
 

Press Dossier 

 
”la Caixa” Welfare Projects invites you on a journey in time and space to 
discover the culture of Mesopotamia, cradle of civilisation 

 

Before the Flood 
Mesopotamia, 3500-2100 BC 

 

2500 years would pass before the first dolmens and menhirs were raised 

in Europe and Egypt was not yet a unified state governed by a pharaoh. 

But in what is now southern Iraq, a village became a great city of 40,000 

inhabitants. It may well have been the first in history. The first 

monumental architecture, the first territorial planning, the first writing, the 

first accountancy: they all originated in Uruk, around 3500 BC. The 

exhibition presented by ”la Caixa” Welfare Projects at CaixaForum 

Barcelona, Before the Flood. Mesopotamia, 3500-2100 BC, brings together 

for the first time a unique group of 400 pieces from thirty-two museums 

and collectors all over the world, related to different aspects of the culture 

that developed on the flood plains of the Tigris and the Euphrates in the 

4th and 3rd millennia before Christ. Through works of art and craft, jewels 

and ritual objects, texts and symbols, it presents the latest investigations 

into this period and speculates on the ways it has been interpreted by 

historians and archaeologists at different times. The exhibition, curated 

by Pedro Azara with the participation of an international scientific 

committee, is complemented with documents, filmed interviews and 

reconstructions in 3D, as well as works by contemporary artists, 

photographs and films which bear witness to the fascination of a journey 

to the wellsprings of culture, or what remains of it. 

 

 

Before the Flood. Mesopotamia, 3500-2100 BC. Dates: from 30 November 2012 to 
24 February 2013. Venue: CaixaForum Barcelona (Avinguda de Francesc Ferrer i 
Guàrdia, 6-8). Organisation and production: ”la Caixa” Welfare Projects. Curator: 
Pedro Azara, architect and lecturer in aesthetics at the Escola Tècnica Superior 
d’Arquitectura de Barcelona (ETSAB), Universitat Politècnica de Catalunya (UPC).  
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Barcelona, 29 November 2012. This evening the director general of ”la Caixa” 
Foundation, Jaime Lanaspa, and the lecturer in aesthetics at the Escola 
Tècnica Superior d’Arquitectura de Barcelona (ETSAB), Universitat Politècnica 
de Catalunya (UPC), Pedro Azara, will inaugurate the exhibition Before the 

Flood. Mesopotamia, 3500-2100 BC 
  
The twofold purpose of the exhibitions that ”la Caixa” Welfare Projects has been 
dedicating for years to the great cultures of the past is to show the different 
ways in which men and women from different places and times have faced the 
great universal questions and to broaden perspectives on the world from the 
latest historical and archaeological investigations.  
 
The exhibitions dedicated to the culture of Teotihuacan, the Silk Road, 
Afghanistan, Nubia, the Persian Empire or the treasures of the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia highlight the links between the ancient world and the world today 
and present culture as a living reality, the fruit of knowledge and exchange 
between peoples.  
 
On this occasion ”la Caixa” Welfare Projects invites visitors to take a journey in 
time and space —to the marshes of the delta of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers 
in the 4th and 3rd millennia BC— in order to discover the latest investigations 
into the Sumerian peoples and to show the enormous influence of this first 
culture of the Near East on our way of life today.  
 
Before the Flood. Mesopotamia, 3500-2100 BC explores the image the 
Mesopotamians had of the world in the 4th and 3rd millennia BC, which has 
mostly come down to us through the Bible, the Koran and Greek myths and 
texts. Rather than simply showing the treasures of the Sumerians, the exhibition 
speculates on the past and the way it has been interpreted by historians and 
archaeologists from different periods. 
 
This is the first major exhibition dedicated to a period and a cultural space which 
were discovered in the late 19th century and are a cause for concern today. 
Recent wars, invasions and looting have devastated the fragile archaeological 
sites. The kind of building materials used (adobe and mud), the filtrations of 
water which have soaked the buildings since Antiquity and saltpetre have 
seriously damaged the foundations and walls.  
 
Works of art and craft, jewels and ritual objects, texts and symbols show the 
way of understanding the world and society in the delta of the Tigris and the 
Euphrates: the divine origin of the city, the clash between the old gods and the 
new deities, the creation of humanity, the myth of the Flood, the reconstruction 
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of the earth and the birth of culture as a consequence of a pact between gods 
and men. The Mesopotamian cities exerted a great influence over the Greek 
and Judaeo-Christian world and were decisive in the emergence of European 
civilisation. The exhibition pays attention to that connection through the myth of 
the founding of the first city and the survival of the legends of the Near East in 
biblical texts. 
 
The exhibition has brought together a unique group of 400 archaeological 
pieces from leading international museums and collectors, among them the 
Penn Museum in Philadelphia, the Vorderasiatisches Museum in Berlin, the 
Musées Royaux d’Art et d’Histoire in Brussels, the Musée du Louvre in Paris, 
the Field Museum in Chicago, the Oriental Institute in Chicago, the Royal 
Ontario Museum in Toronto, the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford and the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. 
 
As well as the Sumerian pieces, the exhibition includes some contemporary 
works, photographs and films which bear witness to the fascination of a journey 
to the wellsprings of a culture, or what remains of it: the series of photographs 
Mesopotamia by Ursula Schulz-Dornburg, the video Shadow Sites II by 
Jananne Al-Ani and Escultura de arena, a photograph by David Bestué. 
 
The show is complemented with documents such as copies of Arab texts from 
the 9th century on, and Christian ones from the 16th century to the 1930s 
written by travellers who journeyed in southern Mesopotamia after the 12th 
century. There are also filmed interviews with experts on Sumerian art and a 
travel diary filmed on a visit to six Sumerian sites (Ur, Uruk, Eridu, Tello, Ubaid, 
Kish) in October and November 2011 by a team from the Universitat Politècnica 
de Catalunya and the Universitat de Barcelona with Iraqi archaeologists, 
lecturers from Baghdad and Samawa Universities and police and soldiers. 
 
Lastly, the spectator will find a number of virtual reconstructions in 3D created 
specially for the exhibition, which recreate the city of Ur and the White Temple 
of Uruk, as well as a model of the city of Ur and an animated short film. 
 
The exhibition curator is Pedro Azara, architect and lecturer in aesthetics at the 
Escola Tècnica Superior d’Arquitectura de Barcelona (ETSAB), Universitat 
Politècnica de Catalunya (UPC). It was advised by an international scientific 
committee: Béatrice André-Salvini (Musée du Louvre, Paris); Joan Aruz 
(Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York); Amira Edan (National Museum of Iraq, 
Baghdad); Geoff Emberling (Oriental Institute, Kelsey Museum of Archaeology, 
Ann Arbor) and Richard L. Zettler (Penn Museum, Philadelphia). 
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The origin of civilisation, a little known culture 

 
About 5500 years ago, in what is now southern Iraq, the Mesopotamian peoples 
who spoke Sumerian and Akkadian founded the first cities. The first territorial 
organisation emerged from the beginning of the 4th millennium BC in a fertile 
yet inhospitable area. 

 
With the first city, Uruk, the first communications network, with roads, canals 
and staging posts, was laid out. With it came social hierarchies, the division of 
labour, capitalism, a strong power (monarchic or imperial), writing, calculation, 
units for measuring time, space and the value of goods, law and cultural 
manifestations through which human beings marked their distance from nature, 
while mastering it at the same time. 
 
The importance of those advances in later centuries meant that for many years 
scholars spoke of Sumer as the cradle of humanity. However, the investigations 
done over the last few decades have dismantled some myths about this first 
civilisation. Everything seems to indicate that, rather than a people with ethnic, 
linguistic and cultural characteristics of their own, in Mesopotamia tribes of 
different origins with different languages and traditions lived side by side. 
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It seems that Sumerian was spoken, a language with no connections with any 
other known one, past or present. After the fall of Uruk around 2900 BC a large 
number of independent city-states grew on the southern banks of the Tigris and 
Euphrates rivers and the marshes of the delta. 500 years later they were united 
by a first empire, the Akkadian, with a capital, Akkad, perhaps built on the site 
where Baghdad stands today. It was short-lived and was replaced by a second 
empire called Ur III, in which the cultured (no longer the common) language was 
once again Sumerian instead of Akkadian. It was governed from the southern 
city of Ur. 
 
No-one knows whether the Sumerians were a people who had come from India 
or Arabia, about 5000 years earlier, to the fertile delta of the Tigris and the 
Euphrates, or whether as a people or ethnic group they never existed; rather, 
there were probably a number of different tribes who had settled in this territory 
from prehistory and spoke various languages, such as Sumerian and Akkadian. 
 
Nevertheless, scholars continue to point out that urban culture sprang up in 
southern Mesopotamia (before anywhere else in the world). So it seems clear 
that the city is a physical and social structure that was invented and fully 
developed in the south of Iraq as early as the middle of the 5th millennium BC, 
as shown by the remains of the ‘Sumerian’ or ‘pre-Sumerian’ city of Uruk. In 
short, without the populations of southern Mesopotamia between the 4th and 
3rd millennia BC, the city might never have existed. Which means that (modern) 
culture would never have existed. 
 
The culture of Mesopotamia is less well known than other ancient ones such as 
the Egyptian or the Greek for a number of reasons. The first archaeological 
expeditions began almost one hundred years later than in Egypt; the Sumerian 
language was deciphered —though still not completely— about 130 years ago; 
the cities, built of adobe, lay, and sometimes still lie, beneath thick layers of 
flood alluvia; lastly, the conflictive political history of the region (wars in Iran, 
Iraq and Syria, even on the border of Turkey, Syria and Iraq) have hampered or 
prevented a better knowledge of what was most likely the origin of civilisation. 
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AREAS OF THE EXHIBITION  

 
1. Myth and journey 

Many mythical stories recount journeys of initiation. The protagonists, heroes or 
legendary figures, set out in search of themselves, following the predictions of the 
oracle, to untrodden places guarded by monsters—three-headed dogs, ogres or 
cannibals— and previously insuperable obstacles.  
 
In the dying years of the Roman Empire, Christians from the West embarked on a 
journey to the East, which was beset with difficulties. They were in search of the 
promised land. From the 10th century Arab geographers in East and West followed the 
routes of the new Arab domains and were the first to discover the ruins of Babylon and 
Assyria. In the 12th century the Jew Benjamin of Tudela travelled in the border lands 
before the Venetian Marco Polo (1254-1328) and Ibn Battuta (1304-1368), of Tangier, 
pushed back the last Eastern frontier which Alexander the Great from Macedonia had 
already crossed in the 4th century BC. 
 
The first archaeological expeditions to the Near East began in the first half of the 19th 
century: they set off to obtain goods, profit and power, but also for the pleasure of 
travelling and forgetting the places they came from. That is the journey which Before 

the Flood. Mesopotamia, 3500-2100 BC proposes in a montage inspired by a crossing 
of the desert, dotted with fortuitously buried objects. 
 
2. The creation of the world 

Myths told the story of what happened in the beginning. Some claimed that after the 
separation of the Sky and the Earth (An and Nammu), it was the Sky (An) who created 
the world and gave light to the gods. Others defended the importance of a female deity, 
the goddess of the Earth (Nammu —Great Womb—). Lastly it was also believed that 
the universe had dawned in the city of the Distant Times (uru-ul-la), located on the 
shores of a lake or marsh, a city that was all black and ghostly, inhabited only by the 
souls of the dead. Life originated in a city. Light sprang from darkness, from the world 
of the dead. 
 
After the creation, the universe had been left unfinished. It lacked life. The myth of the 
Sumerian Paradise tells that the earth did not have what was required to be inhabitable 
and inhabited. The canals carried no water, the territory was not divided into plots and 
the cities had no clearly marked walls. The creation of the world had to be completed 
and corrected. That task fell to the god Enki. Human beings, encouraged by Enki, 
continued with the work.  
 
3. Enki, orderer of the world 

Enki was the Lord (en) of the Earth (ki). The earth he reigned over was the land of the 
marshes of the delta of the Tigris and the Euphrates: a land covered in mud. Enki was 
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the god of the fertile fresh waters, called Abzu: waters (ab) of wisdom (zu). He was a 
god who favoured humans, whom he taught the skills to survive the inclement weather 
that always came from the Sky. 
 
3.1. The bull, emblem of fertility 

The cuneiform sign meaning am, bull. Bulls roamed the marshes 
and deltas. Their sexual potency was legendary. It was said that 
the gods of creation, in the shape of a bull, like Enki, had filled 
the beds of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers with their semen. The 
land gave fruit when bulls pulled the plough: their passage over 
the earth fertilised it by magic. 

 
In the Mediterranean, the bull was the most powerful animal. It surpassed the lion and 
the bear in strength. For that reason it was the emblem of the gods of creation, who 
manifested themselves in the shape of a bull, and of all powerful things, from holy cities 
to roaring rivers. A tiara made of bull horns distinguished gods from humans. 
 
3.2. The creation of man (and his destruction) 

When Creation was complete, the god of the Sky and his sons settled up on high. 
Meanwhile the older gods, the Igigi, had to look after the land and the canals. They 
grew tired and rebelled. The Sky sought a solution. Enki took mud from the Waters of 
Wisdom and moulded seven figurines which he inserted into the belly of his mother, the 
mother-goddess, where they gestated.  
 
Human beings were assigned to cultivate and water the land to produce food to offer to 
the gods. They multiplied. The Sky decided to limit their numbers. They were 
competing with the gods. He unleashed a flood. The god Enki, who loved human 
beings, ordered a sage to build an ark and protect specimens of all living beings. The 
waters inundated the whole world. On the seventh day the rain stopped. The ark came 
to a halt. The living beings disembarked and repopulated the earth and were forgiven 
by the Sky.  
 
4. The Sumerian royal list 

The Sumerian royal list may have been drafted early in the 2nd millennium BC (circa 
1800 BC). It consists of lists of the kings of the main Sumerian cities. That succession 
of lineages was an ideological construct that attempted to legitimise the more recent 
dynasties, the ones with the least ‘pedigree’, linking them to prestigious ancestral ones. 
 
5. Preparing space  

 

5.1. Measuring, regulating 

Structuring and dividing up space was an essential activity. It provided physical and 
mental security. To do that King Šulgi (2094-2047 BC), of the Third Dynasty of the city 
of Ur, had to unify the different units of weight and measurement used by the cities in 
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order to organise the whole neo-Sumerian Empire. The base was sexagesimal: even 
today time is divided into sixty units.  
 
Buying and selling was done with silver ingots, arranged in a spiral, which were worn 
as bracelets. They were cut and weighed with calibrated weights in the shape of 
animals. Ten grams of silver would buy a ton of cereals.  
 
5.2. Ordering, building 

Civilisation in Sumer existed because the cities existed: centres of order, power and 
legality which saw and noted everything that happened. Sumer was a group of city-
states located in Lower Mesopotamia. By the 4th millennium BC the oldest, Uruk, 
already had between 35,000 and 80,000 inhabitants. The city of Ur —where according 
to some legends the biblical Abraham was born— had between 200,000 and 350,000. 
It was the most populated city in the world until Rome 2000 years later. These city-
states were connected by roads along which royal messengers travelled, using the 
staging posts to rest, and irrigation canals which could also be navigated by rowing or 
sailing boats. 
 
5.3. The project 

Plans were drawn (ground plans, elevations, details) almost always on clay tablets 
dried in the sun. The representation systems were the same as today: rectangular 
projections with borders, although the scale was not indicated. Projects for cities, 
highways and canals have been found, as well as public and private buildings, 
including humble dwellings. The lines were drawn with a burin on a moist clay surface 
with the help of a ruler and a set square. The shapes and locations of the elements 
(walls, for example) were indicated by the line of the contours. 
 
We do not know if there was such a thing as the figure of the architect as we 
understand it today: a specialist, responsible for the project and the implementation. In 
Akkadian, the word for ‘build’ was banû, a verb that echoes down through Arabic to the 
modern Spanish word ‘albañil’ (bricklayer).  
 

6. Building 

 
6.1. The inspired architect-king: Gudea 

Building tasks fell to superior beings: gods and kings. Sometimes they worked 
together. Once the work had begun, the gods who were responsible engendered minor 
deities who undertook specific jobs, from taking care of the fire to making the bricks. 
Nothing was said of the true artificers of the works, the ‘architects’ or the builders. They 
were just labourers. The reason for these beliefs lay in the importance given to the act 
of building. The raising of a building was likened to the creation of the world. 
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6.2. Foundation rituals 

The work which was about to begin would steal part of the space of the gods of the 
underworld. They had to be honoured and their benevolence purchased so that they 
would not throw down the walls that were to be built. The first brick was special. It was 
moulded by the king himself, adding milk, honey or beer, which nourished and 
conserved. Texts with a description of the ritual were added, hymns in honour of the 
gods and curses against the demons were written or inscribed on one of the sides. The 
king carried it in a basket on his head in token of submission. Heavy ‘foundation nails’ 
were hammered into the grooves of the foundations, perhaps to ward off the evil spirits. 
Last, when the work was done, terracotta nails were driven into the walls: they were 
ownership documents. 
 
6.3. Amulets against destruction 

The Sumerians interpreted rain, earthquakes and attacks by enemies as divine 
punishment for the impiety of the monarch. In order to protect the work, terracotta 
fetishes were distributed in the interior of the walls: fabulous guardian beings who 
warded off the evil eye and eye idols. One building element fulfilled a twofold practical 
and magical function: the hinges of the doors that opened onto the outside. Ritual 
formulae were inscribed on the upper part of the stone to bar the way to the evil spirits. 
 
7. Living spaces: fields, cities and homes 

The cities were occupied for thousands of years. They were built and rebuilt 
ceaselessly owing to the destruction caused by inclement weather and wars.  
 
Because of the sparse rainfall, the land outside the marshes had to be irrigated. But the 
rivers rose at harvest, not sowing, time. The problem was not the lack of water but its 
poor distribution, which was solved by a network of canals, by the end of the 3rd 
millennium BC, was managed by a central power. They were also used for journeys. 
Intensive irrigation and strong evaporation caused the salts to rise and may have 
brought about the end of the culture of southern Mesopotamia. 
 
The homes were laid out around a central space which could be covered or open to the 
sky. On the ground floor were workshops, the kitchen and the toilets. The private 
rooms and bedrooms were on the first floor. There was little furniture, but plenty of 
baskets and boxes. Beneath the dwelling were the graves of the members of the 
family, especially the children. The house was home to past and present generations.  
 
7.1. The city and the country 

The invention of the city was a way of breaking with nature: an ideal space, ordered by 
the gods. Nature was peopled with monsters and wild beasts and had to be tamed. The 
city did not spring from the land; it exploited it and defended itself from it. The city was 
the antithesis of nature: a place of conviviality. Savages always lived alone, in the 
crags and deserts, while the (well) dressed citizens formed communities and were 
governed by assemblies. 
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Writing was another way of turning aside from nature and creating a world that could 
be controlled by men. A culture of cities and letters: the Sumerians lived between walls 
and words, to arm themselves against the world.  
 
7.2. Ur 

Ur was built near the delta of the Tigris and the Euphrates. It may even have been 
founded amidst the marshes, which have now receded because of the fall in sea level. 
Navigable canals would have crisscrossed the city, linking two river ports.  
A large sacred palace area surrounded the stepped pyramid known as the ziggurat. 
The dense urban fabric was like the old quarter of a Mediterranean city. The layout 
followed the original processional paths that linked different shrines. In the centre of Ur, 
4500 years ago, underground royal tombs were located (they are well conserved even 
today). Near them, 500 years later, King Ur-Nammu ordered the building of the first 
ziggurat in history. The city was abandoned in the time of Alexander (4th century BC). 
 
7.3. The destruction of the city 

The city was a divine creation. The gods chose the site, ordered the foundation and 
even took part in the building of temples and palaces. The fate of the city depended on 
the presence of the guardian deity. It sometimes happened that the god abandoned it 
because of the impiety of the monarch. It was then left at the mercy of any enemy. The 
inhabitants were doomed. The lament for the destruction of the city became a literary 
genre. It was re-established when a new dynasty managed to ingratiate themselves 
with the sky. Those laments had a political purpose: they legitimised a new sovereign.  
 
7.4. The image of the other: the enemy of the city 

For the Sumerians, the high mountains harboured monsters. They were a fearful place, 
comparable with hell. The word for ‘mountain’ and ‘hell’ was the same. The Zagros 
range, with passes that were relatively easy to cross, opened the way to successive 
destructive waves of nomads, drawn by the riches of the Mesopotamian valleys: 
barbarians who knew nothing of the virtues and the advantages of city life, who had no 
home, who did not bury their dead or eat cooked food, according to the Sumerians. 
 
8. The temple 

The temple was the house of the deity. In Sumerian, the word for house and temple (é) 
was the same. The temples were built in imitation of heavenly temples. They were 
living organisms, compared to mountains that reached the sky, cosmic trees or 
columns joining heaven and earth. They pointed to particular constellations, 
manifestations of benevolent deities, such as the Great Bear or the morning star. 
 
The shrine was enclosed by a wall. It contained the dwellings of the gods and the 
priests, archives, schools, warehouses and craft workshops. Human beings, except for 
priests and kings, were forbidden to enter. The deity was present through the idol. The 
clergy fed it and dressed it every day. From 2100 BC, the shrine included a stepped 
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pyramid, the ziggurat, with seven levels which recalled the seven levels of the 
empyrean, crowned by a chapel where the god dwelt when he descended to earth.  
 
8.1. The ziggurat 

A mythical mountain peak saved humanity: it barely rose above the waters that 
covered the earth chastised by the Flood, and halted the erratic course of the Ark in 
which the sage Utnapištim (the Sumerian Noah) and his family had taken refuge: they 
descended and repopulated the earth. The redeeming summit was given the name 
ziggurat. It meant ‘building on high’. 
 
The ziggurat —a stepped pyramid built in the image of a sacred mountain— recalled 
the dangers of the floods, but also inspired confidence: taking shelter on high, human 
beings managed to survive. The gods also benefitted from the ziggurat: it saved them 
from treading on the muddy ground when they came down to the world of men and 
rested in the shrine that crowned it, avoiding the mortal perils of the human space. 
 
8.2. Offerings 

The trappings of the temples were household goods: vessels, bowls, plates, terracotta 
or stone jars; flasks of perfume, containers for cosmetics and ointments; statuettes or 
copper objects, such as torch holders. Items for everyday use with which the priests 
attended to the (statue of the) deity as if it were at home. Every day they woke it up, 
washed, dressed and fed it. Some human beings, represented by statues of people 
praying, sitting on benches, were guests at the divine banquet. 
 
8.3. People praying 

The temples housed idols. They have not been found. They would have been made of 
wood, adorned with jewels, which is why they have not been conserved. The stone 
figures of people at prayer could be divine effigies, but they probably represented 
human beings. They were placed at the feet of the idol so that the god would protect 
them. Their joined hands expressed submission and piety before the gods, or respect 
for the kings, and their exaggerated ears the acquisition of intelligence in contact with 
the deity: the wise man was all ears. 
 
8.4. Writing, communion with the invisible 

 
It seems that writing was invented in southern Mesopotamia, in the middle of the 4th 
millennium BC. Mesopotamian writing, like Egyptian, was partly pictographic in its 
beginnings: the commonest graphic signs reproduced the main features of the most 
usual things designated. Writing had been invented, not to annotate the visible, but to 
approach the invisible. It would have served to scan destiny, a way of exorcising fears 
and hopes, of mediating with the unknown.  
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9. The last mansion 

The Sumerian hell seemed to be a premonition of the Mediaeval hell: worms, larvae 
and spectres came together in the universe of the shades. Anyone who entered the 
underworld never came back; he was stripped of his earthly bonds and became a 
tormented spectre. Monstrous beings harried the dead. 
 
Sumerian graves contained only a few poor funerary trappings, a sign of the wretched 
‘life’ that awaited the dead, though an ostrich egg may have been a supplication for a 
possible rebirth. On the other hand, the royal tombs of Ur, dating from 2500 BC, 
contained treasure of gold and silver. But they had not been placed there to make the 
‘life’ in the beyond more pleasant; they served to buy the benevolence of the infernal 
powers, which expressed terror of a spectral life. 
 
10. The Sumerian legacy 

The decline of the bureaucratic empire of Ur III, at the end of the 3rd millennium BC, 
sealed the end of southern Mesopotamia. From then, and until the Arab invasion in the 
7th century AD, the centres of power shifted towards the north (Babylon, Assyria, 
Niniveh) and to the east (Persepolis). The Sumerian language soon ceased to be 
spoken, though it continued to be written, for diplomacy and worship, until the 1st 
millennium BC. 
 
Ways of relating to the world, such as town planning and the city, writing, royalty, the 
economy, the laws, units of weight and measurement, the sexagesimal system —for 
measuring time—, still used today in almost all cultures, originated in Sumer. The two 
great sources of Western culture, Greek and biblical, are rooted in the ancient Near 
East. 
 
11. Sumer and contemporary art 

Samuel Noah Kramer (1897-1990), the father of Sumerian studies, published his 
celebrated History Begins at Sumer in 1956. Translated into many languages and 
republished without interruption, it recounts in an accessible style all the cultural and 
social contributions essential for communal human life, especially schools, laws, 
writing, calculation and architecture, of the settlers of southern Mesopotamia in the 4th 
and 3rd millennia BC. 
 
The book was immediately successful. Its influence, incalculable. In no time the 
Graeco-Latin and biblical legacies —the bases of ‘Western’ culture which the Cubist 
and Surrealist artists, fascinated by the ‘primitive arts’ and Romanesque, Iberian and 
Celtic art, had already questioned— were relativised in the face of the contributions of 
Sumerian culture. Since then there has been no pause in the studies devoted to 
everything the Greek and Hebrew cultures owe to the culture of southern Iraq. 
 
Sumer seemed to be the origin of all forms of culture. It was far earlier than Greece. It 
was not marked or contaminated by it. It was, moreover, the first culture. The purest, 
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most essential cultural forms had to be Sumerian, before interests and wars had 
contaminated them. Sumer looked like an oasis and an Eden: the place and the time 
when men discovered themselves as human and respected one another. It took on a 
mythical aura: culture in its most genuine state. It had to be looked at afresh and its 
achievements studied. 
 
An American poet, Charles Olson (1910-1970), rector of the innovatory Black Mountain 
College (a private institution devoted to teaching the arts, where free learning was 
promoted by teachers such as Josep Albers, Robert Rauschenberg or John Cage), 
was dazzled by Sumerian culture. He devoted himself to recreating the Epic of 

Gilgamesh and other mythical tales written in Sumerian. Through the Sumerian 
models, he wanted, as he wrote in Human Universe, ‘to restore the human house’.  
 
Olson’s influence was immense. The whole Beat generation owes its energy and its 
greatest achievements to him. The social and political upheaval of the late 50s and the 
60s has its roots in Olson. The art that gives primacy to a content of origins, almost a 
primal scream, far removed from the formalities of Lettrism, which had so much 
influence on the neo-Dadaist movements in Europe (from the Situationists to Fluxus), 
between the 50s and 70s, comes from Olson’s way of looking at Sumerian culture, his 
dreams and fantasies of what the Sumerians were and represented. 
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ACTIVITIES RELATED TO THE EXHIBITION  

 
INAUGURAL LECTURE 

Friday 30 November, at 19.00 
Before the Flood, was Earth an Eden? 

Given by the curator of the exhibition, Pedro Azara 
 
SEASON OF LECTURES: SUMERIAN MYTHS AND LEGENDS  

From 3 to 12 December 2012 
 
The Mesopotamian world view may be less well known than the Greek or the 
biblical ones. However, we find it at the origin of much of them. The seminar will 
be a journey through the origin of the world and of man and his relation with the 
visible and invisible worlds, gods, heroes and ancestors, forged by the 
inhabitants of the marshes in the delta of the Tigris and the Euphrates.  
 
Coordination and production of the sessions: Pedro Azara 
Limited number of places. Admission fee (50% discount for customers of ”la 
Caixa”) 
 

• Monday 3 December I 11.30 
From Nammu, goddess of the primordial waters, to An, god of the sky 

 
• Wednesday 5 December I 11.30 

The Cosmos, son of the waters or the sky  

 

• Monday 10 December I 11.30 
Myths of the creation of man 

 
• Wednesday 12 December I 11.30 

Myths of the creation of the arts 

 
GUIDED VISITS TO THE EXHIBITION 

 

Guided visits for the general public 

Monday, at 18.00 
Saturday, at 18.00 
Bookings for the guided visits by telephone: 93 476 8630 
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Limited number of places 
 

VISITS FOR SCHOOL GROUPS 

Visits adapted to the different school levels 
Advance registration required by telephone: 93 476 8630 
Times by arrangement 

 
 
 

 

Family visits to the exhibitions (+7) 

These visits propose an itinerary around the exhibition with participatory 
activities and ideas. 
Sundays, 11.00 

 
Educational area (+5) 

Inside the exhibition there is a space set aside for families with activities 
around different ideas taken from the show. 

 
 
COFFEE-CONVERSATION WITH THE ARTS 

ACTIVITIES FOR SENIOR CITIZENS  

Tuesdays (from 4 December) 
 
The ‘Coffee-conversation with the arts’ provides an opportunity to enjoy the 
exhibitions in a different way. It is a two-hour activity designed for a tranquil 
visit, which allows each group to take a closer look at whatever interests them. 
Afterwards we can share impressions in a relaxed conversation over a coffee. 
 

Free activity designed for the over 60s. Time: 16.30. Length: 2 hours. 
Limited number of places. Advance booking by telephone: 93 476 8630 
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Before the Flood 
Mesopotamia, 3500-2100 BC 

From 30 November 2012 to 24 February 2013 
 

 
Opening times: 

Monday to Friday, 10.00 to 20.00 
Saturdays, Sundays and holidays,  
10.00 to 21.00 
Last Friday of each month, 10.00 to 
23.00 
Christmas: closed 25 December, 1 
and 6 January 
 
 

CaixaForum Barcelona 

Avinguda de Francesc Ferrer i 
Guàrdia, 6-8 
08038 Barcelona 
 

Information Service 

”la Caixa” Welfare Projects 
Tel. 902 223 040  
Monday to Sunday, 9.00 to 20.00 
www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For more information: 
”la Caixa” Welfare Projects Communication Department 

Josué García: 93 404 6151 / 638 146 330 / jgarcial@fundaciolacaixa.es 

Jesús N. Arroyo: 93 404 6131 / 629 791 296 / jnarroyo@fundaciolacaixa.es 
http://www.lacaixa.es/obrasocial 
 
Multimedia Press Room 

http://press.lacaixa.es/socialprojects/ 


