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Nearly twenty-five years after the Louvre acquired the body of the statue 
of Ur-Ningirsu, son of Gudea, the head was purchased by the 
Metropolitan Museum in 1947. It was an important acquisition that 
transformed the nature and scope of the collection of the then 
Department of Near Eastern Art.  Scholars, having studied both the head 
and body of the chlorite statue, had long believed that this was one of the 
unique circumstances in which they could be shown to form a single unit. 
The similarity of the stone, and the size and the nature of the break 
added weight to stylistic arguments. Efforts to reunite the statue, which 
began in 1955, eventually resulted in a final agreement, struck in 1974, 
when it was agreed that the head would travel to Paris to be joined onto 
its body and displayed in the Louvre for a three year period. Thereafter, 
every three years on a rotating basis, the now united statue would travel 
across the Atlantic to the other institution. This historic agreement was 
hailed by the press and by the scholarly community as, in the words of 
Helene Kantor, “an important development and a very good example of 
the kind of cooperation museums should follow, since each part of the 
work is too important for a museum to give it up to the other.” In 1987, 
the agreement was amended to allow a longer stay at each venue, 
increased to four years—and Urningirsu has become a frequent flyer with 
two residences, one in Paris and the other in New York. The schedule is 
flexible, allowing him to make an appearance on special occasions—such 
as the inauguration of Richelieu wing of the Louvre in 1993 and to take 
part in the “Art of the First Cities” special exhibition at the Metropolitan 
Museum, in 2003. The possibility to make a work of ancient art whole 
again is a rare circumstance, as is the opportunity to borrow great works 
of art for long-term display. In this regard, the Urningirsu exchange must 
be viewed as one of the initial steps in a program that we have focused 
on during the last decades—the enhancement of the display of our 
collection with  long-term loans from major institutions around the world. 

 
 
Joan Aruz 
Curator in Charge, Department of Ancient Near Eastern Art, The 
Metropolitan Museum of Art 
 
 
 



 
 
 

1. Standing Statue of Ur-Ningirsu on display in “Art of the First Cities” Exhibition at the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2003. 

Chlorite, H. 55cm 
Mesopotamia, probably Girsu (Modern Tello), ca.2080 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Rogers Fund, 1947  47.100.86 
Musée du Louvre, Département des Antiquitiés Orientales, Paris AO  9504 
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2. Standing Statue of Ur-Ningirsu 
Chlorite, H. 55cm 

Mesopotamia, probably Girsu (Modern Tello), ca.2080 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Rogers Fund, 1947  47.100.86 
Musée du Louvre, Département des Antiquitiés Orientales, Paris AO  9504 
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3. Standing Statue of Ur-Ningirsu (Detail of Head) 
Chlorite, H. 55cm 

Mesopotamia, probably Girsu (Modern Tello), ca.2080 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Rogers Fund, 1947  47.100.86 
Musée du Louvre, Département des Antiquitiés Orientales, Paris AO  9504 
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4. Standing Statue of Ur-Ningirsu (Detail of Head and Upper Body) 
Chlorite, H. 55cm 

Mesopotamia, probably Girsu (Modern Tello), ca.2080 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Rogers Fund, 1947  47.100.86 
Musée du Louvre, Département des Antiquitiés Orientales, Paris AO  9504 
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5. Standing Statue of Ur-Ningirsu (Detail of Base) 
Chlorite, H. 55cm 

Mesopotamia, probably Girsu (Modern Tello), ca.2080 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York; Rogers Fund, 1947  47.100.86 
Musée du Louvre, Département des Antiquitiés Orientales, Paris AO  9504 
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