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Preface

The purpose of Daily Life in Ancient Mesopotamia is to examine original
texts and artifacts in order to present a picture of life in ancient times.
This book fills an important gap, since most of the “daily life”” books
were written thirty to forty years ago. Clearly, our knowledge of the area
has expanded as new sites have been excavated, buildings and artifacts
uncovered, and tablets deciphered.

Civilization began in the ancient Near East, with diverse ethnic groups
occupying the region. Mesopotamia’s size varied under the rule of dif-
ferent ethnic groups, such as the Sumerians, Babylonians, and Assyrians.
Each people developed new kinds of government: city-states, nations,
and empires.

This book briefly examines Mesopotamia beginning with the Paleo-
lithic period and ending with the Persian domination. The focus of the
book is historical Mesopotamia, the place where writing began ca. 3100
BC. Mesopotamia was rich in textual sources: literature, the “first dic-
tionaries,” “craft manuals,”” scientific and mathematical texts, legal doc-
uments, historical documents, official and personal correspondence,
bureaucratic records, and magico-religious texts. These tablets have
helped confirm, deny, or identify archaeological evidence.

All English translations of ancient texts have been attributed to various
authors unless I have translated the text. Usually, I have used the trans-
lations of other scholars so that readers would be able to refer to the
articles and books cited for further information. Because ancient docu-
ments often come to us in damaged condition, the following conventions
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have been used: parentheses () to add words or explanations to make
the text intelligible in English; brackets [ ] to restore words or parts of
words restored or lost in damaged texts; and ellipses within brackets
[...] to indicate a text that can no longer be restored. The endnotes
contain both nonscholarly and scholarly references to aid the reader. The
term “‘after’” an author’s name in the endnotes means that I have changed
information or quotes in some way. The use of apud in the endnotes
indicates that a specific citation can be found in a given book, easily
accessible to the reader; that is, the citation is not the original source
which is often found in obscure books available to scholars.

Terms from ancient languages, usually Akkadian, appear in italics, but
Sumerian words are given in small capitals. I have tried not to burden
the reader with a plethora of foreign words. However, ancient cultures
have ancient concepts that are not easily translated, such as muskenum,
referring to a semi-free class of citizens. In ancient Mesopotamian words,
the macron () and circumflex (") indicate a long vowel. Other symbols
include § (for sh), s (ts/ emphatic s), t (emphatic t), h (for kh) and ‘ (a
throaty guttural for the letter “ayin”’). For names familiar from modern
literature such as Hammurabi or Sargon, the known forms are used.
However, in all other texts Sh/sh is used for S/3 (as in Shamash), Kh/
kh for H/h (as in Khumbaba). These adaptations have been used so that
ancient names could be easily pronounced. To avoid unwieldy spellings,
-ssh is used for -§3-, -kkh- for -hh-. The name “As3ur” referred to As-
syria’s god and its capital city. Here, Assur is used when referring to the
god, and Asshur for the city.

Only two bibliographic abbreviations are used:

ANET? J. B. Pritchard, ed., The Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to
the Old Testament. 3rd ed. With supplement. (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1969).

CANE Jack M. Sasson, ed., Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, 4
vols. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1995).

Other abbreviations include:

GH Code of Hammurabi
col. column

obv. obverse of a tablet
rev. reverse of a tablet
ht. height

w. width
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Gl depth
diam. diameter
wt. weight

i length

Weights and measures cannot be avoided when citing ancient tablets
from Mesopotamia. The following brief table of metric equivalents may
prove helpful:

Length 1 DANNA beru “double hour”/  10.8 km
“double mile”

1GI qanit “reed” ca. 3 m

1 KUS ammatu “cubit” 05m

1 5U.SI ubdanu “finger”’ ca. 0.17 m

1SE uttetu “barleycorn” ca. 0.28 cm
Area 1 BUR “bur” ca. 6.5 ha

1 IKU “iku” ca. 0.36 ha

1 SAR musaru “sar”’ ca. 36 sq. m
Weight 1 GUN biltu “talent” 30 kg

1 MANA mani “mina” 500 g

1GIN siglu “shekel” 8g

1SE uttetu “barleycorn” ca. 0.05 g
Capacity 1 GUR kurru “kur” 300 liters

1 BARIGA panu ““bariga” 60 liters

1 BAN satu “seah” or “ban” 10 liters

1SILA qit “sila” 1 liter

For chronology and dates, I have usually followed the four-volume
Civilizations of the Ancient Near East (cited herein as CANE). Dating is
hotly debated by scholars of the ancient Near East. CANE has followed
a middle ground with which the author is comfortable (see Chapter 2
for issues of dating). BCE (before the common era) and CE (common era)
have been used for BC and AD, respectively. The time line is based on
both CANE and M. Roaf, Cultural Atlas of Mesopotamia and the Ancient
Near East (New York: Facts on File, 1990), with additions and deletions
based on my own way of presenting the material.

A time line and glossary have been included to guide the reader. In
the notes to each chapter, I have tried as much as possible to point the
reader to accessible sources in the Selected Bibliography as well as schol-
arly sources available in specialized libraries.
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Introduction

REDISCOVERY AND DECIPHERMENT

Mesopotamia, which occupied what is roughly modern-day
Irag, was the home of the Sumerians, Babylonians, and As- Early
syrians, ancient peoples whose civilizations lay buried for Travelers’
centuries under mounds of earth called ““tells” (Arabic for preions
“hills”’). Classical Greek historians such as Herodotus and
Xenophon kept the memory of Babylonia and Assyria alive. The Old
Testament also referred to these two civilizations. Their ancient capitals,
Babylon and Nineveh, two of the largest mounds, were visited by Eur-
opean pilgrims, merchants, and adventurous travelers through the cen-
turies. However, Sumer was not discovered until the nineteenth century.
The first European traveler to the area known to us was in the twelfth
century BCE—a rabbi from Spain, known as Benjamin of Tudela, son of
Jonah, who visited Jewish communities in the Near East. While visiting
the Jews of Mosul, he recorded: ““It [Nineveh] is in ruins but within its
ruins there are villages and communities. And the extent of Nineveh may
be determined by its walls, about forty Persian miles, as far as the city
Erbil.””' Rabbi Benjamin correctly identified the nearby ruins as Nineveh,
but he exaggerated the length of the city walls in his zeal to validate a
Biblical passage in Jonah 3:3—4: “Jonah obeyed at once and went to Nin-
eveh. He began by going a day’s journey into the city, a vast city, three
days’ journey across.” In the following centuries travelers continued to
identify the ruins opposite Mosul as Nineveh.



2 Daily Life in Ancient Mesopotamia

In the first half of the seventeenth century, Pietro della Valle, a well
educated Italian nobleman, traveled throughout the Near East, where he
met and married a Nestorian Christian woman. He and his wife contin-
ued this journey as far as Iran. About two years after his marriage, his
wife died. Wishing to continue his travels, but not able to part with her,
della Valle had her embalmed and continued on his journey accompa-
nied by her corpse for another ten years. Della Valle was one of the first
travelers to describe the glories of Persepolis in Iran, where he copied
the inscriptions carved on the palace doors in three versions of a wedge-
shaped script. He brought back to Europe the first samples of this strange
writing, which came to be known in 1700 as cuneiform (from the Latin
cuneus, “wedge,” denoting the shape of the writing). From the mounds
in Hilla in Iraq, della Valle took with him inscribed bricks; he identified
this site as Babylon and described its ruins.

As European powers competed for new trading opportunities, interest
in the Near East grew. France, Great Britain, Denmark, and Germany
tried to improve relations with the Ottoman empire, which had ruled
Mesopotamia since the sixteenth century. The sultan was in Constanti-
nople (modern-day Istanbul), a thousand miles away from Mesopotamia.
Local officials were corrupt and uninterested in promoting law and or-
der. Bandits, disease, and even wild animals awaited the early travelers.
Ottoman rulers required visitors to sign a statement releasing authorities
from responsibility for their safety. Numerous travelers came to northern
Mesopotamia in the seventeenth century and especially in the eighteenth
century, known as the Age of Enlightenment; they tried to identify and
relate the ruins they saw to the Bible. Some even published copies of
inscriptions they had drawn in their travel journals; others returned with
souvenirs from antiquity. However, no scientific research was done until
Claudius James Rich, while resident (ambassador) in Baghdad, was au-
thorized by the East India Company there to do some archaeological
research. Rich undertook the first scientific survey and crude excavations,
which he published as Memoir On the Ruins of Babylon and Second Memoir,
in 1813 and 1818, respectively. His memoirs caused a flurry of excitement
in Europe.

In 1820 Rich investigated and mapped the site of Nineveh. He noted
that the southernmost of the two main mounds of Nineveh, called Nebi
Yunus (Arabic for “the prophet Jonah”), had a mosque on top of it and
was regarded as a holy site by Muslims. Excavations are impossible even
to this day at Nebi Yunus. He also collected many inscribed tablets,
bricks, boundary stones, and cylinders, one belonging to Nebuchad-
nezzar.
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In the eighteenth century the king of Denmark author-
ized an gxpedition under Carsten N'iebuhr, a .Dani.sh Decoding the
mathematician, who drew careful copies of the inscrip-  [nscriptions/
tions at Persepolis. Niebuhr realized that the inscriptions  Digging Up
represented three distinct systems of writing. Today we the Past
know that Persepolis was built by the Persian king Da-
rius, who had his inscriptions written in Babylonian, Elamite, and Old
Persian. Publication of Niebuhr’s copies in 1772 led to the deciphering
of cuneiform.

Many European scholars worked on these inscriptions. The first to
succeed was Georg Friedrich Grotefend, a German high school teacher.
Using his knowledge of Greek historical texts, he was able to decode
about one-third of Old Persian, the language of ancient Iran from the
sixth to the fourth centuries BCE.

While scholars labored to decipher Old Persian, political relations be-
tween the European powers and the Ottomans were changing. The Brit-
ish established a consulate in Baghdad, which became a center for
archaeological and linguistic research in Mesopotamia.

The greatest of the nineteenth century scholars was Henry Creswicke
Rawlinson, an English soldier, diplomat, and linguist. While in Persia on
military duty, Rawlinson heard of rock carvings near the small town of
Behistun. More than three hundred feet above the ground up a sheer
cliff, the carvings portrayed the Persian king Darius standing in judg-
ment over ten rebel kings with an inscription of about twelve hundred
lines recounting Darius’s feats. Rawlinson could not use a telescope to
copy the inscription. So in the 1830s and 1840s he scaled the rock to
clean and copy the inscription. He became British resident to Baghdad
in 1843. There he worked on the copy of the inscription in his summer-
house while his pet lion cub rested under his chair. Rawlinson made
substantial progress in deciphering Babylonian, a language used by the
Semitic peoples who inhabited Mesopotamia along with the Sumerians
in the third millennium BCE. His studies identified many signs; he sug-
gested that one sign could have more than one value.

Interest in Assyrian archaeology grew in Europe. Major excavations
started about 1840, twenty years after Rich’s death. Two factors con-
tributed to this turn of events: (1) the upper classes were interested in
antiquities and in collecting antiquities, and (2) European countries,
particularly France and Great Britain, were interested in increasing
their spheres of interest in Egypt, Mesopotamia, Persia, and India. In
the mid-nineteenth century, archaeology was used to forge ties in these
countries.

In 1842 Paul Emile Botta, an Arabist, doctor, and diplomat, was ap-
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pointed the French consul in Mosul. The following year he began exca-
vating at Khorsabad, the new Assyrian capital of Sargon II in the eighth
century BCE. He uncovered limestone slabs carved with scenes in bas-
relief and later bull-colossi which were sent down the Tigris by raft and
on to a ship to France. Botta’s success stirred up interest in Mesopotamia.
In 184546 Austen Henry Layard, private secretary to the British ambas-
sador in Constantinople, began digging at Nimrud, Biblical Calah, also
built as a new capital for another Assyrian king in the ninth century BCE.
Layard unearthed huge stone panels depicting scenes of war, lion hunts,
and a hawk-headed deity, with some panels inscribed with cuneiform.
Layard also dug at Nineveh (mound called Kuyunjik), where he found
the library of Sargon’s great-grandson; it contained 24,000 tablets with
lexical, religious, and literary works of the Assyrians. In the ensuing
months he found “no less than seventy-one halls, chambers and pas-
sages, whose walls, almost without exception, had been paneled with
slabs of sculptured alabaster recording the wars, the triumphs, and the
great deeds of the Assyrian king. By a rough calculation, about 9,880
feet, or nearly two miles, of bas-reliefs, with 27 portals, formed by co-
lossal winged bulls and lion-sphinxes, were uncovered in that part alone
of the building explored during my researches.’”

Because of rivalry with Botta’s successor, Layard also dug at six other
sites in order to stake his claim for Great Britain. The rivalry continued
between the French and the English as to who would be able to get the
collection of Assyrian antiquities on display first. Botta won; he dis-
played his collection at the Louvre three months earlier than Layard did
his at the British Museum. Because the first antiquities came from digs
in Assyria, this new field was called Assyriology, a name still used today,
even though we now are aware that Assyria was only a part of Meso-
potamia. The large number of cuneiform inscriptions that came to Eu-
rope took about another ten years to decipher; the Babylonian-Assyrian
script contained approximately six hundred signs, which represented
syllables and/or entire words (ideograms). Each sign had multiple val-
ues.

Because multiple values were assigned to each Akkadian sign, the
public was skeptical about the reliability of translations being published.
In 1856-57 the Royal Asiatic Society asked four leading scholars to pre-
pare independent translations of a newly discovered historical text with-
out consulting each other. Copies of the inscription were sent to H. C.
Rawlinson, an Irish parson and linguist named Edward Hincks, a math-
ematician, inventor, and amateur Orientalist, Fox Talbot, and the leading
French Assyriologist, Jules Oppert. When the society’s committee ex-
amined the sealed submissions six weeks later, it found them to be es-
sentially the same. The legitimacy of the early decipherment was on firm
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Massive winged lions with bearded human heads at the entrance to the shrine
of Ninurta, which was built by Assurnasirpal II (ca. 865 BCE). Watercolor by F.C.
Cooper, 1850, in A.H. Layard, A Second Series of the Monuments of Nineveh (Lon-
don, 1853), plate 55b, 57 cm X 39 cm. © BRITISH MUSEUM, LONDON.

footing. Linguists quickly recognized the similarities between Akkadian
and other Semitic languages such as Hebrew and Arabic.

Hincks later read a paper in which he suggested that the cuneiform
system of writing was invented by a non-Semitic people who predated
the Semites in Babylonia. Rawlinson confirmed this thesis, but the correct
name of the Sumerians was discovered by Jules Oppert, based on the
title “King of Sumer and Akkad,” with Akkad referring to the Semitic
peoples of Babylonia and Assyria, and Sumer to the non-Semitic peoples.
Oppert even suggested that the Sumerian language bore close ties to the
Turko-Altaic language family but this proved wrong. French excavations
in southern Mesopotamia soon proved the existence of the Sumerians.

Rawlinson was authorized by the trustees of the British Museum to
prepare a series of volumes of cuneiform texts, but the work was mostly
done by others, in particular, George Smith. Smith had little formal ed-
ucation and had been apprenticed as a bank-note engraver. By the time
he was twenty, he was a frequent visitor at the British Museum. Soon
he became an assistant in the museum'’s Department of Oriental Antiqu-
ities, where he set to work cataloguing the collection of tablets. While
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working through a pile of tablets labeled “Mythology,” he recognized
the Akkadian version of the biblical Flood story. He was so excited that
he ran around the room removing his clothes, much to the astonishment
of his colleagues in the department. Smith’s discovery was published in
the Daily Telegraph. The owner of the newspaper decided to finance an
expedition for Smith to go to Nineveh to find the rest of the tablet. After
only five days of excavation, Smith found a fragment containing most of
the missing lines. He returned later that year to Nineveh to find the rest
of another important myth, the Epic of Creation. Smith died before he
could carry out his plan to present a complete translation of the Genesis
legends to the Daily Telegraph readers.

Throughout the nineteenth century the purpose of Assyriology was to
authenticate the Bible. Translations of cuneiform inscriptions were pub-
lished with notes referring to Biblical parallels. Charles Darwin’s Origin
of Species (1859) led people to question the literal truth of the Bible. Then
in 1902 Friedrich Delitzsch, a German Assyriologist, presented a paper
entitled “Babylon and Bible” to the German Oriental Society, with Kaiser
Wilhelm II in the audience. Delitzsch argued that the Bible was preceded
by literature from an earlier time period; it was not the world’s oldest
book. Delitzsch contended that the Old Testament could no longer be
regarded as unique and divine revelation.

Excavations continued, and the Germans, under the patronage of the
Kaiser, also began to dig in Mesopotamia. After World War I, the League
of Nations gave the British (who had occupied most of Iraq) a temporary
mandate over Iraq until it was considered ready for independence. Dur-
ing British rule, a Department of Antiquities was created, and an An-
tiquities Law was passed under the provisions of which the Iraqi
Department of Antiquities received all unique finds made by foreign
archaeological expeditions as well as one-half of the remaining finds
from the excavations. In 1958 the Iraqi Antiquities Law was revised,
denying foreign excavations half of all duplicate finds. It was Iraqi ar-
chaeologists who saved Nineveh from building speculators.

DATING THE PAST (RELATIVE DATING VS. ABSOLUTE
DATING)

In today’s world, we are used to knowing exactly when events occur.
As we move further back in time, accurate dating of historical events
becomes more and more difficult. Written records rarely provide a pre-
cise date. When such information does not exist, we rely on relative
dating (approximate dating) rather than absolute dating (exact dating).
Most archaeological research depends on relative dating; that is, artifacts
(such as pottery, tools, jewelry, household objects, etc.), buildings, skel-
etal remains, layers of soil deposits, and even societies are deemed rel-
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atively earlier, later, or even contemporary by organizing them into
sequences based on cumulative information. Absolute dating uses a fixed
point in time for dating. Today, we have the Christian era which uses
the birth of Christ as a point of reference. The ancient Greeks counted
from the first Olympic Games (776 BCE according to our calendar), the
Romans, from the establishment of Rome (753 BCE), and the Muslims,
from the Prophet Mohammed’s departure from Mecca (622 CE). Scientists
who use radioactive methods wish to achieve a neutral international
method of dating without reference to any calendars such as those men-
tioned above. Instead, scientists count years back from the present (BP),
which refers to ““before 1950,” the year Willard Libby invented a method
for radiocarbon dating. This method is most often used in prehistoric
archaeology to describe dating in the thousands of years. Therefore, the
discrepancy between 1950 and the current year is negligible.

In Ancient Mesopotamia towns were built of mud, since
clay was the natural resource found everywhere. Houses Archaeology
were made of clay, either piled up as mud (pisé) or masses
of clay pressed together (adobe), or as (sun-dried) bricks mixed with
organic material and held together with gypsum mortar. Kiln-fired
bricks were used for palaces and temples. The houses required constant
repair with new layers of clay due to winter rains. Also, garbage was
thrown into the street; eventually the street level became higher than the
floors of the houses, so rain and sewage seeped in. Then the floors had
to be raised with more earth. Wars, floods, or disease might cause a town
to be deserted, leaving the walls to cave in and seal off layers of settle-
ment. After years of being deserted, the towns might become reoccupied.
Rather than remove the ruins of the city, the new inhabitants leveled the
walls to form the foundations for their town. This process could be re-
peated over the years as the city gradually grew above the plain. Even-
tually, most sites were deserted. Sand filled the remaining walls and
streets, and rain smoothed the ruins so that a tell or mound of heaped-
up layers of continuous occupation was formed over a long period of
time.

For most prehistoric artifacts, dating is usually relative. However, ab-
solute dates can be established by radiocarbon or carbon-14. Radiocarbon
dating uses ratios of carbon isotopes to determine the age of anything
that contained carbon. Plants and animals take in carbon-14 until they
die. The isotope carbon-14, present in minute amounts, decays at a
steady rate, expressed in terms of a half-life of 5,730 years. The age of a
plant or animal can be calculated from the amount of radiocarbon re-
maining in the sample. The method can be used anywhere and can be
used to date organic material as far back as 50,000-80,000 years. How-
ever, the technique is too inaccurate to be applied to the last 400 years.

Stratigraphy, the study of strata or layers of occupational debris lying
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Different levels of occupation in Malyan, a modern village in Iran. COURTESY OF
ILENE M. NICHOLAS.

one above the other, provides a relative chronology from the bottom or
earliest layer to the top or most recent. The archaeologist organizes the
artifacts associated with each stratum and classifies them according to
similarities of style and type. Since change is usually gradual, typologies
can be developed.

Dendrochronology, or tree-ring dating, attributed to Leonardo da
Vinci, was developed as a modern technique in the twentieth century by
A. E. Douglass, an astronomer. Every year trees produce a ring of new
wood. Trees of the same species in the same area usually show the same
pattern of growth. Long master sequences have been developed for each
species. Dendrochronology is used to correct inaccuracies produced by
radiocarbon dating.

Until scientific dating techniques were developed at the

Chronology beginning of the twentieth century, archaeologists and his-
torians depended on correlating archaeological information

with chronologies and calendars used by people in ancient times.
Historical chronology is useful when many artifacts are found, some-
times even with dates or names of rulers who can be dated. A well-
established chronology for one country might be used to date events in
other countries whose events are referred to in another nation’s records.

The ancient Mesopotamians kept long lists of year names, king lists,
historical chronicles, and other written accounts, some based on astro-
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nomical observations, which aid in absolute dating. But accurate BCE dates
are difficult to establish. Sources sometimes conflict; for example, they
may record dynasties as being successive which were in fact contempora-
neous or partly overlapping. The ancient Mesopotamians had no fixed
system for dating until 311 BCE, when they adopted the Seleucid system.
Until then, they referred to the years of their rulers’ reigns in the following
ways: (1) the years of the rule could be listed numerically, for example, the
seventeenth year of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon; (2) each year
within a king’s rule could be described by some important event, such as
a victory, rebellion, construction of a temple, redigging a canal, and so on,
or (3) each year after the first year of a king’s rule could be named after an
official (an Assyrian practice called limmu, “eponym,”” which dates to the
second millennium BCE); the first full year of the king’s reign was named
for the king, for example, as in an extract of eponyms for the years before
and after Tiglath-pileser III (744-727 BCE) came to power:

(744) In the eponym of Bel-dan, (governor) of to Namri
Calah
(743) In the eponym of Tiglath-Pileser ~ King of in Arpad, he
Assyria defeated Urartu
(742) In the eponym of Nabu- field marshal to Arpad.?
danninanni

These dating systems were only useful to the Mesopotamians because
they had master lists of year names for each king, a list of kings of each
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dynasty and the length of their individual rules, and a list of successive
dynasties. Some of these master lists have survived. These king lists
could be restricted to one place and one dynasty or could include several
dynasties that reigned in succession. Others, like the “Sumerian King
List,”” encompassed long periods of time and dynasties of several king-
doms, including the mythical rulers “after the Flood” to second millen-
nium BCE kings. Converting these chronologies into Christian era dates
was made possible by Ptolemy, a second century CE Greek geographer
from Alexandria. Ptolemy’s Canon gives the length both of each king’s
reign and some of the outstanding astronomical events. The Assyrian
limmu lists provide the main astronomical phenomena of the time be-
tween 747 and 631 BCE and coincide with Ptolemy’s Canon, a list of the
kings of Babylon and Persia from Nabonassar (747 BCE) through Cleo-
patra VII’s reign (30 BCE).* Through the years, scholars continued work-
ing on Ptolemy’s Canon to include Byzantine rulers up to the fifteenth
century CE. One of the entries in the limmu-lists notes an eclipse of the
sun, and astronomers can calculate the year this eclipse was visible in
Assyria. With one year fixed, all 264 consecutive years of the Assyrian
eponym lists can be precisely dated as far back as 910 BCE.

The Babylonian “Venus’ tablets record the appearance and disap-
pearance of the planet Venus during the twenty-one-year reign of King
Ammi-sadugqa (1646-1626 BCE), a ruler of the First Dynasty of Babylon.
The tablets provide enough information for modern astronomers to cal-
culate several alternative dates. Three chronologies, called high, middle,
and low chronologies, have arisen for Babylonia during the second mil-
lennium BCE. We will use the middle chronology, which is the most
commonly accepted practice among historians.

In Mesopotamia relative dating is reliable from the twenty-fourth cen-
tury BCE down to the sixteenth century BCE. Earlier dates are usually
estimated on the basis of archaeological evidence, a few radiocarbon
dates that are not far back enough in time to be accurate, and paleog-
raphy, that is, the changes in the cuneiform script through time (see
Chapter 4).
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General Information

THE GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING OF MESOPOTAMIA

Mesopotamia, a term coined by Greek historians in antiqu-
ity, means “’(the land) between the rivers,” referring to the Between
Euphrates and Tigris Rivers. Mesopotamia is a triangle that ~the Rivers
includes most of Iraq and parts of Syria, Turkey, and Iran.
The Euphrates (2780 km) and Tigris (1950 km) Rivers, also referred to
as the Twin Rivers, cut through this region. The sources of these two
rivers are in Armenia. In antiquity they were two distinct rivers, but
today they merge at Qurnah into the Shatt al-Arab and then reach the
Persian Gulf. In the north the Twin Rivers have altered their course very
little. But in the south the two valleys converge, forming a wide, flat
alluvial plain called the Mesopotamian delta; here the Twin Rivers wind
and form numerous affluents, which often overflow, creating a series of
lakes and swamps. Amazingly, the ancient Mesopotamians were able to
control their rivers; in fact, the two main branches of the Euphrates have
remained on the same course for nearly three thousand years. However,
we still find cities in southern Mesopotamia that are in ruins, the result
of the Euphrates or its branches changing course or overflowing. The
course of the Tigris in southern Mesopotamia was probably the same as
one of its branches today, the Shatt el-Gharraf.

The people who lived in Mesopotamia had no name for their country
as a whole; they used general terms such as “the land” or very specific
terms for its constituent parts such as Sumer, Akkad, Assyria, and Bab-
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The Lower Euphrates with reed mat bunds and a coracle in the water. COURTESY
OF W. J. HEIMPEL.

ylonia. Geographically, Babylonia refers to the southern part of modern-
day Iraqg, the area between Baghdad in the north and the Persian Gulf
in the south. Historically, the term Babylonia explains the second mil-
lennium BCE unification of the northern and southern parts of this land,
which were previously called Akkad and Sumer, respectively. To the
north, in the upper Tigris valley around Mosul (ancient Nineveh) was
the part of Mesopotamia known as Assyria. Assyria was constantly ex-
panding and contracting; for a time it stretched from Egypt to Iran, and
at other points was reduced to a small country no larger than the state
of Connecticut.

There is great variety in the landscape, which includes des-
Regional ert, foothills, steppes, and marshes, with one common fea-
Variations  tyre—lack of rainfall in the summer months. The climate

and vegetation of Mesopotamia have probably not changed
over the past ten thousand years. The desert zones had mild, dry winters
and hot, dry summers, but there was no vegetation. In the foothills, the
winters were mild, and summers were dry and warm. The vegetation
included oak, pine, terebinth trees, grasses, barley, and wheat. The
steppes also experienced mild, dry winters and hot, dry summers. The
steppe lands were grasslands that were almost treeless. The climate of
southern and central Iraq is very hot and dry, sometimes reaching 120°F
in summer. The average rainfall is less than ten inches. The flood periods
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The marshes of Iraq with reed huts and reed mats. COURTESY OF W. J. HEIMPEL.

of the Tigris and Euphrates are between April and June, useless for both
winter and summer crops. Therefore, artificial irrigation became essential
to agriculture.

THE PEOPLES AND THEIR LANGUAGES

The first settlers in Mesopotamia were not the Sume-
rians, but the study of the Sumerian language reveals the Ancient
influence of the earlier inhabitants. That is, though the Mesopotamia
older languages no longer continued to be spoken, they
left their mark on Sumerian as substrate languages. Substrate languages
influence a more dominant language in vocabulary, grammar, and syn-
tax. The names of the Twin Rivers, the Tigris and Euphrates, and the
names of some of Sumer’s most important cities are not Sumerian in
origin.

We do not know with certainty the names of these early settlers who
preceded the Sumerians. Historians and archaeologists refer to them as
Proto-Euphrateans or Ubaidians (after the tell al-Ubaid, where their cul-
ture was first discovered); the Ubaidians established a number of agri-
cultural villages and towns throughout Mesopotamia. Archaeological
finds attest to their development of skilled crafts; the Ubaidians left be-
hind hoes, adzes, knives, sickles, bricks, spindle whorls, loom weights,
sculpture, and painted pottery. Temples, enlarged over time, have been
found at their sites. The Sumerians borrowed from them the names for
occupations such as farmer, herdsman, fisherman, potter, carpenter,
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metalworker, leather worker, mason, weaver, basket maker, merchant,
and priest. Other non-Sumerian words include those for plow, furrow,
palm, and date. Clearly, the development of these skills can be credited
to these early settlers. The Subarians were the next early intrusive ele-
ment probably coming from the north. Again, their language is known
only from geographical names, vocabulary words, and people identified
as Subarians.

The Sumerians appeared on the Mesopotamian scene about 3100 BCE.
They may have been an indigenous population, or they may have mi-
grated to Mesopotamia. According to their tradition, they came from the
south, most probably via the Persian Gulf, and founded their first settle-
ments in the south close to the Gulf. The Sumerians probably conquered
the Subarians and any remaining Ubaidians. In fact, the word ““Subar-
ian”” became a synonym for slave. The earliest names of Mesopotamian
kings were Sumerian. The Sumerians turned an agricultural community
into the first urban civilization in the world.

The Sumerian language is agglutinative; that is, verbs or nouns are
expressed by a fixed syllable or root which can be modified by long
chains of prefixes and postfixes, with each element signifying a specific
grammatical meaning. Sumerian is not related to any language, living or
dead. The dominance the Sumerian language achieved is unusual. His-
tory can offer few examples of intruders forcing their language upon the
existing population; besides Sumerian, only Aramaic and Arabic have
accomplished this. The Sumerians are credited with the invention of
writing and a native vocabulary concerning writing, education, and law.

Semites immigrated to Mesopotamia from Arabia in the west not long
after the Sumerians, about 2900 BCE. The presence of the Akkadian-
speaking Semites has been well documented in early Sumerian texts. Ak-
kadian words and names appear in archaic Sumerian texts. By 2350 BCE
Semites ruled Mesopotamia from their capital city of Akkad, in northern
Babylonia (its exact location in Iraq is not yet known). Their language, Ak-
kadian, is a Semitic language, that expresses grammatical relationships
both by changing the internal structure of words derived from a three-
letter root and by adding prefixes and postfixes. From the Sumerian, Ak-
kadians borrowed the cuneiform system of writing for their own
language, and Akkadian culture mixed Semitic and Sumerian elements.

Sumerian was a living language in the third millennium BCE. Akkadian
competed with and eventually replaced Sumerian, becoming the lingua
franca of the entire ancient Near East during the second millennium BCE.
The Akkadian language continued to be spoken in the second and first
millennia BCE and included two dialects: Babylonian, spoken in southern
Mesopotamia, and Assyrian, used in northern Mesopotamia. During the
first millennium BCE, Aramaic gradually displaced Akkadian.

The ancient Mesopotamians distinguished between the urbanized Ak-
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Historical Overview

There were no villages anywhere in the world before 9,000 BCE. Human
beings were rarely seen except, perhaps, while hunting, fishing, or gath-
ering plants and fruit to eat. For the most part, they lived in bands and
moved around without ties to any particular place. Early humans at-
tempted limited forms of cultivation by leaving young animals and small
fish undisturbed and by protecting selected species. The wild varieties
of legumes, fruit, and nuts were nearly identical with their cultivated
counterparts, though they all became bigger over time. The tools of early
humans were made primarily of stone, hence the name “Stone Age.”
The long period of basic developments in stone tool technology called
the Paleolithic (Old Stone) Age spanned from about 700,000 to about
9,000 BCE.

PERMANENT SETTLEMENT AND DOMESTICATION

The world’s earliest known permanent settlements began with the Ne-
olithic (New Stone) period in the ancient Near East ca. 9000 BCE and
spread gradually to the rest of the world, as far as China, by about 4000
BCE. The Neolithic period marked the first attempts to obtain plant and
animal food by cultivation and animal husbandry. Most sites showed
evidence of a mixed economy based on hunting and gathering, herding
of goats and sheep, fishing, and cultivation of wheat and barley. Neo-
lithic settlements grew to ten hectares (= 25 acres) or could have a pop-
ulation of a thousand or more. Trade activities soon developed, and more
complex forms of social organization evolved.
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THE BEGINNINGS OF CIVILIZATION: FROM FARMING
VILLAGES TO CITIES

An ancient culture is named after the site where its artifacts and char-
acteristic features were first identified. Three sites have given their names
to distinctive cultures (ca. 60004000 BCE) that emerged in northern Mes-
opotamia: Hassuna, Samarra, and Halaf.

In the Hassuna period agricultural villages thrived. The presence of
spindle whorls told of the production of cloth. Obsidian (dark, hard,
sharp volcanic glass) and semiprecious stones provided evidence of long-
distance trade. The concept of private property was clearly marked by
the use of stamp seals to designate ownership.

The Samarra period was distinguished by its pottery, which was well
fired and painted a chocolate brown color, often in striking patterns. At
this time the buildings featured external buttresses at the wall junctions
for added support.

In the Halaf period there were beehive-shaped structures built on
stone foundations. The purpose of these buildings is unknown, and the
building shape has been found in no other prehistoric culture. Arpachi-
yeh, a site dated to this period, even had cobbled streets and a workshop
for potters, providing evidence of craft specialization.

In the Hassuna culture large collections of buildings were attached to
one another, often with enclosed courtyards. At Umm Dabaghiyeh
groups of families involved in preparing and trading animal hides lived
in buildings clustered around a courtyard. There were also single, de-
tached houses of different sizes dating to the Samarra and Halaf cultures.
Variations in size may have indicated the social status or specialized
economic activity of families or individuals. Some of the larger buildings
were used for ceremonial or religious purposes.

During the Halaf period the tournette (a slowly rotating wheel) was
introduced. The rotating work surface of the tournette turned as long as
someone spun it. The invention of the potter’s wheel with axle bearings
soon followed in the Ubaid period (4000-3500 BCE). The potter’s wheel
has been associated with the division of labor, craft specialization, in-
creased productivity, and a more uniform style of pottery.

The Ubaidians, the native substratum of Mesopotamia, were the oldest
identifiable ethnic component. The Ubaid people settled in the south in
small farming villages, which grew into large population centers. Iso-
lated towns or cities have been found, such as Eridu (about 12 hectares),
Ur (about 10 hectares), and Uruk (about 75 hectares). Near Eastern farm-
ing villages are the same size today.

The two halves of the country developed into distinct cultures, with
Tepe Gawra giving its name to the northern cultures and Uruk to the
southern cultures. In Tepe Gawra a carefully designed temple complex
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was constructed with three temple buildings close to each other in order
to worship a pantheon of gods.

Uruk (Erech in the Bible, Warka today), located on the banks of the
Euphrates in southernmost Mesopotamia, was a typical early urban site
of the late fourth millennium BCE. It covered approximately twelve hec-
tares and had an estimated population of 10,000. The monumental build-
ings of the Early Uruk period (3500-3200 BCE) suggests that a powerful
elite controlled an organized, skilled labor force. In the Early Uruk pe-
riod most settlements were located in northern Babylonia. But by the
Late Uruk period, the number of sites in the south exceeded those in the
north. High productivity combined with high population density led to
a complex structuring of Babylonian civilization.

THE PERIOD OF CITY-STATES AND NATION-STATES:
THE THIRD MILLENNIUM

The period of early high civilization (ca. 3200-2700 BCE)
can be subdivided into three periods based on developments Sumer:
in architecture, pottery, seals, and writing: the Late Uruk (ca. ~_The First
3200-3000 BCE), Jemdet Nasr (ca. 3000-2900 BCE), and Early —City-states
Dynastic I (ca. 2900-2700 BCE) periods.

In northern Mesopotamia, a derivative of the Late Uruk culture de-
veloped into the Ninevite 5 culture, so named after level 5 of the Pre-
historic Pit at Nineveh. None of the sites dating to this period displayed
any urban characteristics. During the Jemdet Nasr period the northern
regions of Sumer, previously empty, became settled.

The term Protoliterate period (ca. 3200-2900 BCE) refers to the appear-
ance of writing on clay tablets, mostly for accounting purposes. The in-
vention of writing marked the end of the prehistoric period in ancient
western Asia. Tablets of the Protoliterate period that have been deci-
phered were written in Sumerian. The Sumerians were probably present
as early as the Ubaid period. By the third millennium BCE the predom-
inant language spoken in southern Mesopotamia was certainly Sume-
rian, and it is proper to speak of these people as Sumerians.

The temple played the major social, economic, and political role in
early Mesopotamian cities during the Protoliterate period. The temple
controlled land ownership, employed both workers and craft specialists,
managed long-distance trade, and exerted political authority over the
city and its surroundings. At this time, bronze tools, weapons, and as-
sorted implements were introduced on a large scale. Archaeologists have
divided the periods of tool use into the Stone Age, the Bronze Age, and
the Iron Age.

Each city and its surrounding area functioned as an irrigated island
separated by stretches of desert and swamp. Many of these irrigated
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“islands” eventually developed into city-states, which functioned as
trade centers and regional shrines. The citizens lived within the city walls
and identified with the city.

In the third millennium BCE new political configurations arose and fell
apart—decentralization (the city-states) alternated with the centralized
rule of the monarchy, or nation-state. The chronology of the Early Dy-
nastic period (2900-2350 BCE), based on archaeological data, can seldom
be correlated with known political events.

The Sumerian King List, written early in the second millennium BCE,
supplied the names of kings along with the lengths of their reigns, dy-
nasty by dynasty, and concluded with the well-known rulers of the Third
Dynasty of Ur and their successors at Isin. This chronological framework
provided the barest outline of the political history of Sumer and Akkad
after prehistoric times.! Kingship was considered an institution devised
by gods for human life. Eridu was the most ancient of settlements in-
habited continuously into Sumerian times and the oldest center of Su-
merian civilization. The Sumerian King List treated overlapping and
contemporaneous dynasties as successive.” Historically, no king ex-
tended his rule beyond his own city-state until the Akkadians came to
power.

In the Sumerian King List, “‘before the Flood” referred to protohistoric
time, and ““after the Flood” to fully historic time. The antediluvian part
of the Sumerian King List has often been equated with the Early Dynastic
I period, the only source of information for this period. ““After the Flood
had swept (over the land) and kingship had descended from heaven,
Kish became (the seat) of kingship.””> Afterwards, kingship passed from
Kish to Uruk. Some of the kings of Kish and Uruk listed in the Sumerian
King List were also mentioned in Sumerian and Akkadian myths and
legends, such as Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, Dumuzi, Gilgamesh, and Etana.
The next dynasty in the Sumerian King List was Ur, under King Mes-
annepada (2560-2525 BCE), also identified from inscriptions. His father,
Mes-kalamdug, king of Kish, left two inscriptions in graves in the Royal
Cemetery at Ur.

Early Dynastic Sumer was a loose-knit confederation of small city-
states whose relationships with one another varied from vassalage to
equality, but never unity. There was no natural center; even Nippur, the
religious (and geographical) center of Sumer and Akkad, exercised no
political power.* Each city-state consisted of an urban center and the
dependent populations of the undeveloped areas of land around it.

Each city-state was a politically independent unit with its own ruler.
Sumer and Akkad each consisted of about a dozen city-states near each
other along the branches of the Euphrates and Tigris. Early Dynastic
inscriptions were full of references to battles between city-states. The
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Plaque of Ur-Nanshe. This limestone plaque is perforated in the center and di-
vided into two registers. In the top register King Ur-Nanshe of Lagash (ca. 2500
BCE) is carrying a basket on his head, symbolic of the king’s duty to build the
temple. Behind him is his cup bearer and before him a woman, probably his
wife, and his four sons. In the bottom register Ur-Nanshe, seated, drinks from a
cup, served by his cup bearer who stands behind him. An official and three of
his sons stand before him. Ht. 40 cm. © LOUVRE MUSEUM, PARIS.

massive walls built by most Sumerian cities suggest a strong secular
authority ready for military action.

Inscriptions from the Early Dynastic period have shown the Sumerian
King List to be incomplete. The rulers of some city states, such as Lagash,
were excluded. Even Mesilim (ca. 2550 BCE), the king of Kish, did not
appear in the king list. Mesilim was famous for drawing the border be-
tween Umma and Lagash, a contentious point between these two cities.
His decision, accepted by both parties, appeared to favor Lagash over
Umma. The land later passed into the hands of the Ummaites until Ean-
natum of Lagash (ca. 2450 BCE) conquered them and made a new border
treaty with the ENsI (city ruler) of Umma. To reduce future conflict be-
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tween Umma and Lagash, he set a strip of fallow land on the Umma
side of the boundary ditch as a no-man’s land.

Eannatum conquered Elam and the southern cities of Sumer. He now
felt powerful enough to assume the title “King of Kish,” which implied
rule over all of Sumer. Eannatum claimed to have defeated Umma, Uruk,
Ur, Akshak, Mari, Susa, Elam, several districts probably in the Iranian
Zagros, and Subartu in northern Mesopotamia. Umma, economically and
militarily stronger than Lagash, was ordinarily the aggressor. Eventually,
the ENsI of Umma liberated himself from provincial fixation with the
Lagash boundary by concluding a nonaggression pact with Entemena
(2404-2375 BCE) and establishing a kind of union over all of Sumer.

In Lagash, Entemena was succeeded by a series of short-lived rulers
until Uru-inimgina (2351-2342 BCE) was chosen from 3,600 persons by
Ningirsu, an ancient idiom used to mean that he was a usurper. Uru-
inimgina was praised for his social and ethical reforms rather than his
military exploits. During Uru-inimgina’s reign, Lugalzagesi (ca. 2340
BCE), an ambitious ENSI from Umma, burned, plundered, and destroyed
practically all the holy places of Lagash. Uru-inimgina offered little re-
sistance. Lugalzagesi claimed that he unified Sumer and controlled the
trade routes from the Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf. Lugalzagesi
was soon defeated by Sargon (2334-2279 BCE), a Semite and founder of
the powerful Dynasty of Akkad.

Approximately 2900 BCE, large numbers of people with
The Rise and  Semitic names settled in cities such as Kish in Akkad.
Fall of the Gradually this Semitic-speaking group, identified as Am-
Akkadian orites, adopted the urban lifestyle of the Sumerians, and
Dynasty eventually, the Amorites rose to positions of political
power, including kingship.

Sargon the Great (2334-2279 BCE), as he is called by modern historians,
was a brilliant military leader as well as an innovative administrator.
Sargon was the first king to unite all of Mesopotamia under one ruler,
and the Akkadian empire became a prototype for later kings.> Sargon
began his career as a high official, cupbearer to a Sumerian king of Kish
named Ur-Zababa. Lugalzagesi either dethroned or killed Ur-Zababa be-
fore beginning a series of conquests. Sargon launched a surprise attack
against Lugalzagesi’s capital, Uruk, and destroyed its walls.

Sargon continued his conquests on the way to the Persian Gulf. On
the way back, he completed his conquest of southern Sumer. Sargon then
turned west and north and conquered the lands of Mari, Yarmuti, and
Ebla up to the “Cedar Forest” (Amanus Mountains) and the “Silver
Mountain” (Taurus Mountains), and in the east Elam and neighboring
Barakhshi. When Sargon conquered city-states, he destroyed their walls
so that potential rebels were deprived of strongholds. If the ENSI was
willing to shift his allegiance, Sargon kept the old administration in of-
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Bronze head of Sargon or Naram-Sin. Life-size bronze head, cast and then de-
tailed with a chisel, was believed to be Sargon, founder of the Dynasty of Akkad,
(2334-2279 BCE) or his grandson, Naram-Sin (2254-2218 BCE). His hair is carefully
braided and tied in a bun, and his mustache and beard consist of rows of curls.
His facial features show high-arched eyebrows, a prominent nose, and fleshy
lips. Ht. 36 cm., Iraq Museum. © Baghdad, Iraq Museum. COURTESY OF SCALA/
ART RESOURCE, NEW YORK.

fice; otherwise, he filled governorships with his own citizens. In this way,
he encouraged the collapse of the old city-state system and moved to-
ward centralized government. Sargon installed military garrisons at key
positions to manage his vast empire and ensure the uninterrupted flow
of tribute. He was the first king to have a standing army (see Chapter
10). Sargon built the capital city of Akkad, which soon became one of
the wealthiest and most magnificent cities of the ancient world. Its exact
location remains unknown, but Akkad gave its name to the dynasty and
to the language.

Sargon was first succeeded by his son, Rimush (2278-2270 BCE),
who inherited an empire torn by revolts. In battles involving tens of
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Victory stele of Naram-Sin (2254-2218 BCE), commemorating his triumph over
the Lullubi in the Zagros mountains on the Irag-Iran border. The king is the top
figure standing on the mountain pass. He is wearing a horned helmet of a god
and carrying a bow and arrow. He towers above the dead and wounded Lul-
lubians. Akkadian soldiers with spears and standards climb the wooded slopes.
Astral symbols appear at the top of the stele. Shutruk-Nakkhunte of Elam took
this monument when looting Sippar more than 1000 years later and carried it to
Susa. His inscription is carved on the mountain. Ht. 2 m. © LOUVRE MUSEUM,
PARIS.
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thousands of troops, Rimush reconquered cities and countries of the em-
pire. His inscriptions listed the total number of victims captured, killed,
or massacred as 54,016. Rimush was followed by his older brother, per-
haps his twin, Manishtushu (2269-2255 BCE), who followed a military
and political plan similar to his brother’s. Both were killed by members
of their court. Manishtushu was succeeded by his son, Naram-Sin (2254—
2218 BCE), whose military victories were numerous. To proclaim his con-
quests, Naram-Sin added “’king of the four quarters” to his list of titles
and even was deified as “the god of Akkad.”®

Then disaster struck—the Gutians invaded. The Gutians were a ruth-
less, barbaric horde from the mountains to the east. The historiographic
poem The Curse of Agade: The Ekur Avenged vividly depicted Akkad be-
fore and after its downfall. The destruction of Akkad was attributed to
Naram-Sin’s sacking of Nippur and desecration of Enlil’s sanctuary.
Famine descended on Sumer: “The great fields and meadows produced
no grain; the fisheries produced no fish; and the watered gardens pro-
duced neither honey nor wine.”” Famine led to rampant inflation. The
situation was desperate. The gods cursed Akkad; the city would be aban-
doned forever:

May your canalboat towpaths grow nothing but weeds,

May your chariot roads grow nothing but the “wailing plant,”

Moreover, on your canalboat towpaths and landings,

May no human being walk because of the wild goats, vermin,
snakes, and mountain scorpions,

May your plains where grew the heart-soothing plants,

Grow nothing but the “reed of tears,”

Agade, instead of your sweet-flowing water, may bitter water
flow,

Who says “I would dwell in that city” will not find a good
dwelling place,

Who says “I would lie down in Agade’ will not find a good
sleeping place.?

The curse soon came to pass, so that “in not five days, not ten days,”””
kingship left Akkad and the city became deserted. Naram-Sin’s son,
Shar-kali-sharri (2217-2193 BCE), tried to reverse some of his father’s pol-
icies, but it was too late. The kingdom was reduced to the city of Akkad
and the surrounding area. The Sumerian King List described his reign
as followed by a period of anarchy: “Who was king? Who was not
king?’"'°

Sargon’s empire lasted just over a century. Its final collapse was
prompted by the invasion of a people from the Zagros mountains who
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disrupted trade and ruined the irrigation system. But, all in all, its down-
fall was due to its intrinsic instability.

Little is known about the rulers of the various Uruk dynasties until
the last one, Utu-khegal (2123-2113 BCE). He was appointed by Enlil, the
chief god of Sumer, to rid the country of its barbaric oppressors, the
Gutians. When a new Gutian king ascended the throne, Utu-khegal
struck and was victorious. He restored southern Mesopotamia politically
and economically from the state of almost complete paralysis caused by
the Gutian invasions.

The Gutians, who conquered parts of southern Mesopotamia, became
its nominal kings. Like many other conquerors of Mesopotamia, the Gu-
tians assimilated completely, even honoring the local cults. The Gutian
rulers became the dominant political group in the century following
Shar-kali-sharri’s death. Gudea (ca. 2144-2121 BCE), an ENsI of Lagash,
came to power. His statues, some almost life-size, bore long inscriptions
recording his religious activities in building and rebuilding Lagash’s
more important temples. He traded with almost the entire “civilized”’
world of antiquity.

Despite a resounding victory, Utu-khegal’s power over

The Neo- Sumer lasted only ten years. His throne was usurped by
sumerian Ur-Nammu (2112-2095 BCE), one of his more ambitious
Renaissance:

> governors. Ur-Nammu established the last important Su-
The Rise and . .
Fall of the merian dynasty, called the Third Dynasty of Ur (also
Third Dynasty called Ur III). Ur-Nammu was a talented military leader
of Ur and an extraordinary administrator. He also promulgated
the first law code in recorded history.

Ur-Nammu established an effective centralized administrative system
in which the cities were managed by subservient provincial governors,
ENSIs, appointed by the king. Ur-Nammu may have expanded his control
over bordering lands, because “‘he straightened the highways from (the
lands) below to (the lands) above.”!" Early in his reign he established a
registry for ships trading with Magan in order to ensure their safety from
marauders in the southern marshes.

Ur-Nammu died in battle with the Gutians, who continued to plague
Sumer throughout the Third Dynasty of Ur. Death in battle was a rare
fate for a Mesopotamian king, particularly a pious ruler. A hymn de-
scribed the return of Ur-Nammu’s body to Ur for an elaborate burial and
gave details of the Sumerian view of the netherworld.

He was succeeded by his son, Shulgi (2094-2047 BCE), who started a
major reorganization of the Ur III state and enlarged his empire. The
king appointed military personnel to rule outlying provinces.

Near the end of Shulgi’s reign, a new threat came from nomadic tribes
in the west who attacked and looted. To defend the settled population,
Shulgi built a defensive wall along the northwest border, called by di-
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A statue of Gudea: the architect with the building plan. Gudea (ca. 2100 BCE)
holds on his lap a plan of the Ningirsu temple, a calibrated measuring instrument
and writing tool. The plan shows only the outer walls of the temple complex,
pierced by six gates and protected by two projecting towers. © LOUVRE MUSEUM,
PARIS.

verse names: “The wall in front of the mountains,” “The wall of the
land,” and, after Shulgi’s time, “Keeping Dedanum away.”’'? But Shulgi
was also motivated by economic concerns; he was anxious to expand the
northeastern trade routes, which afforded access to lapis lazuli and tin
(for the manufacture of bronze).

Shulgi was succeeded by two of his sons, Amar-Sin (2046-2038 BCE)
and Shu-Sin (2037-2029 BCE); each was deified upon ascending the
throne. Shulgi’s son and successor, Amar-Sin, died of the “bite”” of a
shoe, probably a poisoned foot. During Shu-Sin’s reign the Amorites
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Inscribed brick of Ur-Nammu (2112-2095 BCE), founder of the Ur IIl Dynasty.
ritten in Sumerian is the following: “For Inanna, his lady, Ur-Nammu, the
y man, king of Ur, king of Sumer and Akkad, has built her temple.” 31.2
31.5 cm. © BRITISH MUSEUM, LONDON. See Walker 1987: 55.

from the Syrian and Arabian deserts made their first major raid. The
king built a defensive wall.

In the twenty-first century BCE, during the Ur III period, texts from
Umma and Lagash portrayed the Amorites as completely assimilated
into Mesopotamian society by intermarrying, adopting the local dialect,
and forsaking tribal customs. Neo-Sumerian literary texts painted a to-
tally different picture of the Amorites as unassimilated foreigners. The
Amorite was described as a tent-dweller of the mountain, unfamiliar
with grain or cooked meat, with life in the city, or (worse yet) with death
and burial in a proper grave—he was warlike, uncouth, and generally
“foreign.”"?
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Shu-Sin’s inscriptions predicted the disasters that would befall his son
and successor, Ibbi-Sin (2028-2004 BCE). The combined threat of inva-
sions from the Amorites and Elamites proved the undoing of Ibbi-Sin
and led to the collapse of the empire.

Though the Elamites besieged Ur, they could not capture it. As time
passed, severe famine overtook Ur’s defenders; in desperation, they un-
locked the city gate. The Elamites brutally slaughtered everybody and
ransacked homes and temples. The Lantentation over the Destruction of Ur
recorded this tragedy:

Dead men, not potsherds,

Covered the approaches,

The walls were gaping,

the high gates, the roads,

were piled with dead.

In the side streets, where feasting crowds would gather,
Scattered they lay.

In all the streets and roadways bodies lay.
In open fields that used to fill with dancers,
they lay in heaps.

The country’s blood now filled its holes,
like metal in a mold;

Bodies dissolved—Ilike fat left in the sun.™

The Third Dynasty of Ur lasted about a century (ca. 2111-2004 BCE).
Once again Mesopotamia became divided into city-states under separate
rulers; the empire was no longer centralized.

THE PERIOD OF NEW KINGDOMS: THE SECOND
MILLENNIUM

In 2017 BCE Ishbi-Irra founded a new dynasty based
at Isin that lasted more than two centuries. Isin’s main The Isin-Larsa
rival was Larsa. The latest version of the Sumerian King Period
List was created under Ishbi-Irra or his successors in or- (€3 2000-1800
der to validate Isin’s claim: “Ur was smitten with weap- BCE)
ons; its kingship was carried to Isin.””*

Lipit-Ishtar (1934-1924 BCE), the fourth king of the Isin dynasty,
claimed the title “King of Sumer and Akkad.” Early in his reign he prom-
ulgated a new Sumerian law code, which became the model for the fa-
mous code of Hammurabi. In the third year of Lipit-Ishtar’s reign, an
aggressive and dynamic leader, Gungunum (1932-1906 BCE), became
king of Larsa.

The reign of Gungunum at Larsa marked the beginning of the first
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Amorite dynasty in the south. Gungunum seized the old capital city of
Ur. After that, a group of Amorite-dominated city-states competed for
dominance in Babylonia. The Amorites consolidated power in new cen-
ters such as Larsa, Eshnunna, and Babylon, but ignored the prestigious
Sumerian cities like Kish, Ur, and Uruk. Urban Amorites rose to prom-
inent positions in Babylonia, including kingship in independent states.
Sumerian was no longer spoken, and Akkadian became the language of
daily life.

Continuous warfare promoted the rise of independent dynasties such
as Uruk, Kish, and particularly Babylon. Rim-Sin (1822-1763 BCE), the
last ruler of Larsa, invaded and captured Ur by defeating a confederation
of armies. In the north, an exceptional Semitic ruler named Hammurabi
(1792-1750 BCE) rose to power in Babylon. With Hammurabi, the history
of Babylonia, a Semitic state built on a Sumerian foundation, began.

The Old Assyrian civilization had two separate compo-
The Rise of nents: the independent city-state of Asshur, and a group of
Assyria trading colonies and satellite depots in Anatolia and north-
ern Syria, which the Assyrians managed.

Cappadocia is the classical name of central Anatolia (Asia Minor or
Asiatic Turkey). More than ten thousand “Cappadocian’ texts described
Assyrian traders who came to Cappadocia. They made the long journey
from Asshur to Kanesh on donkey-back via various routes to bring cloth
from Asshur and tin from across the Tigris (to be made into bronze in
Anatolia). In the early second millennium BCE Anatolia was divided into
provincial city-states, each ruled by a prince; Kanesh was one of the most
powerful city-states and the commercial center of at least nine colonies
and ten or more subsidiary stations.

In the second half of the nineteenth century BCE, a complete break in
Old Assyrian trade patterns occurred between Kanesh and Asshur, pos-
sibly due to conflicts between Hittites and the native (Hattic) rulers. By
1740 BCE the Hittites established a royal house of their own, and about
one hundred years later the Old Hittite kingdom was founded to replace
earlier centers of Anatolian power.

Both Hittite kings, Khattushili I (ca. 1650-1620 BCE), who took his name
from the new capital, Khattusha, and his adopted son, Murshili I (ca.
1620-1595 BCE), fought with various great cities until the road to Babylon
lay open. Hammurabi’s dynasty came to an end, and the entire Asiatic
Near East was plunged into a Dark Age of a hundred years (ca. 1600-
1500 BCE).

According to the Assyrian King List, the king of Eshnunna ruled As-
syria while Shamshi-Adad I waited in Babylonia. When the king of Esh-
nunna died, Shamshi-Adad captured Ekallatum and Asshur ca. 1808 BCE.
Shamshi-Adad I (ca. 1830-1776 BCE) traced his genealogy back to the
presumed ancestor, Puzur-Assur I, to legitimize his kingship at Assur.
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Shamshi-Adad installed his elder son, the crown prince Ishme-Dagan,
as governor at Ekallatum; he appointed his younger and less capable
son, Yasmakh-Adad, at Mari. Shamshi-Adad chose Shubat-Enlil (the site
of Tell Leilan in northeast Syria) further north as his own capital. From
there Shamshi-Adad could rule the Khabur valley while watching his
sons. Thus, the whole area between the middle Tigris and the middle
Euphrates was consolidated under one Amorite family about 1800 BCE.

Shamshi-Adad I established a powerful Assyrian political and com-
mercial state. His death shattered the unity of the northwest. Shamshi-
Adad’s son, Ishme-Dagan, maintained control over Assyria but lost the
rest of the upper Euphrates region. Ishme-Dagan was overthrown, and
Shubat-Enlil fell to the Elamites. At Mari, Zimri-Lim (1782-1759 BCE),
son of a former king, reclaimed the throne from the unfit Yasmakh-Adad.
Now, Zimri-Lim and Hammurabi exchanged letters and gifts regularly
as signs of friendship and good relations. They also maintained foreign
ambassadors at each other’s courts.

By the end of the nineteenth century BCE, three powerful
Amorite states arose in Babylonia: Eshnunna, Larsa, and The Old
Babylon. The future of smaller states depended on alli- Babylonian
ances with these three kingdoms. Hammurabi (1792-1750 e
BCE) was the sixth in a line of long-lived kings whose rule
passed from father to son. When Hammurabi became king, Babylon was
one of a number of small states. Contemporary records revealed a highly
unstable political scene in which rival kingdoms joined in ever-changing
alliances when power moved from one center to another.

Hammurabi’s reign left a lasting impression on future generations of
Babylonians, thus making him one of the major figures of Mesopotamian
history. Hammurabi was never deified, and subsequent kings of Babylon
followed this practice. Hammurabi’s nation-state did not survive him,
but he did make Babylon the recognized seat of kingship, a position that
remained uncontested until the Greeks built Seleucia. Babylon even sur-
vived as a religious center until the first century CE.

Hammurabi’s son and successor, Samsu-iluna (1749-1712 BCE), fol-
lowed his father’s policies, but soon the south revolted. Within ten years
Samsu-iluna gave up most of the new empire. In 1738 BCE the south fell
to Iliman, founder of the Sealand dynasty, who ruled Babylonia as far
north as Nippur. The Sealanders had begun to move into the area shortly
after Hammurabi’s death. In the sixteenth century BCE the Sealanders
occupied the Babylonian throne briefly, just long enough to entitle the
Sealand dynasty to be included in the Babylonian King List, which
chronicled the history of Babylonia.

The seventeenth to sixteenth centuries BCE marked a period of great
political upheaval in western Asia. The Kassites were only one of a num-
ber of non-Semitic-speaking peoples, like the Hurrians and Hittites, who
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applied pressure from the north on the ever-weakening kingdom of Bab-
ylonia. In 1595 BCE the Hittites sacked Babylon. The Kassites united the
country after recapturing the south from the Sealanders, and restored
the Babylonian empire to the glory of Hammurabi’s age.

The origin of the Kassites remains unknown. Kassites first
The Kassite appeared in Babylonia as agricultural workers. But by the
Dynasty end of the seventeenth century BCE, the social standing of

the Kassites grew. The number and order of the early Kas-
site kings is uncertain. The first king identified as ruling in Babylon was
Agum II, who was credited with recovering the statues of the god Mar-
duk and his wife after twenty-four years of Hittite captivity (ca. 1570
BCE). With Marduk reinstalled in Babylon, the Kassite kings were able
to ““take the hand of Marduk”—a symbolic gesture denoting dynastic
legitimacy and respect for Babylonian traditions. The Kassites ruled more
than four hundred years, longer than any other dynasty. They followed
the social and religious customs of the Babylonians, and they even used
the Akkadian language.

During the early second millennium BCE Hurrians (or kings with Hur-
rian names) controlled the states around the northern frontier of Meso-
potamia. The Hurrians traded with Assyrian merchants in Anatolia, and
their deities were even accepted by other nations. During the fifteenth
and fourteenth centuries BCE, Mitanni, a Hurrian kingdom, extended
from the Mediterranean Sea to Assyria. The capital, Washukanni, has
not yet been found. The Hurrians followed many of the earlier Babylo-
nian traditions and played a crucial role in transmitting them beyond
Babylonia to Assyria, ancient Israel, and Phoenicia, and, indirectly, to
Greece. Their most significant impact was on Hittite culture, which re-
vealed a strong Hurrian influence.

Letters to and from Kassite kings (ca. 1350 BCE on) were found at
Amarna in Egypt. State correspondence revealed that the Kassite and
Egyptian royal families exchanged ambassadors, intermarried, and
traded precious goods. Gradually relations declined between Babylon
and Egypt. In their letters, Kassite kings complained of the poor treat-
ment of their messengers and the cruelty of the pharaoh.

In the middle of the fourteenth century BCE, Mitannian
The Middle power began to fail, and the Assyrians entered the scene
Assyrian for what has been called the Middle Assyrian period.
Reiiec Assur-uballit I (ca. 1366-1330 BCE) has been credited with

establishing the Assyrian kingdom. He was the first ruler
to take the title “’king of the land of Assyria.”” Assur-uballit I changed
the tradition of fraternal succession and replaced it with the usual suc-
cession of father to son.

Assyria rid itself of the Hurrian overlordship of Mitanni and rejected
Kassite Babylonia’s claims to power. The Assyrians negotiated on equal
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terms with all the great powers of the time. Throughout the fourteenth
to the early twelfth centuries BCE, relations between Kassite Babylonia
and Assyria were generally stable.

Near the end of the fourteenth century BCE Ramesses’ army met the
Hittites at Qadesh on the Orontes in northern Syria (1287 BCE) in one of
the most famous battles in antiquity. According to his account, he de-
feated the troops of the Hittites and their allies, but according to the
more believable Hittite version, the Egyptians were defeated and with-
drew. In 1287 BCE the Hittite ruler signed a nonaggression pact with
Egypt, later insured by the marriage of Khattushili’s daughter to Ra-
messes II. The original agreement, sent to Ramesses, was a silver tablet
with the impressions of the stamp seals of Khattushili and his wife. A
copy of the Hittite text was kept in the archives at Khattusha.

Little was known of Babylon until the mighty Assyrian king Tukulti-
Ninurta I (1244-1208 BCE) attacked Babylonia and plundered the capital
in 1235 BCE. The reasons for the war are not clear. Under military pres-
sure from the Assyrians and Elamites, the Kassite dynasty finally col-
lapsed in 1158 BCE.

Tukulti-Ninurta’s military achievements distinguished him—he
fought in the east, north, and west, where he claimed to have crossed
the Euphrates, taking 28,800 Hittite prisoners. In Assyria he assumed the
title “King of Karduniash (Babylonia), King of Sumer and Akkad, King
of Sippar and Babylon, King of Dilmun and Melukkha, King of the Up-
per (Mediterranean Sea) and Lower Seas (Persian Gulf).”

He undertook an extensive building program at his capital, Asshur.
Three kilometers north of Asshur on the opposite side of the Tigris, he
founded a new capital city, which he named after himself, Kar-Tukulti-
Ninurta (“Quay of Tukulti-Ninurta”). The lavishness of his new capital
may have caused increasing hostility. Local dissidents, led by Tukulti-
Ninurta’s own son and heir, locked the king in his new palace and
burned it to the ground.

Tukulti-Ninurta’s fame was preserved in garbled accounts of his reign
in both Biblical and Greek literature. Genesis 10 noted his prowess as
conqueror and hunter in the name of Nimrod; Greek legends recalled
“King Ninos,” and the building of his new capital, “the city of Ninos,”
and the fiery death of Sardanapolos there.

The “Dark Ages” described the period of time for
which we lack information for both Babylonia and “The Dark Ages”
Assyria. The king lists for these dynasties provide _ and the
only tentative information for this time period. Tra- M‘grag‘msl"f
ditional theories, accounting for the crisis of the b S
twelfth century BCE, referred to natural disasters such
as earthquakes, famine, or climatic change. The shift from the Bronze
Age to the Iron Age should, however, be viewed in terms of man'’s role.
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The Late Bronze Age was characterized by a continuous shift in the bal-
ance of power among a half-dozen major states, each ruled by different
ethnic groups. By the end of the Bronze Age more ethnic groups ap-
peared, and a wave of migrations transformed the political character of
the entire Near East. Perhaps the major cause of these upheavals was the
fall of Troy ca. 1250 BCE and the ensuing collapse of the Mycenaean cities
of the Greek mainland. The survivors of these disasters fled along the
coasts to find new lands to conquer and settle. The Hittite kingdom,
Ugarit, and many of the cities of the Levant fell.

Shutruk-Nakkhunte (ca. 1165 BCE) became king of Elam and, in an age
of weak kingdoms, made the Elamites a major power. He invaded Mes-
opotamia and seized seven hundred towns, exacting heavy tribute from
them. When Kutir-Nakkhunte, his son, ascended the throne, he invaded
Babylonia and brought the Kassite dynasty to an end. He carried off to
Elam the statue of the god Marduk from Babylon and the statue of the
goddess Inanna from Uruk. For these sacrilegious acts, Kutir-Nakkhunte
was forever hated in the memory and poetic tradition of the Babylonians.

When the last Kassite king died, Babylon entered a long pe-
The Post- riod of political unrest. Until the period of Assyrian suprem-
Kassite  acy in the ninth century BCE, the country was governed by
o six politically insignificant dynasties. In Syria and northern

Mesopotamia, neo-Hittite and Aramaean newcomers clashed
over control of the area. In Babylonia, the various dynasties after the
Kassites had moderate success in handling the Aramaean influx. Assyria
was the one major power in western Asia that survived the tumult at
the end of the Bronze Age. Tiglath-pileser I (1115-1077 BCE) extended
the boundaries of the Assyrian empire further than ever before, even
into Lebanon.

Native Babylonians rose to power in a dynasty associated with the city
of Isin and recorded in the king list as the Second Dynasty of Isin. Its
most important king was the first Babylonian ruler named Nebuchad-
nezzar I (1126-1105 BCE). A kudurru described a grueling march to Susa,
across the desert where today’s summer temperatures often exceed 50°C
(105°F): ““The axes in the soldiers” hands burnt like fire and the road-
surfaces scorched like flame. In the wells there was no water...the
strength of the powerful horses gave out, and the legs of even the strong-
est warrior weakened.”’® The Babylonians looted Susa and took back the
statue of the god Marduk.

While Tiglath-pileser I was busy with foreign conquests, Nebuchad-
nezzar’s younger brother and successor, Marduk-nadin-akkhe I (1099-
1082 BCE), attacked Ekallatum, an Assyrian city near Asshur. Tiglath-
pileser I retaliated by raiding northern Babylonia; Dur-Kurigalzu, Sippar,
Opis, and Babylon were seized, and the royal palaces burnt. The Baby-
lonian king remained in power until his eighteenth year, when a horrible




Historical Overview 35

famine struck the cities of Babylonia and the citizens were reduced to
cannibalism. According to the Assyrian chronicle, Marduk-apla-iddina
“‘disappeared.””"

Both Babylonia and Assyria then experienced a period of national de-
cline. The Aramaeans established local kingdoms-along the Mediterra-
nean coast, in northern Syria, and in Babylonia. Their language, Aramaic,
a Semitic language written in an alphabetic script, eventually replaced
Akkadian, lasting until the Arab conquest.

The rulers of the Eighth Dynasty of Babylon were usually grouped
together with five others as members of “Dynasty E.”” This dynasty gov-
erned for about two hundred years, at the time when Assyria emerged
as the greatest power in the ancient Near East.

EMPIRES IN MESOPOTAMIA: THE FIRST
MILLENNIUM

The tendency in Mesopotamian history toward direct,
centralized rule reached its height under the Assyrians in The Rise of
the first millennium BCE. They left extensive records of their the Assyrian
military successes; Assyrian victories were recorded, but Empire
Assyrian defeats were either ignored or described as vic-
tories. Other versions of the same events have been found in the Bible
and Babylonian chronicles.

During the eleventh and tenth centuries BCE, Assyria’s authority was
confined to its original boundaries. But by the ninth century BCE, con-
ditions stabilized and paved the way for renewed Assyrian expansion
westward. Assyria became the major world power.

Adad-nirari II (911-891 BCE) needed six annual campaigns to defeat
the Aramaeans, who tried to declare their independence. He conquered
Babylonia in the south and then, in a series of campaigns, seized control
of the Khabur region.

His son, Tukulti-Ninurta IT (890-884 BCE), consolidated his father’s
military accomplishments. Aramaean communities along the Tigris,
Euphrates, and Khabur paid tribute rather than endure Assyrian vassal-
dom.

Under Tukulti-Ninurta II's son, Assurnasirpal II (883-859 BCE), and
grandson, Shalmaneser III (858-823 BCE), expansion continued. The As-
syrian annals recorded that between 881 and 815 BCE, 193,000 people
were deported to Assyria, of whom 139,000 were Aramaeans. Control of
the whole area entailed several campaigns and the establishment of two
new cities—‘Assurnasirpal’s Quay” and ‘““Assur’s Crossing Place,”
which regulated crossing of the Euphrates. Assurnasirpal II reached the
Mediterranean and accepted tribute from Tyre (in modern Lebanon), but
did not bother Israel. Assurnasirpal II and his successors continued their



Statue of King Assurnasirpal II (883-859 BCE), who is identified by an inscription
bearing his name, title and deeds, carved below his beard. The statue originally
stood on a block of red limestone. Ht. 1.06 m. © BRITISH MUSEUM, LONDON.
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campaigns north and east into Anatolia and Iran, and south toward Bab-
ylonia. Their campaigns became annual events. The towns and cities
along the way understood that they either had to pay the tribute de-
manded or face attack by the Assyrian military.

The expanding empire needed a northern capital. Assurnasirpal II
built Nimrud (Calah). His new capital boasted a canal, magnificent
buildings, a sewage system, and orchards filled with trees and plants
gathered from his campaigns. He settled captives from all parts of his
empire here.

Shalmaneser IIl's campaigns bore the characteristics of a grand plan.
Assyrian annexations and deportations induced the western states to
form defensive coalitions. In 853 BCE Shalmaneser III led his armies
against a coalition of kings that was led by Hadad-ezer, king of Damas-
cus. The forces met at Qargar on the Orontes River. Shalmaneser
claimed complete victory, declaring that 14,000 of 60,000 of the enemy
were killed. Despite his reports, the Syrian coalition was effective, so
Shalmaneser had to campaign again in 849, 848, 845, and 841 BCE, until
the western states finally submitted. Later, the Assyrian empire swal-
lowed up ancient Israel, and King Jehu was depicted on a monument
bowing down before the Assyrian king. The final years of Shalmaneser
III's long rule were characterized by revolt and civil war, until the old
king died.

His son Shamshi-Adad V (823-811 BCE) put down the rebellion,
which had spread throughout Assyria, with the help of the Babylonian
king Marduk-zakir-shumi (854-? BCE). Shamshi-Adad V’s wife was one
of the few Orientals remembered by the Greeks. Her name was Sam-
muramat; she entered Greek legend as the beautiful, cruel Queen Se-
miramis. Five years after Shamshi-Adad V’s death, Semiramis ruled on
behalf of her minor son, Adad-Nirari III (810-783 BCE). She wielded real
authority. She rebuilt Babylon and many cities in Mesopotamia and be-
yond.

During the next sixty years Assyria was rather weak. The king’s au-
thority fluctuated according to the amount of power the provisional gov-
ernors usurped.

In 746 BCE a revolt led to the assassination of the
royal family. Tiglath-pileser III (744-727 BCE; Pulu of The Expansion
the Old Testament), an Assyrian general, ascended the and Downfall
throne. He became Assyria’s most capable monarch N :;:l:hgmN’:;
for more than a century and the founder of the Neo- L g
Assyrian empire. Tiglath-pileser III led Assyria in re-
gaining and consolidating its position as the supreme military power in
the ancient Near East. Tiglath-pileser III led his armies south, defeating
the Aramaean tribes who inhabited northern and eastern Babylonia. He
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appointed a eunuch as governor over the cities of Babylonia and took
the title “King of Sumer and Akkad.” Eunuchs were appointed as a
means of curtailing the power of the nobles, because they had no off-
spring, and therefore they were more likely to remain loyal to the king.
But Tiglath-pileser III permitted Nabonassar, the king of Babylon (747—
734 BCE), to remain on the throne.

For Assyria, the main problem was Urartu. Both Urartu and Assyria
vied for control of Syrian routes crucial to Assyria for timber, metals,
and horses. In 743 BCE Tiglath-pileser III attacked Arpad, which was held
by Urartian forces. The Assyrians even paid Urartian spies for intelli-
gence. After two more years of siege, he captured Arpad and received
tribute. Tiglath-pileser’s victory brought twenty-nine towns under As-
syrian rule. He resettled the region with deportees from other conquered
territories.

At this point records became fragmentary. Menakhem of Israel paid
tribute: “Pul (Tiglath- pileser III), king of Assyria, invaded the land, and
Menakhem gave him a thousand talents of silver to help him strengthen
his hold on the kingdom ... The king of Assyria turned back and did
not remain in the land” (2 Kings 15:19-20). Tiglath-pileser III placed the
coast of ancient Israel under Assyrian rule. The Assyrians also put an
embargo on the export of timber from Lebanon to Egypt. The Egyptians
tried to organize an anti-Assyrian operation in ancient Israel and south
Syria, but to no avail. The Bible described the invasion and annexation
of the kingdom of Israel, but each victory was short-lived, despite the
attempts by three successive kings, Tiglath-pileser III, Shalmaneser V,
and Sargon II.

Tiglath-pileser III also faced problems with the Chaldeans in Babylo-
nia. In 734 BCE Mukin-zeri, the chief of one of the Chaldean tribes, oc-
cupied Babylon and became king. Tiglath-pileser III sent military forces,
which were welcomed by most of the population of Babylonia. The Chal-
dean position was so strong that it took Tiglath-pileser three years to
capture Babylonia. Mukin-zeri escaped to his own tribal capital in the
southern marshes. The Assyrian army followed him, destroying his ter-
ritory and that of his tribal allies. Tiglath-pileser III was formally granted
kingship over Babylonia, an office no Assyrian king had held for more
than four hundred years.

When Tiglath-pileser III died, Assyria was an empire that stretched
from the Persian Gulf to the Egyptian borders and then up through north
Syria into Cilicia and Anatolia. The Assyrians controlled Babylonia until
626 BCE, but the ties between the two can best be described as a love-
hate relationship. The Babylonians wanted cultural dominance, and the
Assyrians, military supremacy. Tiglath-pileser III established a dual
monarchy, a practice followed by most of his successors for the next
century. Tiglath-pileser III and his son and successor, Shalmaneser V
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(726-722 BCE), were known in Babylonia as Pulu and Ululayu, respec-
tively, and also in Biblical and Greek sources.

Shalmaneser V was replaced as king of Assyria by Sargon II (721-705
BCE). Under Sargon II and his successors Sennacherib, Esarhaddon, and
Assurbanipal, called the Sargonids, Assyria methodically defeated and
annexed many western Asiatic kingdoms. Eventually the Sargonid em-
pire encompassed almost the whole civilized world: Syria, Phoenicia,
Israel, Urartu, and Babylonia.

Sargon II became king after a revolt by the people of Asshur against
his predecessor. The revolt began in Assyria and spread to other parts
of the empire, and soon Sargon II was faced with trouble in Babylonia.
At the beginning of Sargon’s reign, Marduk-apla-iddina II (known as
Merodach Baladan in the Bible) allied with Elam, and became king of
Babylonia in 721 BCE.

Letters from provincial administrators to the king were full of refer-
ences to clashes with Urartu and the use of Urartian spies. Sargon II
finally raided Urartu, a dangerous operation due to the mountainous
terrain and a string of fortresses. Sargon led his main army in a furious
charge, attacking the Urartian coalition. The Urartian general directed
his own army to a disciplined retreat, but his allies were in a state of
anarchy and escaped to the mountains, where many died of exposure.
Rusa, the Urartian king, abandoned his capital and fled to the mountains,
where, according to Sargon II, he finally either died of grief or committed
suicide by “’stabbing himself with his own iron dagger like a pig.”’® The
entire campaign was chronicled, and the Assyrian casualties listed only
one charioteer, one cavalryman, and three foot soldiers. Thus, Urartu
was disabled, and Sargon could turn his attention to Babylonia.

Sargon II drove a wedge between Marduk-apla-iddina II and his Elam-
ite allies by seizing control of the entire length of the river between them.
Sargon II had the support of north Babylonian cities, including the cap-
ital, and was formally acknowledged as legitimate ruler.of Babylon.
More than 108,000 Aramaeans and Chaldeans were deported from Bab-
ylon. Marduk-apla-iddina II fled from Babylon to the southern marshes,
where he was besieged in his tribal capital. He paid Sargon II a hefty
tribute to be allowed to retain control of his tribal territory.

In the eighth century BCE, the Cimmerians (Gomer of the Bible), a new
wave of Indo-Europeans, entered Anatolia from the north and raided
Assyria. Sargon II led his army against the Cimmerians, so the Cimme-
rians moved into the interior of Asia Minor. Sargon II’s adversary was
King Midas of Phrygia, who, in Greek legend, had a golden touch and
grew ass’ ears. Midas’ capital was Gordion, named for Midas’ father,
Gordias, who may have founded the city. Crowded between Assyria and
Phrygia, the rulers of this region had no choice but to submit and “polish
the sandals of the Assyrian governor with their beards.”"
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In 705 BCE Sargon II was killed on the battlefield, an unusual death
for a Mesopotamian king. His body was lost in battle, so he could not
be buried in his palace—a terrible blow to Assyrian morale.

To separate himself from Sargon II's fate, Sennacherib (704-681 BCE)
had his father’s name eliminated from inscriptions and moved the capital
to the ancient city of Nineveh, the natural geographic and religious cen-
ter of Assyria. Nineveh became a symbol of the power, prestige, and
wealth of the vast Assyrian empire—the last and most magnificent of
Assyria’s capitals. Nineveh was home to the last three monarchs of the
Assyrian empire: Sennacherib, Esarhaddon, and Assurbanipal.

Babylonia remained a problem throughout Sennacherib’s reign. Sen-
nacherib took part in a religious ceremony that formally made him king
of Babylonia, but instead of ruling the area himself, Sennacherib installed
a Babylonian puppet governor, who was ousted by Marduk-apla-iddina
II. Sennacherib led his army south, seized Kuthah, Marduk-apla-iddina’s
main base, and entered Babylon. Sennacherib claimed to have seized 75
of the Babylonian king’s strong-walled cities and 420 smaller towns. As-
syrian officials now ruled Chaldean tribal areas.

Marduk-apla-iddina tried to distract the Assyrians by fomenting re-
bellion among Sennacherib’s vassals in ancient Israel. But, ancient Israel
joined a coalition of coastal cities in a revolt that was backed by Egypt.
Sennacherib’s army invaded ancient Israel. He dealt with the coastal cit-
ies and repulsed the Egyptians. Then Sennacherib stormed Judah and
placed Hezekiah'’s capital, Jerusalem, under siege. Hezekiah paid tribute
and Jerusalem was spared, miraculously according to the Bible. The As-
syrian army returned to Mesopotamia because of the deteriorating sit-
uation in Babylonia.

In 691 BCE, an alliance of Elamites, Chaldeans, and their supporters
met Sennacherib’s army on the Tigris, north of Babylon. In the bloody
battle, Sennacherib’s army succeeded in pummeling the Elamite-
Chaldean coalition so severely that they could not proceed. Sennacherib
proclaimed victory, but his army returned home. By the summer of 690
BCE, the Assyrians were back in Babylonia. The next year the Elamite
king was “‘stricken by paralysis and his mouth was so affected that he
could not speak,”?® so Babylon lost its powerful Elamite ally. The Chal-
dean forces in Babylon held out but eventually succumbed to famine
and disease. Babylon fell to Sennacherib’s army. The Babylonian king
fled but was quickly captured and killed; his captor received the dead
king’s weight in silver from Sennacherib. Sennacherib died in Babylon
in 681 BCE, murdered by two of his sons, according to the Bible (2 Kings
119:87):

Esarhaddon (680-669 BCE) was designated by Sennacherib as his suc-
cessor. Since the heir apparent resided in a special palace, the royal plans
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for the succession were clear. Succession was by appointment, so the
firstborn male did not automatically become king. Despite Sennacherib’s
plans, Esarhaddon had to fight for his succession.

Esarhaddon changed his father’s policy toward Babylon early in his
reign. He directed the rebuilding of Babylon and its temples. He repa-
triated the citizens who had fled and restored their lands to them. By
676 BCE Esarhaddon used Babylonia as a base for his campaign far into
Persia.

Esarhaddon tried to invade Egypt, a kingdom long coveted by the
kings of Assyria. The attacks on Egypt began in 679 BCE, particularly
from 673 BCE on. The next year he set out again to conquer a rebellious
Egypt, still ruled by Taharqa. Esarhaddon died en route, and the expe-
dition was abandoned. He named his sons to succeed him; Assurbanipal
became King of Assyria and Shamash-shum-ukin, king of Babylonia.

Assurbanipal’s (669-627 BCE) main problem was the unfinished con-
quest of Egypt. Despite successful campaigns, Assyria continued to face
trouble in Egypt. Psammetichus, a prince of north Egypt and an admin-
istrator for Assyria, claimed national independence by expelling the As-
syrian garrisons remaining in the cities of Egypt with Lydia’s help.
Assurbanipal formally cursed the ungrateful King Gyges of Lydia and
proclaimed that Assyria no longer would aid him. The Cimmerians now
felt free to invade the Lydian kingdom.

Assyria’s troubles multiplied. It could no longer afford’ the consider-
able resources necessary to maintain forces in Egypt. The Elamite king
took advantage of Assyria’s preoccupation with Egypt to attack Babylon
in 664 BCE. Assurbanipal sent an army south to repel the Elamites.
Shamash-shum-ukin’s kingship of Babylonia clearly depended on As-
surbanipal for its defense:

Te’'umman ascended the throne in Elam upon the sudden death of
his predecessor. Assurbanipal grew to hate him as a result of their
constant conflicts. In 653 BCE, Assurbanipal was at Erbil, where he re-
ceived word of the mobilization of Te’'umman’s army against him. As-
surbanipal’s army entered Elam. Te'umman withdrew to his capital,
Susa, and then tried to escape. He was caught and beheaded. His head
was brought to Assurbanipal, who unleashed his loathing by slashing
the dead face and spitting on it. A bas-relief depicted Assurbanipal
and his wife enjoying a victory dinner in the garden while Te’'um-
man’s head hung from a tree.

In 652 BCE civil war erupted, and the two brothers, Assurbanipal and
Shamash-shum-ukin, fought for four years. The Babylonians were sup-
ported by the Elamites, Arabs, and southern tribes. But by the summer
of 650 BCE, Shamash-shum-ukin was besieged in Babylon. He defended
the city until forced to surrender in 648 BCE; due to famine the inhabi-
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tants "“ate the flesh of their sons and daughters.””?' Shamash-shum-ukin
died in his palace when the city was set on fire. At the end of 648 BCE,
Assurbanipal regained control of Babylonia. Shamash-shum-ukin’s suc-
cessor, Kandalanu, ruled Babylonia in peace for twenty-one years, acting
as a proxy for direct Assyrian rule.

Elam suffered from civil unrest and from tensions produced by the
Persians, who were new peoples from the north. The chaotic situation in
Elam threatened Assurbanipal, because Elam could serve as a strategic
base for Chaldean tribes who were hoping for independence in Baby-
lonia. Assurbanipal ransacked Elam, looting its major cities, destroying
temples, taking gods, defiling the graves, and mutilating the statues of
its kings.

Assyria’s resources were depleted by constant conflicts with Babylonia
and campaigns to control distant provinces that supplied essential im-
ports and many luxuries. Assyria had overextended itself. Upon Assur-
banipal’s death, his son succeeded him as king until 612 BCE, when the
Assyrian empire collapsed.

With the accession of Nabonassar in 747 BCE, a new era
The Rise and began in Babylonian history. Accurate records of his-
Fall of the torical events and astronomical observations were me-
Neo-Balbylamisn thodically kept.
Empire . )

In the ensuing confusion after the death of Shalmane-

ser V, Marduk-apla-iddina II, a Chaldean sheikh of the
powerful Bit-Yakin tribe, seized the throne in Babylon. According to the
king list, he was the only man to become king on two occasions (721-
710 and 703 BCE).

The Assyrians recognized Marduk-apla-iddina II as the most impor-
tant of the Chaldean sheikhs, and his reign was well documented.
Marduk-apla-iddina II repaired major shrines and respected the ancestral
privileges of the ancient cities of Akkad. He used the wealth of his tribe,
Bit-Yakin, to pay for the services of the Elamite army in a campaign
against Assyria. Marduk-apla-iddina II saw himself as the savior of the
country.

In 710 BCE Sargon II marched against the Chaldeans while their Elam-
ite allies were at home. According to the Assyrian account, Marduk-apla-
iddina escaped to the marshes, where his Sealand territory was overrun
and his principal fortress razed to the ground. Assyrian governors were
appointed throughout Babylonia, and Sargon II assumed the kingship of
Babylon (709-705 BCE). Later Sargon reinstated Marduk-apla-iddina II as
king.

V‘%’hen Assurbanipal died in 627 BCE, revolts erupted. The struggle for
power focused first on Babylonia. Kandalanu (647-627 BCE), king of Bab-
ylonia, was removed from power. Assur-etel-ilani, Assurbanipal’s son,
tried to supervise Babylonia through a loyal general whom he appointed
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king. In the same year, Sin-shar-ishkun (possibly Assur-etel-ilani’s twin)
rebelled with support from the main Assyrian garrisons in Babylon. Sin-
shar-ishkun became king of Babylonia and then replaced his brother as
king of Assyria.

Nabopolassar (625605 BCE), who referred to himself as “‘the son of a
nobody,””? founded the Neo-Babylonian Dynasty. He steadily extended
his hold on Babylonia and tried to win allies abroad. Within ten years
Nabopolassar controlled Babylonia, which he defended against Assyrian
invasion.

In 614 BCE Median forces attacked Assyria and raided Nineveh. Na-
bopolassar, wishing to be present at the final moment, marched north,
but he arrived after Asshur had already fallen. Near the ruins of the city
he and Cyaxares, king of the Medes, met. They drew up a formal treaty,
confirming their alliance by a marriage between Nebuchadnezzar, Na-
bopolassar’s son, and Amyitis, a granddaughter of the Median king. The
Medes returned home and directed their attention to Armenia and the
rest of Asia Minor.

The Assyrian empire soon disappeared, its cities raided and its people
enslaved. There is no information about the Assyrian empire after 612
BCE. The remnants of the Assyrian state were defeated in battles at Haran
in 610 BCE and at Carchemish in 605 BCE. In the spring of 605 BCE Crown
Prince Nebuchadnezzar II attacked the Egyptian army at Carchemish.
Both sides suffered heavy casualties, but the morale of the Egyptian army
was destroyed. Both Syria and ancient Israel fell to Nebuchadnezzar II.
The Neo-Babylonian kings acquired the Assyrian empire, which had col-
lapsed. Upon learning of Nabopolassar’s death, Nebuchadnezzar II (604-
562 BCE) and a few supporters hurried to the capital city of Babylon to
lay claim to the throne.

In 601 BCE Nebuchadnezzar II advanced against Egypt. Both sides suf-
fered heavy losses in a battle near the Egyptian frontier and retreated.
Reports of Babylonian casualties encouraged Judah, an Egyptian ally, to
stop paying tribute to Babylon. As punishment for non-payment Judah
became a Babylonian province, and some of the population was captured
and taken to Babylon.

Egyptian activity began once again in ancient Israel. Nebuchadnezzar
II immediately sent a powerful army, and the Egyptians retreated. The
Babylonians reclaimed many towns and besieged Jerusalem. After eight-
een months there was severe famine in the city, and the Babylonians
breached the walls (586 BCE). Zedekiah, the king, fled but was captured
and delivered to Nebuchadnezzar II's headquarters. Zedekiah’s sons
were slain before his eyes, and then he was blinded and taken captive
to Babylon. Jerusalem was ransacked, its walls torn down, and both the
temple and palace were set on fire. Many of the survivors were deported
to Babylonia.
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Babylonia’s association with the Medes continued to be friendly. But
before the end of his reign, Nebuchadnezzar became distrustful of Me-
dian plans. He built a great defensive wall north of Babylon, called the
Median Wall, which extended from Sippar to Opis, to keep out barbarian
tribes and to block invasions from the north.

Nebuchadnezzar II's death in 562 BCE was followed by the brief reigns
of three minor kings, the last one ruling only three months before being
overthrown. Nabonidus (555-539 BCE), already in his sixties, ascended
the throne after many years of service to Nebuchadnezzar II. The new
ruler was the last of the Neo-Babylonian dynasts. He was not a member
of Nebuchadnezzar II's family: ““I am Nabonidus who has not the honor
of being a somebody—kingship is not within me.”’?*

At the beginning of his reign Nabonidus had a dream in which Mar-
duk ordered him to rebuild the Temple of Sin in Haran, which had lain
desolate for fifty-four years. Nabonidus rebuilt the temple and rededi-
cated it to the god Sin. Nabonidus also gave special attention to other
centers of moon worship at Ur and at the oasis of Teima in Arabia. His
growing devotion to Sin was a religious change which caused friction
with conservative factions in Babylonia. Nabonidus’ mother, Adad-
guppi, was devoted to this god at Haran. According to her biography,
Adad-guppi lived 104 years; her life spanned the entire Neo-Babylonian
period.

Despite the great agricultural wealth of its temples, the Neo-
Babylonian empire suffered severe economic constraints. The military
and building campaigns of both Nabopolassar and Nebuchadnezzar had
taken their toll. Some of Babylonia’s major trade routes fell to Median
control. Inflation was rampant, with prices rising by 50 percent. Baby-
lonia also suffered from plague and famine. Nabonidus tried to explain
the famine as a result of the impiety of the Babylonian people.

After ten years in Teima, at the age of seventy, Nabonidus returned.
The reasons for the king’s return to Babylon are as baffling as those for
his leaving for ten years. During his absence he left his son, Belshazzar,
in charge as ruler of Babylon. But the balance of power in the Near East
had shifted. In 539 BCE the Persian army, led by its king, Cyrus, invaded
Babylon. Cyrus’ troops surrounded the Temple of Marduk. They were
told that religious services were being held and did not interrupt the
citizens at prayer. The Marduk priesthood led a revolt in Babylon and
gave the city to Cyrus. He was regarded as a liberator who freed the
people from the oppression of Nabonidus.

The fate of both Nabonidus and Belshazzar remains unknown—either
exile or death. Cyrus named a Persian governor but maintained Baby-
lon’s religious institutions and civil administration.

Cyrus II (538-530 BCE) continued to subdue all of Asia Minor. He per-
mitted religious freedom among his subjects and levied reasonable taxes.
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Writing, Education, and
Literature

ORIGINS OF WRITING

The invention of writing is credited to the Mesopota-
mians and is dated to the end of the fourth millennium

BCE. At this time geographical and environmental con- jttor?

. » ; Contributing
ditions made settlement possible. We see the develop- to the
ment of cities, which required a more complex social Emergence
organization. The invention of writing was triggered by of Writing

economic necessity—to keep a reliable record of grain,
sheep, and cattle entering and leaving the warehouses and farms that
belonged to the palaces and temples. Once developed, writing was the
most efficient and comprehensive solution for recording information.
Writing was invented in Mesopotamia about 3100 BCE.
But writing was not the first method developed by hu-
mans to keep track of information. Early lists of account-
ing devices note wooden sticks, a loom, and even an
abacus. In the ““Debate between the Sheep and the Grain,”
a second millennium text, we find early recording devices alongside
writing:

Development
of Writing

Every day an account of you (the sheep) is made,

The tally sticks are planted in the ground;

Your shepherd tells the owner, how many ewes and how many
little lambs.

How many goats and how many little kids there are.’
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Jemdet Nasr tablet with pictograms and cuneiform (ca. 3000-2900 BCE). Each
column concerns the issue of commodities as rations for a particular day. Each
day number is given at the bottom of each column, day 1-day 5, with five dif-
ferent commodities issued. © BRITISH MUSEUM, LONDON.

Among the earliest forerunners to actual writing were clay tokens or
counters, called “stones.” The tokens were mostly made of clay and were
usually the size of small marbles. They came in a variety of shapes:
spheres, discs, cones, and rods. The token system can be dated to ap-
proximately 10,000 BCE. Initially, tokens were used for simple household
and market bookkeeping. However, later, with the development of cities,
the token system evolved, displaying a proliferation of markings in order
to record numbers as well as an increasing variety of goods—a kind of
ancient three-dimensional writing system. The technical word in Sume-
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rian for token was “’stone,” a term that continued to be used into the
second millennium BCE. Among the early forerunners of writing (fourth
millennium BCE) are numerical tablets; these are small, sealed tablets
with numbers whose values still remain undeciphered.

The earliest writing is found at Uruk in Mesopotamia. Slightly later
examples of writing systems using similar signs have been excavated at
sites from Syria to Iran. The early Uruk tablets contained both numerals
and pictographs (drawings of objects). The tablets included approxi-
mately twelve hundred signs. Some of these signs may have had their
origin in clay tokens, but most were pictographs, from which cuneiform
signs later developed. For example, the drawing of an ox’s head (some-
times even the whole ox) is used as the sign for ox, and an ear of barley
is used as the sign for barley. The Uruk tablets were also authenticated
by sealing. Approximately 85 percent of the tablets recorded goods, food,
or animals delivered either by individuals or by the city’s temples. The
other 15 percent of the tablets are lexical (word) lists of officials, com-
modities, and animals. The same lists are still found six hundred years
later, showing the continuity of a tradition.

Even in the early stages of writing, Uruk scribes began to systematize
the script. They drew up lists of signs which were accepted throughout
southern Mesopotamia. The language of the Uruk early writers remains
uncertain. In a script denoting numerals and commodities (pictograms),
the signs can be read in any language. For example, a pictogram of wheat
can be read as “wheat”” in English, “’le blé”” in French, “der Weizen” in
German, and so on. In the early periods few grammatical elements ap-
peared. That is, writing did not have a one-to-one correspondence with
language.

The first texts we can read are from the first half of the third millen-
nium—they were written in Sumerian. At this point the scribes used
grammatical elements that clearly indicate that the language was Su-
merian. The scribes achieved this by assigning phonetic values to signs
which were ideograms. This happened in two ways. First, ideograms
(symbols used to represent words) were extended to include a constel-
lation of meanings by association; for example, the sign for foot also
meant “stand”” or “walk.”” Second, the range of sounds for ideograms
was extended by punning, much the way the sign for “sun” could be
extended to “son.” Thus, a collection of syllabic signs was created, and
scribes were able to indicate grammatical elements so that the script cor-
responded to the language. Sumerian is an agglutinative language. Each
idea, whether nominal or verbal, was expressed by a single unchanging
syllable (or polysyllable). This fixed syllable or root could be modified
by long chains of prefixes and postfixes, signifying specific grammatical
elements.

By the middle of the third millennium the Akkadians used the writing
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system developed by the Sumerians. Akkadian was an inflected lan-
guage, relying on the addition of prefixes, infixes, and suffixes to form
a single word. Therefore, a single cuneiform sign could not convey the
meaning of an Akkadian word. So, for the most part, Akkadian scribes
wrote words out phonetically, even though they continued to use Su-
merian ideograms to express some Akkadian words. In addition, in order
to adapt Sumerian writing to the Akkadian language, the Akkadian
scribes increased homophony (using the same value for several signs)
and polyphony (asssigning many values to each sign). Even though Su-
merian was superseded by Akkadian in the second millennium BCE, Su-
merian continued to be used as a kind of shorthand for words or
expressions. Thus, the practice of signs being used as either ideograms
or syllables continued as long as cuneiform was used.

Other writing systems were influenced by Mesopotamia’s cuneiform
system and developed soon after. They include Egyptian hieroglyphics,
proto-Elamite from Iran (which remains undeciphered), the Indus valley
script from Pakistan and India (also undeciphered), Minoan Linear A
from Crete (still undeciphered), Hittite hieroglyphics (used in central
Asiatic Turkey), and Chinese writing. Each nation put its own unique
stamp on the writing system that came from Mesopotamia.

With so many values for each sign as well as the same value for several
signs, how did the ancient scribe manage to choose the correct value or
meaning for each sign? Scribes used determinatives, that is, signs used
either before or after a word as classifiers to indicate the category of
objects to which the word belongs, for example, wood, deity, human
being (male or female), river, city, fish, bird, and so on. Other aids to
reading were provided by context, by signs preceding and following,
and sometimes by variant writings which clarified the possibilities of
reading the sign. Also, a scribe did not use all the theoretical possibilities
of the sign in writing texts.

In the second millennium, as writing spread to other areas within Mes-
opotamia’s cultural (and political) sphere of influence, certain problems
arose because the scribes often spoke another language and were not as
well trained as scribes from Mesopotamia. But records of transactions
were still needed in the international community. As a solution, the dis-
trict scribes simplified the script, either by giving it a quasi-alphabetic
character or by eliminating duplication of phonetic values by reducing
the number of signs. Also, cuneiform was adopted in simplified form to
write other languages.

Numbers were written in all categories of cuneiform texts, from the
earliest, ca. 3100 BCE, to the last datable text in 75 CE. Like the rest of
the cuneiform script, the method of writing numbers also evolved. Ini-
tially, numbers were formed by pressing the ends of a reed stylus into
the clay either vertically (to make larger or smaller circles) or at a slant.
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Later, when the script became stylized and took on the appearance of
cuneiform, the numbers took on a more angular form.

Cryptography was occasionally used so that only a select few could
understand the “secrets” of this knowledge, for example, for specialized
work, such as the manufacture of glass. Sometimes numbers were used
for cryptography. The names of some of the major gods were eventually
written as numbers, with Anu, the head of the pantheon, being assigned
the number 60.

A stylus was made from a cut reed, trimmed to form a
Techniques round, pointed, or sloping end; the stylus was then used to
and Means  draw signs and to mark horizontal lines and vertical col-
of Writing  ymns on lumps of clay that fit into the palm of the hand.

The materials for writing were easily found in the river
valleys of the Near East and were simple to use. We do not know how
the scribes actually chose, prepared, and stored the clay and kept it suf-
ficiently moist for writing. Clay could be worked into a flat shape, which
could be written on while moist and then dried in the sun to last. Many
tablets in the libraries of Assyrian kings were actually baked to the same
hardness as pottery that had been fired. In other words, once dried,
tablets could not be altered; this made them an excellent medium for
final records in legal and administrative transactions. Also, many tablets
we have today in museum collections were burnt in antiquity when a
city was conquered and sacked. Unwanted tablets were reused, thrown
away, or sometimes used as floor packing. The first side of the clay tablet
to be inscribed is flat, and it is called the ““obverse” by Assyriologists;
the back of the tablet, or the “reverse,” is convex.

Most tablets are either rectangles or squares, but some are round. Some
tablets used for magic were made with a perforated handle at one end
so that they could be mounted or threaded and worn around the neck
or hung on a wall; clay beads were also inscribed for magical purposes.
The contents of the tablets (for example, a legal document, a letter, or an
administrative text) influenced the shape chosen, such as cones, cylin-
ders, and prisms.

Though the use of clay tablets remained central to the tradition of
cuneiform writing, other materials could be used. They were sometimes
more expensive, such as hinged tablets with a beeswax overlay. Some-
times tablets were imitated in stone or metal. Monuments and dedica-
tions could be incised on stone, ivory, metal, and glass. Large tablets
were unwieldy; some have been found as wide as thirty-seven cm. on
each side and weighing as much as almost seven kg. Clearly such tablets
could not be held in one hand for very long. A scene from a stele ca.
2100 BCE may explain how large administrative and literary tablets were
handled: a scribe is shown writing on a tablet that is held for him by his
assistant. Otherwise, long texts had to be written on many tablets.
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Old Babylonian letter with sealed envelope (ca. early second millennium BCE). ©
BRITISH MUSEUM, LONDON.

When an impression, whether writing or a seal, was made on clay, it
could not be altered once the clay hardened. The practice began in the
fifth millennium BCE with the use of stamp seals on lumps of clay and
continued with cylinder seals throughout Mesopotamian history. In the
second and first millennia BCE, even the illiterate could authenticate a
legal document by using a seal. Seals could even be rolled on lumps of
clay to seal doors, pottery jars, and goods. Some seals belonged to a city
official or, in the case of legal proceedings, a judicial authority. Seals
could be carved on stone, bone, metal, or shell. Different designs and
inscriptions were used to indicate their owners. Later, the practice
changed and the party (or parties) to a legal action impressed a seal or
a substitute such as a finger-nail or garment hem.

Around the time of Sargon (2334-2279 BCE) envelopes were invented;
they were slips of clay formed around the tablet. Envelopes protected
the contents from damage and even fraud; that is, the envelopes safe-
guarded against someone moistening the clay and changing the num-
bers. Sometimes the text was repeated on the envelope and also sealed.
In the case of a dispute, the envelope could be opened and the contents
examined and compared. Some envelopes opened in modern times have
been found with information written on them different from that of the
tablets inside.
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The cuneiform script evolved through time, becoming more standard-
ized during times of strong centralized government. Eventually, the form
of the signs became unrecognizable from the pictographs of the past. The
end of the reed used for writing was cut at an oblique angle, forming a
triangular cross-section. As a result, the signs came out wedge-shaped,
hence the term “cuneiform,” a Latin word meaning "“wedge-shaped.” By
the second millennium BCE, the signs became less complex—only three
or four kinds of wedges were used to form signs. Even the number of
signs was reduced: similar signs merged, and rarely used signs were
deleted. As a result, the number of cuneiform signs known from the
Uruk writing was cut in half to about six hundred signs. Nonetheless,
many signs still had multiple word and phonetic values. From the be-
ginning of the second millennium BCE a scribe could have done his job
by using less than two hundred signs.

In the beginning, signs were read according to the normal orientation
of the pictures so that pots stood upright and animals’ heads were not
lying on their sides. The signs were grouped together randomly within
the boxes because the signs made sense as a unit. The boxes were ar-
ranged in rows read from right to left. When one row was completed,
the next row was begun beneath it. When the obverse of the tablet was
finished, the tablet was turned from left to right and the reverse was
written in a similar manner but starting from the bottom and moving
up. When the line instead of the box was used, the direction of writing
was like Chinese: in vertical columns beginning in the upper right-hand
corner. In the middle of the third millennium BCE, signs were rotated
ninety degrees counter-clockwise and read from left to right.

The stylus was also used for other markings; for example, ornamental
rulings might be incised around the outer edge of tablets. Check marks
might be placed next to every tenth person in account texts and against
every tenth line in literary texts. From the second millennium on, nu-
merous literary tablets have “firing holes,” made by pressing the stylus
(or a similar object) straight through the tablet from front to back or side
to side, often in an ornamental arrangement. A tablet could be canceled
by using a stylus or a similar instrument to draw a mark across it.

EDUCATION AND PROFESSIONAL ACTIVITY OF
SCRIBES

Sumer’s great achievement was the invention of writing, and an or-
ganized system of education was its natural outgrowth. Most people
were not literate. With approximately six hundred signs with multiple
values, education was confined to the few. Even priests, kings, gover-
nors, and judges were illiterate, with few exceptions. Correspondence
from Assyrian merchants at Kanesh (Turkey) opens with the standard
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formula: “Tell Mr A, Mr B sends the following message.”? That is, the
letter was dictated to one professional scribe and would be read to the
addressee by another professional scribe. Literacy was highly prized, and
only a few rulers, among them Shulgi, Naram-Sin, Lipit-Ishtar, Assur-
banipal, and Darius, boasted of their scribal accomplishments.

The oldest documents, the Uruk tablets, consist primarily of economic
and administrative records. But we also find lexical lists used by scribes
to learn signs to study elementary vocabulary for use in administrative
texts, and to categorize the world in which they lived so that an archaic
society could better understand itself. The same lists are found about
five hundred years later at Shuruppak, the home of the Sumerian Noah,
thereby showing the continuity of a tradition.

The archaic texts offer little information about the education or pro-
fessional activity of scribes. However, the unity in both the appearance
of tablets and the writing conventions from different regions of Baby-
lonia suggests the existence of some kind of regulated system of edu-
cation ca. 3000 BCE. The first detailed information concerning the scribal
profession and its social status comes from the Ur III period (2112-2004
BCE). Most probably the purpose of the official Ur III schools was to
provide necessary specialized personnel at a time when the demand for
scribes was great. From this period come tens of thousands of clay tablets
that are administrative in nature, encompassing all aspects of economic
life in Sumer. From these texts we learn that there were thousands of
scribes, specializing in all branches of the temple and royal administra-
tions. From this we infer that scribal schools must have thrived.

The organization and operation of schools in Mesopotamia are known
from the numerous student/teacher exercises, lexical lists, essays on
school life, examination texts, and royal hymns where kings refer to their
education. This information comes from the first half of the second mil-
lennium BCE. After this, small groups of tablets appear at different per-
iods, often retaining the intent of the old tradition but revamping the
format.

The student attended school, called a ““tablet-house,”” whose headmas-
ter was called “expert”” or ““father of the tablet-house.” There was a dean
who enforced the rules and regulations of the tablet-house, called “su-
pervisor of the tablet-house,” and there was even a “man in charge of
the whip.”” Teaching assistants were referred to as “older brothers”; their
jobs included writing new tablets for the students to copy, checking the
students” work, and listening to memorized lessons. Other faculty mem-
bers included ‘“the man in charge of Sumerian,” “the man in charge of
drawing,’”” as well as proctors in charge of attendance and discipline.
Mathematics was a separate part of the curriculum, taught by the “’scribe
of accounting,” “the scribe of measurement,” and the “scribe of the
field.” We know neither the hierarchy of the school nor how salaries
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were paid. When finished, the student became a scribe, literally, a
“tablet-writer.”

Education was undertaken only by wealthier families; the poor could
not afford the time and cost for learning. Administrative documents from
about 2000 BCE list about five hundred scribes who are further identified
by the names and occupations of their fathers. Their fathers were gov-
ernors, “city fathers,” ambassadors, temple administrators, military
officers, sea captains, important tax officials, priests, managers, account-
ants, foremen, and scribes, in other words, the wealthier citizens of the
city. There are references to poor orphan boys adopted and sent to school
by generous patrons. There is only one reference to a female scribe at
this time. However, cloistered women, celibate devotees of the sun god
Shamash and his consort Aya, served as scribes for their own cloister
administration. Celibate priestesses may also have devoted themselves
to scholarly pursuits.

The Sumerian school may have begun as a temple annex during the
third millennium BCE; it was attached to some palaces in the second
millennium and later privatized. The first Mesopotamian schools we
know of were founded or subsidized by King Shulgi at Nippur and Ur
at the end of the third millennium. When in royal service, the scribal
school may have composed hymns ordered by the royal court for the
king. Three royal hymns actually indicate that they were composed in
the school! Sumerian literary texts have been found principally in private
houses (some in the scribal quarter of Nippur referred to as Tablet Hill)
rather than in the temple complex. In fact, school texts have been exca-
vated at most private homes in the first half of the second millennium,
thereby implying that all boys in wealthy families were sent to school.

The actual learning process involved memorization, dictation, writing
new lessons and reviewing old ones, reading aloud from a written doc-
ument, and spelling. The students learned signs, language, and vocab-
ulary through syllabaries (syllabic lists) and lexical lists. The lexical lists
provided compilations of botanical, zoological, geographical, and min-
eralogical information; they also provided important linguistic tools for
the study of grammar, bilingual and trilingual dictionaries, and legal and
administrative vocabulary. The methods of teaching have given us
thousands of ““school tablets,” often round in shape, with the teacher’s
copy on one side and the pupil’s work on the other. We have the tablets
students wrote themselves, from the beginner’s first copies to those of
the advanced student, whose work could hardly be differentiated from
the teacher’s. Not every scribe completed the “full course.” In fact, the
student was probably not required to complete the entire series before
attempting the next text of the curriculum. The student copied tablets
not only as exercises but at times to build a private library for himself
or his teacher.
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Despite its professional orientation, the Sumerian school was also a
center for literature and creative writing; the Mesopotamian literary
“classics’”” were studied and copied, and new compositions were written.
Later, the Akkadians not only used the Sumerian script but also studied
the literature of the Sumerians, even imitating their works. The “diction-
aries”” became a useful tool for learning the Sumerian language, which
was no longer spoken by the beginning of the second millennium BCE
but enjoyed enormous prestige, much like Latin in Western culture.

The student attended classes daily from sunrise to sunset. We have no
information about vacations, but one pupil explained his monthly sched-
ule:

The reckoning of my monthly stay in the tablet house is (as
follows):

My days of freedom are three per month,

Its festivals are three days per month.

Within it, twenty-four days per month

(Is the time of) my living in the tablet house. They are long days.’

The student began school between the ages of five and seven years
and continued until he became a young man. We do not know if scribes
were expected to have a varied background or to what degree they were
expected to specialize as preparation for assuming their posts.

The most complete list of the subjects studied is best represented by
‘A Failed Examination.”” The examination involved a comprehensive test
by a scribe of his son; it took place in the courtyard of the tablet-house
before an assembly of masters.

A: Come, my son, sit at my feet. I will talk to you, and you will
give me information! From your childhood to your adult age you
have been staying in the tablet-house. Do you know the scribal art
that you have learned?

B: What would I not know? Ask me, and I will give you the answer.
A series of questions follows:

1. “The element of the scribal craft is the simple wedge; it has six
teeth (directions in which it could be written) . . . Do you know
its name?”’

2. Secret meanings of Sumerian words (cryptography).
3. Translation from Sumerian to Akkadian and the reverse.

4. Three Sumerian synonyms for each Akkadian word.
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. Sumerian grammatical terminology.

. Sumerian conjugation of verbs.

. Various types of calligraphy and technical writing.
. Writing Sumerian phonetically.
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. To understand the technical language of all classes of priests
and other professions, such as silversmiths, jewelers, herdsmen
and scribes.

10. How to write, make an envelope, and seal a document.
11. All kinds of songs and how to conduct a choir.
12. Mathematics, division of fields, and allotting of rations.

13. Various musical instruments.

The candidate failed, and blamed both the master and the big brother
for not teaching him these subjects; he was duly reprimanded:

What have you done, what good came of your sitting here? You
are already a ripe man and close to being aged! Like an old ass you
are not teachable any more. Like withered grain you have passed
the season. How long will you play around? But, it is still not too
late! If you study night and day and work all the time modestly
and without arrogance, if you listen to your colleagues and teach-
ers, you still can become a scribe! The scribal craft, receiving a
handsome fee, is a bright-eyed guardian, and it is what the palace
needs.*

We have several essays on school life, which have been named in
modern times (1) “Schooldays,” (2) ““School Rowdies” (or “The Dispu-
tation Between Enkimansi and Girnishag”), (3) “A Scribe and His Per-
verse Son,”” and (4) “Colloquy Between an Estate Superintendent and a
Scribe.” ““Schooldays’” dealt with the daily life of the schoolboy as re-
counted by an alumnus. It was composed by an anonymous school-
teacher around 2000 BCE, and told a story of school life, not unlike today.
It began with the question, “Old Grad, where did you go (when you
were young)?” The alumnus answered, “I went to school.” The
schoolteacher-author asked, “What did you do in school?”” The old grad
replied:

I recited my tablet, ate my lunch, prepared my (new) tablet, wrote
it, finished it; then my model tablets were brought to me; and in
the afternoon my exercise tablets were brought to me. When school
was dismissed, I went home, entered the house, and found my
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father sitting there. I explained my exercise-tablets to my father,
recited my tablet to him, and he was delighted. ... When I arose
early in the morning, I faced my mother and said to her: “Give me
my lunch, I want to go to school!”” My mother gave me two rolls,
and [ set out; my mother gave me two rolls, and I went to school.
In school the fellow in charge of punctuality said: “Why are you
late?”” Afraid and with pounding heart, I entered before my teacher
and made a respectful curtsy.

In school the student misbehaved and was caned by different staff mem-
bers for a variety of offenses such as poor class work, sloppy dress,
speaking without permission, rising without permission, going to the
school gate, not speaking Sumerian with his Sumerian instructor, and
poor penmanship. The teachers gave up on him. Finally, the old grad
asked his father’s help by feting his teacher and giving him "a bit of
extra salary,” a new garment, and a ring. The teacher duly praised the
student:

Young fellow, because you did not neglect my word, did not for-
sake it, may you complete the scribal art from beginning to end.
Because you gave me everything without stint, paid me a salary
larger than my efforts deserve, and have honored me, may Nisaba,
the queen of guardian angels, be your guardian angel; may your
pointed stylus write well for you; may your exercises contain no
faults. Of your brothers, may you be their leader; of your friends
may you be their leader, may you rank the highest among the
school graduates ... You have carried out well the school’s activi-
ties, you are a man of learning. You have exalted Nisaba, the queen
of learning; O Nisaba, praise!®

“School Rowdies”” was a bitter verbal debate between two classmates,
Enkimansi and Girnishag. Each boasted about his scribal talents while
insulting the other. In fact, in this composition we have found the first
use of "“sophomore” (Greek, “clever fool”), but in Sumerian, of course.
A sample of this vituperative interchange gives us an idea of the subjects
studied:

You dolt, numskull, school pest, you illiterate, you Sumerian ig-
noramus, your hand is terrible; it cannot even hold the stylus prop-
erly; it is unfit for writing and cannot take dictation. (And yet you
say) you are a scribe like me.

To which the other replied:
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What do you mean I am not a scribe like you? When you write a
document it makes no sense. When you write a letter it is illegible.
You go to divide up an estate, but are unable to divide up the
estate. For when you go to survey the field, you can't hold the
measuring line. You can’t hold a nail in your hand; you have no
sense. You don’t know how to arbitrate between the contesting par-
ties; you aggravate the struggle between the brothers. You are one
of the most incompetent tablet writers. What are you fit for, can
any one say? ... Me, | was raised on Sumerian, I am the son of a
scribe. But you are a bungler, a windbag. When you try to shape
a tablet, vou can’t even smooth the clay. When you try to write a
line, your hand can't manage the tablet... You “sophomore,”
cover vour ears! cover your ears! (Yet) vou (claim to know) Su-
merian like mef®

Finally, the monitor became so enraged with Enkimansi that he threat-
ened to beat him, lock him up for two months, and put him in copper
chains. With such strict discipline, pupils sometimes were truant, as in
A Scribe and His Perverse Son.” This composition about school life is
one of the first documents to use the word for “humanity.” The essay
began with an amicable exchange between father and son. The father
began by asking, “Where did you go?,” to which the son replied, “I did
not go anywhere.” The father rejoined:

If vou did not go anywhere, why do you idle about? Go to school,
stand before vour headmaster, recite your assignment, open your
schoolbag, write vour tablet, let your ”b1g brother” write your new
tablet for you. After you have ‘finished your assignment and re-
ported to yvour monitor, come to me, and do not wander about in
the street. Come now, do you know what I said?

The father had his son repeat what he had said word for word to make
sure the boy had paid close attention. The essay then turned into a
monologue of fatherly advice and concern:

Come now, be a man. Don’t stand about in the public square or
wander about the boulevard. When walking in the street, don't look
all around. Be humble and show fear before your monitor. When
you show terror, the monitor will like you... You who wander
about in the public square, would you achieve success? Then seek
out the first generations. Go to school, it will be of benefit to you.
My son, seek out the first generations, inquire of them. Perverse
one over whom I stand watch—I would not be a man did I not
stand watch over my son.
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The father continued, expressing his disappointment at his son’s un-
grateful and “inhuman’” behavior. He was particularly frustrated that
his son refused to follow in his footsteps and become a scribe. Rather,
his son was more interested in being wealthy.

Yes, I was angry with you. Because you do not look to your hu-
manity, my heart was carried off as if by an evil wind. Your grum-
blings have put an end to me, you have brought me to the point
of death ..., never in all my life, did I make you carry reeds to
the canebrake. The reed rushes which the young and the little carry,
you, never in your life did you carry them. I never said to you
“Follow my caravans.” I never sent you to work, to plow my field.
I never sent you to work, to dig up my field. I never sent you to
work as a laborer. “Go, work and support me,” I never in my life
said to you. Others like you support their parents by working ...
But you, you’re a man when it comes to perverseness, but com-
pared to them you’re not a man at all. You certainly don’t labor
like them ... It is in accordance with the fate decreed by Enlil for
man that a son follows the work of his father...I, night and day
am I tortured because of you. Night and day you waste in pleas-
ures. You have accumulated much wealth, have expanded far and
wide, have become fat, big, broad, powerful, and puffed. But your
kin waits expectantly for your misfortune and will rejoice at it be-
cause you looked not to your humanity.’”

Despite his disappointment, the father still blessed his son and called on
the gods to protect him and help him succeed.

In spite of the less than innovative curriculum, the discipline, and the
rivalry between classmates, the students who persevered graduated from
the school. They found jobs, often in the service of the palace or temple,
since the goal of the school was to train scribes for various administrative
positions in these institutions, as well as other positions, such as royal
scribe, district scribe, military scribe, land-registrar, scribe for laborer
groups, administrator, public secretary to a high administrative official,
accountant, copyist (“’deaf writer”’), inscriber of stone and seals, ordinary
clerk, astrologer, mathematician, or professor of Sumerian. In “Colloquy
between an Estate Superintendent and a Scribe,” the graduate has at-
tained a job on an estate. He and his boss, also a school alumnus, dis-
cussed their education and work. The estate superintendent offered a
long description about his diligence and obedience as a student, ending
with the admonition, “So you must be courteous to man, supervisor,
and owner, and must make their heart content.” The scribe responded
as follows: “The learned scribe humbly answers his estate superinten-
dent.”” However, the answer was anything but humble:
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Now I will let you have the answer to it; as for your ox-like bellow,
you will not turn me into an ignoramus with its lack of understand-
ing—I will answer it fully ... Why do you lay down rules for me
as if [ am an idler? Anyone who heard you would drop his hands
in despair. Let me explain to you carefully the art of being a scribe
since you have mentioned it. You have put me in charge over your
house (and) never have I let you find me idling about. I held the
slave girls, slaves, and (the rest of) your household to their task;
saw to it that they enjoyed their bread, clothing, and fat (and) that
they work properly. You did not (have to) follow your slave in the
house of your master; I did the unpleasant task (and) followed him
like a sheep ... You assigned me the breast (that is, perhaps, the
high, unirrigated part) of the field (and) I made the men work
there—a challenging task which permits no sleep either by night
or in the heat of day.®

The estate superintendent then changed his attitude, praising and bless-
ing the scribe’s work. The composition ended with the typical, “O Nis-
aba, praised.”

ARCHIVES AND LIBRARIES

The term “archive” is used to designate all records amassed at the
time a particular task was carried out by an institution or person; these
records may still be kept by those who wrote them or used them. Many
tablet rooms were conveniently located for recordkeeping and refer-
ence—near the entrance of a palace for registering goods entering or
leaving, near a royal audience room, or close to a workshop, kitchen, or
warehouse. The palace at Ugarit in Syria had archives located at each of
the two entrances to the palace. Ebla’s archival rooms were situated both
next to the royal audience room and in the administrative quarter. Mari'’s
kitchen archive was conveniently located near the kitchen.

Scribes usually accumulated private libraries through both their own
work and their students’ copies. Scribes and scribal schools associated
with temples and palaces, benefiting from the economic security of their
patrons, were able to do scholarly research, thereby accumulating col-
lections of tablets that Assyriologists call libraries.

Small personal libraries can be found in every period, though an un-
usually large personal library of more than three thousand tablets was
found in a priest’s house at Tell-ed Der (dated to the seventeenth century
BCE). Texts belonging to archives and libraries may be found in the same
place. For example, scholars often kept their private archives (for ex-
ample, legal and administrative records) and professional libraries (such
as school, literary, and scientific texts) together, as did the scribe at Ur
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who ran a school from his home in “Quiet Street no. 7.”” The majority
of information for all periods comes from economic, administrative, and
literary texts from temple and palace archives. These large institutions
often had separate rooms for filing and storing records.

The first systematic library, and the most famous, was created by King
Assurbanipal (seventh century BCE), who boasted of his ability to read
and write. Assurbanipal built a library at his palace in Nineveh and sent
agents far and wide to stock it with tablets from every field of education,
as shown in the following letter: “Hunt for the valuable tablets which
are in your archives and which do not exist in Assyria and send them
to me. I have written to the officials and overseers. .. and no one shall
withhold a tablet from you; and when you see any tablet or ritual about
which I have not written to you, but which you perceive may be prof-
itable for my palace, seek it out, pick it up, and send it to me.”” When
brought to Assyria, the tablets were either placed in Assurbanipal’s li-
brary or recopied. Some tablets were copied exactly, with the scribe leav-
ing blank spaces as in the original but adding, “I do not understand’” or
“old break.” Other tablets were partly or completely rewritten and even
adapted to the style of that time. Assurbanipal’s library probably con-
sisted of fifteen hundred different tablets with eighty to two hundred
lines on each. In general, literary libraries consisted of “classics,”” stan-
dard texts which were recopied for generations. Sometimes new com-
positions were added, but they were few and far between.

Tablets were stored in a variety of ways. Private individuals stored
tablets by wrapping them in either a piece of cloth or a reed mat or by
putting them in a jar, basket, bag, or chest. Private archives were some-
times stored in palaces for safekeeping. In Ebla, in northern Syria, the
palace archives were stored on shelves; when excavated, the tablets were
found where they had fallen when the tablet room was burnt. Tablets
could be stacked either on wooden shelves along the wall or on mud-
brick benches. The mud-brick benches, found in all periods, were ap-
proximately twenty inches wide and placed either in the center of the
room or along the walls. Benches were used for storing tablets, for laying
out records for reference or filing, and for seating scribes reading or
writing tablets. Smaller groups of tablets might be kept in either wood
chests or reed baskets, which were sealed; then the door to the room
where they were stored was sealed. In a letter to Zimri-Lim (ca. eight-
eenth century BCE) from his wife, the queen noted that ““they opened the
door of the room which he indicated, which was sealed with the seal of
Igmilum of the secretariat, and took out two baskets of tablets, the bas-
kets sealed with the seal of Etel-pi-sharrim. With their sealings those
baskets are deposited with me until my lord’s arrival, and I have sealed
the door of the room which they opened with my seal.””'® The accounts
and correspondence of the Assyrian merchants in Anatolia have been
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found in sealed jars. Assyrian tablets explain that opening a dead or
absent merchant’s ““safe” was done by a committee of three disinterested
parties, who then described the results. Later, in the first millennium BCE
temples, large pigeonholes of brick and plaster were built along the walls
of an archival room or library.

The systems for storage described indicate that tablets were meticu-
lously filed in order to be readily available for reference. Tablets could
be placed on shelves or benches, or in jars, baskets, or other receptacles,
according to contents, date, place, and so on. The tablets were placed on
shelves or in clay banks tied with strings, with tags attached noting the
contents. Some large tablets from the Ur III period as well as the Old
Babylonian period contained memos on the edge of the tablet, similar to
the spine of a book today. In the first millennium BCE notations were
added in Aramaic, Greek, and Egyptian to business documents with a
stylus or pen using ink or paint.

LITERATURE: POETRY AND PROSE

We do not know the real origins of Sumerian literature.
Authors and  Our only knowledge comes from Berossus, a third century
Editors BCE priest of Marduk who lived in Babylon. At the request

of the Seleucid king Antiochus I, Berossus wrote Babylon-
iaca, a book about ancient Mesopotamian cultural traditions and history.
Berossus recorded that after the Flood, the Babylonian Noah was in-
structed as follows: “The voice (from the sky) also told them that they
were to return to Babylon and that it was decreed that they were to dig
up the writings from (the city) of the Sipparians and distribute them to
mankind.”"!

The earliest literary texts found so far date to approximately 2400 BCE
and are from Ebla, Abu Salabikh, and Fara. We do not know the role of
oral tradition in the formation of these compositions. It is possible that
generations of storytellers and scribes were involved in creating the final
product.

Some scribes signed their names to tablets as early as 2600 BCE. Gen-
erally, the authors of literary texts remained anonymous; however, a
catalogue from Nineveh listed authors and editors of some well-known
compositions such as the Epic of Gilgamesh. Later scribes listed their line-
age, giving the names of their fathers and even earlier ancestors. Scribes
usually described themselves by the simple term “’scribe,” but sometimes
they qualified this with further titles, such as “junior scribe,” “‘exorcist,”
"“astrologer,” and so on. A few compositions appear to have been com-
posed by a single author; these works show uniqueness in language,
subject matter, and artistic development. In some cases, the texts actually
identify the author in the narrative or in an acrostic.
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The colophon functions much as the title and imprint pages of a mod-
ern book and usually contains the name of the scribe, the date the tablet
was written, and the town. The colophon may also include the title of
the composition (indicated by a shortened first line of the work), the
number of tablets in the series, the catch line of the next tablet, the name
of the owner, comments on the original which the scribe had copied, and
an invocation of curses against any unauthorized person removing the
tablet. The colophon in the Epic of Creation at the end of Tablet IV illus-
trates this process:

(Catch line)

He fashioned stands for the great gods.

(Colophon)

146 lines. Fourth tablet “When Above.” Not complete.

Written according to a wax (covered) tablet whose lines were can-
celed (that is, crossed out), for Nabu, his lord, Na’id-Marduk, de-
scendant of the Smith family, wrote it for the life of himself and
the life of his house, and deposited it in Ezida.’?

Divine inspiration is acknowledged either directly or indirectly. A god
has heard the work and sometimes approved it. The author may even
assure us that he has not changed the text from its original version.

Sumerian literature is about equal to Biblical literature in size, but
much of Sumerian literature still remains to be discovered. Most is writ-
ten in the main Sumerian dialect. However, the speeches of women and
goddesses in myths and erotic poetry as well as lamentations recited by
male singers were written in “‘the language of women.”” Most Sumerian
literature we have today is from later copies. The Babylonians and As-
syrians imitated, revised, and translated Sumerian literature. There are
also numerous Sumerian texts with interlinear translations into Akka-
dian. Sumerian literature influenced Akkadian literature in style, view-
point, and choice of subject.

During the second half of the second millennium BCE, Kassite scribes,
the last great authors and editors of Babylonia, standardized many lit-
erary works. New texts entered the canonical corpus at a later date; some
were very popular and became widely distributed. As texts were copied
and recopied, the scribes sometimes edited the compositions by adding
or deleting.

In regard to content, texts were often recopied because they dealt with
the human condition, the remote past, heroes, and especially gods. If
historical documents were recopied, they reflected universal concerns in
regard to events and personalities.

Poetry was generally favored over prose. The language of the texts
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tended to be simplified over time. Texts that could be either shortened
or expanded usually survived over time.

Because few people could read and write, the creation of Mesopota-
mian literature arose in response to the interests and needs of those who
were literate. That is, the texts addressed universal concerns, human di-
lemmas, or professional interests (for example, for diviners and exor-
cists). They could be either entertaining or informative. Texts sometimes
alluded to or even quoted from other familiar literature.

In Mesopotamian tradition, literary compositions are gen-
Categories erally named according to the first few words of the text,
of Literature 5o that When Above is the native title for The Epic of Crea-

tion, and He Who Saw Everything for The Epic of Gilgamesh.
The ancient Mesopotamians did not divide literature into specific cate-
gories, although modern scholars prefer to classify texts as myths and
epics, prayers and hymns, essays, wisdom literature, and historiography.

Incantations, the first category of literature to be discovered at Fara
and Ebla (ca. 2400 BCE), were written throughout the third millennium
BCE. By the beginning of the second millennium, incantations were com-
piled, organized by subject (such as those against evil spirits), and later
provided with interlinear translations into Akkadian. Here is an incan-
tation against an attack by rabid dogs:

It is fleet of foot, powerful on the run,

Strong-legged, broad-chested.

The shadow of a wall is where it stands,

The threshold is its lurking place.

It carries its semen [that is, foam] in its mouth,

Where it bit, it left its offspring.

(Incantation to survive a dog’s bite, incantation of Ea [the god of
wisdom and benefactor of mankind])."

Hymns to the gods and their temples are also found at about the same
time. Some of the best were composed by the first known author, En-
kheduanna, high priestess of the moon god Nanna and daughter of King
Sargon of Akkad. She wrote a cycle of forty-two short hymns. In a hymn
entitled “The Indictment of Nanna,” Enkheduanna used her considerable
literary skill as a poet to describe being forced from office and escaping
to Ur.

As for me, my Nanna takes no heed of me.

He has verily given me over to destruction in murderous straits.

Ashimbabbar has not pronounced my judgment.

Had he pronounced it: what is it to me? Had he not pronounced
it: what is it to me?
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(Me ) who once sat triumphant he has driven out of the
sanctuary.

Like a swallow he made me fly from the window, my life is
consumed.

He made me walk in the bramble of the mountain.

He stripped me of the crown appropriate for the high priesthood.

He gave me dagger and sword—"it becomes you,” he said to
me. '

Myths and epics (see Chapters 8 and 9) narrate events about major
and even minor deities as well as semi-legendary rulers such as Gilga-
mesh. Wisdom literature has been given this name because of its affinity
to Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes in the Bible. The focus of this literature
is man and a concern with moral and ethical problems. Instructions,
proverbs, and riddles are the earliest known subcategories of wisdom
literature. Instructions offer practical advice; the following paragraph is
particularly timely in today’s litigious society:

Don’t go stand where there’s a crowd,

Do not linger where there is a dispute.

They will bring evil upon you in the dispute,

Then you will be made their witness,

They will bring you to bolster a case not your own.

When confronted with a dispute, avoid it, pay no heed.

If it is a dispute with you, put out the flame,

A dispute is a wide-open ambush, a wall of sticks that smothers
its opponents.

It brings to mind what a man forgot and charges him."

Proverbs continue, sometimes in bilingual form, into the first millennium
BCE; the ancient Mesopotamians even organized them into separate col-
lections. Here are a few examples:

It’s not the heart which leads to enmity; it’s the tongue which
leads to enmity.

Tell a lie; then if you tell the truth it will be deemed a lie.

Into an open mouth, a fly enters."®

Riddles are as old as proverbs, and sometimes their puns and allusions
elude the modern reader; for example:
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(What is it?)

A house with a foundation like heaven,

A house which like a copper kettle has been covered with linen,
A house which like a goose stands on a (firm) base,

He whose eyes are not open has entered it,

He whose eyes are (wide) open comes out of it?

Its solution is: It’s the school.'”

While the last three lines are clear—the purpose of school is to educate—
the beginning of the riddle is completely obscure to us. Perhaps, unlike
other wisdom categories, riddles do not always bear the test of time. If
we project one hundred or so years into the future, the famous riddle
“What'’s black and white and re(a)d all over? (Answer: A newspaper)”
may come to be meaningless in the age of computers and CD-ROM.

Next we find royal hymns, celebrating the events and accomplish-
ments of the king. Many hymns to the gods also ended with a prayer
for the ruling king, much like the invocation “God save the Queen!”” The
king was regarded as being of both human and divine parentage, with
the human partners representing Ishtar, the goddess of love, and her
lover, Tammuz, the shepherd god. From poetry celebrating this sacred
marriage grew secular love poetry, sometimes addressed to the king or
to be read by him and his bride. In the following poem, Rim-Sin, king
of Larsa (ca. 1822-1763 BCE), takes part in the sacred marriage rite with
a priestess to secure fertility for his kingdom:

(She)

Come here, I want to be embraced, as my heart has dictated to
me,

Let us perform lovers’ task, never sleep all night,

Let both of us on the bed be in the joyful mood for love-making!

(She to Him)

Come together with attractiveness and love-making! Sustain
yourself with life!

Burn out your desire on top of me!

(He to Her)
My love is poured out for you,
Take as much as you desire in generous measure.'®

Because of their unique status, kings acted as both authors and recip-
ients of letter prayers containing individual petitions. Letter prayers were
also written to the gods themselves. For example, in this letter prayer
Apil-Adad addresses his patron god, Marduk, the god of Babylon, and
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complains of his god’s neglect: “Say to God, my father, thus says Apil-
Adad your servant. Why have you been so neglectful of me? Who might
there be to give you a substitute for me? Write to Marduk who loves
you ... Let me see your face, let me kiss your feet! Consider my family,
old and young! For their sakes take pity on me, let your assistance reach
me!””"” Hymns included lyrical expressions of praise as well as petitions
for general well-being. Prayers were pleas for individual well-being.
Some literary hymns and prayers were two hundred lines or more in
length. Hymns were metrical; prayers could be written in everyday
prose, often placed in front of the divine statue or read to the god by a
statue of the petitioner. People’s names could be miniature prayers, such
as ‘“May-the-god-save-me”” or “May-I-see-Babylon.” Hymns could be
songs praising the temple, and in one case a piece of over four hundred
lines included brief hymns to the important temples of Mesopotamia.

Hymn writing became such an important creative effort in Sumer that
the scribes themselves actually categoriz