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The Atlantic:

When an English archaeologist named George Smith was 31 years old, he became enchanted with an
ancient tablet in the British Museum. Years earlier, in 1845, when Smith was only a five-year-old boy,
Austen Henry Layard, Henry Rawlinson, and Hormuzd Rassam began excavations across what is now
Syria and Iraq. In the subsequent years they discovered thousands of stone fragments, which they later
discovered made up 12 ancient tablets. But even after the tablet fragments had been pieced together,
little had been translated. The 3,000-year-old tablets remained nearly as mysterious as when they had
been buried in the ruins of Mesopotamian palaces.

An alphabet, not a language, cuneiform is incredibly difficult to translate, especially when it is on tablets
that have been hidden in Middle Eastern sands for three millennia. The script is shaped triangularly
(cuneus means “wedge” in Latin) and the alphabet consists of more than 100 letters. It is used to write in
Sumerian, Akkadian, Urartian, or Hittite, depending on where, when, and by whom it was written. It is
also an alphabet void of vowels, punctuation, and spaces between words.

Even so, Smith decided he would be the man to crack the code. Propelled by his interests in Assyriology
and biblical archaeology, Smith, who was employed as a classifier by the British Museum, taught
himself Sumerian and literary Akkadian.

Read the whole story: The Atlantic
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