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The Sumerian Language

The Sumerian language of ancient Sumer is a long-extinct language documented throughout
the ancient Middle East, in particular in the south of modern Iraq, from at least the 4th
millenium BC. It is arguably the first language for which we have written evidence, the rival
candidate being ancient Egyptian. Sumerian was replaced by Akkadian as a spoken
language around 2000 BC, but continued to be used as a sacred, ceremonial and scientific
language in Mesopotamia until about 1AD.

(Wikipedia, 2000)

Sumerian Morphology

The Sumerian language is generally
regarded as a language isolate in linguistics.
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much clearer and more beautiful than

standard scripts because it describes the gifts from highly placed persons to a priestess.
Originally, cuneiform was logographic in nature, and a sign represented a content word (a
thing or an action). It gradually developed into a combined system, where the same set of
signs could be used to represent logograms and phonograms or syllabograms. In texts of the
period we concentrate on, I.e. late third and early second millennium BC, logograms were
used to write content words and the base (root) of a word, while phonograms were used to
write bound morphemes and loan words.

The ETCSL Project

The Electronic Text Corpus of Sumerian Literature - ETCSL , based at the University of
Oxford, is the largest available corpus of literary Sumerian. It aims to make accessible on the
web over 350 works composed during the late third and early second millennia BC. The
corpus comprises Sumerian texts in transliteration, English prose translations and
bibliographical information for each composition. The transliterations and the translations ¢an
be searched, browsed and read online using the tools of the website.
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Morphological Analysis Tools

The main aim of our work is to create a set of tools for performing automatic morphological
analysis of Sumerian. This essentially entails identifying the part of speech for each word in
the corpus (technically, this only involves nouns and verbs which are the only categories that
are Inflected), separating the lemma part from the clitics and assigning a morphological
function to each of the clitics. In order to do this, we used the model of Sumerian morphology
defined by a team of Sumerologists from the Unviersity of Oxford, which we then'represented
inaway that can be used for automated language processing.
The morphological model we used consists of noun and verb templates comprising a lemma
plus a number of morphological slots that could be filled. The nouns have alemma and up to
six suffix slots while the verbs have up to twelve prefix slots, a lemma and two suffix slots. For
each slot there is a known list of morphemes that can fill it and a set of restrictions encoding
dependencies between the slots, such as agreement in gender. The lists of candidate slot
fillers have non-null intersections — the same morpheme can appear in several lists, though
usually with different
Functions.
There are two main phases involved in our morphological analysis of transliterated Sumerian
— a normalisation stage which deals with various surface phenomena which affect the way
Sumerian words are written, such as reduplication or assimilation, and the actual
morphological analysis which identifies parts of speech and assigns functions to the various
morphemes.

In transliterated form, i.e. signs represented in the Roman alphabet with a few [=asmime “58) Performance evaluation for the system in . its
additions, these logograms and syllabograms are separated by a dash, asin nam— |« cm 5 prosionTes e Faessu e o current state, shows an F-Measure of 69% for
lugal (kingship), where the base root lugal (King) is combined with @ | e e o . s []n_} noun identification, 66% for recognising verbs and
derivational affix that changes the word into an abstract entity. L s e e ((01% formorphological analysis of nouns.
Another characteristic feature of Sumerian is the large number of homophones ffﬁff f r F

[abzu-0in7
nam-nun-na

(words with the same sound structure but different meanings) - or perhaps pseudo-
homophones, since there might have been differences in pronunciation (such as |:=

|Ur-2aj

False Positives:

1137

ftlemmalD=95607, lemma=abzu, analysis=abzullernma], ain7[AD_CASEEQT], analysisShor=abzu,gin}
._{IemmaID=9484?,.Iemma=nam—nun, analysis=nam-nunflemmal, afaD_CASELOC;IMAR], analysisShort=nam-nun,a}
5aj lemmalD=103307, lemma=saj, analy_siS:saj[Iemma]! ana_lysisﬂhurtzsaj}

ftlemmalD=103205, lemma=ziz2, analysis=zizZ[lernmal, analysisShor=ziz} ]
[{lemmalD=102783, lemma=ur-saj, anaklsis=ur-saj[lemma], analysisahnn:ur—saj}

Average: 0.8278 06271 0.7136 [ |

grammatical elements glued on before or after them to build up complex grammatical
forms. Many words (mostly verbs) consist of a root form (possibly reduplicated) and a
chain of more or less clearly distinguishable and separable affixes or clitics. Nouns may have
affix chains before as well as after the root. Overall, slightly less than 100 clitics have been
postulated. Many of these clitics have allomorphs, depending on' properties of the
morphological context, such as progressive or regressive assimilation phenomena for vocals
and consonants. On top of this, the null
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