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The study of weights and measures (metrology) of the Ancient Near East 
has long been understood as a valuable method for understanding an-
cient economic interactions and ways of quantification. However, the so-
cial value of metrology and the ubiquity of metrological actions and tools 
has not yet been fully recognized. Weighing and measuring are human 
processes that involve different people (experts and accountants, dealers 
and customers) and are based on culturally constructed representations 
such as the notions of justice, standardization and accuracy.
  In this respect, epigraphic and archaeological sources complement each 
other. The epigraphic sources facilitate an approach towards weighing 
and measuring practices mainly through the point of view of the adminis-
trators of economic and political organisations, while archaeological ma-
terial remains and depictions in images grant insight into the daily activ-
ities of private people involved in trade and exchange, measurement ex-
perts and palace or temple staff.  The cross-referencing and interlacing of 
these sources, presented in this book by international experts and young 
scholars, aims to demonstrate how interdisciplinary studies of weights 
and measures provide a window on Ancient Near Eastern societies.
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Preface 

Grégory Chambon – Adelheid Otto

>e study of metrology can open up new pathways into 
the study of Near Eastern societies. >is, however, re-
quires systematic interdisciplinary research, since the 
material and the wri1en sources contain complementa-
ry information. >erefore, the editors of this volume—a 
French epigraphist and a German archaeologist, both 
interested above all in the historical and socio-cultural 
relevance of ancient sources—initiated the interdiscipli-
nary project METROLOGIA. >e idea was to go beyond 
the quantitative approach and to develop methods by 
crossing archaeological and epigraphic data, in order to 
understand the far-reaching implications of metrology 
for society and economy in the Ancient Near East. 

>e project was based on the cooperation between 
the University of Brest (Université de Bretagne Occiden-
tale and Centre François Viète) on the one side, and the 
universities of Mainz (Johannes Gutenberg-Universität), 
then Munich (Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität) on the 
other side. Members of the METROLOGIA project were 
(in alphabetic order): Abdulmuin Almohemid, Stefanie 
Boskugel, Grégory Chambon, Sarah Clegg, Berthold Ein-
wag, Christoph Fink, Michaël Guichard, Ioannis Kanel-
los, Janoscha Kreppner, Denis Lacambre, Anna Lor-
ente-Gall, Lionel Marti, Martine Melein, Adelheid O1o, 
Tanja Pommerening, Lorenz Rahmstorf, Fabian Sarga. 

Several scholars of other universities and countries 
were cooperating with this core group. >e meetings 
during the Krst two years (2012-2013) were funded by the 
DAAD (German Academic Exchange Service) and Cam-
pus France (Partenariat Hubert Curien)1; the cooperation 
has been continued ever since.

1 Unfortunately, supranational research funding initiatives are far 
too rare still today. >e more so are our sincere thanks due to the 
DAAD and to Campus France for bringing scholars from diMerent 
countries, but working on similar topics, together.

Some of the results of the METROLOGIA project were 
presented in the workshop “Weights and Measures as a 
Window on Ancient Near Eastern Societies”, which took 
place in Munich on December 14, 2013.2 Other results 
were published elsewhere, some of them in the impor-
tant volume on “Weights and Marketplaces”, edited by 
Lorenz Rahmstorf and Edward Stratford in 2019. Rahm-
storf’s approach towards metrology is a cross-cultur-
al one, since the principles of controlled economic ex-
change were similar in the ancient world and because 
most of the metrological systems stood either in direct 
contact or were developed on the model of previous ones. 

>e contributions by the members of the  METRO LO- 
GIA Project form the core of this publication. Addition-
ally, it includes papers that were handed in by invited 
speakers during the 2013 workshop in Munich (Etienne 
Bordreuil, Nicholas Postgate). Two more papers by Wil-
liam B. HaMord and Luca Peyronel perfectly complement 
the purpose of this publication and have been included 
during the last stage of the editorial work.

Many contributions by members of the  METROLOGIA 
project resulted from work carried out jointly and were 
presented collectively. >is form of presentation is based 
on the observation that a complementary approach be-
tween philologists and archaeologists and the pooling of 
research results can enrich considerably the studies on 
metrology.

2 We thank the Fritz >yssen Foundation, which supported the 
workshop. It focused on the following questions: How was royal 
ideology concretised in practical life and “material culture”? To 
what extent did the royal authority control the use and develop-
ment of standards in the Keld of weights and measures? Which 
other social groups were able to use and develop their own stand-
ards of measurement? How can we understand the process of 

‘standardisation’ in the Keld of weights and measures? What was 
their social function in the Ancient Near East?



 

VIII

We would like to thank all the members of the METRO-
LOGIA project for their long lasting cooperation, and the 
contributors to this volume for their in-depth studies of 
socially relevant aspects of metrology. Our apologies and 
sincere thanks are due to Etienne Bordreuil, Sarah Clegg, 
Lorenz Rahmstorf, and Nicholas Postgate, who submit-
ted their papers many years ago. It took much longer 
than scheduled to assemble the papers and edit this vol-
ume. Our thanks are also due to Martin Gruber for the 
layout of this volume, to Ilona Spalinger for correcting 
the English of all papers, to Peter Werner of the PeWe 
editing house for his continuous assistance, and to the 

Institute of Near Eastern Archaeology at LMU Munich 
for supporting this publication.

>e cover image of this book expresses well the aim 
of the collected contributions. It was taken in 2009 at a 
rest stop in Iran, where A. O1o observed oranges being 
weighed as a ma1er of course with simple stones that 
were no more oPcially calibrated than most in the An-
cient Near East. Metrology is determined by sellers and 
buyers, by the acceptance and the regulations of socie-
ty, and is therefore an ideal window into past ideas and 
concepts.
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