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Power, Law, and Symbolism: Hammurabi’s Code over 3700 years

Hammurabi is one of only a handful of people from the Ancient Near Eastern world

whose name is widely recognized by the modern population. The history of the Ancient Near

East generally receives very little attention outside a relatively small number of specialized

scholars. However, the discovery of Hammurabi’s Code by French archaeologists in 1902

captivated scholars and the public alike, and it became the most famous Ancient Near Eastern

artifact in the world overnight. After its discovery, Hammurabi’s Code was interpreted as the first

law code in world history, and it was believed to provide new insight into the development of the

Hebrew Bible and Biblical law. However, in its original context in Ancient Babylonia,

Hammurabi’s Code was not actually a code of law at all. Instead, it was intended as a monument

to the power and justice of Hammurabi, and it fit into the model of Ancient Near Eastern

kingship ideology. Centuries after its construction, the Code was repurposed by Elamite and

Persian kings in support of their own propaganda efforts. During the 20th century, the Code was

reinterpreted multiple times. In the West, as interest in biblical archaeology faded, the Code was

redefined as a secular legal document. In Iraq, Saddam Hussein claimed Hammurabi as his

predecessor, and employed the Code as a symbol of his own power in state propaganda.

Throughout its roughly 3,700 year life, the Code of Hammurabi has shifted in meaning and in

physical location, but it has always remained a powerful symbol with the ability to provide

legitimacy and support to those who claimed it.



Hammurabi’s Life and the Creation of the Code

When Hammurabi became king of Babylon in 1792 BC, he ruled a relatively small

kingdom, which comprised just the city of Babylon itself, as well as the surrounding area and a

few other nearby cities.1 Other kings in Mesopotamia controlled far larger territories and far

greater wealth than Hammurabi. However, over the course of his 42 year reign, Hammurabi

catapulted Babylon from a local power into the largest and most powerful state in the region.2 He

won a series of improbable victories against more powerful foes, using a combination of careful

diplomacy and aggressive military actions. Like most Ancient Near Eastern kings, Hammurabi

commissioned impressive monuments celebrating his military victories. However, his highly

successful military career is not what he is best known for today. Instead, he is remembered as a

lawgiver.

Mesopotamian kingship ideology expected kings to be powerful warriors, but that was

not the only standard for them to meet. During the third and second millennia BC, kings in

southern Mesopotamia were routinely associated with divinity, and sometimes declared gods in

their own right.3 However, this close association with divinity carried obligations for a king as

well as benefits. In exchange for their close association with the gods, Mesopotamian kings were

expected to uphold specific roles. One of the most important of these obligations was the duty to

ensure that divine justice was upheld.4 The role model for the king was Shamash, the sun god,

who presided over meetings of the divine assembly and judged human actions.5 A king was

expected to be both a fearsome warrior and a judge who ensured justice for his people and for the

5 Jones, “Divine and Non-divine Kingship,” 335.
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gods. The stele of Hammurabi’s code was created in this context, as a monument to the king’s

power and to his justice.

Figure 1. Photograph by Franck Raux, Hammurabi’s Code, 2009,  Louvre, Paris.

The stele is 2.25 meters tall, and made of a near-cylindrical, but somewhat irregularly

shaped block of diorite.6 It was constructed some time after the 38th year of Hammurabi’s reign.

The prologue of the text makes it clear that Hammurabi has conquered many cities, listing by

name many places under his control.7 However, his achievements as a conqueror are not the

focus of the prologue; instead the text boasts about Hammurabi’s ability to provide justice. The

bulk of the text is devoted to setting forth about 300 laws or rulings.8 The laws are written in an

“if… then” format. For example, the sixth law listed states “If a man has stolen property from a

8 Denise Schmandt-Besserat, When Writing Met Art: From Symbol to Story, (Austin: University of Texas Press,
2007), 92.

7 Van de Mieroop, King Hammurabi of Babylon, 100.

6 Marian Feldman, “Mesopotamian Art,” in A Companion to the Ancient Near East, Second Edition, ed. Daniel Snell
(Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2020), 295.



god or from a temple, that man shall be killed.”9 The text closes with an epilogue, which follows

a similar pattern to the prologue, extolling Hammurabi’s virtues as a judge.

The inscription on the stele was produced with great care, probably first traced by an

experienced scribe, then carved into the stone by a sculptor.10 The text is 4,000 lines long,

divided into 51 well planned columns, which are adapted to smoothly fit on the irregular surface

of the stele.11 About 500 of the 4,000 lines are damaged, mostly from intentional erasing when

the stele was brought to Elam in the 12th century BC. However, most of the missing lines can be

reconstructed from copies of the text found in other sources.12 The inscription is written in the

Babylonian dialect of the Akkadian language, which was used in everyday speech and formal

writing when the stele was constructed. However, the script used was Sumerian cuneiform, a

prestigious but archaic script that had been supplanted for everyday use by the time the stele was

constructed.13 The use of an archaic script was clearly an intentional choice, which sought to

harken back to previous kings.

The script was not the only thing copied from earlier models. Hammurabi was not the

first Mesopotamian king to publish a list of laws or previous rulings. At least three similar “law

codes” had been produced before in Mesopotamia, most notably by Ur-Nammu, who ruled Ur in

the 21st century BC.14 Ur-Nammu’s law code is the best preserved of the three pre-Hammurabi

codes, and it bears a striking resemblance to Hammurabi’s. It follows the same format of a

prologue, a set of laws, and an epilogue, and the laws follow the same “if… then” format. The

eleventh law in Ur-Nammu’s code states “If a man divorces his primary wife, he must pay (her)

14 Jacob Finkelstein,  “The Laws of Ur-Nammu,” Journal of Cuneiform Studies 22, no. 3/4 (1968/1969): 66.
13 Van de Mieroop, King Hammurabi of Babylon, 99.
12 Schmandt-Besserat, When Writing Met Art, 90.
11 Schmandt-Besserat, When Writing Met Art, 95.
10 Schmandt-Besserat, When Writing Met Art, 95.
9 Mervyn Richardson, Hammurabi's Laws: Text, Translation and Glossary, (London: T&T Clark, 2005), 45.



one mina of silver.”15 This is both similar in format to Hammurabi’s laws, as well as in content.

Hammurabi’s 139th law states that if a man divorces his wife and there is no bride price, he must

pay her one mina of silver.16 Several other of Ur-Nammu’s laws have direct parallels in

Hammurabi’s code, making the similarity unlikely to be a coincidence. Hammurabi was drawing

on a well-established tradition.

Figure 2. Upper section of Hammurabi’s Code, showing Shamash and Hammurabi. Photograph
by Christian Larrieu, 1999, Louvre, Paris.

At the top of the stele, above the long inscription, is a carved relief of Hammurabi and

Shamash. Shamash is depicted seated on a throne, with Hammurabi standing next to him.

Shamash is depicted with greater status, being both taller than Hammurabi, and sporting a larger

beard.17 However, the difference in status is not enormous. Hammurabi is placed at eye level

with the god, establishing some degree of equality between the two figures.18 Hammurabi is not

18 Feldman, “Mesopotamian Art,” 296.
17 Schmandt-Besserat, When Writing Met Art, 96.
16 Richardson, Hammurabi's Laws, 85.
15 Finkelstein, “The Laws of Ur-Nammu,” 70.



coming before Shamash as a penitent figure, and he stares confidently into Shamash’s eyes in the

relief. This scene closely parallels older models of investiture scenes, such as one found on a

stele of Ur-Nammu being invested as king of Ur.19 However, compared to other, similar scenes,

the craftsmanship of the relief of Hammurabi’s stele is quite poor, with misshapen proportions

and muddled perspective.20 This stands in contrast to the exquisite craftsmanship demonstrated

by the carver of the inscription. The emphasis was clearly placed on the inscription, with the

relief scene given far less attention.

The Purpose of Hammurabi’s Code

Discerning the purpose of the stele, and the text it records, is a more complicated

question than determining how it was produced. After the stele was excavated and brought to

France for study in the early 20th century, it was initially interpreted as a coherent code of law,

comparable to the Napoleonic Code. However, close examination of the text does not support

this view, and over the last 50 years, the scholarly consensus has shifted away from this view.21

Many important topics of law are not mentioned at all in the code, such as state finances and the

structure of government.22 Other topics are dealt with only in a very specific way. Complex

scenarios of accidental homicide and false accusations of murder are described, but the text

provides no guidance on how to punish someone who commits murder when no unusual

complications are involved.23

Instead, the Code of Hammurabi most likely represents a list of decisions made by the

king that he wanted to use to advertise his concern for justice. The epilogue of the stele provides

23 Van de Mieroop, King Hammurabi of Babylon, 107.
22 Van de Mieroop, King Hammurabi of Babylon, 106.
21 Marc Van de Mieroop, “Hammurabi's self-presentation,” Orientalia 80, no. 4 (2011): 306.
20 Schmandt-Besserat, When Writing Met Art, 96.
19 Schmandt-Besserat, When Writing Met Art, 96.



instructions for its use that support this view, saying “Anyone who has a complaint, come before

this statue of the king of justice and let him have the message on the stone read aloud… And let

him say these words: ‘It is the lord Hammurabi… maintaining justice in the land.’”24 The justice

Hammurabi is promising is very personal. It is Hammurabi who is credited with “maintaining

justice in the land,” not any broader institutions or system of courts. In fact, courts judged by

anyone other than the king are never mentioned anywhere in the text, even though it is known

from other sources that these existed.25 The purpose of the stele likely had more to do with royal

propaganda than codifying law. Hammurabi wanted to impress people with the stele, rather than

use it to provide guidance for other judges.

This passage from the stele’s epilogue assumes that at least some part of the public had

access to the stele, promising that the text would be read aloud upon request, and that hearing it

would assure the listener of Hammurabi’s concern for justice. This is logical, for if the stele was

to be effective as royal propaganda, people had to be able to know what it said. Public access can

also be assumed because of how many copies of the stele there originally were. The one which

now stands in the Louvre likely was originally located in the Temple of Shamash in the city of

Sippar, but it is unlikely that it was unique. Badly damaged fragments from four other similar

stelae were discovered alongside the main stele when it was excavated from Susa.26 In addition,

40 copies of parts of the stele’s text have been discovered in exercise tablets from scribal

schools.27 It is likely that stelae like the one in the Louvre were erected in many cities throughout

Hammurabi’s kingdom. Like the one in Sippar, other stelae were probably placed in temples as

well, where literate priests could fulfill Hammurabi’s promise of reading the text aloud. Only a

27 Schmandt-Besserat, When Writing Met Art, 90.
26 Van de Mieroop, “Hammurabi's self-presentation,” 307.
25 Van de Mieroop, King Hammurabi of Babylon, 106.
24 Richardson, Hammurabi's Laws, 123.



small minority of the public was literate, and the archaic script used made it even harder for the

text to be understood without expert assistance. Their distribution throughout the kingdom in

locations where literate interpreters of the text were on hand would have made it possible for

people from throughout the kingdom to see and read their local stele, enabling Hammurabi’s

message to spread widely.

The stele also had religious purposes. Hammurabi sought to show that he was fulfilling

his obligation to ensure that divine justice was maintained in his land. The iconography chosen

for the relief scene on the stele demonstrates this goal. The relief scene visibly states that

Hammurabi had the support of Shamash, a critical matter for a Mesopotamian monarch. The text

of the inscription also makes this message clear. The prologue and epilogue repeatedly invoke

Shamash. One section of the epilogue states, “By the command of Shamash, the almighty judge

in heaven and earth, let my justice shine over the land!”28 Another section of the epilogue

describes Hammurabi as being “whom Shamash has entrusted the truth.”29 The concern for

receiving support from Shamash, seen both visually and textually, demonstrates the importance

Hammurabi placed on justice. The text of the stele even makes the claim that Hammurabi was

placed on the throne so that he could promote justice. The first mention of Hammurabi in the

prologue states “It was then that Anu and Enlil ordained Hammurabi, a devout prince who fears

the gods, to demonstrate justice within the land.”30 Here, Hammurabi directly connects his

legitimacy as a king to his ability to provide justice.

This idea was not unique to Hammurabi. The prologue of Ur-Nammu’s law code also

invokes divine commands to ensure justice, although this section is badly damaged and some of

30 Richardson, Hammurabi's Laws, 29.
29 Richardson, Hammurabi's Laws, 125.
28 Richardson, Hammurabi's Laws, 123.



the details are lost.31 However, it is clear that Hammurabi’s efforts to provide religious

justification for his rule were not his own innovation. There were longstanding expectations for a

king, and Hammurabi’s stele was his way of trying to advertise that he met them. The stele of

Hammurabi’s Code is unusual both because of its enormous size and how well it is preserved,

but not because of its content. It fits into the broader patterns of Ancient Near Eastern law and

royal propaganda. Hammurabi was not the first to produce a list of laws or rulings, and he very

intentionally sought to place himself among the previous kings who had done so.

Hammurabi’s Code after the Death of Hammurabi

After the death of Hammurai in 1750 BC, the steles he had set up around his kingdom

with his “law code” likely remained in place. The kingdom of Babylonia remained unified under

a single dynasty until 1595 BC, when the city of Babylon was sacked by a Hittite army and the

dynasty collapsed.32 It is unlikely that any of Hammurabi’s direct successors would have

removed his monuments, as all evidence points to a high degree of cultural and administrative

continuity in Babylonia until 1595 BC.33 After 1595 BC, Babylonia fell under the control of

Kassite kings, and their attitude towards Hammurabi’s legacy is harder to determine. It is unclear

what role, if any, Hammurabi’s Code played as a public monument in this period. However, at

least some of Hammurabi’s law steles survived the Kassite period. In 1158 BC, an Elamite army

led by king Shutruk-Nahhunte I invaded Babylonia and deposed the Kassite king.34

Shutruk-Nahhunte I also gathered an immense amount of plunder. According to his own

inscriptions in Susa, he sacked and looted 700 cities in Babylonia.35 Among the loot were several

35 Van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, 198.
34 Van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, 198.
33 Van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, 126.
32 Marc Van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2015), 128.
31 Finkelstein, “The Laws of Ur-Nammu,” 70.



copies of Hammurabi’s Code, including the one from Sippar, which has survived to the present.36

500 lines of the stele’s inscription near the base were chiseled out shortly after the stele arrived in

Susa, replaced by a short inscription stating that Shutruk-Nahhunte I had taken the stele from

Sippar.37 This inscription suggests that the stele was put on public display in Susa, likely

alongside many other war trophies taken from Babylonia that also received similar inscriptions.

Elamite dominion over Babylonia proved short-lived. Within a few decades, king

Nebuchadnezzar I came to power in Babylon and expelled the Elamites from Babylonia. He later

recovered the religiously significant cult statue of Marduk from Elam, but hundreds of other war

trophies, such as the Stele of Hammurabi’s code, remained in Susa. After their defeat at the

hands of Nebuchadnezzar I, Elam drops out of the historical record for the next 300 years.38

However, it is likely that the stele of Hammurabi’s Code remained on display in Susa. An

Achaemenid era tablet from Sippar states that the author of the tablet copied the text from a stele

in Susa displaying Hammurabi’s Code.39 This is the last known reference to the stele being on

display anywhere, but it is possible that the stele remained on display well after the Sippar tablet

was composed.

During its time on display in Susa, Hammurabi’s Code functioned as a war trophy and a

symbol of power for the king who controlled Susa. For the Elamite kings, displaying

Hammurabi’s Code was a naked demonstration of power, advertising that they had plundered the

ancient riches of Babylonia. However, for later kings ruling from Susa, the value of

Hammurabi’s Code was slightly more subtle. Near Eastern kings viewed themselves as being the

inheritors of an ancient tradition of kingship stretching back thousands of years. Connecting

39 Van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, 200.
38 Van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, 198.
37 Schmandt-Besserat, When Writing Met Art, 89.
36 Schmandt-Besserat, When Writing Met Art, 88.



yourself with earlier kings was a powerful way to bolster your own legitimacy as king.

Hammurabi himself did this, when he harkened back to the laws of Ur-Nammu in his own Code.

When Cyrus conquered Babylonia and absorbed it into the Persian empire in 539 BC, he sought

to connect himself with ancient Babylonian traditions. An inscribed cylinder produced shortly

after the conquest of Babylonia refers to Cyrus with the traditional titles of kingship in

Babylonia, and boasts about how Cyrus had restored traditional religious practices that had been

neglected.40 Hammurabi’s Code was likely employed in this same effort by Persian kings. While

there are no surviving Persian sources that discuss Hammurabi’s Code, the Babylonian traveler

who made a copy of the Code in Susa in these years could only have done so if the stele was on

display in some capacity. As outsiders to Mesopotamia, it was all the more important for the

Persians to present themselves to Mesopotamians as legitimate rulers with ancient connections

that could match or even surpass those of the Babylonian kings they had deposed.

French Excavations in Iran and the Re-discovery of Hammurabi’s Code

The importance of Susa gradually declined after the Achaemenid period, and the city was

largely abandoned by the 13th century AD. The city was not seriously re-investigated until

European archeological excavations in Iran began in the 19th century. British archeologists

began excavating in Iran in the 1850s, but their operations were very limited. After just a few

years of excavating in Persia, British antiquities authorities began to prioritize digs in Egypt and

Iraq, and funding for excavations in Iran was cut off.41 Independent treasure hunters and

explorers continued to travel to Iran seeking ancient treasures, but no European governments

funded excavations in Iran until 1882, when a French team received a permit to begin excavating

41 Kamyar Abdi, “Nationalism, Politics, and the Development of Archeology in Iran,” American Journal of
Archeology 105, no. 1 (2001): 53.

40 Van de Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, 315-316.



Susa.42 The agreement required that findings of the excavations be split between Iran and France,

but the French ignored this provision and shipped everything they found back to France.43 The

Louvre museum was delighted, but the Iranian king Naser ad-Din Shah was not, and in 1886 he

revoked the French excavation permit.44 In response, France invited him to travel to Paris and

visit the Louvre. Naser ad-Din was delighted at the chance to travel to Europe, and he was

convinced to allow France to continue excavating in Iran in 1889 after his trip to Paris.45 Over

time, Naser ad-Din came under greater French influence, and in 1895 he awarded the French the

right to excavate anywhere in Iran, without needing specific permits for each excavation.46

French excavations in Iran increased even further in 1897, when the Delegation

Scientifique Française en Perse was formed. This new organization was led by Jacques de

Morgan, a polymath with a background in mining engineering and geology.47 After taking charge

of excavations of Susa, de Morgan drastically accelerated the pace of excavation. Within just

nine years, French excavators dug through 35 meters of soil, reaching the oldest layer of the

site.48 In the process, they destroyed nearly everything that was not a large or well-preserved

artifact, including the surviving parts of buried buildings. However, they also turned up an

enormous trove of artifacts, including what was left of Shutruk-Nahhunte I’s collection of

Babylonian war trophies.49 Among this collection were several fragments of Hammurabi’s Code,

which were excavated in late 1901 and early 1902.50

50 Jean-Vincent Scheil, Mémoires de la Délégation en Perse: Tome IV (Paris: Leroux, 1902), 12.
49 Abdi, “Review Essay: On the History of Iranian Archeology,” 761.
48 Abdi, “Review Essay: On the History of Iranian Archeology,” 760.
47 Kaymar Abdi, “Review Essay: On the History of Iranian Archeology,” Iranian Studies 41, no. 5 (2008): 760.
46 Abdi, “Nationalism, Politics, and the Development of Archeology in Iran,” 54.
45 Abdi, “Nationalism, Politics, and the Development of Archeology in Iran,” 54.
44 Abdi, “Nationalism, Politics, and the Development of Archeology in Iran,” 54.
43 Abdi, “Nationalism, Politics, and the Development of Archeology in Iran,” 54.
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The importance of Hammurabi’s Code was not immediately apparent to de Morgan, who

was not an expert on Babylonia. In his 1905 book on the excavations of Susa, de Morgan

devoted only one page to Hammurabi’s Code.51 However Jean-Vincent Scheil, who was with de

Morgan in Iran, published a transliteration and translation into French of Hammurabi’s Code in

1902 in the annually published Mémoires de la Délégation en Perse. In the preface to his

translation of the Code, Scheil described it as being one of the most important documents in the

history of the world.52 A German translation followed before the end of 1902, and an English

translation was published in 1903.53 When the stele arrived in Paris in 1903 it was put on display

at the Louvre, and it attracted considerable attention from the press, both in France and abroad. A

London magazine in 1903 called it a “unique document.”54 American newspapers across the

country discussed the discovery. In 1903, a paper in San Antonio quoted a professor who stated

that the Code was “doubtless the most important find that has ever been made in Babylonian

literature.”55

Hammurabi and the Bible

The main reason Hammurabi’s Code attracted so much attention was its connection to the

Bible. In 1903, the British newspaper The Expository Times, published an article on the Code

that said “the discovery and decipherment of this Code is the greatest event in Biblical

Archeology for many a day.”56 This is a somewhat odd statement, since Hammurabi is never

mentioned in the bible, and his Code was a Babylonian document. However, this mindset, which

56 Claude Johns, The Oldest Code of Laws in the World (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1903), 1.

55 "Oldest of All the Law Books. Code of King Hammurabi Just Found at Susa," San Antonio Express, February 15,
1903.

54 “Hammurabi’s Code,” The Nineteenth Century and After, December, 1903.
53 Stanley Cook, The Laws of Moses and the Code of Hammurabi (London: Adam and Charles Black, 1903), 1.
52 Scheil, Mémoires de la Délégation en Perse, 11.

51 Jacques de Morgan, Histoire et travaux de la délégation en Perse du ministère de l'Instruction publique,
1897-1905 (Paris: Leroux, 1905), 118.



was widely shared among scholars and the public alike, reflects the dominance of biblical

archeology. Archeological discoveries from the Middle East in the 19th and early 20th century

were viewed in Europe through the lens of the Bible, and Hammurabi’s Code as no exception.

Initial study of the Code focused heavily on its connection to the Law of Moses. By 1907, at

least five books had been published on this topic, as well as many journal articles.57 Scholars

studying the Code quickly identified Hammurabi with Amraphel, a Mesopotamian king who is

mentioned briefly in the book of Genesis.58 However, this position was later abandoned.

However despite the overeager association with Amraphel, the study of the connection

between Hammurabi’s Code and Mosaic law was not entirely baseless. One similarity that was

immediately noticed was the if/then format of Hammurabi’s Code. Significant parts of Mosaic

Law follow the same pattern. For example, Deuteronomy 22:22 states “If a man is caught lying

with the wife of another man, both of them shall die, the man who lay with the woman as well as

the woman.”59 However, unlike the Code of Hammurabi, Mosaic law only sometimes follows

this format. Another similarity that was quickly noticed was the principle of lex talionis, or

reciprocal punishment.60 This idea is reflected most famously in the Code of Hammurabi by the

passage stating, “if a man has destroyed the sight of another man's son, they shall poke out his

eye.”61 Examples of this principle can be found in the Bible as well, but not nearly as frequently

or as clearly. The lack of direct parallels sometimes led to fairly strained comparisons. Hubert

Grimme wrote in 1907, “it is sufficient to pick out of the Mosaic Law the most important social

61 Richardson, Hammurabi's Laws, 105.
60 Cook, The Laws of Moses and the Code of Hammurabi, 256.
59 Deuteronomy 22:22, NRSV.
58 Cook, The Laws of Moses and the Code of Hammurabi, 1.
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The Codes of Hammurabi and Moses (New York: Eaton and Mains, 1905); Hubert Grimme, The law of Hammurabi
and Moses: a Sketch (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1907).



and economic forms and compare them with those found in Hammurabi’s Code.”62 Grimme, and

others writing about the topic, were forced to resort to very high-level comparisons. The

evidence simply does not support a close relationship between Hammurabi’s Code and Mosaic

Law, but this did not stop scholars from writing thousands of pages about this topic in the early

20th century.

Some of the basic assumptions made by early scholars studying the Code were also

incorrect or at least partially off-base. One assumption that pervades all of the writings about

Hammurabi’s Code in the years following its discovery is the belief that it represented a coherent

code of law roughly analogous to modern legal codes. No one bothered to argue why this was

true, since it seemed self-evident to everyone studying the code. The preface to the first English

translation of the Code, which was published in 1903, described it as the “codification of the

judicial decisions of past ages.”63 It would not be until the 1950s that this assumption would be

seriously challenged.64 The dating of the code was also significantly off. Scheil’s initial

publication of the Code gave a date of approximately 2000 BC.65 Later publications gave an even

earlier date, and by 1904, scholars had settled on 2250 BC as the approximate date for the

creation of the stele.66 This is about 500 years earlier than modern scholars now date the Code

to.67 The date of 2250 BC was used to support the connection between Hammurabi and the Bible,

as 2250 BC is before the Bible states that Abraham left Ur for Canaan. Therefore, a number of

scholars suggested that Abraham could have carried ideas from Hammurabi’s Code with him to

Canaan.68

68 George Duncan, “Archeology and the Old Testament,” The Biblical World 22, no. 2 (1903): 125.
67 Van de Mieroop, King Hammurabi of Babylon, 100.
66 Ira Price, “The Stele of Hammurabi,” The Biblical World 24, no. 6 (1904): 469.
65 Scheil, Mémoires de la Délégation en Perse, 11.
64 Van de Mieroop, “Hammurabi's self-presentation,” 306.
63 Johns, The Oldest Code of Laws in the World, 1.
62 Grimme, The law of Hammurabi and Moses: a Sketch, 54.



One thing that made Hammurabi’s Code so alluring to scholars and the public alike was

the power it had to support or undermine the legitimacy of the Bible. Most of the content of the

Hebrew Bible cannot be compared to other ancient sources, making Hammurabi’s Code

extremely valuable to people who believed it could illuminate Biblical history. The fact that

Hammurabi was believed to predate Abraham posed a serious challenge to biblical literalists,

who could not accept that a Babylonian king had influenced the creation of Mosaic law. In the

early 20th century, critical scholarship was beginning to question traditional views about

accuracy of the biblical narrative of history, and the discovery of Hammurabi’s Code added fuel

to this fire.69 Biblical conservatives also tried to claim Hammurabi’s Code as evidence for their

own viewpoint, arguing that Hammurabi’s Code was actually proof of the existence of Abraham,

and that doubts about his existence could now be silenced.70 Both sides of the debate over the

accuracy of the Bible viewed Hammurabi’s Code as a powerful piece of evidence they could use

to prove their view.

Hammurabi in the Louvre

The physical stele of Hammurabi’s Code now stands in the Louvre’s Near Eastern

Antiquities wing. The Near Eastern Antiquities wing is on the ground floor of the museum,

facing the glass pyramid and the front courtyard.71 One room of the wing is devoted to the Code,

with the stele in the center of the room, and supporting artifacts on the walls around it.72 This is

the only room in the wing set up to focus on just a single artifact. However, it is by no means the

only major object in the section. The Near Eastern Antiquities wing contains a number of other

72 “Salle 227,” Louvre, accessed February 28, 2022,
https://collections.louvre.fr/en/plan?niveau=0&num_salle=291726.

71 “Collections,” Louvre, accessed February 28, 2022, https://collections.louvre.fr/en/plan.
70 Davies, The Codes of Hammurabi and Moses, 8.
69 Davies, The Codes of Hammurabi and Moses, 10.



major artifacts from the Ancient Near east, such as the Victory Stele of Naram-Sin and wall

reliefs from the Neo-Assyrian royal palace. The Code of Hammurabi is given a more prominent

position than any other object in the Near East collection, but it does not dominate the entire

wing.

The Code of Hammurabi was moved to its current location in 1993. The Near Eastern

Antiquities rooms make up part of the Richelieu wing, an annex to the museum that was

completed in 1993.73 The construction of the Richielieu wing was a part of a larger museum

reorganization called the Grand Louvre project, which was launched in 1981.74 The Grand

Louvre project took 20 years to complete, and cost over a billion euros, but by the end of it, the

number of objects on display had doubled.75 The construction of the Near Eastern Antiquities

section was especially challenging, due to the size of many of the artifacts. The Code of

Hammurabi and other large objects did not easily fit through internal doors and hallways. In

order to move them to their new location, the walls of the rooms they previously occupied had to

be knocked down so that the artifacts could be carried around the outside to the newly

constructed Richelieu wing.76

Despite its prominent place in the Near Eastern Antiquities wing, the Code of

Hammurabi is still overshadowed by many of the other famous items displayed in the Louvre.

Unlike the Mona Lisa or the Winged Victory, the Code of Hammurabi does not have an

extensive crowd control system.77 There is no need for the glass case and guards that surround

77 “Salle 227,” Louvre, https://collections.louvre.fr/en/plan?niveau=0&num_salle=291726.

76 Amy Schwartz, “The Louvre and the Lawgiver,” Washington Post, Nash Holdings, April 15, 1993,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1993/04/15/the-louvre-and-the-lawgiver/d20d0fce-5c79-4509-b5
77-e19fd2113719/.

75 Gombault, “Company Profile,” 77.
74 Gombault, “Company Profile,” 76.

73 Anne Gombault, “Company Profile: Organizational Saga of a Superstar Museum: The Louvre,” International
Journal of Arts Management 4, no. 3 (2002): 76.
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the Mona Lisa, since the Code of Hammurabi is never swarmed by crowds. A guidebook

published by the tourism company Paris Louvre lists 15 items “that should not be missed” in the

Louvre, and the Code of Hammurabi is not included.78 Louvre advertising usually focuses on its

large collection of European paintings, such as a 2018 campaign to promote a special exhibition

of da Vinci paintings.79 In most museums, the Code of Hammurabi would be the centerpiece of

the entire museum. However, in the vast collection of the Louvre, it is somewhat of an

afterthought.

Public Prominence of Hammurabi in the West and Reinterpretation

The relative marginalization of the Code of Hammurabi in the Louvre is rather strange,

given its apparent cultural prominence. Hammurabi is one of the best known names from the

ancient world. He is one of the only non-biblical figures from the Ancient Near Eastern world to

have any presence in popular culture. The popular webcomic SMBC made a strip in 2017

showing someone having their hand cut off by a man in Ancient Babylonian clothing for pirating

Photoshop, with the caption “The Code of Hammurabi really cut down on IP theft.”80 However,

even the single most prominent artifact from the non-biblical ancient Near East is still relatively

obscure. Enough people know who Hammurabi is for a cartoonist to be able to rely on their joke

being understood, but the audience’s interest is still only surface level.

One major reason why interest in Hammurabi’s Code has declined is the secularization of

Western society. When Hammurabi’s Code was first discovered in 1902, the huge public and

80 Zachary Weinersmith, “Photoshop,” SMBC, 2017, https://www.smbc-comics.com/comic/photoshop.

79 Paul Talbot, “Inside the Marketing Strategy of the Louvre,” Forbes, Integrated Whale Media Investments, August
25, 2019,
https://www.forbes.com/sites/paultalbot/2019/08/25/inside-the-marketing-strategy-of-the-louvre/?sh=6c18e3631e64.

78 “Louvre Museum Visit Guide,” Paris Louvre, accessed February 28, 2022,
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scholarly interest that it provoked was almost entirely driven by its connection to the Bible.81

Since 1902, Western society has rapidly secularized, and the frenzied interest in biblical artifacts

that characterized early 20th century archaeology is no longer present. Additionally, scholars

began reinterpreting the meaning of the Code in the decades following its discovery. By 1960, a

new generation of scholars had firmly rejected the initial interpretation of the Code, pointing out

that its connection with the bible was extremely tenuous, and arguing that it was in fact not a

coherent code of law.82 The new interpretation held that the code was originally intended as a

monument to Hammurabi’s power and justice as king.83 This interpretation makes the Code far

less unique. Instead of being the first major code of law in world history, it was instead relegated

to being one of many royal monuments from Babylonia.

Figure 3. Portrait of Hammurabi displayed in the United States Capitol building. Thomas Jones,
Hammurabi, Relief Portrait, 1950, marble, Washington D.C., Capitol Campus

83 Van de Mieroop, “Hammurabi's self-presentation,” 307.
82 Van de Mieroop, “Hammurabi's self-presentation,” 307.
81 Johns, The Oldest Code of Laws in the World, 1.



The one place that Hammurabi’s Code has persisted in modern Western culture is as a

symbol of law and justice. Hammurabi still looms large in Western conceptions of the origin of

law. A portrait of Hammurabi is included among a collection of “historical figures noted for their

work in establishing the principles that underlie American law” that was added to the United

States Congress building in 1950.84 Even though Hammurabi’s Code was unknown to the world

when American law was being developed, he was still included in this group because of the

belief that his Code influenced later legal thinking that in turn influenced American law.

Hammurabi’s portrait is carved in a Greco-Roman style, made out of marble, and with smooth

lines. This depiction places him stylistically alongside the Greek and Roman figures included in

the hall of historical lawmakers, and indicates that he is included in the hall only because he

indirectly influenced later Greek and Roman legal thinking. This version of Hammurabi is folded

into the Greco-Roman narrative of history as an afterthought. Unlike the biblical Hammurabi that

dominated headlines in 1902, the modern, secular Hammurabi commands relatively little

attention.

Hammurabi in Iraq

Under Saddam Hussein, the status of Hammurabi in Iraq was quite different. Saddam

elevated Hammurabi and ancient Babylonian culture to a prominent place in Iraqi society. One of

the central problems facing Iraq when Saddam took power in 1979 was internal divisions

between its Sunni, Shi’a, and Kurdish populations. Saddam opted to address this problem

through harsh repression and ethnic cleansing,85 but also through promoting a shared national

85 Benjamin Foster, Karen Foster, and Patty Gerstenblith, Iraq Beyond The Headlines: History, Archaeology, And
War (Singapore: WSCP, 2005), 204.

84 “Hammurabi, Relief Portrait,” Architect of the Capitol, accessed February 27,
https://www.aoc.gov/explore-capitol-campus/art/hammurabi-relief-portrait.
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ideology which drew on ancient Mesopotamian culture.86 By pulling from ancient history,

Saddam was able to create a new national narrative that, at least in theory, could unite all of

Iraq’s disparate peoples under a single banner. The fact that the vast majority of Iraqis were

unfamiliar with ancient Babylonia was a benefit here, because it allowed Saddam to attempt to

mold a new national identity for Iraq from scratch. This shared national ideology, promoted

aggressively by the Ba’ath Party he controlled, also placed Saddam at the center of the nation

and Iraq’s history by associating himself with the great kings of Iraq’s distant past.

Connections with Hammurabi, and his famous Code, were frequently employed by

Saddam. On Saddam’s orders, a giant statue of Hammurabi was erected outside the entrance to

the Iraqi parliament building, a clear allusion to Hammurabi’s Code and its connection to law

and justice.87 However, in practice this statue really represented Saddam’s power, not his concern

for law and justice. Under Saddam, Iraq was ruled through fear and repression, and the giant

statue of Hammurabi clearly stood in for Saddam, as he made it clear that he associated himself

with Hammurabi. Hammurabi’s connection with power was also employed by Saddam in the

Iraqi military. An elite armored division formed in the 1980s was named the First Armored

Hammurabi Division.88 Saddam wanted to associate himself not only with Hammurabi the

lawgiver, but also with Hammurabi the conqueror.

88 “Hammurabi Division (Armored),” Global Security, accessed February 29, 2022,
https://www.globalsecurity.org/military/world/iraq/hammurabi.htm.

87 Amatzia Baram, Culture, History and Ideology in the Formation of Ba‘thist Iraq, 1968–89 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1991), 71-72.

86 Efraim Karsh and Inari Rautsi, Saddam Hussein (New York: Macmillian, 1991), 123.



Figure 4. Page one of an advertisement in the London Times celebrating Saddam. Kishtainy,
Khalid. "Iraq." Times, July 17, 1980, The Times Digital Archive.

Connections with the ancient past were also employed for external propaganda. In 1980,

the Iraqi government purchased a two page ad in the London Times which asked “Will [Iraq]

repeat her former glories and the name of Saddam Hussein link up with that of Hammurabi,

Ashurbanipal, al-Mansur, and Harun al-Rashid?” The answer was provided in the next sentence,

“To be sure, they have not really achieved half of what he has already done at the helm of the

Ba’ath Arab Socialist Party, [and] he is still only 44.”89 This statement placed Saddam’s name

alongside some of the most powerful rulers from Iraq’s history, and then explicitly claimed he

was greater than anyone who had come before him in Iraq. The connection with Hammurabi was

made again at an international symposium held in Iraq in 1980, where Saddam explicitly

compared himself to Hammurabi and Sargon of Akkad in a speech.90 Saddam’s international

reputation soon became defined by his invasion of Iran in the end of 1980, his mass executions

of political enemies, and later his 1991 invasion of Kuwait, but initially, his international image

was based in large part on the connections he claimed with ancient Mesopotamia.

90 Lawrence Rothfield, The Rape of Mesopotamia (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 12.
89 Karsh and Rautsi, Saddam Hussein, 124.



Figure 5. Mural painted at Babylon showing Saddam, Hammurabi, and Hammurabi’s Code.
Photograph by Tom Stoddart, September 1989, Babylon, Iraq.

One of Saddam’s largest propaganda projects was his restoration of the site of Babylon,

which was the centerpiece of his effort to link his regime to Iraq’s ancient past. Construction at

Babylon began in 1978, and focused on rebuilding the ancient ziggurat and the construction of a

triumphal arch.91 The construction at Babylon placed Saddam on equal footing with the ancient

kings of Babylon, both explicitly and implicitly. The bricks used in the new ziggurat were

stamped with Saddam’s name, emulating a practice used by Nebuchadnezzar in his monumental

construction projects during the 7th century BC.92 The construction work at Babylon was also

used by Saddam to promote his association with Hammurabi. Murals painted at Babylon in the

late 1980s showed Hammurabi and Saddam side by side, with the Code of Hammurabi in the

background of the image.93 Muayad Said, Iraq’s director general of antiquities, described the

work at Babylon as being the continuation of an ancient tradition. In 1990, he told a Washington

93 Amy Schwartz, “Saddam Hussein’s Babylon,” Washington Post, Nash Holdings, April 4, 1990,
https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/opinions/1990/04/04/saddam-husseins-babylon/dbc684ee-3d14-493c-b016
-35a6f10e2bae/.

92 Rothfield, The Rape of Mesopotamia, 13.
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Post reporter that “It's a Mesopotamian tradition that whenever a new ruler arose, he would

rebuild all the principal cities of Mesopotamia.”94 Said’s statement carried an implicit assumption

that Saddam was no different from an ancient king like Hammurabi, and that his actions should

be viewed in that light. By casting his actions as being the traditional role of a Mesopotamian

monarch, Saddam implied that he was the successor to the great kings of Iraq’s past.

Saddam’s obsession with Hammurabi and Ancient Iraq did not outlive him. Ancient

Mesopotamian symbolism was employed to bolster a cult of personality built around Saddam,

but this did not have widespread popular support. After Saddam was removed from power in

2003, efforts to create a new national culture built around Iraq’s ancient past ground to a halt.

The Hammurabi division was smashed by American forces in 2003, and was never re-formed.95

Construction at Babylon stopped in 2003, and the site has been largely ignored since then.96 This

rapid shift reflects the fact that Saddam was ultimately unable to reshape Iraqi culture in his own

image. Once Hammurabi and other aspects of ancient Mesopotamia in Iraq stopped being

employed in state propaganda, they were largely forgotten.

Conclusion

Throughout its 3,700 year life, Hammurabi’s Code has been a powerful symbol. It was

originally royal propaganda, advertising the justice of Hammurabi. It then passed into Elamite

hands, where it became a symbol of power of the dynasty that had sacked Babylonia. After the

Persians supplanted the Elamites, it became part of the Persian propaganda effort to link

themselves to the ancient history of Babylonia. In the 20th century, the Code was rediscovered

96 Pesha Magid, “Inside the Abandoned Babylon That Saddam Hussein Built,” Atlas Obscura, December 2, 2019,
https://www.atlasobscura.com/articles/babylon-iraq-saddam-hussein.

95 “Hammurabi Division,” Global Security.
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by French archaeologists, and its meaning shifted several times, both in the West and in Iraq. In

the West, interest was initially driven by the belief that the Code could provide insight on the

Bible, but this interest receded over time as Western society secularized and the original meaning

of the Code was reinterpreted. In Iraq, little attention was paid to the discovery of the Code in

1902, but after the Ba’ath Party, and especially Saddam Hussein, came to power Hammurabi

became one of the focuses of state propaganda. However in 2003, this all stopped after Saddam

was deposed. Now, there is nowhere in the world where Hammurabi’s Code retains the

prominence it once enjoyed.

This is a fate that has been suffered by many ancient objects brought to Western Europe

in the 19th and early 20th centuries. A few exceptionally prominent items from Greece and

Egypt, like the Elgin Marbles and the Rosetta Stone, have remained extremely prominent in

Western culture. However the vast majority of ancient objects collected by Western Europeans in

the 19th and early 20th centuries have now faded from their original prominence, packed away in

museum storerooms, or on display in places that receive little attention. The same shifts that have

undermined interest in Hammurabi’s Code, such as the secularization of the West and less

fantastical interpretations of the ancient past, have also affected other objects.

However, the meaning and prominence of Hammurabi’s Code and other ancient objects

shifted in the past as well, and likely will shift again in the future. Hammurabi’s Code spent

2,000 years totally unknown to the world, buried deep underground. Until it was rediscovered,

there was no way for anyone to predict that it would become an international sensation. In the

future, Hammurabi’s Code may be reinterpreted again in a totally new way. That is the nature of

objects that move through the world for thousands of years. Their meaning becomes highly fluid

after their original context vanishes to the passage of time. This process has not stopped, and the



meaning and interpretation of ancient objects like Hammurabi’s Code will continue to develop

and shift.
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