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Sargon of Akkad:  How does one become a king? 
 
SARGON OF AKKAD was an ancient Mesopotamian ruler who  reigned 
approximately 2334-2279 BC, and was one of the earliest of the world's 
great empire builders, conquering all of southern Mesopotamia as well as 
parts of Syria, Anatolia, and Elam (western Iran).  
 
Sargon is known almost entirely from the legends and tales that followed 
his reputation through 2,000 years of cuneiform Mesopotamian history, and 
not from documents that were written during his lifetime. The lack of 
contemporary record is explained by the fact that the capital city of Agade, 
which he built, has never been located and excavated. It was destroyed at 
the end of the dynasty that Sargon founded and was never again inhabited, 
at least under the name of Agade. 
 
 
Sargon’s name (Shar-ru-kin in Akkadian) can be translated as “true king” or 
rightful king.  This suggests strongly that he was not originally seen as the 
legitimate king and had to make his case. 
 
This lab contains the evidence about how Sargon became a ruler and held his 
power.  Your task is to learn as much from them as possible about the strategies 
Sargon used. 
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The Legend of Sargon 
 

This story claims to be the autobiography of Sargon I.  It survives to us from a version written down more 
than 1,000 years after his death. 
 
Sargon, the mighty king, king of Akkadê am I,  My mother was lowly; my father I did not know;  The 
brother of my father dwelt in the mountain.  My city is Azupiranu, which is situated on the bank of the 
Purattu [Euphrates],   My lowly mother conceived me, in secret she brought me forth.  She placed me in a 
basket of reeds, she closed my entrance with bitumen,  She cast me upon the rivers which did not overflow 
me. 
 
The river carried me, it brought me to Akki, the irrigator.  Akki, the irrigator, in the goodness of his heart 
lifted me out, Akki, the irrigator, as his own son brought me up;  Akki, the irrigator, as his gardener 
appointed me.   
 
When I was a gardener the goddess Ishtar loved me, And for four years I ruled the kingdom.  The black-
headed peoples I ruled, I governed;  Mighty mountains with axes of bronze I destroyed (?).  I ascended the 
upper mountains; I burst through the lower mountains. The country of the sea I besieged three times; 
Dilmun I captured (?).  Unto the great Dur-ilu I went up, I . . . . . . . . . 
 
Whatsoever king wishes to be exalted after me, . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Let him rule, let 
him govern the black-headed peoples; Mighty mountains with axes of bronze let him destroy;  Let him 
ascend the upper mountains,  Let him break through the lower mountains;  The country of the sea let him 
besiege three times;  Dilmun let him capture; To great Dur-ilu let him go up.  

 
Source: 
From: George A. Barton, Archaeology and The Bible, 3rd Ed., (Philadelphia: American Sunday-School 
Union, 1920), p. 310. 
Scanned by: J. S. Arkenberg, Dept. of History, Cal. State Fullerton. Prof. Arkenberg has modernized the 
text. 
 
 
1. Viewpoint:  
  Who wrote it?   

  For what purpose do you think it was written? 

  What audience could you imagine for this text? 

2.  Details: 

  This text emphasizes Sargon’s “lowly” birth.  Why do you think that  
  is? 

  Why does the last section repeat part of the section before it word  
  for word? 

  Is this writer trying to convince someone of something?  If so,  
  what? 
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	   Stele	  of	  Naram	  Sin	  

	  

This	  6-‐foot	  tall	  carving	  was	  commissioned	  in	  around	  
2300	  BCE	  	  by	  Naram	  Sin,	  Sargon’s	  grandson,	  to	  
commemorate	  his	  victory	  over	  the	  Lullubi	  of	  modern	  
day	  Iran.	  

	  

It	  was	  such	  a	  powerful	  statement	  that	  when	  a	  later	  
people	  from	  Iran	  conquered	  the	  area	  where	  it	  had	  been	  
set	  up	  c.	  1100	  BCE,	  they	  carried	  it	  back	  to	  Iran	  with	  them	  
and	  set	  it	  up	  in	  Susa,	  where	  it	  was	  found	  by	  
archaeologists.	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

	  
1. Viewpoint:	  

	  
	   	   Who	  created	  this?	  
	   	   For	  what	  purpose	  do	  you	  think	  it	  was	  created?	  
	   	   What	  audience	  can	  you	  imagine	  for	  this	  work?	  
	  

2. Looking	  in	  detail:	  
	   	   	  
	   	   What	  is	  happening	  in	  this	  picture?	  
	  
	   	   What	  does	  this	  picture	  suggest	  about	  the	  king	  (the	  large	  figure	  with	  	  
	   	   horns)?	  
	  
	   	   In	  Akkadian	  tradition,	  gods	  are	  often	  portrayed	  wearing	  horned	  	  
	   	   crowns.	  	  Historians	  have	  argued,	  variously,	  that	  the	  stars	  above	  the	  	  
	   	   scene	  stand	  either	  for	  the	  sun	  god	  or	  for	  Ishtar,	  goddess	  of	  war.	  	  Does	  	  
	   	   this	  change	  the	  way	  you	  interpret	  the	  images?	  
	  
	   	   Does	  this	  image	  make	  an	  argument?	  	  If	  so,	  what	  is	  it?
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Eneheduanna	  the	  
Priestess	  

	  

Sargon	  named	  his	  daughter,	  
Enheduanna,	  as	  high	  priestess	  
of	  the	  Sumerian	  moon	  god	  
Nanna	  in	  the	  conquered	  city	  of	  
Ur.	  	  	  

Enheduanna	  wrote	  a	  series	  of	  
famous	  hymns	  (in	  Sumerian	  
rather	  than	  her	  native	  
Akkadian)	  	  in	  which	  she	  
identified	  the	  Sumerian	  
goddess	  Inanna	  as	  the	  same	  
goddess	  as	  Ishtar,	  the	  Akkadian	  
goddess	  of	  war,	  and	  
worshipped	  both	  together.	  

This	  disc	  comes	  from	  Ur	  and	  
shows	  Eneheduanna	  (center)	  
and	  several	  priests	  
worshipping	  Innana.	  	  The	  

inscription	  on	  the	  back	  calls	  her	  “wife	  of	  Nanna	  and	  daughter	  of	  Sargon.”	  

	  

1. Viewpoint: 

  We don’t have any information about who had this disc made.  Who 
  do you think it might have been?  Why? 

  For what purpose do you think it was created? 
  What audience can you imagine for this work? 
 
2.  Questions: 
 
  Why do you think Sargon appointed his daughter as priestess? 
  What do you think it meant to say that Ishtar was the same as  
  Inanna? 
  Enheduanna is the first female author whose name we know.  Do  
  you think this image would be different if she had been a son? 
 
  Does this image have a message?  If so, what? 
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Conclusions 

	  

Based	  on	  the	  evidence	  you	  have	  considered,	  what	  can	  you	  say	  about	  how	  Sargon	  
went	  about	  establishing	  himself	  as	  the	  ruler	  of	  an	  empire?	  	  Was	  he	  an	  effective	  
ruler?	  	  Why	  or	  why	  not?	  


