Hordeum vulgaris, 
right, and Hordeum 
distichum, left) are 
shown. H. vulgare 

has six rows of 
seeds, H. distichum 
has two rows. Wild 

barley has two 
rows, with fewer 

seeds per ear and 
shatters easily.




































