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      Abstracts

      
        
	Unlike works inherited from Greek or Roman Antiquity, writings from Mesopotamian civilization all come from excavations. Assyriologists work with clay tablets engraved with cuneiform characters. They piece together fragments of texts and organize them chronologically and geographically to gradually construct not only a political but also a social, economic and cultural history of Mesopotamia. The task is immense, and requires a multidisciplinary approach combining archaeology, epigraphy, philology, and history.
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            Working with thousands of tablets discovered in the Iraqi-Syrian desert to reconstruct the life of the successive generations that lived there is the core activity of the Chair whose Inaugural Lecture we are going to listen to today. Based on cuneiform texts engraved in clay, his mission is to understand how, nearly 4,000 years ago, scribe students learned to write, how accountants drew up the list of supplies delivered to the king’s armies, how priests communicated with the gods, how buyers and sellers drew up contracts to exchange goods, and simply how two friends exchanged news. Remembering how easily I used to misinterpret Latin in translating textes pertaining to such well-known events as the Gallic Wars or the Catilinarian conspiracies (and I was not what one might call a bad student), I am amazed by the detective work that Assyriologists must carry out to decipher often fragmented, virtually erased texts, that moreover refer to events with a largely unknown context. Behind these barely visible signs lie a wealth of unspoken facts, silences and implicit information that were perfectly clear to the people who wrote on or read the tablets, but which have to be pieced together using a tiny number of clues. Assyriologists have to combine caution and audacity to interpret these texts from so far back in time, to give them meaning again and embed them in humanity’s heritage.
          

           As usual, I will endeavour today to draw links between the subject of the Chair that I am presenting and my own, physics. Let me therefore compare archaeologists’ sometimes rash interpretations to those of astrophysicists who, from a map of fossil cosmological radiation showing only coloured spots incomprehensible to a layperson, rebuild the history of the Universe in the moments that followed the Big Bang.

          
             
            “What is the point of all this?” some might ask, and when I say “some”, I especially mean those funding this research. Why spend taxpayers’ money on interpreting these obscure signals, conveying information that is...
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