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Preface to the
Second Edition

Perhaps because of the tragic events that have happened and continue to
happen in the heartland of ancient Mesopotamia, Iraqg, the first edition of this
book sold remarkably well for a work on the ancient Near East. My editor, Al
Bertrand, asked me thus whether I would be interested in writing a second
edition. His staff conducted a survey of teachers of ancient Near Eastern history
and related fields to inquire how the work could be improved as a textbook.
Meanwhile, my own students at Columbia University in New York were also
critical judges of the text. With their comments and the (unfortunately few)
published reviews in mind, I decided to undertake revisions primarily aimed at
making the book more accessible and useful as an introduction to ancient Near
Eastern history. At the suggestion of several people, I expanded the guide to
further reading drastically and increased the number of maps slightly. I also
integrated new research that convinced me to revise earlier opinions or guided
me to a better understanding of issues. It is my hope that readers familiar with
both editions will find the revisions improvements. The intent of the book has
remained the same as before: to introduce as many people as possible to the
fascinating world of the ancient Near East.



Preface to the
First Edition

In the year 334 BC, a young king from Macedonia and his well-trained army
crossed from Europe into Asia, confronted the vast empire of Persia, and con-
quered it in the course of a few years. Alexander’s troops marched through an
antique world that contained evidence of thousands of years of earlier history.
Their previous encounter with Greece could not have prepared them for what
they saw in the Near East and Egypt. They entered cities like Uruk that had
existed for three millennia, and saw pyramids and temples that had stood for
almost as many years. This was a world steeped in history, not a world in
decline, waiting for fresh inspiration. The city-dwellers knew their traditions
were so ancient that they claimed they dated from the beginning of time itself.
People wrote in scripts that had been used for almost three thousand years,
they read and copied texts that were hundreds of years old. These were not
idle claims, as for centuries their lands had indeed been home to the most
advanced cultures in the world, well before Greece had developed its great
classical civilization.

It is in the Near East and north-east Africa that many of the elements we
associate with advanced civilization first originated, such as agriculture, cities,
states, writing, laws, and many more. Because this region lies at the juncture of
three continents, practices and concepts from many and diverse people came
together there, inspired and complemented one another, and were used by the
inhabitants to manipulate their surroundings. They created their environment
rather than reacting to it. This had happened over many centuries, indeed
millennia, through processes that saw developments both smooth and abrupt,
reversals of fortune, and false starts. Today we are naturally attracted to finding
out how and why such things happened, and who was involved. Nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century scholarship used to trace the roots of modern
civilization in the ancient history of this region, but an approach of this kind is
no longer acceptable as we now realize that world history is not just a long and
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uninterrupted evolution from a single source. We can assert, however, that in
the Near East and north-east Africa, we are able to study for the first time in
history how humans lived, in circumstances that include many of the elements
of our own culture. This can be studied on the basis of a written record as well
as from material remains, since the first literate societies in history are found
there. And this study acquires greater poignancy because we often see the
indigenous creation of cultural factors here, rather than elements borrowed
from elsewhere.

The Near East and Egypt encompass a vast area, stretching from the Black
Sea to the Aswan Dam, and from the Aegean Sea to the highlands of Iran,
an area that was densely inhabited throughout its history. The multiplicity
of cultures and histories in this entire stretch is immense, too vast to describe
in a single book. Therefore I shall deal only with the Near East, that is, the
regions of the Asian continent, and shall exclude Egypt from the discussion.
This still leaves us with an enormous variety of peoples, cultures, languages,
and traditions with which to deal. There is a certain unity in this diversity,
however, that makes combined study desirable. In the variety we can see many
similarities. Political and military circumstances at times brought many of
these people together under a single system, and we can see almost constant
processes of social and cultural interaction and exchange that connected the
varied regions.

Near Eastern history should not be one of beginnings only, or of interest
solely because it provides the earliest evidence on questions the historian can ask.
Many other aspects are involved. It is a history of some three thousand years,
a period somewhat longer than that which separates us from Homer. This long
time span, with its numerous people, can be studied through a continuous histor-
ical record that enables us to see changing circumstances and human reactions
with a detail that exists nowhere else in the ancient world. The past has been
described as a foreign country, and to study it is like traveling: we meet people
who are much like us, but also distinctly different. As when we travel, our
access is restricted and we do not get to see everything. We are nevertheless
provided with an abundance of information for the ancient Near East, and that
abundance enables us to see a great deal more than for many other cultures of
the past.

As visitors to a foreign country we do not comprehend all we see, because
we are not full participants in the lives and cultures we encounter. Hopefully,
however, we learn to appreciate differences as responses to challenges and
opportunities that are as human as our own, whatever our circumstances. We
learn that our habits of behavior and thinking are not the only ones that make
sense. Historians are like travel guides: claiming greater familiarity with the
foreign countries than their readers, they point out what they find interesting, and
phrase their enthusiasm in ways they find comprehensible and logical. They
hope to inform readers, while inviting them to explore further. That is the aim
of this book, too: it provides an introduction to a rich and fascinating sub-
ject that can be examined in many ways, and from many different perspectives.
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Since the material at hand is so abundant and diverse, a summary book like
this one will necessarily present the author’s personal view on the subject, and
my interests and prejudices are clearly reflected in the topics I address and the
interpretations I suggest. The intent is not to write a definitive history of this
region and era of human history, but to inspire readers to travel ahead on their
own through this ancient Near Eastern world
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Author’s Note

I have rendered the names of places and persons with the intent to make them
as easily recognizable as possible to the reader. Thus I use familiar English
forms whenever they exist, e.g., Nebuchadnezzar instead of the more accurate
Nabu-kudurri-usur, Aleppo instead of Halab, etc. My colleagues will be aware
that there is inconsistency in my practice, but they will know what the various
renderings of such names are. For others, I hope it will facilitate the consulta-
tion of other books on the subjects discussed here. I have not attempted to
render some phonetic forms of the ancient Near Eastern languages, such as
the emphatic s, pronounced ts, which is rendered as a simple s here. Long vowels
are not especially indicated except when an entire term is in Akkadian.

In the translations of ancient Near Eastern texts, restorations of broken pass-
ages are not always indicated, in order to increase legibility of the text. When
they are indicated, they appear between square brackets. When a word is partly
inside the brackets, partly outside them, it indicates that part of it is still legible.
Uncertain translations are in italics.






Introductory Concerns

1.1 What is the Ancient Near East?

The term “Near East” is not widely used today. It has survived in a scholar-
ship rooted in the nineteenth century when it was used to identify the remains
of the Ottoman empire on the eastern shores of the Mediterranean Sea. Today
we say Middle East to designate this geographical area, but the two terms do
not exactly overlap, and ancient historians and archaeologists of the Middle
East continue to speak of the Near East, as I will do in this book. Already this
habit gives a certain vagueness to what constitutes the ancient history of this
area of the world, and the geographical boundaries of the region can differ
substantially from book to book. Some definitions, then, of what is intended
here are in order.

In this survey of history, Near East designates the region from the Aegean
coast of Turkey to central Iran, and from Northern Anatolia to the Red Sea.
Egypt, whose history intersects with that of the Near East at many times,
will be excluded, except when it extended its empire into Asia in the second
half of the second millennium. These boundaries are deliberately somewhat
indeterminate. This results from the fact that we study primarily the history
of a set of core areas, whose reaches extended over shifting zones in different
periods. Foremost among them is Mesopotamia, the area between the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers, from which we have the most abundant documentation
and whose history thus dominates any study of the Near East. For instance, at
times Mesopotamian states reached into the Arabian peninsula. Consequently,
that region became part of the Near East while hitherto it remained otherwise
unknown. When some other states in central Anatolia, south-west Iran, and
northern and western Syria expanded, they drew additional regions into the
orbit of Near Eastern history. As historians, we rely on sources; their extent,
both in geographical terms and in what facets of life they document, fluctuates
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enormously over time. When they report on activity somewhere, that place be-
comes part of the Near East; when they do not, histories have little to tell. The
ancient history of the Near East can be likened to a dark room with isolated
points of light, some brighter than others, provided by the sources. They shine
especially clearly on certain places and periods, but leave much else concealed.
It is the historian’s task to try to make sense of the whole.

The chronological boundaries of ancient Near Eastern history are also ambi-
guous, and authors of different books on the subject use a variety of dates.
Both the beginning and the end dates of this history are flexible. History is
traditionally considered to rely on written sources, and the origins of writing
in the Near East, around 3000 BcC, can then be seen as the start of history. Yet
script was just one of several innovations that had its roots in earlier times, and
the earliest texts contain no “historical” information that we can understand
beyond the fact that people had the ability to write. Thus, most histories of the
Near East start in prehistory, oftentimes in the tenth millennium, describing
in more or less detail the developments that took place before the historical
period. During these seven millennia, so many important changes happened in
the lifestyles of humans in the Near East that they deserve separate in-depth
treatment, using archaeological and anthropological methodologies and sources
different from historical ones. There is not enough room in this book, which
intends to discuss the historical periods thoroughly, to do full justice to all pre-
historic developments. Hence the chaprers of this book will start with the “Uruk
revolution” of the fourth millennium, while earlier developments will only be
cursorily outlined in this introduction. It seems appropriate to begin a history
of the Near East around 3000, as several prehistoric processes culminated
simultaneously at this time, and writing appeared, dramatically changing the
nature of our source material.

History rarely knows clear-cut endings. Even when states are definitively
destroyed, they leave an impact, the duration of which depends on whether
one looks at political, economic, cultural, or other aspects of history. But the
historian has to end somewhere and the choice of when needs a rationale.
Various dates are commonly used to end ancient Near Eastern history, most
often either the fall of the last native Mesopotamian dynasty in 539 or the
defeat of Persia by Alexander of Macedon in 331. I have chosen to take
Alexander as the last figure of the political history of the ancient Near East,
because while the changes he instituted were probably not momentous for
most of the people at that time, our access to the historical data is transformed
starting in his reign. The gradual shift from native to external classical sources
necessitates a different historiographical approach. The arrival of Hellenism is
a fitting borderline because the historian’s understanding of the region changes
significantly.

The years from around 3000 to 331 involve some twenty-seven centuries,
which is a very long period. Few historical disciplines engage themselves with
such lengths of time. We can compare it to what is covered in survey books of
the whole of western civilization, which link Homeric Greece to the present day.
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While we can see clearly distinct periods in that western evolution and appreciate
the pivotal changes that took place over time, it is harder to do so for ancient
Near Eastern history. Our distance from the Near East, both in time and in
spirit, sometimes leads to a view that blurs distinctions and reduces every-
thing to one large static mass. On the other hand, one can take a diametrically
opposed view and fragment this history into short, coherent, and manageable
segments. Discontinuity then becomes the focus. The latter attitude lies at the
basis of what is usually presented as the periodization of Near Eastern history.
A sequence of phases, mostly defined in dynastic terms based on events in
Mesopotamia, is strung together as a historical continuum. Each phase experi-
ences its cycle of rise, prosperity, and decline, as if it were a biological entity.
In between fall the so-called Dark Ages, moments of historical silence.

I shall take an intermediate stance here. While continuities should not be
overemphasized, some basic patterns of Near Eastern history are visible. In polit-
ical terms, for example, the Near East was a region of fragmented power with
relatively short-lived periods of centralization under rulers or dynasties (usually
Mesopotamian) whose territorial reach became increasingly wider. While I shall
maintain the traditional subdivisions into dynastic periods, I shall group them
into larger units. This book is thus divided into the ages of city-states, territorial
states, and empires, each with their moments of greatness and disruption (if
we equate power with greatness). The city-state was the primary political element
from 3000 to approximately 1600, territorial states dominated the scene from
that point on to the early first millennium, and empires characterized later anci-
ent Near Eastern history. Mesopotamian states usually demonstrate these stages
of development most conclusively, but it is clear that they also occurred else-
where in the Near East.

In the end, the availability and extent of the sources define the ancient
Near East as a historical subject and subdivide its history. Extensive written
and archaeological documentation is available in certain places at certain times,
and those regions and moments form the core of the subject. The cultures of
Mesopotamia dominate in this respect. They were often the leading civiliza-
tions of their time, and their histories had an impact over the entire Near East.
When they influenced or controlled non-Mesopotamian regions, those areas
became included in Near Eastern history; when they did not, we often lose
track of what happened outside Mesopotamia. In the last three decades, it has
become increasingly apparent that other regions of the Near East experienced
developments independent of Mesopotamia and that all cultural innovations
cannot be credited to that area. Still, it remains impossible to write continuous
histories of those regions without reliance on a Mesopotamia-centered model.
Mesopotamia provides the geographical and chronological unity to Near Eastern
historiography. Its use of an age-old script, its continuation of religious prac-
tices, and its cultural continuity from the third to the first millennia allow us to
look at its long history as a unified whole. The study of the other cultures in
the region is mostly pegged to that of Mesopotamian culture, but we should
not ignore their contributions to the history of the Near East.
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Box 1.1 Darning Near Eastern history

Following the practice of the large majority of histories, this book uses absolute dates
to indicate when events took place. These dates are set within the artificial construct
of the Christian or Common Era, and since the entirety of ancient Near Eastern history
took place before the start of that era, all are s(efore) c(hrist) or s(efore) c(ommon)
e(ra), the higher numbers preceding the lower ones. That is merely a convention to
enable us to comprehend the sequence of events and their distance in time, even if
the era has an ideological basis without relevance to the ancient Near East. All dates
in this book thus have to be read as sc.

I have also stated these dates absolutely, giving a false impression of certainty. The
absolute chronology of Near Eastern history is a vexing and controversial problem. The
Mesopotamians were very good at providing sequences of rulers, for example, but
the difficulty for us is to establish a firm point in time to which they can be attached.
The tools employed derive from multiple disciplines (e.g., astronomy, archaeology,
philology) and the scholarly debates are very technical. Since they are so complex, |
will not discuss them here but only indicate the system | have used. First-millennium
chronology is secure because of several reliable data, including the record of a solar
eclipse that took place on June 15, 763, and allows us to anchor a long sequence of
Assyrian eponyms (see chapter 6). The absolute chronology of the second millennium
and before is uncertain, however. Scholars have reconstructed a reliable relative
sequence, primarily based on Mesopotamian lists of kings, but that sequence can-
not be absolutely dated with certainty. Different systems are in use and one called
“Middle Chronology” has been the most popular, although it has often been justifi-
ably attacked. It dates the reign of King Hammurabi of Babylon from 1792 to 1750.
| have taken over this system without comment, or even a belief that it is superior
to alternatives, because it is the most commonly used, which should make it easier for
readers to consult other scholarship.

1.2 The Sources

As pointed out above, the availability of sources determines the confines of
ancient Near Eastern history. Fortunately, these sources are incredibly abund-
ant and varied in nature for the whole of this long history. Texts, the primary
source for the historian, have survived in the hundreds of thousands. From
early on, kings carved inscriptions on stone monuments, many of which were
among the first archaeological finds made in Mesopotamia. More important,
however, was the clay tablet, the medium of writing that developed in southern
Mesopotamia and was adopted by all Near Eastern cultures. It has amazing
durability in the dry soil of the region, and texts from the mundane receipt of a
single sheep to literary works such as the Epic of Gilgamesh are plentiful. The
survival of numerous documents of daily use distinguishes the ancient Near
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East from other ancient cultures. In Egypt, Greece, and Rome, similar things
were written, but on parchment and papyrus, materials that have survived in
unusual conditions only. The writings from the ancient Near East are rich not
only in number but also in what they cover: the economy, royal building activity,
military campaigns, government business, literature, science, and many other
aspects of life are abundantly documented.

Archaeological material has become increasingly important as one of the
historian’s tools. Not only do excavations allow us to determine that the Hittites
were present in northern Syria in the fourteenth century, for instance, but they
also permit us to study the material conditions of their lives there. The Near East
is covered with artificial mounds that were formed over the centuries by the
debris of human occupation. Those are called zell in Arabic, tepe in Persian, and
hiiyiik in Turkish, terms we find in the names of most archaeological sites. The
possibilities for archaeological excavation in the Near East are so great that we
have only scratched the surface so far, despite 150 years of work. Major cities
such as Uruk, Babylon, Nineveh, Hattusa, and so on, have been explored over
many years and have yielded enormous numbers of buildings, monuments,
objects, and texts. But when one compares what has been uncovered with what
remains hidden, it is clear that this is only a beginning. There remain thousands
of unexplored sites, not all of which can be systematically investigated. Since
numerous dams, roads, and agricultural developments are constantly being built
and threaten to annihilate ancient sites, the selection of what is excavated is
often determined by rescue efforts.

We should not underestimate the importance of the vicissitudes of archaeo-
logical exploration in determining our outlook on Near Eastern history. Modern
political developments in the Middle East control where one can excavate.
Imperial competition between Great Britain and France in the mid-nineteenth
century led their representatives to focus on the massive sites in northern
Irag, the region of Assyria. There they found the most impressive monuments
to be displayed in national museums, which led to the early interest in Assyrian
history. Only later in the century, when concerns about origins peaked, did
archaeologists explore the south of Iraq systematically, in search of the earlier
Sumerians. More recently, after the Shah of Iran invited western archaeo-
logists to his country, the results of their research led to significant revisions
of the history of the Near East. The revolution of 1979 suddenly terminated
that research, however. Likewise, the Iraq Wars of 1991 and 2003, and the
subsequent instability of the country, have fully choked off access to the heart-
land of Mesopotamia. Archaeologists sought new terrain, and many turned to
northern Syria and southern Turkey. It is no surprise that the finds from these
regions force us to rethink their impact on ancient Near Eastern history. The
most important repercussion of these changes has been the shift away from
Mesopotamia to what used to be called the periphery. Syria, Anatolia, and
western Iran are much better known than before, and the documentation of
cultural evolutions there has forced us to reconsider the primacy and dominance
of Mesopotamia in many aspects of history.
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A final point needs to be made about the distribution of sources. In the
ancient Near East, there is a direct correlation between political centralization
of power, economic development, the construction of monumental architec-
ture, and the increased production of written documents of all types. Thus
the sources, both archaeological and textual, accentuate moments of political
strength. History is by nature a positivistic science (meaning that we discuss
what is preserved), and necessarily focuses on those moments for which the
sources are most plentiful. In between are what we call the “Dark Ages.” The
historian observes and interprets points of light, discontinuous in time and
regional coverage. While the distant past is usually less well documented than
the more recent one, the ancient Near East presents an exception to that rule.
Although uneven, the coverage of our documentation is almost continuous for
the three millennia of its history, and at times there is an abundance of sources.
What is available for twenty-first-century Babylonia, for example, surpasses
in number and scope the written documentation from many later periods in
history. The ancient Near East provides the first cultures in human history in
which true and detailed historical research can take place.

1.3 Geography

The Near East is a vast landmass situated at the intersection of three continents:
Africa, Asia, and Europe. Three tectonic plates meet there and their move-
ments determine the geology of the region. The Arabian plate presses to the
north underneath the Iranian plate, pushing it upwards, and is itself forced
down. Where the two plates meet, there is a long depression stretching from
the Mediterranean Sea to the Persian Gulf in which the Tigris and Euphrates
rivers flow, turning a desert into highly fertile land wherever their waters reach.
The African and Arabian plates meet at the western edge of the Near East
and are separated by the Great Rift, which runs parallel to the Mediterranean
coast and creates a narrow valley lined by the Amanus and Lebanon mountains.
There is little room for coastal settlement except in the south, where the plain
widens. The north and the east of the Near East are also dominated by high
mountain ranges, the Taurus and Zagros, which contain the sources of all rivers
in the region. The south of the region is a huge flat landmass, containing the
Syrian and Arabian deserts. These become more mountainous the further south
one goes and are almost entirely deprived of water.

Geological phenomena, earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, as well as the
effects of wind, rain, and water, have created a highly diverse area. Quite in
contrast to the popular view of the Middle East as a flat monotonous expanse,
the variation in natural environment is enormous. This is true not only for the
varied wider regions (coastal areas, deserts, alluvia, etc.), but also on a local
scale, where great ecological variations exist in distinct micro-environments.
Two examples demonstrate this. Babylonia, the area between the Persian Gulf
and modern-day Baghdad, may seem an area with little diversity, relying on
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irrigation by the Euphrates and Tigris rivers for its survival. The two rivers run
through a narrow plain that is extremely flat: it rises less than 30 meters above
sea level some 500 kilomerters inland. But very different geographical zones are
contained within that stretch. In the north is a desert plateau where agriculture
is only possible in the narrow river valleys. Somewhat downstream the rivers
enter the alluvium, but still have clearly defined channels. South of the city of
Babylon, however, they break up into numerous branches that run almost on
top of the land, and their courses shift constantly. Finally, south of the ancient
cities of Ur and Lagash, the region becomes completely marshy, and agriculture
is impossible.! Several ecological zones are present in close proximity to one
another. The far north is uninhabitable, the northern plain allows an irriga-
tion agriculture of square low fields over large areas, while the southern plain
requires elongated fields lined with furrows. The south had access to varied
resources from the marshes: fish, reeds, and so on; the north relied more on
animal husbandry. Great differences are thus visible in the area we summarily
call Babylonia.

In the mountains of the Lebanon there was an even greater variety of
natural environments. The Beqa’a Valley in the rift between the Lebanon and
Anti-Lebanon ranges is some 100 kilometers long by 25 kilometers wide. On
a map this small area looks uniform, but there are numerous local differences
in its ecology. The high mountains cause plenty of rainfall on the western side;
the area to the east is consequently dry. Springs, while numerous, are unevenly
dispersed through the region and the Orontes River is not a good source
for irrigation water, Hence, wetlands alternate with very dry areas, zones of
intensive horticulture with zones where only animal herders can survive. The
valley is thus a collection of what has been called micro-ecologies, each enabling
different lifestyles.?

Within the vast area of the Near East, we have to recognize great variability
in natural environments. However, there are certain basic characteristics with
important repercussions for the livelihood of the inhabitants. Agriculture, the
prerequisite for the permanent settlement of populations, is difficult. Rainfall
is scarce almost everywhere because the high mountains in the west leave large
parts of the Near East in the rain shadow. Agriculture that relies on rain, so-
called dry farming, requires at least 200 mm of water annually. The 200 mm
isohyet, that is, the line that connects those points of equal rainfall, runs through
the Near East in a great arch from the southern Levant to the Persian Gulf.
The mountains and foothills receive more rain, the plains less to almost none
at all. But the line on the map is misleading: annual variability is great and
there is a large marginal zone which at times receives sufficient rain, at times
does not. Rainfed agriculture is only guaranteed when one reaches the 400 mm
isohyet. The effect on human settlement is drastic. South of the 400 mm isohyet,
agriculture is possible only if rivers are available to provide irrigation water. The
Tigris and Euphrates rivers afford a lifeline to the Mesopotamian plain where
rainfall is scarce and erratic. These two rivers and their tributaries, the Balikh,
Habur, Greater and Lesser Zab, Diyala, Kerkheh, and Karun, originate in the
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mountains of Turkey and Iran where rainfall and snow feed them. As perennial
rivers, their water can be tapped to irrigate the crops with careful management
and using techniques that will be discussed later in this chapter.

Long periods of drought could easily have occurred in the time span we
study here, however. While we can assume that over the last 10,000 years the
climate in the Near East has not fundamentally changed, it is certain that even
marginal variations could have had serious consequences for the inhabitants.
The question arises as to whether the so-called Dark Ages resulted from a
drying of the climate which made rainfed agriculture impossible in zones usu-
ally relying on it, and which lowered the rivers to such an extent that irrigated
areas were substantially reduced. Or should we focus on human factors in
trying to explain such periods? So far, insufficient data on the ancient climate
are available to serve as a historical explanation for the drastic political and
economic changes we observe.

A second important characteristic of the geography of the Near East involves
the question of boundaries. These are created by mountains, seas, and deserts,
which could all be crossed, although in limited places and with special techno-
logy only. The Zagros and Taurus mountains were massive barriers to the
states of Mesopotamia, and could only be entered through the river valleys.
Military expansion was thus always restricted there, even by such mighty
powers as Assyria. The mountain ranges in the Levant left a narrow corridor
only for movement from northern Syria to Egypt, and control of individual
valleys denied passage between the two. Mountains were also the habitat of
many uncontrollable groups that often tried to enter the states we will study.
To the dwellers of the plains, the mountains must have presented a fearful and
inhospitable sight.

Seas form a very different kind of boundary, the Mediterranean and the
Persian Gulf being the most important. They do create a border, but once
crossed, they provide access to regions at great distances. Thus the Persian Guif
and the span of marshes at its head form the southern border of Mesopotamia,
but from the fifth millennium on, inhabitants of Mesopotamia sailed in primitive
crafts to regions along the Gulf coasts. In the late fourth millennium sailors may
have reached Egypt that way, and in the third and early second millennia direct
seaborne contacts with the Indus Valley were common. The Mediterranean
was a different prospect. Only a few harbors existed along its coast, none south
of Jaffa. By the late third millennium, however, Aegean sailors had ships that
could reach the Syro-Palestinian coast, and in the second half of the second
millennium, shipping throughout the eastern Mediterranean was common.
Around 1200, technological innovations on boats enabled people from Syro-
Palestinian harbors to sail long distances, and the entire Mediterranean came
within their reach. First-millennium Phoenicians established colonies as far
west as Spain and the Atlantic coast of North Africa.

More formidable as a border was the great desert stretching between
Mesopotamia and the Levant. For millennia, people from Mesopotamia could
only make their way along the Tigris or Euphrates river valleys and cross the
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northern Syrian steppe to reach the Mediterranean. With the domestication
of the camel around the year 1000, direct passage became possible, although
infrequent. Even when small companies of people could cross directly through
it, the lack of water still forced armies to take the age-old roundabout route
through the Levant and northern Syria to get from Egypt to Mesopotamia. The
desert, like the mountains, was home to groups feared and hated by the settled
people, nomads whose lifestyles were despised and who were impossible to
rule. Even if the desert could be crossed, the states of the Near East could not
overpower its inhabitants.

This permeability of boundaries not only allowed Near Easterners to
move outward, but also enabled outsiders to enter the region. The Near East’s
position at the juncture of three continents is unique in the world. Populations
from Africa, Europe, and Asia have moved into the region from early pre-
history till today, causing interaction, exchange of technologies, and increasing
pressures on the natural resources. This may explain why so many “revolutions”
in the lifestyles of humans have taken place there: the emergence of modern
humans, of farming, of cities, and of the first empires. It is certain that popula-
tion movements took place during ancient Near Eastern history, but to study
them is difficult. While we can say with confidence that the Mongol and Turkish
tribesmen who invaded Iran and Iraq in the thirteenth century AD came from
inner Asia, we are not so certain about the origins of the Hittites, for instance.
Perhaps, as speakers of an Indo-European language, they indeed came from a
region north of India and arrived in Anatolia in the early second millennium,
as many historians used to think. But the presumed Indo-European home-
land north of India could be a pure phantom, and speakers of Indo-European
languages could just as easily have resided in Anatolia from prehistory on,
only entering the historical record in the early second millennium. The same is
true for so many populations — Sumerians, Hurrians, Sea Peoples, Israelites,
and so on — who once were thought to have invaded parts of the Near East.
To reprise the earlier metaphor, the Near East is this one area of light in a
world of prehistoric darkness. People suddenly appear in its spotlight. It may
be impossible to establish whether such people came from far away or nearby
— or if they had always been in the region where they first appear in the
documentation.

1.4 Prehistoric Developments

We must undertake the study of the long cultural evolution of prehistory from
a perspective that takes the entire Near East into account. Despite the great
ecological diversity in the region, we see simultaneous developments in several
places. The absolute chronology of events is still uncertain and debated, but
we have a good idea about overall trends. Especially with the beginning of the
Neolithic period around 9000, important cultural developments occurred that
established the setting for the later historical Near Eastern civilizations.
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The most crucial technological development was agriculture, which enabled
the existence of societies in year-round settlements. This evolution took place
over several millennia and involved the domestication of plants, primarily cereals,
and of animals. The archaeological sites where we see these changes occur are
usually located at the borders of different ecological zones, whose occupants
took advantage of varied plant resources and hunted different animals. The
ecological variety of the Near East described above may in fact have been one
of the reasons why agriculture evolved there so early. People became so used
to having access to a variety of food resources that they sought to guarantee
the supply by interfering in the natural growing cycles of preferred crops
and animals.

For millennia, humankind had lived by gathering its food from local resources,
and moving when these were exhausted. The hunting of wild animals prob-
ably complemented a diet that relied primarily on wild cereals, fruits, legumes,
fish, shellfish, and whatever else the environment provided. Small groups were
forced to move around seeking shelter in caves and the like. Their lifestyle
should not necessarily be considered as harsh and difficult. Ethnographic studies
have determined that the life of early farmers was more arduous than that of
hunter-gatherers, especially in the resource-rich area of the Near East, where
food could be readily collected without much effort. The question of why people
moved toward agriculture thus remains difficult to answer. Settled life in larger
communities may simply have been more socially appealing. Also, many of
these changes in the interaction between humans and their natural environ-
ment may have been unintentional, their effects only noticed gradually after
many seasons.

Direct control of the food supply via cereal agriculture was achieved through
a series of probably inadvertent steps from the eleventh to seventh millennia
as humans became more practiced at sowing, husbandry, harvesting, and
storage. Wild cereals have two characteristics that cause problems for human
consumers — they have weak stems so that their seeds easily disperse and fall
to the ground before they are harvested. Also, it is hard to get at their seeds,
which are covered with strong husks in order to prevent premature germination.
When harvesting, people would gather more seeds that had not fallen to the
ground from plants with stronger stems, and such plants would be promoted
once seeds were sown. More consciously, people may have selected grains
with thinner husks for sowing, hence propagating such species. Over many
centuries, through selection and cross-breeding with wild grasses, the einkorn
and emmer wheats that grow wild in the Near East mutated to develop into
the modern bread and club wheats.

Selective hunting of wild animals also replaced previous indiscriminate killing.
Wild herds were culled to procure a proper age and gender balance, and were
protected from natural predators. Sheep and goats became the most common
domesticates, and among them preference was given to breeds that provided
the most resources, such as sheep with thick wool coats. Over time, humans
became responsible for all aspects of the animals’ existence, whose behavior
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had now totally diverged from that of their wild progenitors and whose physical
attributes had become very different as well.

Thus there was not a sudden change from hunting-gathering to farming, but
rather a slow process during which people increased their reliance on resources
they managed directly, but still supplemented their diets by hunting wild animals.
It is clear that the process was not irreversible. Sometimes populations had to
return to a hunter-gatherer existence or increase their intake of wild resources
when the domesticated supply did not meet their needs. We have to keep
in mind that both lifestyles existed in the same geographical area: agriculture
developed where wild resources were abundant.

Agriculture enabled an increase in continuous settlement by people. The
various archaeological cultures we can distinguish between the years 9000 and
5000 demonstrate a greater permanence of residence, larger communities,
and an increased usage of domesticated over wild resources. The house is the
attribute of sedentary life that is best distinguished in the archaeological record.
In the Levant, houses were built of stone or with stone foundations; elsewhere
in the Near East their walls were of piled mud, and later of mudbrick. The
settlements became increasingly large, which demonstrates the ability to pro-
vide food for greater numbers of people. A shift from round to rectangular
houses took place in the ninth millennium, showing the cohabitation of larger
groups of people with some type of social hierarchy and a specialization in room
use. In the earliest villages of the ninth millennium, people used clay storage
bins to keep wild and domesticated cereals, but in the eighth millennium they
developed fired pottery. Although perhaps not a major technological break-
through, since it was merely an extension of earlier storage practices and work
with clay, it was useful for cooking and enabled people to store goods safely.
Coincidentally, pottery provides the archaeologist with an extremely useful tool
for dating excavated remains, in part because it was a constantly developing
technology (see box 1.2).

By 7000, completely agricultural villages existed throughout the Near East,
all of them located in areas with sufficient rainfall for farming. In Anatolia
and the Levant, there was an abandonment or contraction of earlier sites and
a return to less complex societies, however. The focus of subsequent cultural
developments shifted at this time to the east, especially the region below the
dry-farming area, namely the plains of Mesopotamia. Shortly after 7000, farm-
ing communities developed in areas of northern Mesopotamia with insufficient
rainfall, consequently relying on irrigation. The technology of leading water
from rivers and basins to crops had already been used much earlier in areas
such as the Levant, but with the move of settlements into arid zones, irriga-
tion became essential and better organized. Unlike the Nile in Egypt, which
provides water in the late summer just when it is needed to prepare wet
fields for planting seeds, the Tigris and Euphrates rivers rise in the late spring
when almost full-grown plants can be damaged by too much water. The rivers
in Mesopotamia are at their lowest when the sowing season arrives. A system
of canals and storage basins had to be developed to control the water and
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Box 1.2 The use of pottery in archaeological research

Ceramic remains provide an important tool to the archaeologist. Pottery is ubiquitous
in the archaeological record, the shards are almost indestructible, and styles of
decoration as well as pot shapes change relatively rapidly over time, indicating the
tastes of distinct groups of people. Just as in our day the shape and decoration
of soda bottles develop over time and we can date a photograph by the shape of the
bottle in a person’s hand, so the changing styles of pottery in antiquity can be used
as a way of dating sites and the archaeological levels within them. Consequently,
prehistoric cultures are often named for the type of pottery that represents them:
Hassuna, Samarra, Ubaid, and so on, whose pottery styles were first identified in the
sites with those names (see figure 1.1). When several ceramic assemblages are found
in a stratigraphic sequence, we can establish their relative chronology. All tells of the
Near East are covered with potsherds that represent the periods of occupation. Thus
even without excavation, the archaeologist can determine when a site was inhabited

on the basis of pottery remains.

allow it to enter the fields only when needed. The system did not have to be
elaborate and could be managed by small communities, but still there had to
be an awareness of the cycles of the rivers and the crops, and planning and
organization were required to irrigate using the Mesopotamian rivers.

Small irrigation systems were created first in the foothills of the Zagros,
and probably also at the edge of the marshes in southern Babylonia. Before
the technology could be extended into southern Mesopotamia, however, it had
to be further developed. The extreme flatness of the plain readily exposed
fields to floods, especially from the Euphrates, which has almost no valley at
all. The river, with its many branches and human-created canals, had to be
carefully managed. Any time it overflowed, a natural levee developed from
the deposit of silt left behind by the water losing its speed. While these could
be reinforced artificially and turned into dikes, sedimentation between them
often led to riverbeds being higher than the fields around them. There was no
natural drainage of water deposited in the fields, and the high temperatures
in the region led to evaporation and a high level of salt in the soil, arresting
the growth of plants. Moreover, the water table rose after irrigation, damag-
ing roots when it came too near the surface. Over the millennia, inhabitants of
southern Mesopotamia developed the technology to irrigate increasingly larger
areas, but it is important to remember that the practice started on a small
scale, using the many branches of the Euphrates. Between 6000 and 5500,
permanent settlement in the lower Mesopotamian plain became common and
remained a constant feature.

Primarily on the basis of pottery styles, archaeologists delineate a sequence
of cultures in the period from 7000 to 3800: Proto-Hassuna and Hassuna in



Figure 1.1 Samarra period decorated bowl from Tell al-Sawwan, Iraq. Courtesy of
Columbia University, Department of Art History and Archaeology

Chart 1.1 Chronology of the prehistory of the Near East

date Bc Levant Anatolia N. Mesopotamia S. Mesopotamia
9000
Proto-Neolithic (PPN A)
8500
Aceramic Neolithic (PPN B-C)
7000
Pottery
Neolithic Proto-Hassuna
6500 Chatal Huyuk
Amuq B Hassuna/Samarra
6000
Halaf Halaf Halaf Early Ubaid
5500
5000
4500 Ubaid Ubaid Ubaid Late Ubaid
4000 Early Uruk
Chalcolithic
3500 Uruk Late Uruk
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the rainfed areas of northern Mesopotamia in the seventh millennium, and
Samarra in the irrigated zone of the north in the late seventh millennium. The
west of the Near East was characterized at the time by a less-developed cul-
ture identified as Amug B. The sixth millennium saw a massive expansion of
the north Mesopotamian Halaf culture that ranged over the entire rainfed zone
aburtting the Mesopotamian plain and extended into the Levant. Areas previously
occupied by the Samarran culture have not yielded archaeological remains,
but southern Mesopotamia became permanently settled by people using a cul-
tural assemblage we call Ubaid. Around 4500, this Ubaid culture replaced the
Halaf in the north and in the Zagros Mountains.

The most remarkable aspects of these cultures are their wide geographical
spread and their long-distance contacts. Keeping in mind the fact that these
were small communities without any organization beyond the village level, the
spread of a cultural assemblage such as that of Halaf from the central Zagros
to the Mediterranean coast is astonishing. There are limited remains and local
differences are blurred, but aspects of Halaf’s material remains are quite specific,
such as the unique layout of its houses which stands out as a marker of this
culture. At the same time, we observe that luxury materials were obtained from
very distant regions. For instance, obsidian was only naturally available in
central Anatolia, but it is found in sites throughout the Near East. The success
of Chatal Hiyiik, a large site in central Anatolia that existed from ca. 7200
to 6000, is often thought to have resulted from its trade in this volcanic stone.
Less prestigious goods were obtained in distant regions as well. Ubaid pottery
produced in southern Mesopotamia was found along the Persian Gulf as far
south as Oman, and scholars have interpreted this as the remains of fishing
and pearl-diving expeditions.

Another characteristic of these early cultures is their longevity. The Halaf
culture lasted almost a millennium and was gradually infiltrated by that of
the southern Ubaid. The latter’s durability over almost two millennia, and the
high degree of cultural continuity it demonstrates, are startling. These factors
seem to suggest that once communities had settled in lower Mesopotamia,
they retained a stable and local development. They preserved the same material
culture throughout their existence, only gradually becoming more extensive
and complex.

Primary among the social developments were the rise of a hierarchy and the
centralization of powers and functions, a result of the growth in size of com-
munities. There are fundamental differences visible between the north and the
south of Mesopotamia in this respect. In the southern Ubaid culture, some
members of the communities had a distinct status, as indicated by the larger
size and the particular layout of the buildings they inhabited or supervised.
The power of these newly developed elites seems to have derived from control
over agricultural resources. Among the families forming communities, one
would emerge to supervise the storage of harvests in a central location. This
is already visible in the south, whereas the contemporary Halaf culture in the
north exhibits a high degree of social homogeneity. When the Ubaid culture
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spread into Halaf territory after 5500, social differentiation arrived there as
well. The new elites are visible to us in their claim to rare and exotic foreign
goods. Possibly they were immigrants from the south who imposed a type of
political authority over the weaker local families and controlled long-distance
trade. Only late in the Ubaid period did they start to exercise the type of local
agricultural dominance visible earlier in the south.

The physical focus of these centralized functions seems to have been a build-
ing that may already be called a temple. Starting in the mid-sixth millennium,
the site of Eridu in the far south of the region shows a sequence of increasingly
larger buildings on the same spot, culminating in a great temple of the late third
millennium. Projecting the function of early historical temples back in time, it
is likely that from the early Ubaid period onward, this building functioned both
as a centralized place of worship and as a center for the collection and distribu-
tion of agricultural goods. In some of Eridu’s archaeological levels, masses of
fish bones have been found, which seem to be the remains of offerings made to
the deity of the temple. A social organization beyond the individual household
was thus developing within communities, with all families of the settlement con-
tributing to the temple cult. There also developed a hierarchy of settlements in
the far south of Mesopotamia, a few measuring 10 to 15 hectares surrounded
by smaller ones that were usually only 0.5 to 2 hectares in size. This demon-
strates that individual communities became integrated into a wider cooperative
territorial organization.

The prehistoric evolutions summarily sketched here demonstrate that many
of the cultural aspects of later Near Eastern history developed over long periods.
A culmination of these processes occurred in the fourth millennium, when the
coalescence of several innovations led to the establishment of Mesopotamian
civilization. These events will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.

NOTES

1 P. Sanlaville, “Considérations sur ’évolution de la basse Mésopotamie au cours des
derniers millénaires,” Paléorient 15/2 (1989), pp. 7-9.

2 Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell, The Corrupting Sea: A Study of Mediterranean
History (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), pp. 54-9.
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The fourth millennium was a crucial time in the history of humankind. Dur-
ing this period we see the culmination of several cultural processes leading to
many innovations of seminal importance, including states, cities, and writing,
all of which reveal the existence of a complex society organized by a hierarchy
and with specialized labor. While these developments occurred in the south
of Mesopotamia, their influence had considerable effects throughout the Near
East.

In the early fourth millennium, a new type of pottery style appeared through-
out the Near East. The carefully fashioned and decorated vessels of the previous
cultures were replaced by rough and undecorated wheel-made plates, bowls, and
jars which seem to be purely utilitarian (see figure 2.1). Rather than the result
of the arrival of new populations, this development more likely reflects a change
in attitudes toward these utensils. More people living together needed more
pots, and these were mass produced in order to fulfill the increased demand.
Indeed, in the Uruk period, which lasted for the whole of the fourth millennium,
social changes of such magnitude took place, entirely as a result of indigenous
forces, that they used to be referred to as “the urban revolution,” on a par with
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Figure 2.1 Beveled-rim bowls from the Uruk Mound at Abu Salabikh. Courtesy of
Susan Pollock

the industrial revolution of the nineteenth century Ap. The term revolution might
be considered a misnomer for a process that occurred over one thousand years,
but the importance of the changes should not be underestimated. They did
not only comprise the arigins of cities. Many other innovations were visible in
other areas of society, the economy, technology, and culture that were equ-
ally significant for humanity. Anthropologists, for instance, often focus on the
development of the state at this time, emphasizing the relationship between
settlements and their surroundings. Historians often stress the origins of writing,
which provides us with a whole new means of access to the people we study.
Art historians often focus on the appearance of monumental art, signifying
a completely new relationship between art and society. That these changes
coincided was certainly not accidental. We will discuss some of them separately
to understand what happened more clearly.

2.1 The Origins of Cities

The geographical center of developments in the Uruk period is in the extreme
south of Mesopotamia, at the head of the Persian Gulf. Ironically, that area has
yet to be thoroughly excavated for this period. The site after which the culture
is named, Uruk, is really the only one where there is a meaningful exposure
of archaeological remains, allowing us to reconstruct the physical appearance
of the settlement. At that site two areas with important Uruk period remains
were excavated. Most significant is the Eanna precinct, which was leveled and
abandoned early in the third millennium and whose fourth-millennium remains
were close to the surface. The archaeological exposure remains limited but
sufficient to reveal the important functions of the Eanna complex, providing an
understanding of social and economic developments. The stratigraphy of the
Eanna complex excavations is highly complicated. It includes a sequence of layers
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numbered as Eanna XIV (the earliest) through III (the latest), which demon-
strate changes in the material assemblage. As compensation for the lack of
excavations of Uruk period sites in southern Mesopotamia, scholars have turned
to an archaeological technique called settlement survey for a better under-
standing of developments. This technique allows us to identify the locations of
sites and to calculate their sizes. Using size as an indicator of importance, it
permits us to establish a hierarchy of sites. The largest and central sites can be
considered to be cities, smaller ones villages.

While a simple, straightforward definition of a city is elusive, we intuitively
associate it with certain characteristics: a substantial number of people living
in close proximity to one another and having many occupations, including a
variety that are non-agricultural. Historical circumstances determine to a great
extent what can be regarded as a city and what not. The number of residents
is not an absolute measure. For example, 30,000 inhabitants in today’s world
would indicate a town, but in classical Greece a city with this many people
would have been considered large.! The size of a settlement is an important
indicator of its status as a city, as well as the level of labor specialization by
its inhabitants. In a city, the individual or individual family is not self-sufficient
but relies on others for certain goods and services. The services provided are
not limited to the inhabitants of the same setdement, however, and this pro-
vides perhaps the most important criterion of what constitutes a city. A city
acts as a mediator between people, both those living inside its limits and those
in permanent or seasonal settlements in the surroundings; it acts as a point of
collection and redistribution of goods and provides a number of central services.
The city is a center in its geographical setting, the focal point both for its own
inhabitants and for the people living in the countryside.

It is this latter characteristic that allows us to ascertain the growth of cities in
southern Mesopotamia in the fourth millennium. Starting in the Ubaid period,
we can see an increase in the number of settlements there, with a beginning
of differentiation in their size. Some may have had a small circle of subsidiary
villages around them. Throughout the Near East, the end of the Ubaid period
was characterized by a regression of the number of settlements, and some of
the prominent sites were destroyed and abandoned. But in the early fourth
millennium, with the start of the Uruk period, the number and size of sites vastly
increased, especially in two regions of southern Mesopotamia — central and
southern Babylonia. The number of people seems to have been almost equal
in both regions, but in central Babylonia they lived in three centers of 30 to
50 hectares, while in the south one settlement alone dominated, with a size of
some 70 hectares: Uruk (see map 2.1). The rapid increase of settled popula-
tion at that time cannot be explained with certainty. It seems too fast to have
been the result of indigenous population growth alone, even if the new agricul-
tural conditions promoted demographic expansion. There may have been an
increased sedentarization of semi-nomadic people previously unrecognizable in
the archaeological record, or outsiders may have entered the region because of
climatic changes or other reasons.
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The process of urban growth continued in the Late Uruk period with a differ-
ence between the center and the south of Babylonia. In the center of Babylonia,
the increase of the permanently settled population was minor and can be
explained as the result of natural growth. In the south around the city of Uruk,
however, there was an enormous escalation in the area occupied by permanent
settlement, from 81 to 210 hectares. A large part of that increase took place in
Uruk itself, now 100 hectares in size, which became a real urban center sur-
rounded by a set of secondary settlements. While population estimates are
notoriously unreliable, scholars assume that Uruk inhabitants were still able to
support themselves from the agricultural production of the fields surrounding the
city that could be reached in a daily commute. But Uruk’s dominant size in
the entire region, far surpassing that of other settlements, indicates that it was a
regional center and a true city. Indeed, it was the first city in world history.

The question of why these developments took place in the far south of
Mesopotamia can only be answered tentatively. The variety of ecological niches
nearby seems to have been a crucial factor. Uruk was located just inland of
the marshes at the head of the Persian Gulf. Its agriculture relied on irrigation
water provided by a branch or branches of the Euphrates, enabling abund-
ant cultivation of cereals and orchard fruits, especially dates. In between the
irrigated areas was the steppe, where animal husbandry of sheep and goats took
place in addition to hunting. Nearby were the marshes, with a plentiful supply
of fish and fowl, and where water buffaloes were herded for their milk. The
great differentiation of food provided by each ecological niche led to labor
specialization among the producers: fishermen, farmers, gardeners, hunters,
and herdsmen were more productive if they devoted most of their time to the
care of the resources closely available to them. Certain technological develop-
ments may also have made specialization more desirable. Thus the invention
of the seed-plow, an instrument that deposits seeds in the furrow while it is
being plowed, may have made farming more difficult and required the hand
of an expert. Those people who specialized in the production of one resource
were no longer self-sufficient, and a system of exchange was required to feed
them. That service was provided by the center of the region, the city of Uruk.
Other factors could certainly have contributed to the growth of that city. It is
possible that changes in the climate and in watercourses led to the necessity for
larger irrigation canals and an increased need for cooperation in agriculture,
but it still seems that the need for exchange was the most crucial single element
in the establishment of the city.

The vast majority of the population remained active in agriculture, even those
living within the city itself. But a small segment of the urban society started to
specialize in non-agricultural tasks as a result of the city’s new role as a center
in its geographical surroundings. Within the productive sector, there was a
growth of a variety of specialist craftsmen. Already early in the Uruk period, the
turn to undecorated utilitarian pottery was probably the result of specialized
mass production. In early fourth-millennium level XII of the Eanna sequence
at Uruk, a pottery style appears that is most characteristic of this process, the
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so-called beveled-rim bowl (see figure 2.1). It is a rather shallow bowl, which was
crudely made in a mold, hence in only a limited number of standard sizes. For
some unknown reason, many were discarded, often still intact, and thousands
have been found all over the Near East. The beveled-rim bowl is one of the
most telling diagnostic finds for identfying an Uruk period site. Its use will be
discussed later. Of importance here is the fact that it was produced rapidly in
large amounts, most likely by specialists in a central location.

A variety of documentation indicates that other goods were made by skilled
artisans as well, while earlier on their production was undertaken as one of
many duties by a member of the family. Certain images depict groups of people,
most likely women, involved in the weaving of textiles, an activity we know from
later third-millennium texts to have been vital in the economy and to have been
centrally administered. A specialized metal smelting workshop may have been
excavated in a small area at Uruk. It contained a number of channels lined by
a sequence of holes, ca. 50 centimeters deep, all showing burn marks and filled
with ashes. This has been interpreted as the remains of a workshop where
molten metal was scooped up from the channel to be poured into molds in the
holes. Some type of mass production by specialists was involved here.

Objects themselves suggest that they were the work of skilled professionals.
In the Late Uruk period, there first appeared a type of object that remained
characteristic for Mesopotamia throughout its entire history: the cylinder seal.
This was a small cylinder, usually no more than 3 centimeters high and 2 centi-
meters in diameter, of shell, bone, faience, or a variety of stones (e.g., carnelian,
lapis lazuli, crystal), on which a scene was carved in mirror image. When rolled
over a soft material — primarily the clay of bullae, tablets, or clay lumps attached
to boxes, jars, or doorbolts — the scene would appear an indefinite number of
times in relief, easily legible (cf. figure 4.3). The cylinder seal was an important
administrative device and will be discussed later. The technological knowledge
needed to carve it was far superior to that for stamp seals, which had appeared
in the early Neolithic period. From the first appearance of cylinder seals, the
carved scenes could be highly elaborate and refined, indicative of the work of
specialist stonecutters. Similarly, the Late Uruk period shows the first monu-
mental art, relief and statuary in the round, made with such a degree of mastery
that only a professional could have produced them.

The specialization of productive labor led to the need for an authority to
organize the exchange of goods, as individual families were no longer self-
sufficient. This authority required an ideological foundation shared by the
participants in the system to make it acceptable for them to contribute part
of their production in return for something else in the future. In Uruk-period
Mesopotamia, that ideology was provided by religion: goods were received by
the god of the city and redistributed to the people. The temple, the house of
the god, was the central institution that made the system work. Continuing
a trend that had started in the early Ubaid period, temples in the Late Uruk
period became the most monumental buildings in the settlements, constructed
at great expense of labor as physical indicators of their prominent role within
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society. Two temple complexes existed simultaneously at Uruk, the Eanna
precinct and the less-explored Anu-ziggurat (temple tower). The structures of
the Eanna complex were the most elaborate and were rebuilt several times in
the Uruk IV period (we distinguish the earlier IVb from the later IVa levels).
Within an area surrounded by a perimeter wall, several enormous buildings
were in use simultaneously. These were not only large, in the order of 50 by
80 meters, but also extensively decorated with a technique that was typical for
the Late Uruk period. Within the walls were stuck clay cones colored white,
black, and red, which formed mosaics in geometrical patterns on the surface.
In one building these cones were of stone, a material more difficult to obtain
in the region of Uruk than clay.

The buildings presented an impressive sight and a visual focus for the sur-
roundings of Uruk, which was located in an extremely flat region. They had a
cultic role in that goods were offered to the god(s). One of the major works of
art of the period, the Uruk vase (see box 2.1), pictorially expresses the role of
the Eanna temple complex in Uruk society: it collected the produce of the land
as if it were an offering to the goddess. A human, more prominent than the
others surrounding him because of his height and dress, acts as an intermediary.
We can most likely identify him with the head of the temple organization,
perhaps referred to by the title “lord,” EN in Sumerian.

Box 2.1 The Uruk vase

Found in a deposit of cult objects from Uruk lli levels was an almost 1-meter-high
alabaster vase, the surface of which is entirely carved with an elaborate scene (see
figure 2.2). It depicts a procession of naked men carrying bowls, vessels, and baskets
containing farm produce. Ears of grain and sheep and goats in the bottom register
summarily represent the agriculture of the region. The high point of the relief’s story
is where a female figure faces the human ruler, who is ornately dressed with an
attendant carrying the train of his garment. At some later date the depiction of the
ruler was excised from the scene, but we can reconstruct his appearance from con-
temporaneous representations on other objects. The female can be identified as the
goddess Inanna by the symbols standing behind her: two so-called reed-ring bundles,
which acted as doorposts in the reed homes of the time, were the basis of the writing
of Inanna’s name in later cuneiform script. Beyond these symbols are placed three
animals, and storage jars for liquids and solid foods. Two small human figures, prob-
ably statues, stand on pedestals. A female statue has the symbol of Inanna behind
her, while a male statue holds in his hands a stack of bowls and something like a box,
which together form the shape of the cuneiform sign for “lord,” EN in Sumerian.
That sign is the most common in the tablets from the period and seems to indicate a
high temple official. While not inscribed with a text, the Uruk vase relief can be read
as describing the human ruler offering the region’s produce to the goddess.
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Figure 2.2 The Uruk vase, partly reconstructed drawing of the relief, from Marc
Van De Mieroop, The Ancient Mesopotamian City, p. 32

The temple’s role in the collection and redistribution of goods created the
need for an entirely new class of specialist — the administrator. The economy
became so complex that accounting mechanisms were necessary to record goods
coming into and going out of the central organization. This required the skills
of people capable of working with the tools and techniques of a bureaucracy.
Standard measures for amounts of dry and liquid goods, for land, for labor,
and for time were in place, and writing, the technology to record them for
future consultation, had originated. In considering changes in the society, it
is important to realize that all this bureaucratic activity was the domain of a
specialized group of people.

The specialization of labor that characterized the establishment of urban
life in southern Mesopotamia caused a fundamental restructuring of society.
The process of social differentiation culminated in the existence of a stratified
society in which professional occupation primarily determined one’s rank in the
hierarchy. The large majority of people still were farmers, fishermen, herders,
and so on, living in communities with little social differentiation beyond that
within the individual family. These communities were probably in a tributary
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relatdonship with the city and provided part of their income to it, but they
remained otherwise socially free and owned the land they worked. Many of
the city-residents (we are unable to determine what percentage, however) were
part of the temple organization, whose members were wholly dependent on
the former for their survival. They were organized along strictly hierarchical
lines. Most indicative of the urban hierarchy is a text called the “Standard List
of Professions” (see document 2.1). It appeared first at the end of the Late
Uruk period, thus amongst the first texts written, and was copied faithfully
for some 1500 years, the later versions being clearer to us than the earlier
ones. The list provides in several columns the titles of officials and names of
professions, ordered in a hierarchy starting with the highest rank. While the
first entry is not entirely comprehensible to us, later Mesopotamians equated
it with the Akkadian word for king, which was probably an anachronistic
way of indicating that the highest official of the land was meant. The following
entries in the “Standard list of professions” contain a number with the element
NAM,, which we think represents “leader,” and with the sign GAL, which
means “great.” The titles include such terms as “leader of the city,” or “of the
plow,” and “great one of the cattle pen,” or “of the lambs.” The list contains
terms for priests, gardeners, cooks, smiths, jewelers, potters, and others. While
not fully understood, it is clear that it provides an inventory of specialist
professions within the cities.

At the top of the Uruk society, then, stood a man whose powers derived
from his role in the temple. Hence, scholars often call him a “priest-king.”
At the bottom of the social ladder of temple dependents were the people
involved in production, both agricultural and otherwise. How extensive this
group was remains impossible to determine, but through a projection from
third-millennium conditions, we assume that the temple had a staff that could
take care of all its own needs. In the third millennium, dependent laborers
were given rations, fixed amounts of barley, oil, and cloth, as a reward for their
services. It is likely that such a system already existed in the Late Uruk period.
The Uruk IV tablets contain accounts of grain distributed to numbers of
workmen, which seem to be precursors of later ration lists. The issuing of rations
to numerous people may explain the abundance of the beveled-rim bowl in
the archaeological record. These bowls, in a limited number of sizes, possibly
functioned as containers for measuring out barley rations. The resemblance of
the early cuneiform sign for ration (NINDA) and the beveled-rim bowl sup-
ports this suggestion. If correct, the first appearance of the beveled-rim bowl
in the mid-fourth millennium would attest to a system of grain distribution
already at that time. A fundamental opposition existed in this early period
between the temple dependents, who were provided for yet unfree, and the
inhabitants of the countryside, free but uninsured against disasters such as bad
harvests. The temple, located in the city, was a focal point for all, however,
and through its collection of tribute drew the entire region together. A state,
albeit small, had developed by the late fourth millennium where the city held
organizational controls.
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2.2 The Development of Writing and Administration

Bureaucracy enabled control of the regional economy in the urban centers.
By the end of the Uruk period, there existed a system of recordkeeping with
texts, which lay at the basis of the subsequent history of the cuneiform writing
system in ancient Mesopotamia. The Uruk system is traditionally called proto-
cuneiform because the signs are drawn into the clay with thin lines rather than
being impressed with wedges, as is the later cuneiform script. Therc is no need
to see a conceptual difference between the earliest script and later develop-
ments, however. This is the first time in human history that writing was invented
(although some scholars credit this to Egypt), and the first evidence for real
script comes from the city of Uruk itself. The earliest tablets appear in the
Uruk IVa and III archaeological layers of the Eanna precinct. These terms
have become used to refer to stages in the development of the script itself, and
as such applied to texts found outside Uruk.

Figure 2.3 Uruk IV tablet (W20907). Courtesy of Hans J. Nissen
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Accounting provides two sets of data: a record of quantities, and an iden-
tification of the person or office involved in the transaction as a participant or
supervisor. The second element can be indicated with techniques other than
writing, such as the use of a seal. From the seventh millennium on, stamp seals
were impressed on jars or on lumps of clay attached to containers, providing
an identification of the authority that guaranteed the contents. In the middle
of the Uruk period, the stamp was replaced by the cylinder seal, which enabled
speedier coverage of large surfaces. Numerous seals are attested, especially
known through their impression on clay lumps, with a large variety of pictorial
imagery. Each seal belonged to an individual official or to an administrative
office; their identity could be recognized through the design. The profusion
of distinguishable seals demonstrates the presence of a class of officials in the
city of Uruk who supervised transactions and guaranteed their legitimacy by
attaching their mark of authority.

The seals do not disclose the quantity or actual contents involved in a trans-
action. Several techniques to record such information seem to have been tried
out at the same time or in quick succession, and are documented in various
sites throughout the Near East. At Uruk itself the archaeological stratigraphy
is so confused that we cannot establish a sequence of techniques there. At
the west Iranian site of Susa, however, we see, prior to the archaeological
level corresponding to Uruk IV, a level where bullae first appeared, followed
by one with numerical tablets. Bullae are hollow spheres of clay with seals
rolled all over their surface, containing groups of small objects that we call
tokens. The latter are stone and clay geometric objects, shaped as cones,
spheres, disks, cylinders, and many other forms. These are thought to record
the measure of a particular item (goods, animals, humans). The receipt of
three units of barley, for example, could have been acknowledged by handing
over three tokens representing one unit each. It is likely that larger tokens of
the same form indicated a higher unit in a metrological system. They were
kept together in the clay envelope, which was sealed to guarantee the contents
through the authority of the sealer.

As consultation of such records was impossible without destroying them,
the idea arose to impress marks on the exterior surface. Simultaneously there
appear bullae onto which impressions were made, most likely by the tokens
inserted inside, and solid tablets onto which sets of numerical signs were traced.
The “numerical tablets” do not reveal to us what items are accounted for, but
the metrological system and the shape of the numerals must have provided such
information to the people using them. These recording devices were found
at Uruk and other sites where Uruk influence extended. Only at Uruk itself
and in Susiana in western Iran do records appear that remove this ambiguity:
numbers were combined with one or two signs indicating what was involved,
sheep, grain, textiles, etc. While the two regions shared the same system,
immediately afterwards they developed distinct and independent systems of
true writing. In the archaeological levels Uruk IVa and III, the proto-cuneiform
script appeared; somewhat later the proto-Elamite appeared in Susiana.
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Proto-Elamite remains undeciphered because subsequent scripts in the region
are very different in character and do not show later forms of the signs used.
The Uruk system is better understood because its practices were continued in
later cuneiform script, which is well known. The script contained two types
of signs to indicate numbers and words. The existence of a numerical sign
system was fundamentally important, since 85 percent of the proto-cuneiform
tablets were accounts. Numbers of goods, animals, humans, and time had
to be recorded. The Uruk IV notations seem complicated to us because seven
different systems were used, each of which varied the physical shape of the
numeral according to what was measured. For example, a sexagesimal system,
relying on units with increments of ten and six, was used to account for animals,
humans, and dried fish, among other things. A bisexagesimal system, which
diverges from the previous one as its units also show increments of two, was
used for processed grain products, cheese, and fresh fish. Volumes of grain
or surfaces of fields were measured differently. The basic sequence of units
varied, then, from system to system (see chart 2.1). Although the shape of the
number signs could differ between systems, the same shapes are found in
various systems but sometimes with different values. For example, d indicates
10 when counting discrete objects, but 18 when the surface of a field was
measured. In total, there were sixty different number signs.

Chart 2.1 Examples of systems of weights and measures used in Uruk period
accounts

Ns, Nys Ny N, Ny N, Ns Sexagesimal
@ Pl . ¢i D ,__li D ,_6_ D 2 or system to account
10> for discrete

“36,000” “3,600” «600)) “60” “10” “ln “ l/2 obiec[s’ inc]uding
or “Yi0” animals, humans,

and dried fish

Nao N, N, N, N; N Bisexagesimal
@ z Jo g D D <2 system to account
O for processed

“7,2007  €1,200”  “120” “60” “10” “1” “”  grain products,
cheese, and

fresh fish

Nis NH Ny, N, N System of

‘ 4_ @ ,_[0_ 3 Dq__D‘__ © area measures

3AR, BUR'U BURa ESE, IKU

Based on Hans J. Nissen, Peter Damerow, and Robert K. Englund, Archaic
Bookkeeping: Early Writing and Techniques of Economic Administration in the
Ancient Near East (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1993),
pp. 28-9.
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A much larger group of signs, some 900, designated non-numerical concepts.
Each sign stood for a word, a physical entity such as barley or cow, or an
action such as distribution or receipt. The origin of the sign shapes is a matter
of controversy. The ideas that they were based on drawings of the objects
they signify or that they were two-dimensional renderings of the shapes of
“tokens” do not by themselves explain the shapes of all signs. Various sources
of inspiration were involved. Some of the shapes reflect the physical object
represented or a part of it, such as an ox-head for an ox. Others are purely
arbitrary in shape, such as a circle with a cross to indicate a sheep. New signs
were created by combining several basic ones, slanting them, or cross-hatching
parts of them. For example, the area of the mouth on a human head was
marked with hatchings in order to indicate the word mouth, or the sign for
water was added to that for head to indicate the verb “to drink.” In order for
the system to function, the meaning of these signs had to be known to all who
used them, and conventions must have existed to enable someone to recognize
the writer’s intent and to guide the creation of new signs. These conventions
are mostly unclear to us.

The word signs are crucial for the second group of tablets found at Uruk,
the lexical texts, which make up 15 percent of the Uruk corpus. They are lists
of words designating cities, officials, animals, plants, and manufactured goods,
always in the same sequence. Their function was to show scribes how to write
signs, and many exemplars are the work of students copying out parts of a list.
Such texts remain part of the Mesopotamian corpus for the entirety of its
history, later expanded to thousands of entries and giving translations of words
in one or more languages, as well as an indication of how to pronounce them
in Sumerian. Lexical texts are an integral part of the Mesopotamian cultural
tradition, reflecting an organization of the vocabulary for practical purposes.
Yet ideological concerns also informed the order given. First, the grouping
of words in the same list indicates that a system of classification was used.
Second, the ordering of words in a list may have been important: our inter-
pretation of the “Standard List of Professions” as showing a social hierarchy
suggests that the ranks of officials had been systematized and that their relative
importance was established.

The proto-cuneiform signs show little connection to the spoken language,
but there are indications that people speaking Sumerian developed them. They
represented the Sumerian word for mother, AMA, for example, by the draw-
ing a star into a box-shaped sign. As the star could be read AM, it intimated
the pronunciation of the entire sign. There are other such examples that make
clear that the inventors of the signs wanted to render their spoken language. The
phonetic value of signs permitted their use to indicate terms beyond the names
of concrete objects. The rebus principle was employed to extend their range.
For example, the sign for “reed” was used to indicate the verb “to return,” as
both words sounded alike in Sumerian, GI. The majority of Sumerian words
were monosyllabic. Consequently, the signs to write them could also be used
to render syllabically a longer word or a grammatical element. A person’s name
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Document 2.1 Lexical lists

From the very beginning of writing in Mesopotamia the tablets included a genre
we call lexical texts. They provided long lists of words of the same categories, such
as designations of professions, animals, objects, and so on. The lists remained a
central part of writing until the end of the use of the cuneiform script, and in the
first millennium included many tablets with hundreds of entries each. They appeared
not only in Babylonia but also in all other areas where cuneiforrn was written from
the third millennium on. They were at first monolingual Sumerian, and later on
included translations into other languages, especially Akkadian, and indicadons of
how to pronounce the Sumerian terms. An important early example was a list of
professional designations, The Standard List of Professions, which appeared from
the Uruk IV period on and was faithfully copied undl the Old Babylonian period,
1500 years later. It provides a sequence of some 120 terms, which we think
were organized to reflect a hierarchy beginning with the most important official.
Because of the list’s antiquity we cannot translate most of the words, however.
The popularity of the list was enormous, even though many of the terms found
in it were not in use in contemporary documents. Manuscripts of it appeared in
numerous Babylonian cities for the entire period from Uruk IV to the early second
millennium. Qutside Babylonia manuscripts appeared at Ebla in western Syria and
at Susa in western Iran. In Ebla the list was used as the basis for another one that
taught scribes how to pronounce Sumenan signs (the Ebla syllabary).

We read its first five lines as follows in Sumerian:

NAMESDA (written with the signs SITA.GIS.KU)
NAM KAB

NAM DI

NAM NAM

NAM URU

The meanings of these terms are vague to us, as the words do not appear in context
and no translation into another, better understood, language is provided in the

list. Yet, although the list was no longer copied after the Old Babylonian period,
terms from it appear in later lexical texts when the scribes included a guide to
pronunciation and an Akkadian translation. They wrote, for example for line 1:

es-da SITA.GISKU sar-ru.
The last word is the Akkadian term for “king,” and strongly suggests that the first

Sumerian entry in the Uruk Standard List of Professions referred to the highest official
in the urban society.
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could be spelled out with several syllables. Cuneiform writing was never used
to give a full phonetic rendering of a text, however, even if it had the ability
to do so. Throughout the history of its use, a single sign could be written to
record a word, such as “king,” irrespective of the language of the text or the
grammatical form of the word. It was only in the mid-third millennium that
elements of the conjugation of Sumerian verbs were written down. Only in the
early second millennium, when Sumerian was probably a dead language, was
a consistent effort made to record all grammatical elements in a sentence. It is
important to keep in mind that cuneiform is a script, not a language. Just as
the Latin alphabet has the potential to record any language, cuneiform script
could do the same, and a large number of ancient Near Eastern languages
were written in it (see box 2.2). We can only determine the identity of the lan-
guage based on the syllabic writing of words, or on grammatical elements.
The script invented in the Late Uruk period had all the elements of cuneiform
writing. It developed further by reducing the number of signs, increasing the
use of syllables, and changing the signs themselves, replacing curvy lines drawn
into the clay by increasingly rectilinear ones impressed onto it. The triangular
shape of a single line was the result of the impression of the head of the stylus
into the clay and the pushing down of the side of the stylus underneath it.
This shape led to our modern designation of the script as cuneiform, that is,
wedge-shaped writing.

In order for accounting to function properly, a fully developed metrology had
to exist as well. In the Late Uruk period, a complete system of weights and
measures was used that lay at the basis of much of the later Mesopotamian
system. The fundamental units were inspired by natural phenomena and ordered
with a mixture of the sexagesimal and decimal systems that characterized the
numerals. In the recording of time, a year consisted of twelve months of thirty
days each, and an additional month was added intermittently to adjust the
cycle to the solar year. In weights, the load a man could carry, a talent, was
subdivided into sixty minas, each of which contained sixty shekels. Lengths
used the forearm as the basic unit, subdivided into thirty fingers. Six forearms
made up a reed. A set of equivalences may also have been established already
at this time in order to facilitate the exchange of goods measured in differ-
ent ways. These equivalences remained basically the same for the entirety of
Mesopotamian history: one shekel of silver = one gur of grain = six minas of
wool = twelve silas of sesame oil.

There was thus not an evolution of precursors to writing, from bullae with
tokens to tablets with signs impressed on them, as is very often suggested.
These so-called stages coincided and are to be seen as different and competing
attempts at conceptualizing the surroundings. The most successful and con-
sequential of these attempts ended up being the cuneiform writing system.
It provided a new way to signify the physical world surrounding its users,
and organized that world as a logical system that could be expressed through
writing. The development of writing was thus a conceptual breakthrough, not
merely an administrative one.



Box 2.2 Languages of the ancient Near East

The Near East always had people speaking various languages living side by side.
Not every vernacular found its way into the written record, and oftentimes only the
names of people give us an idea of what language they spoke. All languages could
be written in cuneiform script, which was always the dominant writing system in
the region until the last few centuries of the first millennium sc. In that millennium
alphabetic scripts began to be used throughout the Near East and slowly supplanted
cuneiform.

The most extensively written languages of Mesopotamia were Sumerian and
Akkadian. The first was a language without any known cognates, and with a very
distinct grammar and vocabulary. It was spoken throughout the third millennium
in the south of Mesopotamia. By the early second millennium, it was only used by
bureaucrats and cult personnel; the date of its disappearance as a spoken language
remains uncertain. Akkadian was a Semitic language related to Hebrew, Arabic,
and many other languages of the Near East, but of a somewhat different grammat-
ical structure. Its verbal system classifies it as an “east Semitic” language, while
the others are “west Semitic.” Akkadian was written and spoken from the mid-third
millennium to the late first over a wide geographical region. There were two main
dialects: Assyrian in the north of Mesopotamia, Babylonian in the south. Both dialects
show lexical and grammatical variations over time and according to the genre of
the texts. We use the terms Old, Middle, and Neo-Babylonian and Assyrian for
chronological phases, and Standard Babylonian to refer to a literary dialect found
both in the south and the north. Earlier versions of Akkadian were used prior to the
second millennium. We speak of Old Akkadian for the dialects found in texts from
the Akkad and Ur lil dynasties. The traces of the Semitic language found in texts
predating these periods are more difficult to identify, and the term proto-Akkadian
is used to refer to it. Babylonian was the language of culture and diplomacy through-
out the Near East during the latter half of the second millennium. It was used in
writing from Anatolia to Egypt, from the Levant to the Zagros Mountains, always
written in cuneiform on clay tablets. It was used in addition to native languages and
scripts, such as Ugaritic, a west Semitic language recorded in an alphabetic script in
western Syria.

In the mid-third millennium, various other Semitic dialects were recorded in
cuneiform script, the one from Ebla being the best known. The language shows
grammatical affinities with later west Semitic languages, but also with what was spoken
in Babylonia at the time. A commonly spoken west Semitic language in the early
second millennium was Amorite, found from western Syria to southern Babylonia. No
texts completely written in that language are preserved, however, and it is primarily
known from the names of people. The same is true for the first-millennium west
Semitic language Aramaic, which had a great vernacular spread. it was mainly recorded
in an alphabetic script on perishable materials and relatively few remains are known.
Only a couple of Aramaic texts in cuneiform are known.
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During the second millennium, the Hittites of central Anatolia used a large variety
of languages, several of which were written in cuneiform. Those included Hittite,
an Indo-European language, and Hurrian, linguistically related only to Urartian, a
language used in first-millennium eastern Anatolia. Hurrian was in use in northern
Syria from the mid-third millennium on, and was very important in that area until
the late second millennium, but few texts written in that language are preserved.

Finally, Elamite was written from the third through the first millennium in south-
western Iran. It was linguistically distinct from the other Near Eastern languages and
evolved over time. In certain periods it was supplanted by Akkadian as the language
of administration in western Iran. It was still written by the Persians in the fifth
century, but these rulers used numerous other languages across their vast empire,

including OId Persian written in an alphabetic form of cuneiform.

The tools of bureaucracy, script, seals, measures, and weights, all continued
to develop in later Near-Eastern history based on the foundation laid in the
Uruk period. To a certain extent, these elements are what defines the ancient
Near East: cuneiform writing on clay tablets, the cylinder seal, and the mixture
of decimal and sexagesimal units in numerals. While there were local variations
and changes over time, the continuation of the elements that we first observe
in the Late Uruk period shows how important that period was for the formation
of Near Eastern culture.

2.3 The “Uruk Expansion”

The aforementioned developments all occurred in the far south of Meso-
potamia in the area around the city of Uruk. We are unable to determine
whether similar processes took place independently in other parts of southern
Mesopotamia because of an overall lack of excavation of Uruk period levels
there. Nevertheless, the sheer size of Uruk, roughly 100 hectares, suggests that
it was an unusual center whose complexity led to the use of writing and the
organization of a city-state. Ironically, much more archaeological information
for the Uruk period comes from regions outside southern Mesopotamia, espe-
cially western Iran, northern Syria, and southern Turkey. In the mid-fourth
millennium, local developments there became fundamentally influenced by
southern Mesopotamia. A variety of interactions between local populations and
people from the Uruk region is attested, and some of the difficult questions are
to determine why these interactions took place and to what extent local or
foreign impulses caused change.

Just to the east of lower Mesopotamia is the area of south-west Iran, itself an
alluvial plain below the Zagros Mountains, which is often called Susiana after
the large site of Susa at its center. Although geographically similar to southern
Mesopotamia and close in distance, travel between the two regions is difficult
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as they are separated by a string of large marshes. The nearest access route
is in the foothills of the Zagros, going around the marshes. The difficulties of
communication might explain why the cultures of the two areas remained dis-
tinct until the fourth millennium. As a result of indigenous processes, an initial
centralization of power probably took place in the late fifth millennium at the
site of Choga Mish. In the early fourth millennium, a new center emerged at
Susa, which developed its own monumental architecture in the form of a massive
platform atop which temples were built, although there are no archaeological
remains to prove this. At the time of the Late Uruk period, Susa’s material cul-
ture became entirely influenced by southern Mesopotamia. We find typical Late
Uruk pottery in great quantity and the precursors of proto-cuneiform writing:
bullae with tokens, numerical tablets, and tablets with numbers and one or two
word signs. Susa had become a city in its own right, commanding resources
from the entire Susiana region. Moreover, Susa extended its cultural influence
over a wide geographical area in Iran. The beveled-rim bowl, which scholars
consider to be inspired by the Uruk culture, appeared in sites all over the
country. Examples have been excavated in the Zagros Mountains (e.g., Godin
Tepe, Choga Gavaneh), in northern (e.g., Tepe Ozbaki, Tepe Sialk), central
(e.g., Tepe Yahiya), and southern Iran (e.g., Nurabad). They were even found
on the coast of modern Pakistan, near the Gulf of Oman (Miri Qalat). Some
of these locations were more than a thousand kilometers from Susa, which
we assume was the transit point for Uruk influences, as the contacts between
these sites and Susa survived after the Uruk expansion had ceased. The situ~
ation in the north was different. In northern Iraq, Syria, and southern Turkey,
elements of the Uruk culture appeared starting in the mid-fourth millennium,
but the degree to which these affected local cultures varied. So far, no single
site has been identified as the intermediary between Uruk and distant regions,
as was the case with Susa in the east. In the early fourth millennium, the entire
northern region was characterized by a low-level centralization of power in small
centers. Southern influence had waned after the Ubaid period and the cultures
attested are subsumed under the name Late Chalcolithic. In the mid-fourth
millennium, Uruk influence spread throughout the region with different levels
of intensity. In some places settlements of urban proportions were constructed
on virgin soil. For example, Habuba Kabira on the Middle Euphrates became a
densely inhabited and fortified city, with a cultural assemblage imported whole-
sale from southern Mesopotamia. Several other such settlements were built,
and, because they display such a high degree of southern cultural influence, it
is assumed that southern immigrants were the founders.

In other places Uruk people settled into existing settlements, creating enclaves
for themselves. Their interaction with the local populations introduced innova-
tions, such as monumental architecture, within the context of native traditions.
For instance, at Tell Brak in north-east Syria a monumental temple was built
showing a local cultic tradition in a southern-inspired architectural setting.
The temple’s plan, its location on a platform, its decoration with cone mosaics,
and its contents were all ideas imported from the south. In still other places,
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the Uruk presence was restricted to a few buildings. But even there the influ-
ences on the local populations could be drastic. At Arslan Tepe in southern
Turkey, for example, local elites seem to have been inspired to imitate southern
practices and constructed a massive monumental building. Finally, there were
ancient settlements, such as Tepe Gawra, where Uruk influence was completely
absent.

The Uruk cultural elements that appeared in this region are building plans
and decoration, pottery (especially the beveled-rim bowl), and precursors of
writing, bullae with tokens and numerical tablets. Proto-cuneiform writing,
found in Uruk IVa levels in the south, did not make its way into the north,
so contacts must have ceased just before this development. These material
elements are less important than the social change the Uruk expansion caused.
Urban centers were suddenly established with the concomitant social hierarchy
and economic organization. It remains unclear what was most important in
this process, indigenous evolution or foreign influence. Local trends toward
larger settlements and a hierarchy of settlements predated the Uruk expansion;
certain places with predominantly local cultures, such as Hamoukar, attained
urban proportions in the late fourth millennium. Uruk influence may thus
have accelerated a process that had its roots in the local cultures. On the other
hand, the massive foreign influence observed in a city like Habuba Kabira
clearly shows a southern inspiration.

Aspects of Uruk culture are found beyond the spheres where influence was
direct. The beveled-rim bowl is found at several sites near the north Syrian
coast, for instance. Most intriguing is the possibility that Uruk influenced early
Egypt, where in the late fourth millennium a number of cultural characteristics
similar to those of southern Mesopotamia appeared: niched mudbrick archi-
tecture, decorative clay cones, some pottery styles, cylinder seals, and certain
artistic motifs. The finds of some of these elements in central Egypt suggest
that part of the contacts were made through travel via the Persian Guif and the
Red Sea rather than overland across Syria.

The most difficult challenge remains to explain why this expansion took place.
For what reason did the young city-state or states of southern Mesopotamia
decide to send out people to numerous distant places in order to settle there,
bringing along their cultural baggage? The need to gain access to resources is
most often thought to have inspired Uruk’s expansion. What resources were
sought is not obvious, however. Scholars often stress that southern Mesopotamia
lacks wood, stone, and metals, and see the need to acquire these as the main
reason for foreign contacts. That deficiency is exaggerated, however, and
materials were locally available to compensate for it. It seems more appropriate
to take the fundamental demographic and ideological changes that occurred in
Uruk-times southern Mesopotamia into account. States had developed with a
new type of ideology and a new social structure. Certain people held positions
of importance never seen before and had influence over the lives of many.
The newly emergent elites may have wished access to exotic materials, whose
possession distinguished them from the rest of the people. Many luxury goods
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were only available outside Mesopotamia: semi-precious stones, gold, silver,
and so on. The settlements to the east and north could be seen as colonies of
southerners, assuring access to these resources through interaction with local
populations. Moreover, the conviction that a god had influence beyond the city
limits may have contributed to an expansionist ideology. Not only the immediate
surroundings but also distant regions may have been considered as dependent
on the city-god. Such ideological elements, while impossible to ascertain in
the documentation, should not be entirely ignored in our interpretation of the
Uruk expansion.

2.4 Uruk's Aftermath

The end of the Uruk period came with fundamental changes at home and
abroad. Those outside southern Mesopotamia are the clearest to us, as we
see a sudden discontinuation of contacts. Habuba Kabira, the fully southern
installation in Syria, disappeared for unknown reasons. In places where local
cultures had adopted Uruk practices, the older local traditions reemerged. Village
life and social organization became the norm again in northern Mesopotamia
and Syria. In the Susiana plain, the center at Susa seems to have been taken over
by immigrants from the Zagros Mountains. Instead of political fragmenta-
tion, as in the north, the region became a state equivalent to what we find in
southern Mesopotamia. We call it the proto-Elamite state because it seems
to have been the precursor of later political entities in the area. Proto-Elamite
culture maintained some Uruk traditions, but adapted them as local ones.
It developed a distinct script, which differed from the contemporaneous Uruk
script and was in use over a wide area of Iran. Tablets inscribed with the proto-
Elamite script were excavated as far as 1200 kilometers from Susa. The Uruk-
inspired centralization of power in the region of Susa led thus to a competing
state there, which has been blamed for cutting off southern Mesopotamia’s
access to the Iranian plateau and areas further east. The timing of the collapse
of the Uruk system is indicated by the discontinuation of accounting practices
in the north and the independent development of a script in Susiana. The
precursors of proto-cuneiform tablets are found everywhere, but not the Uruk
IV-type tablets. The latter are found only at Uruk at the very end of the period
(in archaeological level IVa), and it seems thus that contacts with outlying
areas were cut off just before.

What happened in Uruk itself is hard to discern. The monumental buildings
that dominated the Eanna complex were razed and the entire area was leveled.
On top, in level III, a new set of buildings was constructed wherein were
found numerous tablets, more elaborate than those in Uruk IV. Small finds of
closely related tablets were found at Jemdet Nasr (ca. 150 tablets) and Uqair
(ca. 35 tablets) in the north of Babylonia. Archaeologically, this period is called
Jemdet Nasr afier the site where its cultural assemblage was first found. The city
of Uruk continued to be substantial in size, but other southern Mesopotamian
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centers developed as well, as the non-urban population moved into them,
possibly as the result of social upheavals or invasions. The far-flung contacts of
the earlier centuries ceased, but the Jemdet Nasr culture penetrated more pro-
foundly into nearby regions, such as the Diyala River valley, which had been
marginal before then. Moreover, direct contact with the Persian Gulf area is
attested. There is thus a reorganization of society in southern Mesopotamia into
more and similar-scale centers with more profound influence in areas nearby.
The bases for further political development in the region were in place.

NOTE

1 Paul Bairoch, De ¥éricho a Mexico: Villes et économie dans Uhistoire (Paris: Gallimard,
1985), p. 107.
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At the end of the Uruk period, around the year 3100, the far-reaching cultural
influence of Babylonia over the Near East waned. There was a reversion to
local traditions throughout the region and certain skills, such as writing, became
rare outside southern Mesopotamia. In the south itself, however, the written
sources increased in number, enabling us to study political and cultural develop-
ments in much greater detail than before. The political situation there was
characterized by the existence of city-states constantly interacting and com-
peting with one another. After several centuries, cultural contacts between
Babylonia and the rest of the Near East reemerged, which allows us to broaden
the geographical focus of historical study once more and shows that elsewhere,
too, small states formed the predominant political organization.

Babylonia thus becomes our focus of attention in the 550-year era that
is usually referred to as the “Early Dynastic period.” This period is often
subdivided into Early Dynastic I (ca. 2900-2750), II (ca. 2750-2600), IIIa
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(ca. 2600-2450), and IIIb (ca. 2450-2350), but these are archaeological dis-
tinctions based on stylistic changes in the material remains that have little
historical value. The period should be regarded as a unit in political terms, dis-
playing the same basic characteristics for its entire duration.

3.1 The Written Sources and their Historical Uses

The written sources for the study of this period cover a variety of genres. Admin-
istrative documents continue to dominate in number, but we also have political
narratives written for some rulers of the period, and later literary materials that
relate stories about others. Administrative archives appear in different sites
in increasingly large quantities. The information they contain becomes more
extensive, and the texts themselves are more comprehensible to us, as they start
to reflect more closely the spoken language through the expression of phonetic
and grammatical elements. At Ur, some 280 tablets were excavated dating
to around 2800. The tablets from Fara (ancient Shuruppak; ca. 1000 tablets)
and Abu Salabikh (ancient name uncertain; ca. 500 tablets) date to around
2500 and were mixed together with lexical material (cf. chapter 2). The largest
number of texts comes from the very end of the Early Dynastic period, with
Lagash yielding some 1500 tablets. There are, furthermore, single finds from
many sites during the entire period and from all over Babylonia. Late Early
Dynastic texts were found outside Babylonia in Syria at Mari (ca. 40 tablets),
at Nabada (modern Tell Beydar; ca. 150 tablets), and especially in the west at
Ebla (ca. 3600 tablets).

For the study of political history, the most useful information is provided by
a new type of text, royal inscriptions. They originated with the simple writing
of a royal name and title on a votive object, indicating that it was dedicated
by that individual. For instance, “Mebaragesi, king of Kish,” was written on
a stone vessel.! Soon they included short statements that rulers constructed
buildings. Over time, inscriptions became lengthier through the inclusion of
accounts of military feats associated with the event commemorated, culminating
in the first millennium — with detailed year-by-year reports of campaigns and a
description of the building raised. These records provide important data on the
activities of the ruler both as builder and as warrior. From the Early Dynastic
period, a handful of texts each were found in the Babylonian sites of Adab,
Kish, Nippur, Umma, Ur, and Uruk. Mari on the Euphrates is the only Syrian
city where royal inscriptions were excavated. The largest group of Early Dynastic
inscriptions comes from the southern state of Lagash, where nine members
of the local dynasty left a total of 120. A substantial number of these give an
explicit description of a border conflict between that state and its neighbor,
Umma, which will be discussed in detail below. Since the Lagashite side wrote
the inscriptions, they present Umma as the illegal and sacrilegious aggressor
in the conflict. This group of texts allows us for the first time in Near Eastern
history to narrate an event based on contemporary sources.
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Later Mesopotamian literature from the late third and early second millennia
contains a number of compositions that relate to kings from the Early Dynastic
period. They are often quite detailed and thus feature prominently in many
modern historical reconstructions. Their reliability as historical sources is,
however, suspect. Most influential among these has been the so-called Sumerian
King List, which provides a detailed list of dynasties and kings of the Early
Dynastic period (see box 3.1 and figure 3.1). Some parts — especially the earlier
portions — are certainly unreliable, and for others we are unable to establish

Box 3.1 The Sumerian King List

Among the later Mesopotamian texts that deal with the Early Dynastic period,
the Sumerian King List is perhaps the most important. The text is known only from
manuscripts dating to the first centuries of the second millennium, almost 700 years
after the Early Dynastic period. It depicts a world in which kingship “descended from
heaven” and was passed on from city to city whose local dynasties held temporary
hegemony over the entire region. A typical segment reads as follows:

At Ur, Mesannepada was king; he ruled 80 years; Meski‘agnuna, son of Mesannepada,
was king; he ruled 36 years; Elulu ruled 25 years; Balulu ruled 36 years; four kings ruled
177 years. Ur was defeated in battle and its kingship was taken to Awan.’

Chronologically, the text addresses the period from the moment kingship first
appeared, before the flood, to the dynasty of Isin (ca. 1900). In the segment that
covers the Early Dynastic period, the city-states mentioned are primarily located in
Babylonia, giving special prominence to the cities Ur, Uruk, and Kish. Also included
are three non-Babylonian cities, Awan in the east, Hamazi in the north, and Mari in
the west. From other evidence we know that some of the kings listed consecutively
ruled concurrently. The text enumerates them sequentially because the main ideo-
logical elements expressed in this text are that there is only one divinely legitimized
ruler at a time, and that hegemonic kingship circulated among a restricted number
of cities. Incorporated in it were dynastic lists of kings from different cities and the
number of years they ruled. The accuracy of the later parts can be checked against
information from dated economic documents. The earlier parts of the Sumerian King
List are legendary, however, assigning impossibly long reigns of 3600 years, for
instance, to mythological figures such as Dumuzi, who was known as the husband of
the goddess Inanna and was probably purely fictional. In its final version, it was used
by the kings of the Isin dynasty to legitimize their claim to supreme power in Babylonia,
even though they did not politically control the entire area covered by the King List.

! Translation after Jean-Jacques Glassner, Mesopotamian Chronicles (Atlanta: Society of Biblical
Literature, 2004), pp. 120-1.
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Figure 3.1 The Weld-Blundell prism inscribed with the Sumerian King List.
Courtesy of the Visitors of the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford

historical accuracy. Consequently, the list loses much of its value as a historical
source, although it remains our primary means of structuring Early Dynastic
history. Other Sumerian literary texts, again known from manuscripts of the
early second millennium only, tell stories about three kings of the city of
Uruk (Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, and Gilgamesh), and involve far-flung military
adventures and local conflicts. These texts are more important for the view
they provide on the Sumerians’ sense of the past than as sources on the Early
Dynastic period.

A study of Early Dynastic Babylonia should be based first on the textual
remains of the period itself, and by the early twenty-fourth century certain
places provide us with a mixture of written sources that enable us to study
questions from various angles simultaneously. From the state of Lagash, for
instance, we have royal inscriptions relating military and political events, and
a large number of administrative documents that record the activities of an
important public institution. These allow us to reconstruct the activities of the
royal administration and to compare the official rhetoric to records of actual
day-to-day affairs. One vexing problem is that some of the words found in
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these sources are only understood because they appear in more extensive later
documentation. We have to allow for the possibility that changes in their sense
took place over time owing to new circumstances, and we cannot simply apply
a meaning of the twenty-first century, for instance, to explain a term used in a
record from the twenty-fifth. For example, the tite énsi, well known later as
a provincial governor in the service of the king, appears in the Early Dynastic
period to refer to a ruler who is able to act independently. Changes in the
political and other circumstances had an effect on the meaning of terms.

3.2 Political Developments in Southern Mesopotamia

The basic element of the political organization of Babylonia in the Early Dynastic
period was the city-state: an urban center directly controlling a hinterland with
a radius of some 15 kilometers, where people lived in villages. Owing to the
agricultural regime of the region, which was wholly dependent on irrigation
water for its crops, settlements had to be near rivers, primarily the Euphrates,
or canals, which at this time were still relatively short. Throughout Babylonia
about thirty-five city-states existed, more or less evenly divided over the region.
The steppe lay between the cultivated and permanently inhabited zones and
was used for seasonal animal herding and hunting. This area was only indirectly
controlled by the urban centers.

In the early third millennium Babylonia saw a general population growth,
possibly accelerated by immigration or the settling down of semi-nomadic
groups. There was a regional trend toward urbanism: both the cities and the
villages surrounding them became larger in size, whereas smaller hamlets seem
to have disappeared. The city-states at first were located at sufficient distance
from one another so as to be separated by steppe and land that was not part of
their agricultural zones. But the continued increase in the population neces-
sitated an extension of the cultivated areas, so the borders of the city-states,
especially in the south, became contiguous to one another or even overlapped.
This process may have been aggravated by a gradual drying of the climate,
causing a lowering of the sea level and a retrenchment of the rivers into fewer
branches. The disappearance of interstitial zones had important repercussions
both within the states themselves and throughout the region. Among the changes
were a secularization of power within the city-states and its centralization in
regional terms.

A fundamental element in the Mesopotamian ideology regarding cities was
the concept that each was the dwelling of a particular god or goddess. Cities
were thought to have been constructed in primordial times for the gods, each
of whom acted as their patron deities, e.g., Nanna for Ur, Inanna for Uruk,
or Enlil for Nippur. This concept was linked to the role of the temple, or
god’s household (see below), in cities. The temple’s function as collector and
distributor of agricultural resources was founded in the ideology that the god
received them as gifts and redistributed them to the people. Thus the head of
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Map 3.1 The city-states of Babylonia in the Early Dynastic period (after Joan
Oates, Babylon [London: Thames and Hudson, 1986], p. 13)

the temple administration served as leader in the city, and from the Uruk
period on the primary ideological support for the city-ruler was his function
in the temple household. The temple was, in fact, the dominant institution in
the early city and the largest structure within its walls, sometimes built on an
earthen platform towering over the other buildings. The gods were imagined
as living in a world parallel to that of humans, so each god had a household,
spouse, children, and servants. These dependent deities also had smaller temples
and shrines in the cides, sized according to their status, and each city had a
multitude of temples.

With the expansion of the city-states’ zones of influence, competition for
the remaining open areas developed and soon led to intercity wars over agri-
cultural land. A leader’s military rather than his cultic role became of primary
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importance in such situations. In the later Sumerian stories reflecting on this
period, the people granted a war leader authority on a temporary basis only. In
a moment of crisis, the popular assembly elected a physically strong man as
war leader and that body controlled his movements. This system has been called
“primitive democracy”” and was thought to have led to a dynastic system under
which rule was passed on from father to son. The dynastic ideal of war leader
was not compatible with that of chief temple administrator chosen by the gods
for his managerial competence. They had different bases for their authority,
one deriving from prominence in warfare, the other from a perception of divine
favor. We associate the new military class with the palace and kingship. In
the Early Dynastic period, we see the first appearance of a new type of monu-
mental building in cities, the palace, identifiable as such by its residential plan.
Moreover, documents of the time mention a new central institution, the é-gal,
literally the “great house,” which in later periods clearly refers to the royal house-
hold. This is distinct from the é, “house,” of the city-god, the temple. These
two sources of authority need not be regarded as inherently antagonistic to
each other, but merging them into one was not a simple task.

A late episode in the history of Lagash during this period seems to docu-
ment the attempt to harmonize the two bases of power. The last independent
head of the state in the Early Dynastic period, around 2400, was a usurper,
Ure’inimgina. Early in his reign he proclaimed a reorganization of the state,
ostensibly removing control over the agricultural land from himself and his
family and granting it to the city-god Ningirsu and his family. Moreover,
certain duties and taxes imposed by officials on the population were lifted
and certain obligations of indebted families canceled. At the same time, we see
a fundamental change in the administration of the best-documented central
institution in the state of Lagash. What had been called the é-mi, the house-
hold of the wife (of the city-ruler), was renamed é-Bau, the household of the
goddess Bau, the wife of Ningirsu. The estate’s holdings were identified as the
property of Bau, but now Uru’inimgina himself and later his wife appeared
as chief administrators. The name-change of the institution coincided with a
substantial increase in its activities, doubling the number of its dependents and
agricultural areas through the transfer of resources from other temples. These
moves seem to indicate an attempt to merge the various households of the city
under the ruler. As king and war leader, he ostensibly transferred the owner-
ship of land and estates to the city-god and his family, while in practice he
and his own family members were trying to dominate the gods’ estates. The
king ruled by divine favor, but he was totally in control of the gods’ earthly
possessions, so any prior distinction between secular and divine authority had
disappeared. Uru’inimgina’s measures turned out to be short-lived, but the
merging of divine and earthly authority was not. Later kings all proclaimed
that their powers derived from the gods, but they controlled temple property
and the actual basis of their power was their military skill. The Sumerian King
List could claim that kingship had descended from heaven, merging secular
and religious powers.
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The increased competition over land among city-states is most explicitly
demonstrated in a series of inscriptions found in the southern state of Lagash
(see document 3.1). Over a period of 150 years, from about 2500 to 2350, the
kings of Lagash provided their accounts of a border conflict with their northern
neighbor Umma. The war was described in terms of a dispute between Ningirsu,
patron deity of Lagash, and Shara, god of Umma, over an area of fields called
Gu’edena, “edge of the plain.” The kings of Lagash portrayed themselves as
deputies acting on behalf of the gods. One of them, Eannatum, even described
himself as the giant son of Ningirsu, who engendered him to fight for his cause.
According to the Lagash accounts, the chief god Enlil in the distant past had
demarcated the border between the two states running through the Gu’edena.
The inscriptions acknowledge that the act had historically been performed by
a king of Kish called Mesalim, who would have lived around 2600. Thus at
that early time the two city-states already had competing claims and recourse to
outside arbitration. The sequence of events is difficult to establish, as only one
point of view is documented. Whenever Lagash was strong, it tried to enforce
its claims over the land, whether justified or not. Successive kings stated that
Umma had illegally occupied the land and that its rulers had been defeated by
the army of Lagash. Yet the conflict persisted over several centuries, which shows
how inconclusive these battles were as well as the importance of the agricul-
tural area to both states. We may assume that other states similarly attempted
to extend their farming zones by annexing the fields of neighbors.

Not all interactions between states were hostile, however. The royal houses
communicated with one another as equals and had diplomatic relations. The
exchange of gifts strengthened these ties. In a cache of precious items found
at Mari, there was a bead inscribed with the name of Mesannepada, king of
Ur: the group of objects was likely given by one king to the other. The ruler’s
wife at Lagash, Baranamtara, is known to have exchanged presents with her
counterpart at Adab, and this was probably a common practice.

Although the city-state characterized the political situation of the period,
various processes of the centralization of power in larger territorial units
were at work, due both to hostile and peaceful interactions between states.
War between neighbors could lead to territorial occupations. Around 2400, for
example, a king of Uruk, Lugalkiginedudu, claimed kingship over Ur, a city
50 kilometers to the south. The process of conquest and unification culminated
at the end of the Early Dynastic period when the king of Umma, Lugalzagesi,
conquered Ur and Uruk and then defeated Uru’inimgina of Lagash, thus
taking control over the entire south of Babylonia. True, he may have overstated
his accomplishment in his own inscriptions, in which he claimed control from
the Upper to the Lower Sea, that is the Mediterranean to the Persian Gulf.
But certainly the extent of his power reached beyond the traditional borders of
a single city-state.

Political alliances whose participants agreed to accept the authority of an
outsider are documented from ca. 2600 on. One example of such a regional
coalition can be inferred from the title “King of Kish.” When the god Enlil
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Document 3.1 The Umma—Lagash border conflict

Excerpts of the account by King Enmetena

Enlil, king of the lands, father of the gods, upon his firm command drew the

border between Ningirsu and Shara. Mesalim, king of Kish, at the command of
(the god) Ishtaran, measured the field and placed a stele. Ush, ruler of Umma,
acted arrogantly. He ripped out the stele and marched unto the plain of Lagash.
Ningirsu, the hero of Enlil, at the latter’s command did battle with Umma. Upon
Enlil’s command he cast the great battle-net upon it. Its great burial mound was set
up for him in the plain. Eannatum, ruler of Lagash, the uncle of Enmetena ruler of
Lagash, with Enakale, ruler of Umma, drew the border. He extended the channel of
the Inun-canal into the Gu’edena, giving up 2105 nindan (ca. 12,630 meters) of the
field of Ningirsu to the side of Umma. As a field without an owner he established it.
At the canal he inscribed a stele, and the stele of Mesalim he returned to its place.
He did not cross into the steppe of Umma. On the levee of Ningirsu, named
Namnundakigara, he built shrines for Enlil, Ninhursag, Ningirsu, and Utu. . . . At
that time Il, who was the head of the temple of Zabalam, made a retreat from Girsu
to Umma. Il received the rulership of Umma there. Into the boundary channel of
Ningirsu and the boundary channel of Nanshe, the levee of Ningirsu — being at the
edge of the Tigris and on the boundary of Girsu — the Namnundakigara of Enlil,
Enki, and Ninhursag, its water was diverted. Of the barley of Lagash he repaid only
3600 gur,. When Enmetena, ruler of Lagash, because of these channels sent men

to Il, Il the ruler of Umma, the one who steals fields, said in a hostile way: “The
boundary channel of Ningirsu and the boundary channel of Nanshe are mine.

From the Antasura to the Edingalabzu I will shift the levee,” he said. (But) Enlil
and Ninhursag did not give (that) to him. Enmetena, ruler of Lagash, named by
Ningirsu, at the just command of Enlil, at the just command of Ningirsu, at the just
command of Nanshe, constructed that channel from the Tigris to the Inun-canal.
He built the foundation of the Namnundakigara in stone. For the lord who loves
him, Ningirsu, for the lady who loves him, Nanshe, he restored it. Enmetena, ruler
of Lagash, given the scepter by Enlil, given wisdom by Enki, chosen in the heart of
Nanshe, chief administrator of Ningirsu, the one who grasps the commands of the
gods, may his personal god Shuturul stand before Ningirsu and Nanshe forever for
the life of Enmetena. (If) the man of Umma, in order to carry off the fields crosses
the boundary channel of Ningirsu and the boundary channel of Nanshe, be he a
man from Umma or a foreigner, may Enlil destroy him, may Ningirsu after casting
his great battle-net, place his hands and feet upon him. May the people of his own
city, after rising up against him, kill him in the midst of his city!

Translation after Jerrold S. Cooper, Sumerian and Akkadian Royal Inscriptions. Volume 1:
Presargonic inscriptions (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1986), pp. 54-7.

! i.e., between Lagash and Umma.
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demarcated the border between Umma and Lagash, it was Mesalim, “King of
Kish,” who measured it out and set up a boundary marker. That Mesalim had
some sort of power in Lagash is borne out by a ceremonial mace-head inscribed
with his name found there; but the text ends by mentioning that Lugalsha’engur
was the city-ruler (Sumerian énsi) of Lagash at the time. Similarly, an inscrip-
tion of Mesalim from the central Babylonian city of Adab acknowledges the
existence of its local ruler, one Ninkisalsi.> The title “King of Kish” appears
repeatedly in the royal inscriptions of the late Early Dynastic period, and cannot
be considered to indicate only kings who controlled the northern Babylonian
city of Kish. Eannatum of Lagash, for instance, after defeating a number of
southern cities was granted kingship of Kish by the goddess Inanna.* Why did
the kingship of Kish carry this prestige? It is highly unlikely that it would confer
full control over Babylonia and that the other city-rulers whose inscriptions
we read were merely dependents of a dynasty in Kish. States like the well-
documented Lagash do not seem to have been subject to any outsider. The
king of Kish’s power seems to have derived from some kind of coalition in the
region. Backed by a certain military might (remember that Eannatum became
king of Kish only after defeating several neighbors), the king of Kish had an
authority that was regionally accepted.

Another such league is attested in the administrative texts from Shuruppak,
dating to around 2500. Records of soldiers from Ur, Adab, Nippur, Lagash,
and Umma were kept in this small city. Those men are said to be “stationed
at KI.LEN.GL,”* a term that a few centuries later came to mean Sumer, the
southern half of Babylonia, but which at this time probably referred to a single
locality. The same group of texts also makes reference to a coalition in a place
called UNKEN, the Sumerian word for “assembly,” made up of Lagash, Umma,
and Adab. These mergers were ephemeral: the last two were upset by the border
conflict between Umma and Lagash. The coalitions probably were a result of
the urban competition characteristic of the Early Dynastic period: cities grouped
themselves in various coalitions in order to stand up to one another.

There also existed, however, an overarching sense of religious unity that
joined the cities of Babylonia together in war and peace. This is already
attested around 3000, when multiple cities had just developed, and not sur-
prisingly the oldest urban center, Uruk, played a prominent role in it. The
existence of collective cult practices centered on Uruk is suggested by a group
of seal impressions on tablets and lumps of clay, which display symbols that
render the names of several other cities. Seal impressions on tablets from
the Jemdet Nasr period (3100-2900) show a fixed sequence of city-symbols,
including those of Ur, Larsa, Zabalam, Urum, Arina, and probably Kesh. It
is likely that the tablets reported contributions made to the goddess Inanna
of Uruk, and thart the inhabitants of various cities supported her cult. In the
slightly later Early Dynastic I levels at Ur, a large number of sealings were
found, giving somewhat different combinations of city-symbols and often
combined with the rosette symbol of Inanna. These had been mostly used to
lock doors, indicating that a storeroom in Ur had been set aside to contain
materials for her cult.
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At some moment in the Early Dynastic period the focus of the unified cult
shifted to the city of Nippur in the center of Babylonia. Each Babylonian city
was the domain of a god, who resided there with his or her family of deities.
These divine families were joined together in a common Babylonian pantheon
that, by the late Early Dynastic period, was headed by Enlil, patron of the
city Nippur. He had supreme power in the divine world, and demarcated, for
example, the border between Umma and Lagash according to the descriptions
of the war between the two cities. Enlil’s city, Nippur, attained a unique status
that was to last until the eighteenth century. In the late third millennium all
Babylonian cities were to provide support for its cult, and in the early second
millennium political control over it gave a king the right to claim sovereign rule.
Somehow the priesthood of this militarily unimportant city had the authority
to grant a special status to one of many competitors. They seem to have had
this power already in Early Dynastic times, when kings of Adab, Kish, Lagash,
Umma, and Uruk left short inscriptions at Nippur, suggesting that they sought
to curry favor with its priesthood.

This sense of unity was not restricted to speakers of a single language. We
can state with certainty that at least two languages were spoken in Babylonia
during the Early Dynastic period: Sumerian and a Semitic language sometimes
referred to as proto-Akkadian. These two languages were very different in
character, but they shared some vocabulary, and Sumerian grammar influenced
Akkadian, which indicates that the same groups of people used them simultan-
eously. It is not easy to determine someone’s spoken language in a multilingual
ancient society. All literate Mesopotamians in this period (or Near Easterners
for that matter) shared the same scribal culture, which will be described below.
Although they could, and did, write their own vernaculars, all were able to write
Sumerian. A text written in Sumerian is thus not evidence that the writer’s
mother tongue was Sumerian. The scribes of Abu Salabikh, around the year
2500, bore Semitic names but wrote their texts almost exclusively in Sumerian.
Indeed, the names of people are probably a bertter indicator of the language
they spoke. In the ancient Near East, people’s names were often short sentences
with a recognizable meaning, and so give an indication of their family’s familiarity
with a language. For instance, the Sumerian name Aba-a’a-gin means “Who
is like the father?” We tend to take the language of name-giving — Sumerian,
Akkadian, and later Amorite, Aramaic, etc. — as evidence of the language spoken
at home. So we see in Early Dynastic society a mixture of Sumerian and
Semitic names, the former predominant in the south of Babylonia, the latter in
the north. This distinction did not lead to ethnic conflict, as has sometimes been
argued. Members of the two linguistic groups lived side by side. Politically,
Early Dynastic Babylonia was divided; culturally it was not.

3.3 The Wider Near East

Early Dynastic Babylonia did not exist in a void. It was surrounded by regions
that the Babylonians considered to be foreign and with which they had diverse
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relations. The political situation in the rest of the Near East needs to be pieced
together primarily from archaeological data. Only late in the Early Dynastic
period do texts appear in a few Syrian sites, and by then Babylonian documents
start to refer to the outside world. This is an unfortunate situation in that
it leads to too great an emphasis on contacts with Babylonia and a focus on
the south. With the end of the Uruk expansion in the late fourth millennium,
contacts between Babylonia and the surrounding world changed radically.
In the early third millennium, local traditions reemerged in full strength in the
north and the east, and the Near East shows a great deal of cultural variety.
Whatever southern influence there had been vanished. Simultaneously, certain
nearby regions became more closely drawn into the Babylonian orbit, includ-
ing one that had been outside the Uruk sphere, the Persian Gulf region.

The Gulf gave access to Omani copper mines, which were crucial to the
newly developed bronze technology. Babylonian interest in the region was thus
not unexpected. Texts start referring increasingly to a land of “Dilmun” as an
important trading partner with southern Mesopotamia, a source for wood and
copper. Dilmun had been attested only once in the texts from the Uruk IV
period, but throughout the Early Dynastic period references to it became more
numerous. Its location is uncertain: for this period north-east Arabia or the
island of Bahrain are the most likely candidates. In either case, Dilmun itself was
not the producer of imber and copper, but rather acted as a mercantile center,
trading goods obtained further away. Archaeological material from eastern
Arabia and Oman shows a great deal of contact with Babylonia. Many pottery
vessels were Mesopotamian imports, but these were found within archaeological
contexts that are not at all Mesopotamian in character. In Oman, for instance,
numerous circular tombs with stones piled over them were constructed in
this period, an entirely un-Mesopotamian practice. So we see here a kind of
interaction different from that attested in the Uruk period: at that time the
Babylonians seem to have traded through colonies, while in the Early Dynastic
period they did so without a permanent presence in the region.

The regions to the east of Babylonia had been incorporated in the Uruk
expansion. Susa, the main urban center there, had been heavily influenced
by Uruk IV culture. This suddenly changed with the beginning of the third
millennium, and a local culture we call proto-Elamite appeared, more closely
related to eastern Iran. Some 400 kilometers to the south-east of Susa another
center, Anshan in the modern province of Fars, became prominent and
expanded substantially in size. Susa dominated the lowlands to the west of
the Zagros Mountains, Anshan the highlands of the southern mountain range.
It is unlikely that a regional state including both cities and the territories in
between developed this early, yet mid-third-millennium texts from Babylonia
start referring to a land of Elam. This was probably a loosely joined coalition
of polities, which also appeared independently in Mesopotamian texts. Late
Early Dynastic rulers from Lagash campaigned against what they called “Elam,”
probably for access to trade routes that reached places far afield. For instance,
carnelian beads made in the Indus Valley and lapis lazuli from Afghanistan
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appear in archaeological contexts in Babylonia at this time. Babylonia seems to
be on the receiving end, importing luxury goods demanded by its new elites.
What was provided in return is not readily established, most likely textiles and
other easily transportable manufactured goods. The material culture of Iran
does not demonstrate strong Babylonian influence, which suggests that there
was no permanent presence of Babylonian traders.

Throughout northern Iraq and Syria east of the Euphrates River, a new
material culture appeared at the beginning of the third millennium which we
term by its pottery style, “Ninevite 5.” Its remains are usually found at sites
on important overland routes, and it seems that the people with this culture
were in control of trade. The regions further west show a variety of material
cultures, suggesting the absence of any regional entity. These societies were not
urbanized, at least in comparison with southern Mesopotamia. Several settle-
ments that later developed into important centers originated at this time, but
truly urban characteristics were absent until about 2600. Only then do walled
cities and dense habitation reappear in such areas as the Habur Valley. While
southern influence may have been a catalyst in this late urban development, it
was an indigenous process and there are clear differences from the south.

The agricultural regime of northern Mesopotamia and Syria differs from
that in the south in that it relies on rainfall rather than riverain irrigation for
growing cereal crops. Yields per hectare are lower than when irrigation is used,
however, so larger areas were cultivated to feed the same number of people,
though with less intense labor. Consequently, cities in the north tended to be
smaller than those in the south, and more of the population lived in outlying
villages. Another difference lies in the role of the palace in northern society.
Unlike in the south, where temples were the central and foremost institutions in
early cities, secular authority was preeminent in northern economy and society
and palaces usually dominated the cityscape.

These cities were the centers of small states incorporating the surrounding
countryside where villagers farmed. Settlement in these states was more spread
out than in the south and the hinterlands were larger. This was probably a
result of different agricultural regimes, but with their focus on the central city
these were still, in essence, city-states. Texts from Ebla in north-west Syria
and from elsewhere in later periods allow us to identify several of these states
by name: for example, Nagar, Shehna, and Urkesh in the Habur region, Mari,
Tuttul, Emar, and Carchemish along the Euphrates, Assur and Hamazi in the
east, and Ebla, Ugarit, and Byblos in the west. These states were in contact
with one another through diplomatic and commercial means. The subject of
trade dominates the palace documents found at Ebla, which seems reflective
of widespread diplomatic contact. Kings and other foreign state representat-
ives were commonly attested as visitors making offerings at Ebla sanctuaries;
diplomatic marriages were concluded and gifts regularly exchanged. Warfare
was also part of these contacts. Ebla had a long-lasting conflict with Mari on
the Euphrates, probably for control over the trade route to Babylonia, and
for some time had to pay a heavy tribute until Ebla’s last ruler of the period,
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Ish’ar-Damu, reversed the situation. Some of these centers — Mari, Nagar, and
Ebla — seem to have become able to impose their will on surrounding states,
but the details of their military actions are unknown. Besides the centraliza-
tion of secular power, a certain sense of religious unity also developed, as
rulers from various cities are attested as taking oaths in the temple of Dagan
at Tuttul. The latter city may thus have had a regional prestige comparable to
that of Nippur in Babylonia.

Another similarity between Babylonia and the region to its north is that
both had multilingual societies. Most people spoke Semitic dialects, as attested
in the texts from Mari and Ebla. But in northern Syria we also find evid-
ence of Hurrian, a language that is neither Semitic nor related to Sumerian.
Personal names again are the primary indicator of this linguistic multiplicity.
Hurrians were probably predominant in the north of Syria, where a Hurrian
state of Urkesh and Nawar later arose, but people with Hurrian names appear
soon after the Early Dynastic period as far south as Nippur. People with
Semitic names were present throughout Syria and northern Mesopotamia.
This linguistic heterogeneity did not lie at the basis of any social or ethnic
conflict to our knowledge.

The political organization of the north — a much larger area than Babylonia
— was thus essentially similar to that in the south. Urban centers were the seats
of power and dominated the surrounding countryside, even if the northern
states were geographically larger. There was a difference in the ideological basis
of power, however: in the north it was secular rather than religious. The city of
Kish in the far north of Babylonia functioned as an intermediate point between
these two worlds. It maintained close contacts with both the southern and the
Syrian states and may have had a political organization that was based more
on secular than on religious power. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that a man
from Kish, Sargon, was to upset the entire system.

3.4 Early Dynastic Society

For the study of Near Eastern social history in the Early Dynastic period, we
rely on administrative documents. Characteristic for the period — and for the
entire third millennium - is the organization of society into “households.” These
are social units larger than nuclear families whose members reside together.
An important aspect of the household is the fact that it acted as a single unit of
production and consumption: most goods needed for its survival were produced
in the household itself. Households may have originated in economically auto-
nomous kinship groups and eventually coalesced into institutions centered
round a god or the king. Thus the Sumerian word for palace was é-gal, “great
household,” that for temple é and the name of a god, for instance “household of
the god Ningirsu.” The important tablet archives derive from these units and
consequently portray a world with the household at its center. Activity outside
the large palace and temple households remains undocumented.



Figure 3.2 Early Dynastic statuette. Photo © Trustees of the British Museum,
London

Each household can be regarded as an autonomous unit. It owned land,
livestock, tools, and fishing boats, and included farmers, shepherds, fishermen,
and people to produce and prepare food and to manufacture goods. House-
holds were not specialized in their activities, and each had a high level of self-
sufficiency. The larger incorporated several departments with distinct tasks,
which were often themselves designated by the term é. In the late Early Dyn-
astic period, individual members of the elites also had their own households.
In Lagash, for instance, the queen had one, called the women’s household,
Sumerian é-mi, which she ran independently. Her property was smaller than
that of the king, but it was self-sufficient and it seems that women admin-
istered the queen’s household. We cannot document this for the Early Dynastic
period, but in the later Ur III period its officials were mostly women.

Internally, the personnel of each household was hierarchically organized.
Male and female laborers (Sumerian gurush and géme) were at the bottom
of this hierarchy and were by far the most numerous of its members. While
they were not unfree, in the sense of slaves, they were dependent laborers. The
workers could live with their families or in institutional lodgings provided by
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the organization for which they worked. They were rewarded for their work
with rations: standard amounts of barley, accounted for on a monthly basis,
and of oil and wool, accounted for annually (see document 3.2). The persons
receiving these goods were mainly working men and women, but children and
old people were also recipients. It is clear that these rations constituted the
support given to the household’s dependents, whether productive or not. The
amounts were provided according to the sex and status of the worker: a male
worker regularly received double the amount of grain given to a female worker,
supervisors received more than their subordinates, specialized craftsmen more
than unskilled laborers, and so on. This pattern whereby the household pro-
vided for its dependents by issuing them basic necessities of food and clothing
remained a fundamental characteristic of Near Eastern society throughout
the third millennium. Since the goods provided were insufficient for a com-
plete diet, we have to conclude that these people had access to other foods
through channels exterior to the household. Vegetables and fish were probably
homegrown or caught by these dependents and family members; or perhaps
part of the rations were exchanged for those goods.

Document 3.2 Extract from a ration list

Many administrative accounts list the rations issued to temple dependents in great
detail. They provide the names of the recipients or identify them by gender and age,
and list the amounts of barley issued to them. At the end of these texts totals are
given and the official responsible for the disbursement is identified. For example:

In total: 1 man at 50 liters

1 man at 40 liters

5 men at 15 liters each

23 men at 10 liters each

They are males

56 female laborers at 20 liters each

72 female laborers at 15 liters each

34 women at 10 liters each

A grand total of 192 people, including young ones and adults, received barley.

The barley was 2935 liters. Barley rations. The female laborers and children are the
property of the goddess Bau.

Shasha, the wife of Uru’inimgina, king of Lagash.

In the month of the eating of malt for Nanshe, did Eniggal, the inspector, distribute
this from the granary of Bau. It is the ninth distribution of year 4.

Translation after Gebhard J. Selz, Die altsumerischen Wirtschaftsurkunden der Ermitage zu
Leningrad (Wiesbaden: Steiner Verlag, 1989), pp. 93-4.
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The majority of workers provided repetitive manual labor. Women were
especially used as millers and weavers. Milling at this time was a backbreaking
task which required that grain be rubbed back and forth over a stone slab with
a smaller hand-held stone. The women were supposed to produce set quotas
on a daily basis. The amounts produced depended on the quality of the final
product, which varied enormously. From later Ur III period texts, we know
that the quotas were high: one woman had to produce 10 liters of regular flour
or 20 liters of coarse flour per day. Weaving quotas could easily be as high
as 2 square meters a day. Those were heavy tasks, that could lead to physical
injuries, as is shown by the skeletons of women excavated at the seventh-
millennium Neolithic site of Abu Hureyra in Syria: their knees, wrists, and lower
backs showed signs of arthritis while their toes were deformed from constantly
tucking them under the foot.® While the Early Dynastic accounts are for women
as groups, it is likely that they worked individually at home, simultaneously
taking care of children. These tasks were primarily cottage industries.

Belonging to a great household also provided a means of survival to the
weak in society. Widows and children unable to feed themselves entered temple
households, where they received basic support in return for labor. The house-
hold was thus a fundamental building block of society, where both individuals
and nuclear families found a place. Households existed both in the cities and
in the countryside. In the latter there was probably a parallel continuation
of rural communities existing outside institutional control, composed of large
families that owned land in common. Their existence in the Early Dynastic
period - but also the decline of their importance in that society — is clear from
a group of about fifty land-sale documents. When a piece of agricultural land
was sold, it usually went from multiple sellers to a single buyer. The sellers had
unequal levels of claim to the land. Those most closely associated to it received
the highest recompense, others somewhat less, and large groups of people were
given symbolic gifts, such as meals, at the time of the transaction. The land was
thus probably communally owned and could not be alienated by an individual.
But all of the recorded buyers were single actors, probably members of the elite
who were able to acquire individual ownership of rights, possibly at times by
force. These elites were probably all members of the institutional households,
who took advantage of their status to obtain personal property.

Several institutional households coexisted within each city-state: some
belonged to gods, others to secular authorities. Among the temples there was
a hierarchy reflecting that of the gods in the local pantheon. For instance,
in Lagash the household of the city-god Ningirsu was larger than that of his
divine wife Bau; and hers was in turn larger than those of their sons Shulshagana
and Igalima. It is remarkable how encompassing the control of one of these
institutions could be; the records from Shuruppak, for instance, show highly
centralized control of the economy. Barley accounts register amounts that could
provide a population of 20,000 with daily rations for six months, and grain silos
excavated at the site show that these quantities could be stored together. The
agricultural areas attached to institutional households were similarly enormous.
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However, since all our textual documentation from southern Babylonia derives
from temples, it used to be thought that temples were completely dominant
in Early Dynastic society. Because the temple of the goddess Bau there is our
primary source of texts, Lagash was once described as a temple-state, where all
land and property was owned by the gods. Today, most scholars have rejected
this idea, acknowledging the fact that other sectors of society were important
participants in economic life but simply remain undocumented.

The far-reaching nature of central administration is even clearer in the case
of Ebla in north-west Syria. All our documentation there was excavated in
a palace archive and demonstrates how this institution controlled extensive
economic activity. Eight administrative units are accounted for, four on the
acropolis, which is called sa-za® in the texts, four in the lower town, called
eb-1a“. The former includes the household of the king, é-en; the latter had four
units referred to with the term é-durus, which in Babylonia meant “village.”
Whether the use of that term indicates that village communities coincided with
administrative units, or were turned into administrative units with the advent
of centralized power, is unclear. We can say, however, that agriculture in
Ebla’s territory remained the responsibility of villages under royal supervision,
unlike in Babylonia where much of it was directly undertaken by institutional
labor forces.

The ability of certain segments of society to draw unequal shares of resources
to themselves is best shown in the archaeological record of the Early Dynastic
period. The so-called Royal Cemetery at Ur clearly reveals the existence of a
small group of people who could command great amounts of luxury items to
be buried with them. Sixteen of the roughly two thousand graves excavated had
elaborate chambers of stone and brick. Extremely valuable grave goods were
placed in them: golden helmets, daggers, inlaid musical instruments, and so on.
These were all the products of highly skilled craftsmen who learned their trade
catering to the elites. Most telling of the power of the buried is the fact that
some of them were accompanied by human attendants, killed or willing to die
at their master’s or mistress’s burial. We do not know who exactly was honored
with such elaborate burials, whether they were members of the palace or temple
elites. This in itself demonstrates how power structures gaining legitimacy on
various ideological bases coexisted in the late Early Dynastic period, and that
the full definition of social and political hierarchies was still wanting then.

3.5 Scribal Culture

During the Early Dynastic period, the recently invented technology of writ-
ing evolved both in its ability to render spoken languages and in the extent
of information it could provide. Writing is also the most eloquent indication
at this tme of the existence of a cultural unity in the Near East inspired by
southern Mesopotamian traditions. Scribal techniques and text genres used
throughout the region were all developed in Babylonia.
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The writing system changed gradually in several ways during this period.
First, the signs themselves became impressed using a bevel-tipped reed instead
of being traced in the clay of the tablet. When the tip of the stylus was pushed
into the clay, it formed a small triangle and a thin line, creating thus the wedge
shape we now call cuneiform. The signs became increasingly schematic and
standardized, and it was possible to impress them rapidly with a limited number
of strokes. By the end of the Early Dynastic period, few of the signs any longer
resembled the pictorial elements on which they were originally based.

The use of signs rendering syllables also expanded, indicating more and
more elements of the spoken language. Nevertheless, signs representing words
and requiring the reader to supply grammatical elements remained domin-
ant. While indications of verbal conjugation, for instance, were absent in the
proto-cuneiform texts from Uruk, the expression of such elements became
increasingly explicit, although there was never an obligation in the cuneiform
writing system to express them all. The growing use of syllabic signs made it
possible to write languages other than Sumerian; personal names in Semitic
dialects and Hurrian could be written out, Semitic prepositions were inserted
in the text, and so on.

A script using word signs alone could theoretically render any language, but
the increased use of syllabic signs facilitated the adaptation of the script for
different language groups. Urbanization in Syria and northern Mesopotamia
came with the adoption of scribal practices from the south. The scribes of
Ebla, Mari, and Nabada, and probably at many other places where texts are
still to be discovered, imported Babylonian tablet shapes, sign forms, and their
readings. The continued predominance of word signs, originally developed for
the Sumerian language, led scribes from Ebla to draw up lists of signs followed
by a syllabic, phonetic, version of the term to show its pronunciation. More
elaborate lexical lists included the translation of the terms in the local language
and, sometimes, a pronunciation. The rarity of these texts strongly suggests
that Syrian scribes were taught by Babylonians, especially since the ordering
and format of these lists are identical to those found in the south.

The ordering of signs in texts also became more standardized. Tablets
were divided into one or more vertical columns of boxes to be read from top
to bottom, mostly containing one word only, with or without grammatical
elements. The order of the signs became more reflective of the pronunciation
of words, although even in the latest Early Dynastic texts they were sometimes
still scrambled. These developments made the texts more comprehensible to
their readers in antiquity, and to us today. Administrative texts became more
explicit, indicating, for example, whether goods were issued or received by
a specific person. Royal inscriptions expanded from simple marks of owner-
ship to lengthy narratives. Writing thus acquired an expanded function and
increased its ability to inform someone of new knowledge, while information
could be preserved for future generations. A king who left a votive object in
a temple could indicate on it who had given it, so that later visitors would
acknowledge his act.
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The archaic texts from Uruk already show that writing in Mesopotamia was
not restricted to economic transactions, even though these texts continue to
dominate the corpus numerically. Lexical lists, words in a set sequence, provide
the earliest systematic evidence of Mesopotamian speculative and associative
thought. They include lists of god-names, professions, animals, birds, metals,
woods, city-names, and so on. In the Early Dynastic period this genre flourished
and shows the acceptance of the same traditions over a wide geographical
area. Most remarkable is the faithfulness with which these texts were copied in
every city where they are found in the Early Dynastic period. Lists from Abu
Salabikh are duplicated with only minor variants in Ebla, some 900 kilometers
away. There are other literary texts from the Early Dynastic period, usually
short compositions including incantations, hymns, and wisdom literature, that
is, catalogs of proverbs or proverbs set in an artificial dialogue where a father
gives advice to his son. These are difficult to understand owing to the still
terse nature of the writing system. The same compositions are often found at
different sites (those of Shuruppak and Abu Salabikh especially show much
overlap), which demonstrates that a common source inspired the various scribal
schools. While most of the material is in Sumerian, there is a proto-Akkadian
hymn to Shamash which is found both at Ebla and Abu Salabikh.

In the middle of the third millennium, we thus see a cultural koine in the
literate Near East. The intellectual center was southern Mesopotamia, where
the scribal practices and most literary texts were first produced. The tech-
nique of writing was exported to Syria and northern Mesopotamia when urban
cultures developed there, and certain cities probably acted as intermediaries
in this process. Northern Babylonian Kish was very important, as was Mari on
the Middle Euphrates. Some texts at Ebla state that “the young scribes came
up from Mari,”” which suggests that the city provided training to Syrian scribes.
People from western Syria read the same texts as those of southern Iraq.
They employed the same scribal practices, shaping their clay tablets similarly,
writing the same cuneiform signs, organizing them in the same way on the
tablets, and so on. Politically they were separate, however, living in inde-
pendent city-states. The states in the south were relatively small in territorial
extent, while those in the north and in western Syria had a wider expanse. The
states competed with one another through military means. Rulers routinely
gained supremacy over their neighbors, or ephemeral alliances among city-
states were concluded. These laid the groundwork for Sargon of Akkad, who
initiated a new period in Near Eastern history by pursuing a policy of conquest
to the extreme.

NOTES

1 Jerrold S. Cooper, Sumerian and Akkadian Royal Inscriptions. Volume 1: Presargonic
Inscriptions (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 1986), p. 18.
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The last centuries of the third millennium were characterized by successive
periods of centralization of power under two city-dynasties: one from Akkad
in northern Babylonia in the twenty-fourth and twenty-third centuries, the
other from Ur in the far south in the twenty-first century. They not only
exercised direct control over southern Mesopotamia, but through military
means had great influence over large parts of the Near East. There is a sub-
stantial increase in the available sources, which are also better understood by
the modern historian, thus enabling a more detailed reconstruction of these
periods. The two states shared a number of characteristics: they were both
founded through military means in Babylonia proper and in the surrounding
regions; they pursued policies of centralization in political, administrative,
and ideological terms; and they collapsed through a combination of internal
opposition and external forces, especially from the east. Since they differed in
the extent of their reach and their internal cohesion, however, they deserve
separate treatment.
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4.1 The Kings of Akkad

The dynasty of Akkad' was regarded in such later texts as the Sumerian King
List as a family of city-rulers who held kingship over Sumer and Akkad in the
same way as many other dynasties that came earlier (for a list of kings, see
p. 302). The nature of its rule was very different from what preceded it, how-
ever, and temporarily it ended the system of city-states that had characterized
Babylonia until then. The processes of political centralization in Babylonia
and the spread of Babylonian influences throughout the Near East evident
in the Early Dynastic period attained an unprecedented climax. Moreover,
never before had Babylonian armies systematically campaigned that far, nor
had the political dominance of one city been so great. The focal point of
the developments was northern Babylonia. The creator of the dynasty, Sargon,
seems to have been a commoner who rose to prominence in the city of Kish.
He probably usurped power in that city, taking the programmatic throne-name
Sharru-kin, “the king is legitimate.” His two successors still bore the title
“King of Kish,” but Sargon moved the center of his rule to Akkad, either an
entirely new city, as later sources state, or a place previously of little import-
ance. Although its location is unknown, it certainly was in the very north of
Babylonia, perhaps underneath modern Baghdad. This geographical position
reflects the dual interests of the dynasty: full dominance of the Babylonian
heartland and an extensive presence throughout the wider Near East.

Akkad’s prominence was attained through its military might. It was written
of Sargon that “daily 5400 men ate at his presence,”® which may refer to the
existence of a standing army. Military activity is the sole subject of his own
inscriptions. The south of Babylonia, where the city-states of the late Early
Dynastic period had been partly united, was one area where he campaigned
actively. Lugalzagesi, who controlled Uruk, Umma, and several other southern
cities, acted as the focus of opposition to Sargon, and the latter claimed that
he captured “fifty governors . . . and the king of Uruk,”? a victory that clinched
his control over the entire region.

A new system of government had to be developed: the formerly independent
city-states needed to be integrated within a larger structure in every respect,
politically, economically, and ideologically. Politically, the original city-rulers
mostly remained in place, only now acting as governors for the king of Akkad,
despite Sargon’s claim that these were Akkadian officials. Thus kings Meskigal
of Adab, Lugalzagesi of Uruk, and perhaps Uru’inimgina of Lagash are still
attested under the first Sargonic rulers. The term énsi, which in the Early
Dynastic period designated independent rulers of certain cities, now became
used throughout Babylonia to indicate governors. This system did not work,
however. Sentiments of independence could be rallied around native governors,
and over the entire period the Akkadian kings had to deal with a number of
rebellions, as described later in this chapter.

Still, centralizing policies were actively pursued. A new system of taxation was
developed, in which part of the income of each region was siphoned off and
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Box 4.1 The year name

One aspect of the administrative centralization of the Akkad state was the introduc-
tion of an annual dating system that would be applied throughout Babylonia, al-
though not at the expense of other systems used for local records. One of the earlier
existing systems was chosen, which we call the year name. Each year was indicated
with a name referring to a major event from the year prior or early in the year itself.
For instance, Sargon’s destruction of Mari was used to name the following year. This
system remained in use in Babylonia until about 1500, and provides us with a list of
what the Babylonian rulers themselves saw as important events. The names usually
mention military campaigns, the building or restoration of temples or city-walls, the
digging of canals, the appointments of high priests or priestesses, or the donation of
cult objects. The dates appear primarily on economic records (not on letters). In order
to remember the proper order of years, official lists of year names were drawn up
from the Ur Ill period on. While the sequence of names for the entire period of the
usage of year names has not been fully recovered, we are certain about long stretches.
These provide an extremely useful insight into the chronological order of events, and
allow us to date the numerous accounts and administrative documents preserved.

Under the Kassite dynasty in Babylonia in the second half of the second millen-
nium, year names were replaced with a system numbered by the regnal year of each
king. The first official year started with the first New Year’s day of his reign. The
period between the death of the former king and that day was indicated as the
accession year. This system stayed in use until the Seleucid period.

sent to the capital or used to support the local Akkadian administration. In the
reign of Naram-Sin, a standardization of accounting is visible in certain levels
of the administration in order to facilitate central control. For those aspects of
the economy that concerned the crown, scribes had to use a standard system
of measures and weights. Thus we see the introduction of the “Akkadian gur”
of ca. 300 liters to measure barley. The shape and layout of the accounting
tablets and the formation of the cuneiform signs were centrally prescribed. In
order to have a consistent method of dating in centrally controlled accounts,
year names (see box 4.1) were used throughout the state.

The local scribes, who were forced to adopt new techniques of accounting, also
had to adjust to a new language. Akkad was a northern Babylonian city situated
in the region where people spoke a Semitic language rather than the Sumerian
of the south. The language of the region, in fact, came to be known as the
language of Akkad, hence our term “Akkadian.” The existing cuneiform script,
however, had been developed as a vehicle for Sumerian, rooted in an entirely
different language family. Akkadian required more flexibility and accuracy
in the indication of grammatical forms, which could be obtained through the
increased use of syllabic signs. The royal inscriptions of the Sargonic kings were
mostly written in Akkadian, either by itself or, less often, with a Sumerian
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translation. Few of these texts are known in a Sumerian version only. Sumerian
remained commonly written in areas of the region with a long tradition of the
language, however. The royal administration only demanded the use of Akkadian
and of centralized accounting practices for the records it needed to consult.
Those had to be uniform; local affairs were left to traditional ways.

The royal house drew many economic resources to itself. The Akkadian
kings probably confiscated the estates previously owned by the city-rulers.
Yet even this was seemingly insufficient for their needs. The Obelisk of King
Manishtushu, one of the major monuments of the period, is a 1.5-meter-high
diorite pillar onto which was carved a text recording his purchase of eight large
fields in northern Babylonia, totaling almost 3.5 square kilometers. Although the
price paid was not unusually low, it is almost certain that Manishtushu forced
the sale on the owners in order to be able to parcel out the land to his own
supporters. The creation of agricultural estates granted by the king to privileged
people was a novelty introduced by the Sargonic kings. The land needed was
taken from local owners, which certainly led to resentment and opposition to
Akkadian rule.

In ideological terms also, the union of Babylonia was pursued, and Sargon
sought to connect the cultic system of the region, with its shared pantheon,
to his own family. For instance, he installed his daughter as high priestess
of the moon god Nanna at Ur, where she was made the god’s wife. For that
function she received a purely Sumerian name, Enheduanna, “priestess, fitting
for heaven.” Thus an Akkadian princess was placed in one of the main Sumerian
centers of the south and she actively participated in cultural life there. The
authorship of several literary compositions in the Sumerian language is credited
to her (making her the first identifiable author in world literature), including
a set of hymns to temples located in thirty-five cities throughout Babylonia.
The compilation of those hymns into one series shows how the various cults
of the region were considered to belong to an integrated system. For some
five centuries afterwards, the control of the high priesthood of Nanna at Ur
remained an indication of political prominence in Babylonia. Any ruler who
could claim authority in Ur installed his daughter there, giving her access to
the temple’s considerable economic assets. Naram-Sin expanded this policy by
placing several of his daughters as high priestesses of prominent cults in other
Babylonian cities, a clear attempt to gain a solid foothold throughout the region.
He also explained his own deification (see below) as the result of a decision
made by the gods of various cities all over his state.

The Akkadian kings did not exert power over Babylonia alone, however.
Some Early Dynastic kings were known to have campaigned in different areas
of the Near East, but none even remotely measured up to what the Sargonic
kings accomplished. To determine the regional extent and nature of Akkad’s
influence, we have to turn to the royal inscriptions. These were inscribed on
statues that the kings set up in the courtyard of the temple at Nippur, continuing
the Early Dynastic tradition that gave this city regional prominence. Military
martters dominate the contents of these inscriptions. We no longer have the
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statues themselves, but scribes in the early second millennium copied out the
texts inscribed there, and some of these copies have been preserved. In these
texts, the first five Akkadian kings make extensive boasts about their military
exploits. The statements of Sargon and Naram-Sin stand out, however, because
of their wide geographical range: these were certainly the greatest military
men of the time. Yet, as Naram-Sin had to repeat many of his grandfather’s
campaigns, it seems these often amounted to no more than raids.

The Akkadian kings focused their military attention on the regions of western
Iran and northern Syria (see map 3.2). In the east they encountered a number
of states or cities, such as Elam, Parahshum, and Simurrum, whose location
we cannot exactly pinpoint. In the north they entered the upper Euphrates area,
reaching the city of Tuttul at the confluence with the Balikh River, the cult
center of Dagan that acted as a central focus of northern and western Syria.
Mari and Ebla, the most prominent political centers of the region up till then,
were destroyed. These places, which had been so close to northern Babylonia
in cultural terms during the Early Dynastic period, were now considered to be
major enemies.

The accounts mention many places even more remote, such as the cedar
forests in Lebanon, the headwaters of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in central
Turkey, Marhashi, east of Elam, and areas across the “Lower Sea,” i.e., the
Persian Gulf. These were reached in far-flung forays for the procurement of
rare goods, hard stone, wood, or silver. Booty from these areas was brought
to Babylonia. Several stone vessels excavated at Ur and Nippur were inscribed
with the statement that they were booty from Magan (Oman), for instance.
It seems unlikely, however, that these areas were subsequently controlled by
Akkad. Rather, the raids aimed at monopolizing access to trade routes. Ships
from overseas areas, such as Dilmun (Bahrain), Magan, and Meluhha (the Indus
Valley) are said to have moored in Akkad’s harbor. So when Naram-Sin claims
that he conquered Magan, it seems more likely that he used his military might
to guarantee access to its resources.

Local circumstances determined to a great extent how Akkadian presence
was maintained in this wide region. We observe a variety of interactions. At
Susa in western Iran, for instance, the language of bureaucracy became Akkadian
and the local rulers were referred to with Sumerian titles, such as governor
(énsi) or general (shagina), which imply a full dependence on the kings of
Akkad. On the other hand, the rulers of Susa retained some degree of authority.
Naram-Sin concluded a treaty with an unnamed ruler or high official of Susa,
a document written in the Elamite language. The agreement specified no sub-
mission to Akkad, only a promise by the Elamite to regard Naram-Sin’s enemies
as his own. The autonomy of Elam should not be underestimated.

In Syria the Akkadians established footholds in certain existing centers,
indicated by the presence of military garrisons or trade representatives there.
At Nagar (modern Tell Brak), a monumental building was erected with bricks
stamped with the name of Naram-Sin. Its character — military or administrative
— cannot be established, however. At Nineveh, King Manishtushu is said to
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have built a temple devoted to the goddess Ishtar, which suggests that he wanted
to promote the cult of a goddess who was considered of special importance to
his dynasty.

The question remains how thorough Akkadian presence in the peripheral areas
was. Throughout the Near East, documents in the Akkadian administrative
style appear: in the Diyala region (probably part of the Akkadian core); at
Susa in Elam; Gasur and Assur in Assyria; Mari on the Middle Euphrates;
and in northern Syria at several sites, Nagar, Urkesh (modern Tell Mozan),
Shehna (modern Tell Leilan), and Ashnakkum (modern Tell Chagar Bazar).
The records using Akkadian style are not necessarily evidence of an Akkadian
royal administration, however: just as in the late Early Dynastic period, this
may merely show the spread of southern scribal practices. Widespread territorial
control of the region seems unlikely. The Old Akkadian kings probably estab-
lished points through which they could channel their commercial interests,
possibly backed by the threat of military action.

More distant areas were tied to Akkad through diplomatic means, such as
marriages. We find sealings of Naram-Sin’s daughter, Taram-Agade, in the
north Syrian city of Urkesh, and it is likely that she was living there as the wife
of the local ruler. A princess of the eastern state of Marhashi was, conversely,
married to Sharkalisharri or his son. Such marriages indicate that the Old
Akkadian state did not exist in a political void, but was surrounded by states
with which it had to negotiate on a level of equality. Unfortunately, the latter are
only known to us through Akkadian eyes, so we cannot evaluate their extent or
powers with any degree of certainty.

The far-reaching influence of the dynasty had a great effect on how the
kings perceived themselves. Already under Sargon the traditional title “King
of Kish” came to mean “king of the world,” using the similarity of the name
of the city of Kish and the Akkadian term for “the entire inhabited world,”
kishshatum. Naram-Sin took such self-glorification to an extreme. First, he intro-
duced a new title, “king of the four corners (of the universe).” His military
successes led him to proclaim an even more exalted status. After crushing a
major rebellion in the entirety of Babylonia, he took the unprecedented step in
Mesopotamian history of making himself a god. A unique inscription found
in northern Iraq, but not necessarily put there in Naram-Sin’s days, describes
this act as requested by the citizens of the capital:

Naram-Sin, the strong one, king of Akkad: when the four corners (of the universe)
together were hostile to him, he remained victorious in nine battles in a single
year because of the love Ishtar bore for him, and he took captive those kings who
had risen against him. Because he had been able to preserve his city in the time
of crisis, (the inhabitants of) his city asked from Ishtar in Eanna, from Enlil in
Nippur, from Dagan in Tuttul, from Ninhursaga in Kesh, from Enki in Eridu,
from Sin in Ur, from Shamash in Sippar, and from Nergal in Kutha, that he be
the god of their city Akkad, and they built a temple for him in the midst of
Akkad.*
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Henceforth his name appeared in texts preceded by the cuneiform sign derived
from the image of a star, which functioned as the indicator that what followed
was the name of a god.

Conceptually, this placed him in a very different realm from previous rulers.
Earlier kings had been offered a cult after death, but Naram-Sin received one
while he was still alive. The court initiated a process of royal glorification
through other means as well. Perhaps the most visible of these efforts was in
the arts. Stylistic changes originating in the reign of Sargon culminated in
amazing refinement, naturalism, and spontaneity during Naram-Sin’s reign.
Most impressive is his victory stele, a 2-meter-high stone carved in bas-relief
depicting the king leading his troops in battle in the mountains. Naram-Sin
dominates the composition in a pose of grandeur, and is much larger than
those surrounding him. Wearing the insignia of royalty — bow, arrow, and
battleaxe — he is also crowned with the symbol of divinity, the horned helmet
(see figure 4.1). Court sponsorship led to technological and stylistic excel-
lence in other areas of the arts as well. Sculpture in the round now showed
enormous refinement. The copper Bassetki statue (bearing the text regarding
Naram-Sin’s deification), for example, shows great naturalism in the repres-
entation of the human body. It presents a technological breakthrough too, as
it was made with the lost wax technique, a technique long credited to the
classical Greeks. The stylistic elegance of these sculptures is also visible in the
minor arts. Seals of royal family members and of many others in the Akkadian
administration are remarkable works of artistry. Even the script of the time
displays a high level of skill in the writing of cuneiform signs. The impression
one obtains from the material remains of this period is one of skill, attention to
detail, and artistic talent.

Old Akkadian hegemony was unstable, however. Both in Babylonia and in
the wider Near East, Akkadian rule met resistance, a problem exacerbated by
outside pressure on the state. Opposition to Akkad in Babylonia was a per-
manent feature of the period; it may have been the main cause of its failure.
Rebellions were violently suppressed; in several of his inscriptions Rimush
claimed to have killed or displaced tens of thousands of men from southern cities.
Even allowing for exaggeration, these seem to have been drastic measures. The
most elaborate description of an uprising derives from the reign of Naram-
Sin. He was confronted by two coalitions of Babylonian cities: a northern one
under Iphur-Kish, king of Kish, and a southern one under Amar-girid, king of
Uruk. That even the region near the capital participated in the opposition to
Akkad is a sign thar the idea of centralized rule was intolerable everywhere. The
number of rebel cities was great, not a single major city was absent. Iphur-
Kish had armies from the northern cities Kish, Kutha, Tiwa, Sippar, Kazallu,
Kiritab, Apiak, Eresh, Dilbat, and Borsippa. Amar-girid rallied the southern
cities of Uruk, Ur, Lagash, Umma, Adab, Shuruppak, Isin, and Nippur, as well
as settlements at the Persian Guilf coast. The battles are described as taking place
in the open field and between two well-organized armies with numerous men.
The ability of the cities to mount such military opposition indicates that local



Figure 4.1 The stele of Naram-Sin, Louvre Museum, Paris. Photo: akg-images/Erich
Lessing

structures had continued to exist even after several decades of Akkadian rule.
Naram-Sin claimed victory in a quick succession of battles, and it was probably
after this that he proclaimed himself a god. The threat to his rule had been
serious. It is probably not without irony that Naram-Sin stated that the gods of
the very same rebellious cities were asked to grant him divine status.

These Babylonian problems were exacerbated by opposition to Akkad in
other areas of the Near East. Since our knowledge of the Akkadian presence
in different places is haphazard at best, and the nature of that presence varied
in the first place, it is hard to determine when and how it was successfully
rejected. At Susa in Elam, Epir-mupi, the man who may have been appointed
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governor by Naram-Sin or his son Sharkalisharri, was honored by his servants
as “the strong one,” an epithet usually reserved for kings. Ititi of Assur raided
Gasur, an act that probably would have been impossible if the Akkadian ruler
had truly been in firm control of both cities. Since we do not really know how
direct dominion over these regions had been, we cannot determine whether
this represents a serious weakening of Akkadian rule.

Akkad was frequently on the defensive, in fact, militarily threatened by
groups within or adjacent to its zone of influence. Amorites, semi-nomadic
groups from northern Syria, had to be kept in check, but there is no indication
that they tried to move to the south at that time. Another major opponent
of Akkad had always been the Iranian state of Marhashi, which lay to the east
of Susa. In Sharkalisharri’s reign it seems to have overrun Elam, and together
the states fought a battle against Akkad near Akshak at the confluence of the
Diyala and Tigris rivers, a site very close to the capital. The most severe threat,
however, came from mountain people in the east, the Gutians, whose home-
land most likely was in the Zagros. In Sharkalisharri’s time they appeared in
increasing numbers in Babylonia as settlers, necessitating the appointment of a
Gutian interpreter in Adab. While they primarily seem to have entered Babylonia
in the process of migration, their arrival there was not always peaceful.
Sharkalisharri fought them in an unknown location, and we have at least one
letter where they are accused of cattle-rustling.

The combination of internal and external pressures led to a rapid collapse
of the Akkadian state during Sharkalisharri’s reign. The entire Near East
reverted to a system of independent states, some of them now governed by
new populations. In Babylonia, the Gutians took over several city-states and
may have been the strongest power in the region. Gutian rulers even presented
themselves as heirs to the Akkad dynasty. One of them, Erridu-pizir, set up
statues at Nippur in imitation of the Akkadian kings and claimed their title
“king of the four corners (of the universe),” added to that of “King of Gutium.”
They did not supplant Akkad, however, as several independent city-rulers
existed alongside them. Best known to us is the state of Lagash, where a
local dynasty left numerous archaeological and textual remains. The statues
and inscriptions of one of them, Gudea, rank among the masterpieces of third-
millennium Mesopotamian art and literature. In the city of Akkad itself, a local
dynasty continued to rule. The situation was so confused that the Sumerian
King List exclaims: “Who was king? Who was not king?”

Outside Babylonia, the disappearance of Akkadian influence permitted the
development of several new states. In the north of Syria, people speaking the
Hurrian language created a small state named “Urkesh and Nawar” after two
of its main cities. At Mari, a “dynasty of generals” (Akkadian skakkanakku) had
perhaps already come into being in the reign of Manishtushu, ruling the city
as an independent state for the next 350 years. Susa became part of the state
of Awan. This political entity may already have existed in the Early Dynastic
period, stretching from the central Zagros to the area south of Susa. At the
end of the Old Akkadian period, however, it became more centralized. In the
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very beginning of the succeeding Ur III period, King Kutik-Inshushinak of
Awan was portrayed as a major opponent to Babylonia by the kings of Ur. At
that time, he was governor and general of Susa, as well as king of Awan, and
controlled eighty-one cities and regions, including some in the central Tigris and
Diyala areas. Western Iran, already a formidable adversary to Babylonian powers
because of the state of Marhashi, thus became even more of a threat through
a process of centralization. Such a development is often thought to have been
a result of the earlier expansionist policies of Mesopotamian kings. The incessant
campaigning by the Akkadians may have encouraged local rulers to join forces
in a defensive reaction, and once stronger they turned against the Babylonian
aggressors in their own land. Other examples of this process are visible in later
Near Eastern history. Whatever the reason for the creation of these eastern
states, the cities of Babylonia established trade contacts with them and others.
Wood and hard stones were imported from northern Syria or obtained through
military raids by rulers such as Gudea of Lagash. The latter kept trade routes
with Magan in the Persian Gulf open. Throughout the Near East, there was thus
a general return to the political situation that had preceded the Old Akkadian
period. This indicates that Akkadian presence had not radically altered the
fundamental political and economic organization of the region.

Still, the century of Akkadian rule and influence over the entire Near East was
an important first in the region’s history. Never before had armies campaigned
so consistently across a wide area, and the Mesopotamians never forgot this.
There was no doubt in the public imagination that Sargon and Naram-Sin had
been the greatest kings who ever ruled. They became the paradigms of powerful
rulers and were the subjects of numerous detailed stories, created and pre-
served for almost two millennia. Fact and fiction were combined in tales that
accorded them increasingly greater achievements (see document 4.1). These
literary creations, while providing us with an abundance of information, also
pose great challenges to the modern historian. How do we identify historical
facts in the accounts we have? How much did later Mesopotamians or other
inhabitants of the Near East add to the images of these rulers for their own
purposes? If we do not include information from the later stories in our histor-
ical reconstruction, although they are much more detailed and explicit than
the texts produced during the actual reigns of these kings, we seem to ignore
important data. Yet some of those very details may be entirely fabulous, or
embroidered with anachronisms, and might produce only stories of how those
early kings were perceived in later times. To keep fully separate the two types
of sources is impossible; historians will always fill in gaps in the contemporary
record based on an awareness of the later stories. But we can work to remain
conscious of anachronisms and “improvements” these later stories include.
And we can use them to study their creators, people as distant in time as the
Assyrians of the seventh century, and try to understand why the Old Akkadian
rulers left such a deep impression on them.

Not all later accounts presented the Akkad kings in a positive light. For
a long time Sargon was seen only as a heroic warrior, until the mid-first
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Document 4.1 Later traditions about the kings of Akkad

Especially Sargon and Naram-Sin were remembered throughoutr Mesopotamian history in
numerous texts that granted them increasingly far-flung military successes until they ruled
almost the entire world. These texts also included elements of criticism, however, from early
on for Naram-Sin, only in the first millennium for Sargon. An example of a later tradition
on Sargon is found in a chronicle of the first millennium that discusses several early kings:

Sargon, king of Akkad, rose to power in the era of Ishtar. He had no rival or
equal, spread his splendor over all the lands, and crossed the sea in the east. In his
eleventh year, he conquered the western land to its furthest point, and brought it
under (his) sole authority. He set up his statues in the west, and he sent their booty
across (the sea) by rafts. His courtiers he made reside at intervals of five double
miles and he governed all lands at once. He went to Kazalla and reduced it to a
ruin, destroying it to the last spot on which a bird could perch. Afterwards, in

his old age, all the lands rebelled against him and laid siege to him in Akkad. But
Sargon came out to fight, and defeated them, he overthrew them, and overpowered
their large army. Later, Subartu rose up in full force and made him take up his
arms. Sargon set out an ambush, defeated it, overthrew it, overpowered its large
army, and sent its possessions to Akkad. He dug up earth from the clay-pit of
Babylon, and made a counterpart of Babylon next to Akkad. Because of this
transgression the great lord Marduk became angry and wiped out his people with

a famine. From east to west they rebelled against him, and he (Marduk) afflicted
him with insomnia.

Translation after Jean-Jacques Glassner, Mesopotamian Chronicles (Atlanta: Society of Biblical
Literature, 2004), pp. 268-71.

millennium when accusations of arrogance appear. Naram-Sin had already
been faulted for his insolence in the late third millennium. He was said to have
destroyed the Enlil temple at Nippur, for which he was punished with the
loss of his state. So the Mesopotamians also saw the negative aspects of these
outbursts of military power and the self-aggrandizement these kings expressed
in their texts and art.

4.2 The Third Dynasty of Ur

The period of fragmentation of power after Akkad’s hegemony was short-lived.
Although the chronology is confused owing to the Sumerian King List’s practice
of listing contemporaneous dynasties as successive, most likely only some forty
years separated the death of King Sharkalisharri from the start of Babylonian
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reunification. The return to centralized rule is portrayed in the sources as
having begun with the expulsion of the Gutians. King Utu-hegal of Uruk relates
how he chased them from southern Babylonia and returned kingship to Sumer.
His brother, Ur-Namma, succeeded him and imposed the rule of a new dynasty
over the entirety of Babylonia, using the city of Ur as his capital. Ur-Namma
continued Utu-hegal’s work: he forced into submission autonomous rulers and
local rulers dependent on the Gutians, but the details are vague. Neither his
inscriptions nor his year names devote attention to battles in Babylonia. Was
there little opposition, or did he not want to describe how he won supremacy? In
any event, he could claim by the end of his reign a new title, “King of Sumer
and Akkad,” referring to the entirety of Babylonia. The expulsion of the Gutians
did not stop at the domestic borders, however. Ur-Namma campaigned in
the Diyala region against them, and this brought him in conflict with Kutik-
Inshushinak of Awan, who controlled a wide area of western Iran. Soon Susa
was ruled by Ur.

Around 2100 Ur-Namma started the Third Dynasty of Ur (or Ur III dynasty),
a succession of five generations of rulers from the same family (for a list of
kings, see p. 303). According to the Sumerian King List, it was the third
time that Ur held kingship, hence the modern designation. For about seventy
years, this dynasty governed Babylonia and adjacent regions to the east, using
an elaborate bureaucracy that produced an exorbitant number of written
documents. Virtually no period of ancient Near Eastern history presents the
historian with such an abundance and variety of documentation. Indeed,
even in all of the ancient histories of Greece and Rome, there are few periods
where a similar profusion of textual material is found. A basic sequence of the
events of the Ur III period can be established through the year names, the
succession of which is established from the start of Shulgi’s reign to the end
of Ibbi-Sin’s, a period of ninety years. The royal court produced inscriptions
commemorating military campaigns and building activity. Scribes also wrote a
series of hymns honoring the kings, which refer to some of their important acts
(see document 4.2).

Most plentiful are the archival texts from this period. Some 40,000 are now
published and tens of thousands more are known to cxist in museums and other
collections. They range from the simple receipt of one sheep to the calculation
of the harvest of 38 million liters of cereals. They document many aspects
of economic life, including agriculture in all its aspects, manufacture, trade,
taxation, and the salc of goods, and they derive from many cities in the state.
The largest groups are from Ur, Umma, Girsu, Puzrish-Dagan, and Nippur,
thus the southern half of Babylonia. But smaller finds were made through-
out Sumer and Akkad. Ironically, this abundance presents a great challenge.
Confronted with this mass of documents, scholars have to develop approaches
that enable them to look at groups of texts rather than single documents.
This task is made complicated by the fact that most of them were excavated
by looters and dispersed into innumerable collections through the antiquities
market. More serious is the impression that is created by the mass of texts,
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Document 4.2 Hymns to kings of the Ur Il dynasty

With the Ur III dynasty appeared a new form of royal celebration in literary form,
the composition of hymns that praise the king for his accomplishments. Those were
wide-ranging, including especially his skills in warfare, but also as an athlete, a virile
sexual partner, a scholar, and a just ruler. The hymns connected the king to the
pantheon, claiming that the gods protected and promoted him, and sometimes
declared that he was related to mythical heroes of the past, such as Gilgamesh. The
genre was popular until the late Old Babylonian dynasty, and used the Sumerian
language. The compositions are mostly known from manuscripts written by
schoolboys in the Old Babylonian schools. They formed an important part of scribal
training. King Shulgi of the Ur III period had the largest number of such hymns
devoted to him, possibly because of his long reign of 48 years. The extract here
praises his skills as a schoolboy as well as a warrior, using metaphorical language.

I am a king, offspring begotten by a king and born by a queen. I, Shulgi the noble, have
been blessed with a favorable destiny right from the womb. When I was small, I was at
the academy, where I learned the scribal art from the tablets of Sumer and Akkad.
None of the nobles could write on clay as I could. There where people regularly went
for tutelage in the scribal art, I qualified fully in subtraction, addition, reckoning and
accounting. The fair goddess Nanibgal, the goddess Nisaba, provided me amply with
knowledge and comprehension. I am an experienced scribe who does not neglect a
thing.

When I sprang up, muscular as a cheetah, galloping like a thoroughbred ass at full
gallop, the favor of the god An brought me joy; to my delight the god Enlil spoke
favorably about me, and they gave me the scepter because of my righteousness. I place
my foot on the neck of the foreign lands; the fame of my weapons is established as far
as the south, and my victory is established in the highlands. When I set off for battle
and strife to a place that the god Enlil has commanded me, I go ahead of the main
body of my troops and I clear the terrain for my scouts. I have a positive passion for
weapons. Not only do I carry lance and spear, I also know how to handle slingstones
with a sling. The clay bullets, the wreacherous pellets that I shoot, fly around like a
violent rainstorm. In my rage I do not let them miss.

Transtation: Jeremy Black et al., www-etcsl.orient.ox.ac.uk/c.2.4.2.02

namely, that it is complete in its coverage of economic activity. That is not the
case. The record is extremely biased, produced almost exclusively by the state,
and it illuminates that area of society, leaving other aspects, such as private
economic activity, nearly in the dark.

Remarkable is the lack of interest in this period by later Mesopotamians when
compared to how the Akkadian kings were remembered. In the first centuries of
the second millennium, Ur III rulers were known primarily through the school
curriculum. Students at that time copied out hymns, royal correspondence,
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and some inscriptions, but few new compositions were created around the Ur
III kings. The failure of Ur, rather than its success, was the focus of these new
literary texts. Soon after its collapse several laments were composed describ-
ing the destructions of Ur, Nippur, and other southern cities. These did not
narrate the destruction of the Ur III state for its historical interest, but were
probably intended more to justify the presence of new dynasties, which could
claim to have restored order after great calamities. In later centuries, only a
handful of references to the Ur III kings are found. Those are almost totally
restricted to omens giving vague remarks about kings’ deaths, like one that
states that Amar-Suen died from “a bite of his shoe,” a reference we fail to
understand. These kings did not leave the impression on the Mesopotamian
consciousness that the Akkadian ones did.

The Ur III state was indeed of a different character than its predecessor:
geographically more restricted in size, but internally more centrally organized.
The state itself had two distinct parts: the heartland of Sumer and Akkad, and
a militarily controlled zone to the east in between the Tigris and the Zagros
Mountains. Outside lay the rest of the Near East with which diplomatic contacts
were maintained, or where the armies of Ur raided. The system was developed
primarily during the forty-eight-year reign of King Shulgi, who restructured
the heartland of the state and conquered the adjacent zones to the east starting
in his twentieth regnal year. It was not put in place overnight — nor did it stay
unchanged over time — but in its general outlines it worked as follows.

The heartland was the traditional area of Babylonia including the lower Diyala
Valley. It was divided up into about twenty provinces, in essence the territories
of the formerly independent city-states. These were administered on the king’s
behalf by governors, indicated by the Sumerian term énsi, which in Early
Dynastic days had designated the sovereign ruler of the city-state. These men
often were from prominent local families, and the office of governor regularly
passed from father to son. Other family members held high positions in the
province. Part of the king’s strategy was thus to keep these families on his side,
something he may have pursued through marriage. Shulgi, for instance, is
known to have married at least nine women, each of whom may have been
members of the various important local families. The governors primarily con-
trolled the temple estates, which were especially extensive in the south. They
were responsible for the maintenance of the canal system and acted as the
highest judges in the province. While representing the king, a wide range of
powers was concentrated in their hands.

The civil administration of governors was paralleled by a military one, headed
by generals (Sumerian shagina), although zones of authority did not always
fully coincide with the provinces. The province of Umma, for instance, had
one governor and several generals, each with a separate district. The generals
were not native to the region where they were stationed, nor descendants of
prominent old families, but were chosen by the king from groups of men who
had made their careers in royal service. Many of them had Akkadian or foreign
(Hurrian, Elamite, Amorite) names, the latter seemingly recent arrivals in
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Babylonia. They were personally tied to the king, often marrying women of the
royal family, and they received their income from royal agricultural estates and
other properties.

The central administration established a system of taxation that collected a
substantial part of the provinces’ resources. This system was given the Sumerian
name bala, which basically meant “exchange.” It was a massive fund to which
all provinces had to contribute and from which they could withdraw goods,
enabling the state to use resources from all over its territory. The amount
and composition of each province’s contributions depended on its economic
potential and the nature of its productive sector. For instance, Girsu provided
grain, which it grew in abundance, while its neighbor Umma also contributed
manufactured goods in wood, reeds, and leather. Many of the taxes were con-
sumed locally by crown dependents, but some were sent to specialized collection
points from which they were distributed when and wherever the goods were
needed. Each province’s contribution was calculated in advance on the basis of
its agricultural and manufacturing potential. In the case of cereals, for example,
officials measured the size of the agricultural area, and estimated the potential
harvest. On the basis of that figure, the amount to be contributed to the state
was determined. At the end of the year, the actual contributions were compared
to what had been demanded and often a positive or negative balance was
carried over to the next year. Also, contributions of the periphery, especially in
the form of livestock, were added to the bala-fund (see below). Provinces were
able to withdraw from the fund for their needs, thereby getting access to their
neighbors’ resources. All of the movements of goods were carefully accounted
for by state administrators.

Under the Ur III dynasty, Sumer and Akkad flourished economically, partly
as the result of royal works. The archaeological record shows that there was
a high level of urbanization at this time and the population density was higher
than ever before. The degree to which wealth was available is also indicated
by the extensive building activities of kings throughout the state. In their year
names the kings often commemorated the digging of irrigation canals increas-
ing the available agricultural zones. For these works a great labor force had
to be available, and the organization of this labor perhaps best shows how
far-reaching was the influence of the crown in economic life. Hundreds of
able-bodied men and many women (called gurush and géme respectively in
Sumerian) were conscripted to provide labor to the state, and that labor was
also part of the bala-fund. Two classes of workers can be distinguished: those
who provided labor year-round, and those who were only forced to do so
half of the year. Service was predominantly paid for in rations — barley, oil,
and wool - the amounts of which depended on the laborer’s status. They were
usually assigned specific tasks, such as weaving or the cutting of reed, but when
needed in the times of high demand they could be transferred to agricultural
duties, for harvesting or canal maintenance. It seems that the people whose
labor was only requisitioned part-time hired themselves out to the state at
other times. Since the state’s assets were so enormous, including fields, fishing
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grounds, manufacturing workshops, and so on, the demand for manpower was
very high. The Ur III state was not a totalitarian regime whose inhabitants
were fully subjected to the bureaucracy, so labor had to be recruited by offer-
ing sufficient compensation. Many of the texts we have record the issuing of
rations, which had to be taken from the state’s central resources.

This depth of organization was applied throughout the heartland of the
Ur III state, the geographical extent of which was well defined. It incorporated
the region in the Mesopotamian alluvium where irrigation agriculture was
practiced. Its northern border was delineated by a wall erected by Shulgi, and
strengthened by Shu-Sin, in the area where the Tigris and Euphrates rivers are
nearest to each other. The wall is usually seen as intending to keep Amorites
out of Babylonia, but can also be interpreted as a clear demarcation of a
northern boundary.

Ur ruled the territories to its east through means different than those employed
in the heartland. Already Ur-Namma had campaigned in the area between
the Tigris River and the Zagros Mountains, and by the end of Shulgi’s reign
Ur fully controlled the area from Susa in the south to the Mosul piain in the
north. The Ur III kings imposed a military government over this region. They
put in place a system of direct exploitation that was headed by generals (shagina),
who could be moved at will from one center to another. The royal chancellor
(sukkal-mah), representing the interests of the crown, supervised the system
from the capital out. He charged the generals with collecting tribute calculated
in exact numbers of cattle, sheep, and goats to be procured by different levels
of the military establishment. How the soldiers acquired the animals is not
stated, but most likely they gathered them from the local populations. Large
numbers of animals were taken to Babylonia where they were assembled in a
place near Nippur called Puzrish-Dagan, especially created for this purpose by
Shulgi in his thirty-eighth year. There they entered the bala taxation system and
could be issued for food for the court or for offerings in the numerous temples.
Many animals were kept for their wool. The numbers of animals involved,
both from the eastern territories and from Babylonia proper, were staggering:
records demonstrate that up to 200 sheep and goats and fifteen head of cattle
could pass through Puzrish-Dagan on a single day. The eastern periphery was
thus exploited for its resources of animals, which entered the economy of the
heartland.

Beyond these eastern dominions were large regions considered to be hostile
and frequently the targets of military campaigns. Royal inscriptions mention a
variety of peoples and places raided for booty and captives. Some of the states
encountered there had already existed in the time of Akkad and remained
formidable opponents. The Ur III kings used diplomacy to appease their rulers:
three of the five kings of Ur sent their daughters to marry Iranian princes. In
the end the policy failed: eastern states such as Shimashki remained perpetually
hostile, and eventually played an important role in the overthrow of the Ur III
state. In the Persian Gulf, Ur maintained the trade contacts that had existed
since the Old Akkadian period. Already Ur-Namma claimed to have restored
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trade with Magan, and throughout the Ur III period we find administrative
documents that mention that region. Merchants’ records indicate that wool and
textiles, abundantly produced in Babylonia, were sent there to be exchanged for
copper and stones, such as diorite. Ur’s contacts with the east and south were
thus for the purpose of obtaining mineral resources, through trade, diplomacy,
and military raids.

The Ur III kings approached the regions to the north and west differently.
Diplomatic relations with the states there were established, with no attempts
toward military control. Ur-Namma arranged for the marriage of a Mari princess
to his son Shulgi, perhaps in the hope that this state on the Middle Euphrates
would act as a buffer and intermediary with regions further north. Syrian states
maintained friendly relations with Ur, but contacts were rare. The archaeo-
logical record shows a reduction in the number and sizes of settlements in
northern Syria, for reasons unknown. Possibly the region went through an
economic downturn, and only those cities that controlled trade routes were in
contact with Babylonia. In the Ur III sources from Babylonia we find refer-
ences to people from the Syrian cities Tuttul, Ebla, and Urshu, and messengers
from the Mediterranean harbor of Byblos also appear. There is no indication
of any single city dominating Syria politically or militarily. The Syrian force
that did play a crucial role in political events was made up of Amorites, pre-
dominantly semi-nomadic people who are depicted in the Babylonian record
as hostile invaders. Their pressure would substantially contribute to the end of
the Ur IIT state.

AKkad’s military interactions with Syria had thus been replaced by diplomacy
under Ur. Even if the Ur III rulers proclaimed themselves “kings of the four
corners (of the universe),” their military reach was geographically smaller than
that of the Old Akkadian rulers. Yet the Ur III state’s internal coherence was
greater. Several reforms were instituted in Babylonia in order to facilitate the
functioning of the state. The bala taxation system was a major organization that
enabled the collection and distribution of resources throughout Sumer and
Akkad. The state’s involvement in the local economies was enormous, and its
employment of men and women extensive. In order to account for all move-
ments of its assets, an elaborate bureaucracy was needed, hence the profusion
of texts. These had to be written by scribes trained to use proper accounting
techniques and formulae. We see a uniformity of the writing system in official
documents throughout the Ur III state, and it is likely that schools were estab-
lished to teach this. The system of weights and measures was simplified, and
Shulgi may have attempted to introduce a standard calendar throughout the
land. While each city continued to use its own sequence of month names, a
calendar appeared in his reign that was used at Puzrish-Dagan and in places
like Umma, Girsu, and Eshnunna for royal business. It was never imposed on
the entire region, however, not even for central accounts, which shows that
local practices had great resilience. Only in the next century, when the region
was once more politically fragmented, one calendar, that of Nippur, became
used throughout Babylonia.
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Figure 4.2 Dish inscribed with the name of the high priestess of the god Nanna,
Enmahgalanna, daughter of King Amar-Suen. Photo © Trustees of the British
Museum, London

The kings did pursue an active policy to unify the land under them in ideo-
logical terms as well. They placed their children as high priests and priestesses
in the major cults, and they built and restored temples all over the kingdom
(see figure 4.2). Before his twentieth year of rule, Shulgi was deified and
his successors assumed this status when they came to the throne. They were
regarded as gods of the entire land, rather than of individual cities, and cults were
established for them throughout the state. Temples and statues of the kings as
gods were built in various cities, thus providing a focus of centralization through
the cult as well. Many officials used cylinder seals to certify the business they
undertook, and those usually contained an inscription providing the owner’s
name and his or her tite (see figure 4.3). It is important that they always
referred to their status as “servant of the king,” indicating thart their author-
ity ultimately derived from him. Moreover, people gave their children names
referring to the king as god, and officials were encouraged to change their
names to include a reference to the king. Names such as “Shulgi is my god”
were common. The ideology of the centralized state thus permeated down to
the level of the entire citizenry.

One can doubt, however, that in practice this royal ideal was achieved. The
local economies and hierarchies survived quite independently, even if they had
to pay taxes and homage to the king at Ur. This is most clearly demonstrated
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Figure 4.3 Impression of the cylinder seal used by King 1bbi-Sin’s official, Hum-bani.
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of Martin and Sarah Cherkasky, 1988
(1988.380.2). Photograph, all rights reserved, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

by the aftermath of the Ur III state’s collapse. Babylonia did not experience
a period of decline at that time, but regions that had been part of the unified
state reverted to their local habits without evidence of disruption. This would
not have been possible had their economies become specialized and inter-
dependent components of a single system. We have to keep in mind the bias of
the documentation used in our historical reconstructions: almost all our texts
derive from the state bureaucracy and describe the state’s activities. It would
thus be easy to see the Ur III state as a highly authoritarian one, documenting
and directing all the movements of its dependents. But within this abundance
of state records we see traces of economic activity that was not controlled by it.
People often simultaneously provided services to the state and interacted eco-
nomically with others on their own behalf. We also see that regional variations
in many respects had survived: in the south the state administered its extensive
holdings through the temple-estates that had existed for many centuries, while
in the north it relied more on individual agents who may have contracted other
business on the side. Other traditions survived through this period, and the
multiplicity of local systems must not be forgotten.

The end of Ur’s hegemony was sudden and (as usual) we do not fully
understand what happened or what the main causes were. Both internal and
external factors played a role. Within Babylonia itself, the former city-states
and their local governors had always nursed a sense of local independence.
Early in Ibbi-Sin’s reign, some provinces stopped contributing their taxes, and
by his ninth year the whole bala system had disappeared. Scribes stopped
dating tablets with Ur III year names in Puzrish-Dagan at the end of Ibbi-
Sin’s year 2, at Umma in year 4, at Girsu in year 5, and at Nippur in year 8.
An independent dynasty came to the throne in Isin in Ibbi-Sin’s eighth year,
headed by one of his former generals, Ishbi-Erra. The new dynasty soon took
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control over Nippur, the religious center of the entire region. Simultaneously,
a famine may have struck the area of Ur. Some of the king’s correspondence,
known only from later copies, shows that Ibbi-Sin implored Ishbi-Erra, when
still his general, to acquire grain in the north at whatever price was necessary.
At Ur grain seems to have risen fifteen times in price and it could no longer be
used as animal fodder. How much of that was due to the lack of good harvests
and how much to the refusal of the provinces to pay their taxes is unclear.
Certain spheres of the economy seem in fact to have performed well at this time.
Ur had a workshop that produced precious goods for the temples and palace,
and records from Ibbi-Sin’s fifteenth year indicate that some 18 kilogtams of
gold and 75 kilograms of silver were used that year. The state’s coffers were
still well stocked.

The literary tradition of the early second millennium placed great emphasis
on external forces in explaining the fall of Ur. Two groups of attackers were
mentioned: Amorites from the west and Elamites from the east. The Amorites
were semi-nomadic groups from northern Syria, whom Babylonian literature
described in extremely negative terms:

(The Amorite,) he is dressed in sheep’s skins;

He lives in tents in wind and rain;

He doesn’t offer sacrifices.

Armed [vagabond] in the steppe,

he digs up truffles and is restless.

He eats raw meat,

lives his life without a home,

and, when he dies, he is not buried according to proper rituals.?

When Shu-Sin fortified the northern wall, he named it “a wall to keep the
Amorites out,” and royal officials frequently complained about attacks on it.
Similarly, Ishbi-Erra used the Amorites as an excuse for not being able to
deliver grain to Ur. The official portrayal of the Amorites as hostile invaders
was not fully accurate, however. Already in the early Ur III period, many
people with Amorite names resided in Babylonia, both in the cities and the
countryside. They were already integrated in all levels of society. The image
that they were aggressive invaders probably derived to a great extent from the
common prejudice of settled populations against semi-nomadic people, which
led to the literary trope of such people as barbarians. The exact role of the
Amorites in the overthrow of the Ur III state is thus difficult to discern from
such writings, but we can see a parallelism with the Gutians’ role in the end
of the Akkadian state. Both groups came from outside the region, acquired
political importance, and were later regarded as crucial in the overthrow of
the existing political situation.

The final blow to Ur came from the east, however. The ruler of Shimashki,
which had been Ur’s major opponent in the east, seized Elam and surrounding
territories when Ur’s power waned. Late in Ibbi-Sin’s reign he turned against
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Babylonia itself and raided it. He captured the capital Ur and deported King
Ibbi-Sin to Susa. For some seven years the Elamites occupied the city, until
Ishbi-Erra of Isin chased them out. He and his successors claimed to be the
heirs of the kings of Ur, but they could not control the same geographical area.
More and more independent city-states emerged throughout Babylonia, a
situation that will be discussed in the next chapter.

The spotlight on Babylonia in the twenty-first century is so bright that the
rest of the Near East is often ignored in historical reconstructions. Regions
often can be studied only when they were in Ur’s orbit. But states in the east,
primarily Shimashki, and the semi-nomadic Amorites in the west escaped the
control of Ur and developed into formidable opponents. These external forces
were presented as the catalysts of change in later traditions, but the role of
internal opposition to centralized rule should not be underestimated.

NOTES

1 There are various designations for the state, most commonly Old Akkadian or
Sargonic. The name of the dynastic seat, Akkad, is sometimes anglicized as Agade
or even Accad.

2 Douglas R. Frayne, Sargonic and Gutian Period (2334-2113 Bc) (The Royal Inscriptions
of Mesopotamia. Early Periods, volume 2) (Toronto, Buffalo, and New York: Univer-
sity of Toronto Press, 1993), p. 31.

3 Ibid,, p. 16.

4 Translation after Walter Farber, “Die Vergéttlichung Naram-Sins,” Orientalia 52
(1983), pp. 67-72.

5 Marriage of Martu, lines 132-8; translation after Jean Bottéro and Samuel Noah
Kramer, Lorsque les dieux faisaient I’homme (Paris: Gallimard, 1989), p. 434.
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Throughout the period from ca. 2000 to ca. 1600 the political and social struc-
tures of the Near East show the same basic characteristics: numerous states
were spread over the landscape from western Iran to the Mediterranean coast.
Their rulers, all military men, vied for power, joined in ever-shifting alliances,
and turned against one another. A passage from a letter excavated at Mari and
written in the early eighteenth century sums up the situation aptly:

No king is truly powerful on his own. Ten to fifteen kings follow Hammurabi of
Babylon, Rim-Sin of Larsa, Ibal-pi-El of Eshnunna or Amut-pi-El of Qatna; but
twenty kings follow Yarim-Lim of Yamkhad.!
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A handful of powerful rulers from southern Babylonia to western Syria had
carved up the Near East by forcing smaller kings to be their vassals. In the
second half of the period, some succeeded in establishing dominance over
larger territories, albeit only for a short while. There is no clear chronological
division between the moments of political fragmentation and those of centraliza-
tion. Here we will explore the former, which still exemplifies the basic political
structure of the Near East in its early history, the prevalent city-state. In the
next chapter the moments of centralization will be examined. A purely chrono-
logical sequence of the narrative is not possible by this arrangement.

Our grasp on Near Eastern history becomes very wide-ranging in geographical
terms with the start of the second millennium. Writing in cuneiform became
a common skill known from southwestern Iran to central Anatolia and western
Syria, with a great number of practices shared throughout that region. Babylonia
clearly continued to be the source of most of the scribal traditions. Its language,
which can now be identified as a separate dialect of Akkadian, was used almost
everywhere by native speakers of other languages (Amorite, Hurrian, Elamite),
who also adopted the southern writing style and spellings. The most prominent
exception to this is found in a central Anatolian colony of merchants from
Assur, who wrote a different dialect of Akkadian, Old Assyrian. They used
different forms of the cuneiform signs, and read them often unconventionally.
This is all the more remarkable since the official texts found in their hometown
are Babylonian in character. Sumerian flourished as a language of culture, but
almost exclusively in Babylonia.

There is a great variety in the origin of the texts available to us, as they derive
both from institutional and private contexts. The primary source varies region-
ally, however. In Babylonia the recovered cuneiform records are predominantly
from private contexts, in great contrast to the Ur III period, when they had
almost all come from central archives. Also in the Assyrian colonies in Anatolia
we find only private records, but elsewhere in the Near East it is the palaces
and other royal institutions that provide almost all the texts in the early second
millennium (see box 5.1). Especially in northern Syria, royal chancelleries trained
in Babylonian practices left the writings we have. One genre of writing that
flourished in these centuries is that of the letter, and we have the correspond-
ence of private businessmen in Babylonia and Assur, members of royal courts,
officials, generals, ambassadors, and so on. Mostly they wrote to one another
about official business, but once in a while we get a glimpse of other concerns
— health, love, rivalries . . . The letters provide us with a more intimate view of
the people we study, a perspective not available before this period.

5.1 Nomads and Sedentary People

All our texts and archaeological remains derive from cities. Throughout the Near
East, cities flourished, and areas such as northern Syria, which had experienced
a drop in permanent occupation in the late third millennium, became fully
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Box 5.1 The Mari letters

French excavations since the 1930s at the Middle Euphrates site of Mari in Syria have
unearthed a large royal palace of the nineteenth and eighteenth centuries. In it, some
20,000 tablets were found, a number that increases with continuing excavations.
Many of these are letters written between the palace and its court representatives,
both domestic and foreign. Because of Mari’s location between Babylonia and Syria,
and between the agricultural areas of the Euphrates Valley and the steppe used by
semi-nomadic tribes, these letters inform us about a vast array of political and military
affairs throughout the Near East, and about the interactions between settled and
nomadic people. The letters were carefully drafted documents in which the scribes
often summarized the original queries or orders before a reply was given. They were
composed in full Babylonian manner: the language, writing style, and tablet shapes
were of southern derivation although the majority of people at Mari, and at other
courts with which Mari was in contact, spoke a west Semitic language rather than
Akkadian. Influences from the vernaculars can be identified in the letters from various
regions. When Hammurabi conquered Mari in 1761, his scribes made inventories of
the palace archives, and identified and removed letters involving Babylonian affairs,
which were probably taken off to the capital. This indicates how important these
diplomatic archives were considered to be.

The court at Mari was not the only one to have such archives. Palaces excavated
at Qattara (Tell Rimah), Shushara (Shemshara), Shubat-Enlil (Tell Leilan), and others
have yielded smaller, yet similar, diplomatic archives. They show how the entire
region made up a system of kingdoms whose rulers had to remain informed in order
to survive.

urbanized by the nineteenth century. Very important in the political and social
life of the Near East, however, were people whose livelihood was not tied to
the agriculture that supported the urban centers. These were semi-nomadic
pastoralists who spent part of the year moving around with their flocks in
search of pasture in the steppe, the other part in villages near the rivers. Such
people were a permanent feature of the Near East, but in certain periods they
became more visible in the urban record because they interacted more closely
with city residents, competing for political power. Different designations were
given to them, always from the point of view of the people in the cities who
wrote the texts. In the late third and early second millennia they were grouped
together under the term Amorites, which coincided with the term for the
“west,” Akkadian Amurru. Whether the geographical designator gave its name
to the people living in the west, or the people’s name led to the compass
direction, is unclear. The term Amorite did not refer to a well-defined ethnic
or tribal group, but its use was flexible and referred primarily to people who
were considered to have a semi-nomadic background and roots in the west.
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The life of pastoralists revolved around their flocks. Throughout the Near
East millions of sheep and goats were herded for what is called their renew-
able resources: especially wool and hair, and when dead, skins, bones, horns,
and tendons. Meat consumption was limited, so relatively few animals were
slaughtered. The natural environment with its dry summers necessitated the
moving around of the flocks to different pastures. In the summer, they were
kept near the river valleys, close to cities and villages, while in the winter, the
steppe had sufficient vegetation to graze the animals there. The patterns of
movement were well planned with groups using the same winter pastures year
after year. Pastoralists thus led a hybrid life — sedentary in villages in the
summer, nomadic in the steppe in the winter — and modern scholarship uses
the term semi-nomadic to refer to them.

The interactions between nomads and sedentary people took place on several
levels. The two groups were economically complementary, one producing animal
products, the other agricultural and crafts goods, and exchange was to the benefit
of both. Arrangements had to be made to insure that the animals did not destroy
cereal crops by grazing or trampling. Fallow fields were made available for graz-
ing which encouraged plant growth and provided natural fertilization. Because
of this interaction, cities and states could enforce some type of control over the
pastoralists. Depending on the proximity of the pastoralists’ villages and grazing
grounds to the centers of power, they were more or less subjected to political
control, military and labor levies, and taxation.

Whenever pastoralists moved into the orbit of settled societies, they entered
the realm of the written documentation that we study. In the early second
millennium, we are provided with a uniquely informative record from the
palace archives of the city Mari on the Middle Euphrates. That city controlled
a long stretch of the Euphrates Valley, which incorporated villages of pastoralists
who used the Syrian steppe for winter pasture. The social organization of the
semi-nomadic pastoralists was tribal. People claimed descent from a common
ancestor, real or fictional, but those affiliations were loose: some tribes were
absorbed by others, and some people changed tribes. The tribes that lived
around Mari were divided into two major branches: those “of the left,” i.e., the
north when facing the rising sun, the Sim’alites, and those “of the right,” i.e.,
the south, the Yaminites. The latter lived the closest to the city and their sub-
divisions are better known. They included, for example, Amnanu and Yakhruru,
groups that were attested in Babylonia as well. So these designators had a long
history by the early second millennium, and tribes over a wide geographical
area could claim common descent. Tribal names were given to settled and non-
settled people alike, which shows the hybridity of the pastoralist lifestyle.

In the interactions between Mari and the pastoral groups, the palace had the
most control over those whose villages were nearby. Inhabitants were subjected
to a census, they had to provide labor and military service, and headmen were
appointed to take responsibility for the group’s interactions with the palace.
More distant groups, such as the Sutians, escaped this control and often Mari’s
relationship with them is portrayed in very negative terms. They were constantly
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accused of being robbers and murderers, an image that derives partly from the
prejudices settled people had against non-settled ones. On the other hand, we
should not fully dismiss the accounts as prejudiced: competition over scarce
resources between farmers and pastoralists could be fierce and violent.

Ethnographic research shows that sedentarization by pastoral nomads usually
took place among the richest and poorest of the group. Very successful herders
could not continue to expand the size of their herds as they would become
unmanageable, so they started to invest some of their wealth in land, and settled
down to take care of it. The poorest had too few animals to support themselves
and tried to gain employment among settled people, including as mercenaries
to states. At the turn of the third to the second millennium, we see a major
increase in the presence of Amorites in cities throughout the Near East, and
during the first four centuries of the second millennium many people made
explicit references to their tribal origins. This probably resulted from the polit-
ical situation in Babylonia at the end of the third millennium. Amorites were
present in the Near East from the mid-third millennium on, as is documented
in texts from Shuruppak and Ebla. In the Ur III state they appeared in increasing
numbers in the texts: we can recognize them either because they are explicitly
identified as Amorite, or because their names are in the Amorite language,
a Semitic idiom distinct from Akkadian. While they were active in all levels of
Ur III society, including as generals in the army, official texts emphasized
hostile relationships between the Amorites and the state. Shulgi and Shu-Sin’s
year names commemorated the building of a wall to keep Amorites out of the
land, and Ibbi-Sin claimed to have defeated them in his seventeenth year.
Later literary tradition placed a lot of blame for the collapse of the Ur III state
on the Amorites.

Upon the disappearance of the Ur III state and the political fragmentation
that ensued in Babylonia, many of the new dynasties claimed Amorite ancestry,
something that was mentioned with pride. In the eighteenth century, Hammurabi
of Babylon, who came to rule a large urbanized territory, still referred to himself
as “king of the Amorites.” Under his fourth successor, Ammisaduga, a list of
ancestors of the dynasty explicitly recognized that they were Amorite. A list of
ancestors of Shamshi-Adad found in Assur contained the same Amorite names as
those given by Ammisaduqa. There was thus perhaps a set of common ancestors
that was acknowledged by all Amorites. There was no stigma attached 1o being
Amorite, even if the literature composed and copied in Babylonia at the time
constantly depicted them as hostile and uncivilized.

The process we observe was one in which semi-nomadic groups, primarily
of Syrian origin, spread out throughout the Near East. Some members rose
in the political hierarchies of the existing city-states, often through a military
career. When the central power of Ur in Babylonia fell apart at the end of the
third millennium, some men of Amorite descent were able to seize the throne
in several city-states. Possibly because of the competition between old and new
lineages of power, between urban Sumerians and Akkadians and non-urban
Amorites, these backgrounds were emphasized. The clear acknowledgment of
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dynastic roots outside the cities in ancestral lists may indicate that the con-
cept of the city-state as the center of all power was waning, and the idea of a
larger territory as a political unit started to develop. The presence of Amorites
throughout the Near East, however, did not translate into the creation of a
new cultural ideal. In Babylonia, Amorites fully adopted the existing culture,
including the use of Sumecrian and Akkadian for their literature; nowhere did
the Amorite language become the official language in the written record. In
cities like Mari, their vernacular influenced the written language to a great extent,
but the latter remained Akkadian.

5.2 Babylonia

The end of Ur’s hegemony over Sumer and Akkad did not lead to an immediate
fragmentation of political power. Early in the reign of Ibbi-Sin, the last king of
Ur, Ishbi-Erra, a general under his authority, had established a dynasty in Isin,
and took over control of much of the region. When Ur was captured by the
Elamites, it was Ishbi-Erra who freed the city, and his successors usurped the
title “king of Ur.” Even so, decentralizing forces were strong, and an increasing
number of local dynasties arose in the twentieth and nineteenth centuries. Most
prominent were the royal families at Isin and Larsa in the south, and Babylon
in the north, but cities such as Uruk, Kish, and Sippar at times had their own
kings. In the region to the east of the Tigris, independent dynasties established
themselves at Eshnunna and Assur, while Elam remained outside the Babylonian
political orbit. Rulers claimed the right to issue year names, and the presence
of tablets dated with the names of particular city-dynasties allows us to identify
what areas they controlled and when. By the early nineteenth century, competi-
tion escalated into open conflict between these states, resulting in what seems
to us incessant warfare. Nevertheless, the states of Babylonia acknowledged
that they were part of a common system, one that centered round Nippur as a
religious capital. Political control over that city, which shifted several times, gave
a king the right to the title of “king of Sumer and Akkad.” A calendar of month
names from Nippur was used as the official one throughout the region, and the
blessing of Nippur’s priesthood provided a king with a special status. Another
tradition that survived and shows that the cities regarded themselves as partners
in a common system was the appointment of the high priestess at Ur. From the
time of Sargon of Akkad, the daughter of the dominant ruler of the region had
held that position. In the early second millennium, high priestesses were installed
by the city-dynasty that ruled at Ur, but the incumbent was not immediately
replaced when that political control changed. For instance, the daughter of the
Isin king Ishme-Dagan remained in office after Gungunum of Larsa had con-
quered Ur, and cults of the deceased priestesses survived long after the authority
of their hometown dynasties. The conviction that the Babyvlonian city-states
were part of a single system enabled the local rulers to adhere to an ideology
that there was only one kingship in Babylonia, which passed from one city to
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another. Whoever was acknowledged by the Nippur priesthood was king of
Sumer and Akkad, even if in reality his powers were limited. It is in this con-
text that we have to see the creation of the Sumerian King List, a document
that insisted on the idea that there was only one king at a time.

Isin and Larsa were the main actors on the political scene in southern
Babylonia. At first the Isin dynasty was heir to the much-reduced Ur III state
(for a list of kings, see p. 303). The Nippur priesthood acknowledged its kings,
who maintained control over most southern cities, including Ur, and undertook
public works in several of them. For a century the region was at peace. Later
in the twentieth century, however, a rival dynasty established itself at Larsa
(for a list of kings, see p. 304), soon taking full control over the south and east
of Babylonia, while Isin’s power was reduced to central Babylonia. In 1897
Abi-sare, king of Larsa, openly attacked his Isin colleague, which enabled
other cities to reject Isin’s supremacy. At this time the region had the greatest
number of rival dynasties in the period, several of which could claim the
support of the Nippur priesthood in turn.

Centralizing forces were at work as well, however, and the initiative came from
the city of Larsa. After a period of internal instability, with a series of short-
lived rulers often from different families, the throne of Larsa was seized by a
family from the area east of the Tigris, the so-called Kudur-Mabuk dynasty.
The father, Kudur-Mabuk, probably an Elamite, was based in Mashkan-shapir,
the easternmost city of central Babylonia. He placed his son Warad-Sin (ruled
1834-23) on Larsa’s throne, but meddled in local affairs. When Warad-Sin
died, his brother Rim-Sin replaced him and had the longest reign recorded in
Mesopotamian history, sixty years (1822-1763). His life vividly illustrates the
political and military vicissitudes of the time, which we can reconstruct from
varied sources including year names, economic records, and letters. Upon his
accession the territory his family controlled was a 230-kilometer-long stretch
of eastern Babylonia from Nippur and Mashkan-shapir in the north to the
head of the Persian Gulf in the south, where it extended westward to include
Larsa and Ur. The states of Babylon, Isin, and Uruk bordered it from north to
south. The death of Kudur-Mabuk shortly before Rim-Sin’s eighth year may
have placed the entire area in his charge, and soon he asserted himself militarily.
In his thirteenth year (1810), he defeated a coaliton of forces led by Uruk,
Isin, and Babylon, capturing some villages near Uruk. After further military
successes near Larsa and a recapture of Nippur, which had been lost to Isin in
his ninth year, he destroyed Uruk in 1800.

When Rim-Sin captured Isin in 1793, his thirtieth year, Larsa’s only remain-
ing rival in Babylonia was the state of Babylon, where Hammurabi inherited
the throne in 1792. Rim-Sin spent the next thirty years consolidating his grasp
over the south by concentrating administrative functions in the capital, and
he seems to have reduced the economic independence of the earlier city-
states. Hammurabi waited until Rim-Sin was an old man to initiate his swift
conquest of all his neighbors, including Larsa, which he conquered in 1763.
He left Rim-Sin’s organization in place, however, continuing to rely on men
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from Larsa to supervise the administration of southern Babylonia. Rim-Sin
thus laid the groundwork for Hammurabi’s centralized state, to be discussed
in the next chapter.

Despite political fragmentation and extensive conflict, there are no indications
of an economic decline of Babylonia in the first three centuries of the second
millennium. Urbanization remained dense, and documents from an increas-
ingly large number of cities show high levels of economic activity. Even the
city of Ur flourished, despite being deprived of the regional system that had
supported it. Fundamental changes in the administration of the economy
took place, however. In the twenty-first century, the Ur III state bureaucracy
had supervised virtually everything and had employed large segments of the
population as a labor force, which it supported with rations. In the early
second millennium there occurred what we could call a partial “privatization”
of the economy through a gradual and probably unintentional process. The
large institutions, palaces and temples, still held very extensive resources. They
owned large tracts of land and other properties and were great consumers of
goods and services. At the start of the second millennium, there was a con-
tinuation of Ur III practices, albeit on a local scale as political power had
fragmented. For example, we have an archive from a craft workshop attached
to the palace at Isin that was responsible for the manufacture of a wide array of
goods in wood, reed, leather, and wool for the royal household. The workshop
was supervised by the royal administration, but craftsmen who spent part of
their time working for others as well performed the labor. Other institutions
likewise started to contract out work and services. Instead of having their lands
farmed by dependent staff, they gave the use of fields to tenant farmers who
were expected to hand in a share of the harvest and keep the rest for their own
needs. Herds of sheep and goats were assigned to shepherds, who were obliged
to deliver set amounts of wool and hair and to increase the herd by a fixed
number of animals. Excess production was to the producers’ benefit, but a
deficit had to be made up from their own share. When the institutions required
labor they hired people, paying them a salary for the time of employment only,
rather than year-round rations. Gradually, more tasks were undertaken by
people outside the institutions, and earlier offices, such as that of the temple
brewer, became sinecures broken down into parts as small as half a day a year.
These were traded as they guaranteed a small percentage of the institution’s
income for the period the office was held.

Administrative tasks were also assigned to independent contractors. Instead
of employing and supporting large bureaucratic staffs, the institutions asked
private entrepreneurs to act as intermediaries between themselves and the
citizenry, collecting dues, issuing payments, and organizing the collection and
distribution of resources. In addition, they converted those collections, paid
in perishable produce and of limited use to the pared-down institutions, into
casily storable silver. How they did so is not recorded in our sources, but most
likely they sold them to organizations and individuals for silver. The entre-
preneurs were rewarded for their services with a share of the assets transferred.



94 PART | CITY-STATES

This privatization of the administration was well suited to the new political
circumstances. In Ur III times, bureaucrats had owed their appointment to
the king, and a change in dynasty would lead to a disruption of administrative
practices. The private businessmen who were contracted for their services did
not owe political allegiance to any dynasty, and were left alone to function in
politically uncertain times.

This system of economic organization and management was a hallmark of
the entire period from 2000 to 1600. Ultimately its effects on Babylonian
society were disastrous. The contributions required from producers seem to
have been high and, in a region like Babylonia where sequences of bad harvests
were not uncommon, people were often unable to meet them. They could only
ask for credit from the businessmen who collected their dues. Moreover, when
they could not even survive until the next harvest on the amounts set aside for
their own needs, they turned to these men for emergency loans. These were
high-interest loans: tradition and royal proclamations allowed for a 20 percent
interest on silver loans and a 33 percent rate on grain loans. These were col-
lected whatever the duration of the loan. Since emergency loans were usually
short-term, their repayment with the full rate of interest after only a month
or so presented an enormous burden to the debtors. The records found in the
houses of businessmen include a great number of loan contracts, which show
that the level of indebtedness was high. That there was a debt crisis is clear from
edicts in which kings claimed to restore order by annulling outstanding consumer
loans. References to such acts are especially clear in the official statements of
the kings of Isin, Larsa, and Babylon. Only one of the original edicts, issued by
Ammisaduqa of Babylon (ruled 1646-26), is sufficiently well preserved for us
to understand its detail. In it he abolished all debts contracted by producers
for their survival or to pay for outstanding dues, but not those of businessmen
who sought capital for commercial enterprises (document 5.1). It was the
palace that absorbed the loss, but it did so because of the tradition that a king
needed to maintain order and justice in the land — and because, after all, a
large indebted population would no longer form a stable tax base, but would
exist only to enrich a competing class of private businessmen.

5.3 Assyria and the East

Babylonia’s political situation at this time was paralleled throughout the Near
East. From western Iran to the Mediterranean coast small states led by local
dynasties existed, often competing for power. The study of their history is
much facilitated by the fact that many places have yielded their own textual
record. This evidence is still very partial and its focus of attention varies from
place to place. In the early second millennium, the material from Assyria stands
out for its total emphasis on international trade, conducted by merchants from
the city of Assur. Located on the Tigris in the very south of Assyria, Assur was
the central point of a network that traded tin from the east, textiles from
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Document 5.1 Extract from the edict of
King Ammisaduga of Babylon

§ 1: The tablet [of the decree that the land was ordered] to hear when the king
established justice for the land.

§ 2: The debts of farming agents, shepherds, knackers of the provinces, and other
crown tributaries — the . . . of their firm agreements and the promissory notes . . . of
their payments are herewith remitted. The collecting officer may not sue the crown
tributary’s household for payment.

§ 4: Whoever has given barley or silver to an Akkadian or an Amorite as an interest
bearing loan or as fees, and had a document drawn up - because the king has
established justice in the land, his document is voided; he may not collect the barley
or silver on the basis of his document.

§ 8: An Akkadian or an Amorite who has received barley, silver, or (other) goods,
either as merchandise for a commercial journey, or as a joint enterprise for the
production of profit, his document is not voided; he must repay in accordance with
the stipulations of his document.

Translation after Jacob Finkelstein, “The Edict of Ammisaduqga,” in J. B. Pritchard,
ed., Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, third edition
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), pp. 526-7.

Babylonia, and silver and gold from Anatolia. The system is known to us from
the discovery of more than 20,000 tablets left by Assyrian merchants in a
colony at the edge of the central Anatolian city Kanesh, some 1000 kilometers
from Assur (see figure 5.1). The colony, while under the control of the local
ruler, functioned as a separate entity, and in Assyrian texts it was referred to as
Karum-Kanesh, the port of Kanesh.

The colony’s fortunes depended on local events in Anatolia, very poorly
known to us. Archaeology has distinguished several periods of occupation.
Almost all of the tablets come from houses in level II, dated between 1910
and 1830, followed by a hiatus in settlement. When reoccupied in level Ib,
ca. 1810 to 1740, substantially fewer tablets were left behind. It seems that the
number of Assyrians had diminished and that representatives from other regions
in Syria and Anatolia were now the principal agents at Kanesh.

Assur acted almost solely as a transit point in this trade. It imported tin from
unknown sources in Iran or beyond and textiles from Babylonia. This part
of the trade is not directly documented, and we do not know what was given
in exchange. The connections with Anatolia, however, are very well known.
Donkey caravans were organized in Assur, each animal loaded with 150 pounds
of tin and thirty textiles, some locally produced but mostly from Babylonia. All
expenses were shared by groups of traders, who invested their own resources
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(a)

Figure 5.1 Old Assyrian cuneiform tablet and its envelope, recording a trial. The
Metropolitan Museum of Art. Gift of Mr. and Mrs. J. J. Klejman, 1966 (66.245.5a
and b). Photograph, all rights reserved, The Metropolitan Museum of Art

or those assigned to them by others: they paid for the animals, the merchandise,
the personnel to accompany the caravan, and the various taxes and expenses
incurred during the trip. The voyage to Kanesh easily lasted fifty days, and
was impossible for four months during the winter when weather prevented
passage through the Taurus Mountains. When the caravan arrived in Kanesh,
most of the donkeys were sold and the merchandise was exchanged for silver
and gold, which was then taken back to Assur. Assyrian merchants, who
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were usually brothers or sons of those in Assur and permanent residents of
Anatolia, distributed the imported goods throughout Anatolia using a network
of smaller trade settlements. They also collected the bullion to be readied for
the next caravan. Although firm estimates of the volume of trade are difficult
to make, on the basis of extant evidence it has been suggested that in forty
to fifty years 100,000 textiles and 100 tons of tin were imported in Kanesh.
Private entrepreneurs were at the heart of all this activity, and the palace was
not directly concerned. Since families undertook the trade, women also were
actively involved in it. They often remained home in Assur while their husbands,
fathers, or brothers went off to Anatolia, and were in constant contact by letter
about the business. The women were responsible for the textiles that were used
in the exchange and had to arrange for their weaving, if they did not do it
themselves. The men often criticized the quality of the products sent to them,
and, conversely, women complained about the lack of resources given to them
or even that they did not have enough to eat. The domestic situation some-
times led to difficulties in the marriage. Men often stayed away for many years
and married local Anatolian women while their wives in Assur felt abandoned
(see document 5.2).

Document 5.2 Old Assyrian correspondence: examples of letters
written by and to women

Tell Pushuken; Lamassi' says:
Kulumaya is bringing nine textiles to you, Iddin-Sin three. Ela has refused to take
care of textiles, while Iddin-Sin has refused to take care of five (more).

Why do you keep on writing to me: “The textiles that you send me are always of
bad quality!” Who is the man who lives in your house and criticizes the textiles that
are brought to him? I, on the other hand, keep on striving to produce and send you
textiles so that on every trip your business gains ten shekels of silver.

Translation after Cécile Michel, Correspondance des marchands de Kanish
(Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 2001), p. 430.

Tell Innaya; Taram-Kubi? says:
You wrote to me as follows: “Keep the bracelets and rings that you have; they will
be needed to buy you food.” It is true that you send me half a pound of gold
through Ili-bani, but where are the bracelets that you have left behind? When you
left, you didn’t leave me one shekel of silver. You cleaned out the house and took
everything with you.

Since you left, a [terrible] famine has hit the city (of Assur). You did not leave me
one liter of barley. I need to keep on buying barley for our food. [several unclear
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lines] Where is the extravagance that you keep on writing about? We have nothing
to eat. (Do you think) we can afford indulgence? Everything I had available I
scraped together and sent to you. Now I live in an empty house and the seasons are
changing. Make sure that you send me the value of my textiles in silver, so that I
can at least buy ten measures of barley.

With respect to the tablet with the witness list that Assur-imitti, son of Kura,
obtained: he has caused a lot of trouble to the business and has seized servants as
guarantee. Then your representatives have settled the affair. I have had to pay
two-thirds of a pound of silver so that he will not lodge a complaint until you arrive.
Why do you keep on listening to slander, and write me irritating letters?

Translation after Cécile Michel, Correspondance des marchands de Kanish (Paris: Les Editions
du Cerf, 2001), p. 466.

Puzur-Assur says; Tell Nuhshatum:

Your father has written to me about you so that I would marry you. I have sent my
servants and a letter to your father about you so that he would let you come. I am
asking you, the moment you read my letter, ask your father (for permission) and
come here with my servants. I am alone, I have no one who serves me or who sets
my table. If you would not come with my servants I would marry a young girl from
Wahshushana. Pay attention. You and my servants, don’t delay and come!

Translation after Cécile Michel, Correspondance des marchands de Kanish (Paris: Les Editions
du Cerf, 2001), p. 508.

' Wife of Pushuken.
? Wife of Innaya.

The profit margins in this trade were high, however: tin cost at least double
in Anatolia what it cost in Assur, and textiles tripled their value. A merchant
could easily make a 50 to 100 percent profit in a year. That was the reward
for a high-risk enterprise. The trade functioned within a political setting where
it could not rely on one power alone for its protection and support. The
caravans to Anatolia, Babylonia, and Iran traveled through territories of many
independent, and sometimes hostile, rulers. Assur was no more powerful than
its neighbors, but it could negotiate trade arrangements. Although no actual
treaties are preserved, we can reconstruct from references to them that the
kings of the cities on the trade routes demanded taxes and the rights to collect
certain goods. In return, the Assyrian traders were given access to the local
merchant districts and provided with protection. King Ilushuma in the nine-
teenth century proclaimed that he established freedom for the Akkadians from
the Persian Gulf to Assur, which must indicate that Babylonian merchants
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were free to travel on the route connecting the areas. Although we hear a lot
about war generally at this time, it seems that commercial concerns kept states
from blocking traders.

The two most powerful states to the south-east of Assur were Eshnunna in
the Diyala region and Elam. Their histories can be pieced together only in the
barest outlines because of our lack of chronological data on the lengths of reigns
and sometimes even the correct sequence of kings. These states did follow
similar patterns of behavior on the international scene, however. Eshnunna
(present-day Tell Asmar) had become independent from Ur early in Ibbi-Sin’s
reign. The local governor proclaimed himself ruler, but kingship of the state
was said to belong to the city-god, Tishpak. After the first independent ruler,
Shu-ilija, who alone deified himself and took the title king (Sumerian lugal),
the rulers of the state merely used the title “governor (Sumerian énsi) of the
god Tishpak” for more than a century. It was only in the early nineteenth century
that the rulers took on the title king and occasionally deified themselves.
Similar behavior is visible in other places where Ur had politically dominated.
At Assur, the local independent rulers became “governors (Sumerian énsi) of
the god Assur,” and at Elam the highest title was “grand regent” (Sumerian
sukkal-mah), the title that had previously been held by the region’s foremost
Ur III official. Eshnunna’s final acceptance of the title king may have been the
result of Isin’s loss of control over Nippur. If in Babylonia itself the certainty
of who was the true king had waned, perhaps its neighbors felt more at ease in
claiming the title themselves. It is at this time that Eshnunna expanded its con-
trol over the Diyala Valley as far as its confluence with the Tigris, incorporating
such previously independent cities as Nerebtum (modern Ishcali), Shaduppum
(modern Tell Harmal), and Dur-Rimush (location unknown). Ipig-Adad’s
sons Naram-Sin and Dadusha continued his expansionist policy, which brought
Eshnunna into the maelstrom that characterized Mesopotamia in the early
cighteenth century, becoming one of the most powerful players in the region
(for a list of kings of Eshnunna, see p. 304).

Eshnunna competed with the other states in its surroundings and mixed war
und diplomacy to gain its prominence. For example, Dadusha joined forces
with Shamshi-Adad of the kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia in 1781 in order
to conquer the region between the two Zab Rivers, and commemorated the
campaign in a victory stele, where he stated that he handed the lands over to
Shamshi-Adad (see figure 5.2). Somewhat later the latter turned against his
ully and took some of Eshnunna’s cities, including Shaduppum and Nerebtum.
But when Shamshi-Adad died the roles were reversed, with Eshnunna capturing
cities close to Assur. By then it was the strongest state of the region.

Crossing along the northern border of the still-isolationist state of Babylon,
Eshnunna entered the Euphrates Valley and reached Mari. When Shamshi-
Adad’s son Yasmah-Addu had governed there, relations had been hostile. With
the establishment of a new king at Mari, Zimri-Lim, Ibal-pi’el II of Eshnunna
sought to conclude an alliance, which Zimri-Lim rejected. In a letter to his
envoy to Aleppo he stated:
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Figure 5.2 Stele of Dadusha, from Mark W. Chavalas (ed.), The Ancient Near East,
Blackwell 2006, p. 99. Drawing by Frans van Koppen

When you find yourself in the presence of Yarim-Lim (king of Aleppo) speak to
him as follows about Eshnunna: *“(The king of ) Eshnunna keeps on sending me
messages with respect to an alliance. A first time he sent me a messenger and [
sent him back at the border. A second time he sent me a messenger and I sent
him back at the border. Then a high official came and I sent him back at the
border, stating: ‘How could I conclude an alliance with Eshnunna without the
consent of Yarim-Lim?’ 2

A war between the two states ensued, which forced Mari to accept Eshnunna’s
peace offer. Three years later, however, Elam’s ruler, denied direct access to
Mesopotamia by the border kingdom of Eshnunna, allied himself with Babylon,
Mari, and probably Larsa, and attacked and pillaged the city in 1766. A puppet
ruler was appointed by Elam, soon replaced by a native Eshnunnan king
named Silli-Sin. He helped Hammurabi of Babylon in his destruction of the
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Elamite state, but in 1762 that savvy ruler turned against his former ally and
sacked Eshnunna. The region was not incorporated in Hammurabi’s state,
but the latter prevented it from having a strong ruler. In later year names of
Hammurabi and his successor Samsuiluna, references are made to Eshnunna,
but we know very little about it.

The state of Elam was a crucial player in all of the events described above.
These centuries show it to have been more closely involved in Mesopotamia
than at any other time of its history. The state incorporated both the lowlands
surrounding Susa and the Zagros highlands around Anshan (present Tal-i
Malyan), a bipolarity reflected in the ruler’s title “king of Anshan and Susa.”
The political organization was headed by the sukkal-mah, “grand regent,”
using a title from the Ur III period but now as an independent ruler. Next to
him functioned officials with such titles as sukkal of Susa and of Elam, often
the son of the sister of the ruling sukkal-mah. When the latter died, he was at
times succeeded by his nephew, but we are uncertain that this was the normal
rule of succession.

Soon after Elam had gained independence from Ur, it turned against its
former master and its troops aided in the defeat of that state, seizing the capital
and taking its ruler prisoner. The armies of Isin shortly thereafter terminated the
Elamite occupation of Ur, and subsequently prevented Elam from having much
influence in Babylonia. A century later, when other Babylonian cities asserted
their independence at the expense of Isin, however, they often sought foreign
aid, and Elam was drawn into their shifting alliances and conflicts. Several kings
of Larsa conquered Elamite cities, and Elam allied itself with Uruk, Isin, and
others in the local Babylonian wars. It is possible that the last two Larsa rulers,
Warad-Sin and Rim-Sin, were of Elamite descent: they were sons of Kudur-
Mabuk, son of Simti-Silhak, tribal rulers of an area east of the Tigris, who in
the late nineteenth century took over several Babylonian cities. Their relation-
ship to the state of Elam is unknown, but it is possible that they may have
acted on its behalf in Babylonian conflicts, and the already complicated political
and military picture would become even more complex with the involvement
of tribal groups.

Until the disappearance of Eshnunna as a major power, Elam remained at a
distance from affairs in the north of Babylonia and Mesopotamia in general,
even if its importance was acknowledged by all. The removal of Eshnunna by
a coalition of Babylon, Mari, and Elam brought the latter in direct contact with
the region’s states. Now its influence was remarkable and very wide-ranging.
The ruler of Qatna in western Syria, for example, is known to have offered
his territory to Elam in order to gain support in his conflict with Aleppo. The
sukkal-mah received correspondence from Hammurabi of Babylon, Zimri-Lim
of Mari, and others. They declared themselves to be his “sons” rather than
his “brothers,” the usual term when they corresponded with one another. To
them he was “the great king of Elam.” His armies placed rulers on thrones
as far away as Shubat-Enlil in northern Syria. Elam’s strength derived from
the size of its state and the manpower it could summon. Contributing to its
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prominence was the fact that it controlled the flow of Iranian tin to the west
after the end of Karum-Kanesh. This crucial ingredient for bronze production
reached the Mediterranean from Elam via Mari. Elam was also in close con-
tact with Dilmun in the Persian Gulf, so it may have monopolized access to
other foreign resources and routes as well. Its success was ephemeral, however.
Hammurabi of Babylon concluded an alliance with Mari and Aleppo against
Elam, and in his twenty-ninth year (1764) that state was defeated. While Elam
was not incorporated into the Babylonian state, its influence ended and our
knowledge of it ceases.

5.4 WMari and the West

Ambassadors to the king at Mari submitted reports on the final days of Larsa,
Bshnunna, and Elam to their master which enable us to study these events.
Because of this city’s location and its ancient role as intermediary between
southern Mesopotamia and Syria, its archives also shed abundant light on
affairs in the west. A vast area in modern-day Syria and its surroundings with
numerous states fell into the orbit of Mari’s representatives. Cities as distant
#s Hazor in modern Israel are mentioned. The western area of the Near East
made up a single, politically integrated system of small states. The royal houses
of its petty kingdoms were often related by blood and intermarriage, and
the king of Mari, for example, traveled as far as Ugarit on the Mediterranean
coast. The histories of a few cities will serve to demonstrate that the pattern
of competition, coalition, and hegemony described for the eastern part of the
Near East could also be found in the west. Here I will describe the histories
of Mari and Yamkhad, the two most powerful states in the region, but half a
dozen others could be written just as well.

Mari had been independent from the Ur III state, albeit in close diplomatic
contact with it. Nevertheless, the collapse of Ur coincided with a downward
turn in Mari’s fortunes: although its dynasty of rulers who held the title
“general” (Akkadian shakkanakku) remained in power for another century, the
city’s importance was greatly reduced. Finally the dynasty ended, for reasons
unknown, and the city may even have been abandoned. By the mid-nineteenth
century, however, a new dynasty was in place, and Mari began its most pro-
sperous century (for a list of kings, see p. 305). The new dynasty had its origin
in northwestern Syria among the Sim’alite branch of the Amorites, who had
conquered various cities in the Middle Euphrates Valley before settling at Mari.
The first ruler we can study was Yahdun-Lim who, despite his western roots,
introduced Babylonian language and writing style as a chancellery standard,
Including the practice of using year names. He started to rebuild a royal palace
thart later became famed throughout the Near East for its scale and opulence.
He established Mari as the dominant state on the Middle Euphrates, stretching
#s far north as the Balikh confluence, and pursued the Yaminites as far west as
the Lebanon Mountains. Development works in the region, such as the building
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of irrigation systems and fortresses, consolidated his grasp. The expansion into
the Habur region brought him into conflict with the newly emergent Kingdom
of Upper Mesopotamia, however, and he fought several battles against Shamshi-
Adad. Yahdun-Lim was assassinated in a palace conspiracy, and his son,
Sumu-Yaman, did not survive long thereafter. Two or three years later in 1795,
Mari was conquered by Shamshi-Adad and integrated into his large state, to
be discussed in the next chapter. Shamshi-Adad placed his younger son Yasmah-
Addu on Mari’s throne in order to keep an eye on the western states and on
the Amorite tribes.

The rule of Yasmah-Addu lasted some twenty years and ended suddenly when
his father died around 1776. Shamshi-Adad’s kingdom fell apart, the pieces
picked over by ambitious men. At Mari that man was Zimri-Lim. Although he
often declared himself to be the son of Yahdun-Lim, it is clear that he was not,
and may at best have been his grandson or nephew. When he took power, Mari
once again acted fully in its own interests. Zimri-Lim reestablished strong ties
with Babylon and with Aleppo, confirmed through his marriage to the princess
Shiptu. His state encompassed the Euphrates Valley from just south of Mari to
the border with Aleppo and the lower Habur Valley. Further north he exercised
control through vassals and he made sure that independent rulers were on his
side. Mari flourished, and Zimri-Lim’s palace is one of the greatest architectural
monuments of the early second millennium known to us. The kingdom was
respected by its competitors in the region and kept the nomadic tribes at bay.
While Zimri-Lim was a faithful ally of Hammurabi of Babylon, his prestige
and wealth must ultimately have pushed the latter to turn against him. In his
thirty-second year (1761), Hammurabi defeated Zimri-Lim and conquered Mari.
Two years later, his anger incited by unknown causes, Hammurabi razed the
palace and the city-walls and incorporated the Euphrates Valley up to Mari
into his state. Mari lost its preeminent status and the center of power for the
Middle Euphrates shifted some 100 kilometers north to Terqa.

The city of Aleppo was the capital of the state of Yamkhad (for a list of
rulers, see p. 305). Strategically located on the trade route from the Euphrates
Valley to the Mediterranean Sea, it seems to have come to prominence only
after the beginning of the second millennium, perhaps after Ebla’s loss of
power. Since Aleppo has been continuously occupied from that time until
today, excavations there are impossible and we have to write its early history
based entirely on outside sources. These derive first from Mari, which shared
dynastic lineage with the Yamkhad kings. The Mari letters reveal that Yamkhad’s
most stubborn opponent in the west was Qatna, a city of central Syria located
to its south, which received support from Shamshi-Adad of the Kingdom of
Upper Mesopotamia. The first two known rulers of Yamkhad, Sumu’epuh
and Yarim-Lim, became involved in wars with Shamshi-Adad, which sucked
them and their successors into the volatile politics of the south. The death of
Shamshi-Adad created the space for Yarim-Lim of Yamkhad to expand down
the Euphrates Valley, as far as the Mari kingdom. As Zimri-Lim of Mari was
Yarim-Lim’s son-in-law, contacts between the two were friendly. Yarim-Lim’s
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prominence in the west is clear from the Mari letter quoted in the beginning of
this chapter in which twenty kings are said to follow him, more than any other
ruler at the time.

When Hammurabi of Babylon picked off his neighbors one by one, Yamkhad,
like Mari, at first provided him with support. But then Babylon turned against
its old allies and conquered Mari. Yamkhad remained simply too far for
Babylonian troops to reach, so the two major states were not in direct conflict.
Subsequently, southern sources stop dealing with matters concerning Yamkhad.
Around this time, however, texts from the smaller city of Alalakh to the west
of Yamkhad indicate that its local ruler had been placed on the throne there
by Abba’el of Aleppo, his brother. Yamkhad remained the dominant force of
north-west Syria, controlling a large number of vassals and allies in cities like
Carchemish, Urshu, Hashshu, Ugarit, Emar, Ebla, and Tunip. It presented thus
the main obstacle to Hittite military expansion from Anatolia into Syria during
the second half of the seventeenth century. The Hittite king Harttusili I reports
in his annals how he attacked and destroyed several vassals of Yamkhad over
several years, such as Alalakh, Carchemish, and Hashshu. He did not seem to
engage Yamkhad itself, however. That task was left to his son, Mursih I, who
captured and destroyed the city on his way to Babylon in 1595, thereby ending
the political situation that had characterized the Near East for four centuries.

NOTES

| Translation from J. Sasson, “King Hammurabi of Babylon,” in J. Sasson, ed.,
Crvilizations of the Ancient Near East (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1995),
volume 2, p. 906.

2 Translation after Jean-Marie Durand, Les Documents épistolaires du palais de Mari
(Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1997), volume 1, pp. 441-2.
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The Growth of Territorial
States in the Early
Second Millennium

3000 2500 2000 1500 1000 500

1808 Shamshi-Adad seizes throne of Assur
ca. 1795 Mari placed under Yasmah-Addu’s rule
1792 Hammurabi inherits throne of Babylon
1776 Death of Shamshi-Adad

ca. 1740  Samsuiluna loses control over southern Babylonia
ca. 1650  Creation of the Old Hittite state
1595 Hittite King Mursili sacks Babylon

Within the hurly-burly of competing dynasties that characterized the first half
of the second millennium, a small number of highly accomplished rulers stand
out. For short periods of time, these men were able to extend their political
control over a wide geographical area, creating short-lived territorial states. These
states were not radically different in nature from others of the period, only
more successful in competing with their neighbors. They appeared in various
regions of the Near East as the result of an individual’s military successes and
disintegrated soon after their founders’ deaths. First, Shamshi-Adad unified
Northern Mesopotamia, then Hammurabi Babylonia, and later Hattusili [
Central Anatolia (see map 6.1). Despite the ephemeral nature of their states,
the changes these men initiated laid the foundations for the system of territorial
states in later centuries.
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Since these events overlapped with the developments discussed in the pre-
vious chapter, the available historical sources are largely the same. In Babylonia
and Upper Mesopotamia, the most explicit records do not derive from the
capitals but from other cities conquered and controlled by the territorial rulers.
Conversely, in the case of the Old Hittite state, almost all our information
comes from the capital Hattusa, but the texts are dated centuries later and can
only claim to be copies of the original royal annals. Their information thus has
to be checked carefully against sources contemporary to the events they describe.

6.1 Shamshi-Adad and the Kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia

The early history of King Shamshi-Adad is vague to us. We cannot even estab-
lish when and where he first ascended any particular Mesopotamian throne.
Most likely around 1833 he inherited rule from his father, Ila-kabkabu, in
Ekallatum, a city still unlocated but certainly in the vicinity of Assur. There
he governed about ten years, until he had to flee to Babylon when Naram-Sin
of Eshnunna conquered Ekallatum. When Naram-Sin died seven years later,
Shamshi-Adad took the opportunity to return from exile and three years
later conquered Assur as well. There he integrated his ancestors into the list
of city-rulers, and is said to have ruled for thirty-three years (for a list of early
Assyrian rulers, see p. 315). This allows us to date his accession to Assur’s
throne to 1808.

At that time he was still only the ruler of a minor power in the region. Soon,
however, he extended his influence westward into northern Syria, where he
clashed with Yahdun-Lim of Mari. Shamshi-Adad took control over the northern
Habur Valley, annexing kingdoms such as the land of Apum whose capital,
Shehna, he turned into his own royal seat and renamed Shubat-Enlil. The
mighty kingdom of Mari to his south became easy prey when Yahdun-Lim was
assassinated, and, probably in 1792, its capital was captured. Shamshi-Adad
tuled now an area from Assur on the Tigris in the east to Tuttul on the Balikh
in the west. The entire region to the north of Babylonia was incorporated in
his state, which we will here call the “Kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia.”

Shamshi-Adad was very tolerant of existing practices in the various states he
had united. At Assur he took on the title “governor of Assur,” and in Nineveh
he restored the Ishtar temple, said to have been built by Manishtushu five
centuries before. Certain cities, such as Qattara, retained their former rulers,
who now became his vassals. Local administrative procedures continued to be
used, although we observe that officials used seals that indicated that they were
{n the service of Shamshi-Adad. Perhaps one crucial change was imposed, the
dating of documents with the Assyrian eponym system to indicate the years
(see box 6.1). Under Shamshi-Adad’s rule it became used in such varied places
88 Mari, Tuttul (present Tell Bi’a), Shubat-Enlil, and Terqa. This “Assyrian”
system of dating thus became the official system for the Kingdom of Upper
Mesopotamia.



Box 6.1 The eponym daring system

Unlike Babylonia, where years were indicated with names based on important events
of the previous years, in northern Mesopotamia a dating system existed where each
year was named after an individual holding office. The Akkadian term used to refer
to such an individual was /immu, meaning something like rotation, which we trans-
late with the Greek term indicating a rotating office, “eponym.” The dating system
probably originated in the city of Assur, and it remained the official system in Assyria
to the end of the Assyrian empire in the seventh century (see document 12.2). The
names of the officials who became the eponyms were originally chosen by lot, but in
the first millennium a fixed rotation of officers headed by the king constituted the
limmu. The office in the first millennium was of a cultic nature.

In the early second millennium, the office of eponym in Assur had an administrat-
ive character, and seemingly was more involved with trade than was the king. The
earliest known attestations of year eponyms are at Karum-Kanesh. They became used
in other Assyrian colonies in Anatolia corresponding in time to the later occupation
of that site. The dating practice is attested throughout northern Mesopotamian cit-
ies,' and its spread was undoubtedly due to Shamshi-Adad’s unification of the north:
we see that in some places like Mari, year names were replaced by eponyms under his
occupation alone. When his state fell apart, several cities, while politically independ-
ent, continued to use eponyms, but we do not know whether or not the names they
used were chosen in Assur.

In order to keep track of the sequence of years, eponym lists were established,
sometimes also adding succinct statements about events. These are fully reconstructed
from the tenth through seventh centuries. In earlier periods the sequence is uncer-
tain, owing to the absence of complete lists. At Mari an eponym chronicle was found
covering a period from before Shamshi-Adad to when his son sat on the throne
there. Unfortunately, it is not fully preserved, and the sequence of eponyms in the
nineteenth to eighteenth centuries remains a matter of scholarly debate.

Having to control this large kingdom, Shamshi-Adad, who resided in Shub:
Enlil, placed his two sons in strategic locations. The eldest, [shme-Daga
ascended the throne at Ekallatum, the ancestral home, while the young
Yasmah-Addu, was instated at Mari. The southeastern and southweste
frontiers were thus given direct attention. In the east the Kingdom of Upp
Mesopotamia bordered on Eshnunna and states at the foothills of the Zagrc
in the west it bordered Yamkhad and the Syrian steppe controlled by serr
nomadic groups. Babylonia to the south may also have been subject to Shamst
Adad: a contract drawn up at Sippar in 1782 contains oaths to both Hammura
and Shamshi-Adad, which seems to indicate the latter’s authority there as wi
for some brief time. The two sons in turn were given supervision of a numb
of districts in which governors were placed: Ishme-Dagan looked after tho
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between the Tigris and the Zagros, Yasmah-Addu those along the Euphrates,
lower Balikh, and Habur rivers. Shamshi-Adad directly governed the region
of Shubat-Enlil, while military governors were in charge of cities to its south.
Ishme-Dagan clearly had more authority than his younger brother, and often
scolded Yasmah-Addu for his inaction. The father kept ultimate authority, how-
cver, sending numerous letters to his sons. Those to Mari accused Yasmah-Addu
of being a lazy weakling. He stated repeatedly:

How long do we have to guide you in every matter? Are you a child, and not an
adult? Don’t you have a beard on your chin? When are you going to take charge
of your house? Don’t you see that your brother is leading vast armies? So, you
too, take charge of your palace, your house!?

The meddling in local affairs by the great leaders was not unusual, and this
micromanaging was part of the ideal of kingship of the time, as I will show in
the discussion of Hammurabi of Babylon. That it was not always appreciated by
their subjects is clear from an episode in which Shamshi-Adad arranged for the
marriage of Yasmah-Addu to Beltum, the princess of Qatna, a crucial ally in
his conflict with Yamkhad. The king of Qatna wanted his daughter to have a
prominent role in the Mari palace, but Yasmah-Addu already had a leading wife,
the daughter of Yahdun-Lim. So Yasmah-Addu preferred to keep Beltum in a
secondary position outside of his palace, among the group of lower-ranking
women. Shamshi-Adad sternly reprimanded him and forced his son to keep her
at his side in the palace. The hierarchy of power in the kingdom was clear.
Shamshi-Adad’s state disappeared suddenly and under unclear circumstances.
When he was old he was attacked simultaneously by Yamkhad and Eshnunna,
his two major neighbors, and he died in battle or of natural causes in 1776.
Local powers quickly reasserted themselves. Zimri-Lim, an Amorite upstart,
chased Yasmah-Addu from Mari, while Ishme-Dagan lost control over all of
his father’s kingdom except Ekallarum and Assur. Northern Syria became a
patchwork of small independent states, while in the south Eshnunna picked up
the pieces nearby. Some of the histories of the new states can still be written
because Mari kept a close watch on developments, but also because some of
the local kings maintained court bureaucracies and actively communicated with
one another by letter. The politically divided region was open to attacks from
Eshnunna, Elam, and Babylonia, whose kings could make or break local rulers.
Political intrigues and military conflicts were numerous and complicated. Zimri-
Lim of Mari was the most powerful ruler of the area but too geographically
marginal to control everything that happened. While local dynasties existed
throughout Upper Mesopotamia, some kings, such as the ruler of Andariq,
exercised strong influence over their neighbors, sometimes imposing rulers on
their thrones. The crucial role of the palaces in these cities continued earlier
practices. They seem to have been the dominant force in the economy and to
have maintained a centralized administration. By 1720, northern Mesopotamia
became unable to sustain this lifestyle, however. Many cities were abandoned
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for reasons we can only suspect. Possibly a mixture of popular opposition to
the court’s domination and changes in the rainfall patterns led to a shift to a
semi-nomadic life in villages and in the steppe. With the end of the palaces,
the historical record disappeared.

6.2 Hammurabi’s Babylon

During the last decades of Shamshi-Adad’s life, the throne at Babylon was held
by a man who would become one of the most famous kings of Mesopotamian
history: Hammurabi. Babylon had existed for several centuries, known from
the Old Akkadian period on, and Hammurabi’s predecessors had managed
gradually to create a state incorporating previously independent northern
cities, such as Sippar, Kish, Dilbat, and Marad. Babylonia was hemmed in
by the more prominent states of Eshnunna, Larsa, and the Kingdom of Upper
Mesopotamia. When Hammurabi became king in 1792, Rim-Sin had just unified
the entirety of southern Babylonia while Shamshi-Adad reigned supreme in the
north. Hammurabi may at first have even owed allegiance to Shamshi-Adad.
Hammurabi ushered in what we now call the “Old Babylonian period,” the
beginning of Babylon’s political dominance over southern Mesopotamia for
the next 1500 years (for a list of Old Babylonian kings, see p. 306).

In these extremely volatile times, the young king could not avoid being
drawn into regional conflicts. His early year names mention campaigns against
all of his powerful neighbors, but the results of those are ambiguous. Most of
Hammurabi’s attention seems to have been devoted to the internal develop-
ment of his state, mainly digging canals and fortifying cities. When he decided
to act on a wide scale, his military activity was short but devastating, and he
used his considerable diplomatic skills. At first using troops from states such
as Mari, he turned against those who earlier helped him once he was strong
enough. The diplomatic correspondence from Mari shows how he first used
diplomacy, then military action, to reach his goals (see document 6.1). In just
five years, from 1766 to 1761, Hammurabi established his full dominance over
southern Mesopotamia, after the death of Shamshi-Adad and when Rim-Sin was
an old man. He defeated Elam, Larsa, Eshnunna, and Mari in quick succession,
and incorporated Larsa and the Middle Euphrates area up to Mari into the
Babylonian state. Eshnunna he left without a leader, while he blocked Elam’s
ability to exercise any influence over Mesopotamia. The only area of concern
remained northern Mesopotamia, where Hammurabi campaigned twice in later
years without fully controlling the region. There is no doubt, however, that he
was the strongest king in Mesopotamia. After these events, he could proclaim
himself “the king who made the four quarters of the earth obedient.”

His inscriptions make clear, however, that the core of his state was Babylonia.
Many of the earlier city-states there and their cults received the benefit of
Hammurabi’s rule. It is indeed in this region that we can study his style of
government: as ruler he concerned himself with the smallest detail. Due to



Document 6.1 Lezters ro Zimri-Lim of Mari regarding
Hammurabi and Eshnunna

Tell my Lord (Zimri-Lim); Yarim-Addu, your servant, says:

I have written to my Lord about the instructions regarding the man of Eshnunna
that Hammurabi issued to [ ]. When Hammurabi was in Borsippa messengers of the
man of Eshnunna came to him, but he did not see them. Only on the second day
they met with him. After having them wait a night, he gave an answer to their news.
He gave instructions to [Sin- ], son of Kakkarugqum and Mar[duk-mushallim, son
of ], and he sent them along. They took with them the small tablet (i.e., draft treaty),
and they will make the man of Eshnunna accept it. [ ] will go and Hammurabi will
accept it. After they will have accepted the small tablet, Hammurabi will send a
large tablet, that is a treaty tablet, to the man of Eshnunna, and he will make him
swear to it. The man of Eshnunna will send the large tablet, the treaty tablet, back
to Hammurabi and they will establish an alliance. The alliance between Hammurabi
and the man of Eshnunna is concluded or will be so very soon, that is certain. At
this moment the answer to the diplomatic mission of Sin-[ ] and Marduk-mushallim
has not yet arrived from Eshnunna. I cannot report on it for my lord. After this
letter I will write to my lord all the news that reaches me from Eshnunna.

The letter continues with news about Larsa and Andariq.

Translation after Dominique Charpin, Archives épistolaires de Mari (Paris: Editions Recherche
sur les Civilisations, 1988), volume 1, part 2, pp. 179-82.

Tell my Lord (Zimri-Lim); Yarim-Addu, your servant, says:

I have written earlier to my Lord that the words of Hammurabi were secret.
Hammurabi has renewed frank conversations with the ruler of Elam as he did
before. Elamite messengers who have come from the ruler of Elam to Hammurabi
are staying at the entrance of his palace right now. After the ruler of Elam had
given them his instructions they were escorted from Susa to Der of the god Ishtaran.
The man of Der received them and has sent them under escort to Malgium, and
the man of Malgium was supposed to give them an escort to Babylon. But the
army of Eshnunna barred their way and they were unable to enter (the territory).
Hammurabi heard that the army of Eshnunna blocked the roads. He no longer
sends regular missions to Elam via Malgium and Der, as he did before. But there
are open areas in the land Eshnunna and his couriers go to the ruler of Elam
through these areas. The message from the ruler of Elam has not yet reached him.

The letter continues with news about Malgium and about Ishme-Dagan of the
Kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia.

Finally, regarding the small treaty tablet that Hammurabi previously sent to the king
of Eshnunna, Silli-Sin. Silli-Sin continues to answer with a refusal and he has not
concluded a treaty with Hammurabi.

Translation atter Dominique Charpin, Archives épistolaires de Mari (Paris: Editions Recherche
sur les Civilisations, 1988), volume 1, part 2, pp. 182-4.
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extensive later rebuilding and the recent rise of the water table, the city of
Babylon itself is virtually unknown archaeologically for this period, and only
a handful of tablets from it have survived. Our information derives primarily
from other cities, where royal agents represented Babylon’s interests. In Larsa,
for instance, these men were Sin-iddinam and Shamash-hazir, and some two
hundred letters the king wrote to them are preserved. These involve themselves
with matters of seemingly little importance. For example:

To Shamash-hazir say, thus speaks Hammurabi: “From the fields that belong to
the palacc give one of one hectare near the gate of Larsa, a fallow field that is of
good quality and lies near the water, to Sin-imguranni the seal-cutter.”

This concern perhaps does not fit our image of a great ruler, but well reflects the
ideology of kingship at the time. The king was a shepherd and a farmer. He
had to take care of his people, providing them with fields for their sustenance
and making these fields fertile through irrigation projects. The people expected
such a level of concern from him.

The same ideology was expressed repeatedly in the introduction and conclu-
sion of his most famous monument, Hammurabi’s law code. He stated there:

I am indeed the shepherd who brings peace, whose scepter is just. My benevolent
shade was spread over my city, I held the people of the lands of Sumer and Akkad
safely on my lap.

The function of the law code itself has been much debated, but consensus
is growing that the modern designation of it is wrong: it is not a code of law
but a monument presenting Hammurabi as an exemplary king of justice. The
text is best known to us from a 2-meter-high black diorite stele almost fully
covered with an inscription (see figure 6.1). Framed between a prologue and
cpilogue are listed some three hundred statements, all structured on the same
pattern: “if. .., then...” For example, “If a man commits a robbery and is
caught, that man will be killed” (§ 22). While dealing with many areas of life,
the entries do not, by far, cover all possible crimes, and there are even some
contradictions. Moreover, the many legal documents of the period, including
records of law cases, never make reference to the code. Instead of a list of legal
precepts, the entire monument is a vivid expression of Hammurabi as a king
who provides justice in his land. He said himself:

May any wronged man who has a case come before my statue as king of justice,
and may he have my inscribed stele read aloud to him. May he hear my precious
words and may my stele clarify his case for him. May he examine his lawsuit and
may he calm his (troubled) heart. May he say: “Hammurabi . . . provided just
ways for the land.”

To prove his ability to guarantee justice, Hammurabi listed these threc hundred-
some cases, and thus urged future kKings to study and follow his example.
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Figure 6.1 The stele of Hammurabi. Photo: Hevre Lewandowski. Courtesy of
Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY

Notwithstanding this, the code’s contents provide insights into Babylonian
society at the time. It demonstrates a social hierarchy with a tripartite structure
of free man (Akkadian awilum), dependent (mushkenum), and slave (wardum).
Punishments varied according to the status of the victim or the perpetrator of
a crime: injuring a free man led to a harsher penalty than injuring a dependent.
But these terms were not absolute, often defining someone’s position in relation-
ship to another. A high court official was still a “slave” to the king. The status
of the intermediate group of dependents is most difficult to define. The term
could indicate a relationship to the palace or to another person, but we do not
understand exactly what was the basis or degree of dependence. The structure
of society had changed from the third millennium, partly through the process
of “privatization” described in the previous chapter. Full-time palace dependents
were rare and contract labor provided most services. Hence the dependent
class of Hammurabi’s code was often in a situation where it owed obligations to
private citizens. The use of entrepreneurs to take care of palace business was a
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characteristic of the period, and their credit transactions led to the social dis-
turbances described in the last chapter. Loan contracts continue to be numerous
in private archives. Hammurabi and several of his successors are known to
have decreed the annulment of debts several times, but the need to repeat such
acts indicates their failure to rectify the situation.

By the end of his reign, Hammurabi had fundamentally altered the polit-
ical layout of Mesopotamia. Babylonia was the single great power, surrounded
by weak remnants of formerly great rivals: Elam, Eshnunna, and Assur. Only
in western Syria were states such as Yamkhad unaffected by his actions. His
unification of Babylonia was short-lived, however. Only ten years after his
death his son, Samsuiluna, faced a major rebellion in the south led by a
man calling himself Rim-Sin after Larsa’s last ruler. Samsuiluna was militarily
successful, but his grasp on the region gradually slipped away. Texts dated
with his year names disappeared from southern cities by his tenth or eleventh
year. By Samsuiluna’s thirtieth year, Nippur and other middle Babylonian
cities ceased to be under Babylon’s control. The problems were not purely
political, however. Archaeology shows that previously flourishing cities like
Ur and Nippur were mostly abandoned. Segments of the population, such as
the priesthood of Uruk, migrated to northern Babylonian cities. It is difficult
to determine exactly what happened. Babylon’s response to rebellions may
have been so ferocious that the southern urban infrastructure was irreparably
damaged, watercourses perhaps deflected, and agricultural fields turned into
steppe. It is also possible that the policies of Hammurabi and his predecessor
in the region, Rim-Sin, ultimately had a negative result. They had integrared
the local economies of southern Babylonia into a system under which districts
became interdependent. When the center required to coordinate production
weakened, the exchange system may have collapsed, leading to an economic
decline of all the regions.

Northern Babylonia continued to flourish, however. Hammurabi had five
successors who ruled uncontested for 155 years over the area that he had
originally inherited as a young king, in addition to the Euphrates River valley
up to the vicinity of Mari. Samsuiluna campaigned even further upstream,
attacking and perhaps annexing the new northern state of Hana around Terqga
and reaching the Upper Habur. New opponents appeared on the scene, which
indicates that the political situation there was unsettled. A previously unattested
group of people called Kassites became a target of Babylon’s military activity.
In the sixteenth century, they would become rulers of Babylon.

The rapid abandonment of southern and central Babylonian cities under
Samsuiluna in the mid-eighteenth century had as an unintended side-effect the
preservation of most of the manuscripts of Sumerian literary texts now known
to us. These were copied out or excerpted by young men who were schooled
as scribes in private houses, and in Ur and Nippur the remnants of their work
have been excavated. Normally the tablets containing their exercises would
have been recycled and their clay reused, but when scribal activity stopped, the
last works were left behind. We can study the school curriculum on the basis
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of these exercises, including mathematics, surveying, and music. Most elaborate
was the training of cuneiform writing and the Sumerian language. Rote learn-
ing was the norm. At first the students had to practice making single strokes
with the stylus. This led to learning signs and their readings. Cuneiform signs
were memorized by shape or by the sound of their pronunciation, and the order
of learning was based on their increasing complexity. They were mastered by
repeated copying. Then the students moved on to copying lists of Sumerian
words with their Akkadian translations. The lexical corpus, already known
from the late Uruk period tablets, was thus a central part of the curriculum.
It is in this period that the first Akkadian translations of the Sumerian words
started to appear. Grammar was taught similarly by repeating the paradigms of
nouns and verbs in different forms.

The students learned syntax by writing out actual Sumerian compositions,
chosen for their grammatical complexity. Thus the study of certain Ur III royal
hymns was introduced at this time. Finally, the training culminated with the
copying out of passages from the classics of Sumerian literature. A wide variety
of literary genres were represented: myths, hymns, proverbs, literary letters, and
others. The student exercises are often the only manuscripts we have of these
texts, whose original date of composition is unknown. The court’s patronage
is clear: many of the compositions were intended to glorify the living king or
his distant ancestors. That message is most obvious in the royal hymns and
the accounts of legendary rulers. The courts of the early second millennium
continued the Ur III tradition of glorifying the king with hymnic songs. They
portrayed him in superhuman terms and thus perpetuated the ideology that
saw him as a divinity. Similar ideas were expressed in a cycle of stories con-
cerning the legendary rulers of Uruk, Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, and Gilgamesh.
Part-human, part-divine, they were considered to be the ancestors of the Ur III
kings and the creation of the tales in that court seems likely. Their popularity
in the early second millennium suggests that the ideals of kingship displayed
there were still alive.

Royal hymns dedicated to early second-millennium kings demonstrate the
ability of some scribes to compose intricate texts in the Sumerian language,
which probably was no longer spoken at the time. It is likely that other genres
of literature were also composed during these centuries, while earlier com-
positions were recorded in a fixed form. The intensity of scribal activity in the
Sumerian language may have resulted from the fact that the language was under
threat: oral preservation was no longer guaranteed, so written versions with
explicit indication of all the grammatical elements were needed. The primary
writers of the extant manuscripts were boys trained to compose contracts
and administrative accounts made up almost entirely of stock phrases. Their
education went beyond the skills they would need on a daily basis. They were
trained in the private houses of learned men, who each worked with a group of
boys assisted by a student helper. The teachers were probably affiliated with the
temples and, when Sumerian texts needed to be composed for such occasions
as a royal visit, they most likely were the authors.
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In northern Babylonia, Sumerian literature was also studied. The majority
of compositions found there are of a liturgical nature and often written out
more syllabically than in the south. Scribal skills were not necessarily inferior,
however. The numerous letters found throughout the courts of the Near East
were inspired by models from Babylonia. Scribes at Mari, for example, were
probably trained in the south or by Babylonian men engaged by the local kings.
The courts were important patrons of scribes, and schooling may have been
centralized in the palaces rather than in private houses of temple affiliates. The
situation in Babylon itself is unknown as we do not have access to archaeological
remains of the period. Nevertheless, literature in the Babylonian language, as
well as in Sumerian, continued to be composed. Some of the royal inscriptions
of Samsuiluna, including bilingual Sumerian—-Akkadian examples, are of a high
literary quality. This was also the first significant period of literary composition
in the Akkadian language. Certain texts that have a long history in Mesopotamia,
such as the Epic of Gilgamesh or the Flood story, are first attested in Old
Babylonian times, and many Akkadian hymns and incantations of this period
are known. Their mood reflected the political situation of the times: uncertainty
and violence are dominant themes. The writers of these texts were not spared
the difficulties that confronted the inhabitants of the Old Babylonian state.

At this time we see the first extensive written documentation of a science
for which Babylonia was famous in the ancient world: mathematics. From the
beginning of writing the administrators of Babylonia showed their mathemat-
ical abilities when measuring fields, harvests, numbers of bricks, volumes of
earth, and many other things that were of importance to bureaucrats. The tools
to calculate these had to be taught but, as with literature, the skills displayed
in the school texts show a much higher level than needed in daily practice.
At first the students repeatedly copied out standard lists of capacity, weight,
area and length, division and multiplication. Their most challenging tasks were
formulated as word problems, but these were not really of great practical value
even if their wording related to actual accounting tasks. For instance, the size
of a grain pile was given, and it was asked how one could calculate the con-
tents, or the circumference and slope of a heap of grain were provided in order
to calculate the height:

A heap. The circumference is 30. In 1 cubit the slope is 0;15. What is the height?
You: Double 0;15, the slope. You will see 0;30. Take the reciprocal of 0;30. You
will see 2. Multiply 0;30 the circumference, by 2. You will see 1, : the height.
<This is> the method.®

The knowledge of mathematics displayed in such texts is very sophisticated,
and based on an algebraic logic. For example, the Babylonians had calculated
the square root of 2 accurately, and applied it in geometric calculations (see
figure 6.2). They were aware of the Pythagorean theorem that in a right-angled
triangle, the square of the hypotenuse is equal to the sums of the squares of the
other sides. The basis of most of these calculations was information provided



Figure 6.2 Old Babylonian mathematical tablet. Courtesy of The Yale Babylonian
Collection (YBC 7289)

in tables, listing numbers in their sexagesimal notation and their reciprocals
(that is, 60 divided by that humber), and their creation is one of the many
accomplishments of the Babylonian schools.

The political supremacy of Babylon shifted the religious focus of the region
to that city. The city-god Marduk was favored by kings Hammurabi and
Samsuiluna. He was integrated in the Sumerian pantheon of Nippur by mak-
ing him the son of Ea, himself the god of Eridu in the extreme south. While
Marduk’s cult predominated only in the region surrounding Babylon at that
time, a few centuries later it would become the primary cult of Babylonia. The
popularity of northern Babylonian deities increased and people throughout
Babylonia adopted them as their personal gods. Thus in the centuries of the
Old Babylonian dynasty, many of the cultural elements characteristic of the
Near East in the second half of the second millennium were developed, and
the political, religious, and cultural focus of Babylonia shifted permanently to
its northern part.

The end of this period is something of a mystery. Each one of Hammurabi’s
successors ruled for more than two decades, a situation that is usually indicat-
ive of political stability. They kept northern Babylonia unified for 155 years,
longer than the entire Ur III period, for example. The written evidence from
the region shows a continuation of administrative and economic practices, and
there are no indications of a weakening of the Old Babylonian state. Yet it
existed in a void, surrounded by sparsely inhabited regions. The only political
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powers equal to it were located at a great distance in northwestern Syria and
in Anatolia. Conflict between those states ultimately affected Babylon. In 1595,
King Mursili of the Hittites, after a campaign in northern Syria, led his troops
down the Euphrates River, seemingly without much resistance. He sacked the
city of Babylon, ending its famous dynasty, and left the region leaderless.

6.3 The Old Hittite Kingdom

Central Anatolia became a pivotal player in the history of the Near East at
this time. The appearance of the Hittites in the heartland of Mesopotamia
was the result of a relatively short process of centralization of power and the
creation of an entity we now call the Old Hittite state or kingdom. Anatolia’s
earlier history is mostly shrouded in mystery: there are no written sources until
the Old Kingdom period, and our information for those early centuries of the
second millennium derives solely from the colonies of Assyrian merchants in
the region. These sources depict a network of small kingdoms, often in con-
flict with one another, and with populations that used varied languages. Many
of the languages survived into later centuries: Hattic, Luwian, Palaic, Hurrian,
and what is now called Hittite. In the native tradition the latter was called Nesili,
the language of Nesa, which was the indigenous name for Kanesh, where the
main Assyrian merchant colony was located. Nesili became the official written
language of the Hittite state, even if it may not have been spoken by most of
its subjects. Several of the Anatolian languages in the second millennium,
most notably Hittite, were Indo-European. Under the influence of an outdated
ninetecnth-century idea that there was an Indo-European homeland somewhere
north of India, much attention in scholarship has been devoted to finding out
when and where the Indo-Europeans entered Anatolia and to finding evidence
for an invasion. This search is futile, however. There is no reason to assume
that speakers of Indo-European languages were not always present in Anatolia,
nor can we say that they would have been a clearly identifiable group by the
second millennium. We can only observe that when the textual sources inform
us of the languages used in Anatolia, some people spoke Indo-European ones,
others not.

The fact that Hittite was considered to be the language of Nesa, i.e., Kanesh,
provides a connection between the period of the Old Assyrian colonies and later
Hittite history. Another link is the find of a dagger on the citadel of that city,
inscribed with the name Anitta, who is identified as the ruler. The inscription
was written in the Old Assyrian script and language, which seems to indicate
that the Assyrian merchants imported the technology of writing at that time.
Anitta was the central character of one of the earliest records of the Hittites,
the so-called “Anitta text.” It described how he and his father, Pitkhana, kings
of the unlocated city of Kussara, conquered various central Anartolian cities,
including Nesa, which may then have become their new capital. They unified the
entire valley of the Kizil Irmak River up to its mouth on the Black Sea. Such
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military operations may have caused the end of the Assyrian trade network.
While the kingdom of Anitta collapsed soon after his death, the preservation of
his memory in later records may indicate that he was regarded as the ancestor
of the later Hittite royal house.

The history of the Old Hittite kingdom is written using sources that are very
different from those available in the rest of the Near East. The palace archives
of the later Hittite state contained a set of texts relating military campaigns
of these early rulers or dealing with succession problems (see document 6.2).
For example, King Hattusili’s campaigns are described in annalistic texts,
which, if indeed from his reign, would be the oldest such texts from the Near
East. But the manuscripts we have were mostly written in the fourteenth and
thirteenth centuries, and it is unclear whether they are actual copies of older
texts or later compositions set in ancient times for current political purposes.
They often provide vivid descriptions of events, but their historical accuracy
is hard to establish. The records relating to succession problems are to be seen
as very biased as they were intended to portray the ruler under whom they
were written as the legitimate successor. The Hittite habit of providing surveys

Document 6.2 An account of early Hittite history:
extract from the Edict of Telepinu

Afterwards Hattusili was king, and his sons, brothers, in-laws, family members, and
troops were all united. Wherever he went on campaign he controlled the enemy land
with force. He destroyed the lands one after the other, took away their power, and
made them the borders of the sea. When he came back from campaign, however,
each of his sons went somewhere to a country, and in his hand the great cities
prospered. But, when later the princes’ servants became corrupt, they began to
devour the properties, conspired constantly against their masters, and began to shed
their blood.

When Mursili was king in Hattusa, his sons, brothers, in-laws, family members,
and troops were all united. He controlled the enemy land with force, took away
their power, and made them the borders of the sea. He went to the city Aleppo,
destroyed Aleppo, and took the deportees from Aleppo and its goods to Hattusa.
Afterwards he went to Babylon and destroyed Babylon. He also fought the Hurrian
[troops]. He took the deportees from Babylon and its goods to Hattusa. Hantili was
cupbearer and he had Harapshili, Mursili's sister, as wife. Zidanta stole up to Hantili
and they committed an evil deed: they killed Mursili and shed his blood.

Translation after Inge Hoffmann, Der ErlaB3 Telepinus (Heidelberg: Carl Winter-
Universitatsverlag, 1984), pp. 14-19 and Th. P. J. van den Hout, “The Proclamation of
Telepinu,” in W. W. Hallo, ed., The Context of Scripture vol. 1, (Leiden: Brill, 1997), pp. 194-5.




THE GROWTH OF TERRITORIAL STATES 121

of earlier reigns may seem a boon to the historian, but can be a trap where we
repeat fully ficdonal accounts.

Based on these suspect sources, the following reconstruction of Old Hittite
history can be made. A ruler called Hattusili created the Hittite state in the early
or mid-seventeenth century (for a list of kings, see p. 306). Heir to the throne
of Kussara, he rapidly defeated his competitors in central Anatolia. Among
his conquests was the city of Hattusa, located in the center of the region in a
strategic and well-protected site thanks to its position on a hilltop. He made
Hattusa his capital, and possibly changed his name to coincide with that of the
city. The city was in the center of Anatolia, but not at the heart of the Hittite
state, which primarily extended south into Syria. Its northern location exposed
it to attacks from groups from the Black Sea shores, especially a people called
Gasga, who at times completely sacked it. Although some later rulers temporarily
established capitals further south, Hattusa remained the political and religious
center of the Hittite state until the very end of that state’s existence.

Hattusili initiated a pattern of southward expansion. As Anatolia is divided
into river valleys with a limited agricultural area, the search for control over north
Syria may have been driven by the need to obtain access to large cereal fields.
Hartusili invaded the kingdom of Yamkhad, which by the mid-seventeenth
century controlled north-west Syria. The Hittite king sacked several of its
cities, including Alalakh. Aleppo, the capital of Yamkhad, remained uncaptured,
however, despite several campaigns in the region. Hattusili also campaigned in
southwestern Anatolia and had, by the end of his reign, created a large state.
Internally, however, that state was in disarray. Hattusili’s sons rebelled late in
his life, and even the nephew he had chosen as his successor turned against him.
Thus, on his deathbed, Hattusili appointed his grandson, Mursili, as his heir.
The new king’s reign is poorly known, but the laconic sources mention two
extremely important acts: the destructions of Aleppo and of Babylon. His milit-
ary operations were not followed by an occupation, however. By annihilating
Aleppo, Mursili upset the balance of power in north-west Syria and created
space for other entities to develop. The conquest of Babylon is only mentioned
in later Hittite and Babylonian sources, and nothing is known about it except
that it took place. We can only speculate how and why Mursili led his troops
so far south in what is sure to have been merely a raid. The result was a power
vacuum in Babylonia as well.

The situation that had characterized Mesopotamia and Syria for two centuries
was thus totally reversed. No longer did a set of strong rulers dominate the
scene, and the entire region was reduced to political fragmentaton. Neither
did the Hittites themselves benefit from this situation: upon his return home,
Mursili was assassinated by his brother-in-law, Hantili, who seized the throne.
When Hantili in turn was murdered, various parties contested the succession
to the Hittite throne, and internal instability prevented the Hittites from main-
taining control over anything beyond the heartland of their state. The Hittite
state would not reemerge as a significant player on the international scene until
the fourteenth century.
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The Hittite scribal tradition was not an offspring of the Old Assyrian one,
despite the fact that this was the earliest in Anatolia, but was fully inspired by
Babylonian practices. Many of the early texts were bilingual, using Hittite and
Akkadian. The Hittite language was written in cuneiform script inspired by the
Babylonian forms and readings of signs, and the penetration of these practices
into Anatolia has to be seen as an extension of their influence throughout the
Near East. Babylonia was thus the center of literate culture for all courts of the
Near East, even if they spoke different languages.

The nature of the Hittte sources leads to an almost total ignorance about
the workings of the Old Hittite state. No administrative archives from this period
are known, so the organization of the economy, for instance, is a mystery. Much
has been made in scholarship of the references to a gathering of warriors and
officials in Hattusili’s succession edict. This is thought to refer to an assembly
of noblemen, who elected one from amongst themselves as king. Sometimes
Indo-European practices are assumed here, since they are considered to be
more democratic than those of others in the Near East. But such conclusions
are not founded in evidence, and most likely the Old Hittite court functioned
in ways similar to the others of the time. The Hittite state is thus very poorly
known beyond its military successes. On that front it had a radical impact on
the Near East by its removal of Aleppo and Babylon. But neither the Hittites
nor any other older powers immediately filled the void that was left behind.

6.4 The “Dark Age”

By 1590 the Near East looked very different from what it had been four genera-
tions earlier. A system of flourishing states, ruled by courts in close contact with
one another, spreading from the Mediterranean coast to the Persian Gulf, had
been fully wiped out. Some royal houses still existed in cities such as Babylon,
Terqa, and Hattusa, but they were pale reflections of the past and most often
had no connection to their famous predecessors. Throughout the Near East,
urbanism was at an all-time low since the year 3000. Many cities, such as Mari,
had been destroyed as a result of the earlier military competition. Some others
were abandoned for reasons unknown: changes in the river courses or rainfall
patterns, social and political upheavals may all have played a role. The situation
had the usual consequence for the historian: a lack of centralized power led to
a discontinuation of administrative and scribal practices as the levels of economic
and cultural activities decreased. Texts were only sparingly written and we
have thus no data with which to work. We enter into a “Dark Age.”

The length of this age is much debated. Depending on whether scholars
see continuity or discontinuity between the first and the second halves of the
second millennium, their perception of the timespan of historical silence will be
shorter or longer. Some crucial changes took place in this hiatus, which would
lead to a very different situation in later centuries. My opinion is somewhere
in the middle of current theories. When roughly one century of full darkness
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lifted in the early fifteenth century, the state of Mittani appears in the record of
northern Mesopotamia.

The political ascendancy of new population groups, the Kassites in the
south and the Hurrians in the north, seems to have been the most important
development in the sixteenth century. Both groups had been present in the
Near East before, but only in this “Dark Age” were they able to begin assert~
ing clear political control. Kassites had lived in the north of Babylonia from
the eighteenth century on, recognizable by their names, which reveal a clearly
distinct language from the other inhabitants in the region. There are many
indicators that they had a tribal social organization, and they were most closely
associated with the area where steppe and agricultural zones border one another.
But as with earlier nomadic groups, Gutians and Amorites, some Kassites
were fully integrated social members of the agricultural and urban economy
from the moment we encounter them. The Hana dynasty, which had emerged
at Terqa upstream from Mari, included a ruler with a Kassite name. The
Middle Euphrates region may thus have been the first area where the Kassites
gained political control over cities. When Babylon was sacked in 1595, it was
left leaderless, but within the next decades a Kassite dynasty had taken over
control there. By 1475 it had incorporated southern Babylonia. It is only in the
fourteenth century, however, that we can really study its history.

In northern Syria and Mesopotamia, there is evidence that people with
Hurrian names had been present since the mid-third millennium. States with
Hurrian rulers are attested from the end of the Old Akkadian period on. In the
late third millennium, there was a nebulous state called “Urkesh and Nawar,”
after two cities in the northern Habur basin, ruled by a man named Atal-shen.
Several of the early second-millennium states known to us had Hurrian rulers,
and at certain places a substantial percentage of the population bore Hurrian
names. They were spread out over an extremely wide zone, from the Zagros
Mountains to the Mediterranean. When the Kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia
fell apart, waves of Hurrian speakers may have entered its territory from the
mountains to its east. These immigrants probably brought some cultural ele-
ments we usually associate with Indo-Europeans, even if Hurrian itself is not
an Indo-European language. Later Hurrians honored the Indian gods Mitra,
Varuna, and the divine pair Nasatya. There has been much speculation as to
whether the Hurrians themselves were subjected to an Indo-European military
upper class: later rulers of Mittani, the Hurrian state in northern Syria, bore
Indo-European names and their charioteers were designated with the word
martyannu, a term that might include the Vedic word for “young man.” The
evidence is inconclusive as to the character of the military class, however, and
it seems best to regard its members as men with a special training for warfare,
In that aspect the Hurrians were very successful. They became a formid-
able opponent, invading the Old Hittte kingdom several times. Their moves
southward may have pushed people from Syria-Palestine into Egypt, where
they formed the so-called Hyksos dynasties of the early sixteenth century. The
Hurrians certainly became the most prominent population group in a vast area
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by the time the historical sources resume. Not only did they have their own
territorial state by the early fifteenth century, called Mittani, but they were also
dominant among the Hittites and in Kizzuwatna (south-west Anatolia), while
several rulers of the Syro-Palestinian city-states had Hurrian names.

While Kassites and Hurrians became politically dominant during the “Dark
Age,” culturally they barely made an impression across the Near Eastern scene.
Although many personal names were Kassite, and Babylonian texts indicate the
existence of a Kassite vocabulary, no single text or sentence is known in the
Kassite language. Some twenty Kassite names of gods are attested, but only
for the divine couple that guarded the dynastic family do we know anything
concerning a cult and the building of a special temple. The speakers of Kassite
were fully assimilated into Babylonian culture.

The Hurrian tradition was older as far as we know and interacted with a
variety of cultures that were not as dominant as that of Babylonia. We do have
a number of Hurrian language texts, a few from the Mittani state itself, and a
few from the Hittite state. The latter’s multicultural environment permitted the
survival of Hurrian myths and rituals. Still, in comparison with their political
importance, the cultural impact Hurrians made in Near Eastern history was
not that significant.

The Hurrians may have been responsible, however, for a major techno-
logical innovation that took place during the “Dark Age”: the use of the horse
and chariot. In the second half of the second millennium, all Near Eastern
armies fielded chariotries while previously only infantries had fought, with asses
or donkeys as draft-animals. A long Hittite manual for the training of horses,
found in later centuries, starts with the statement, “Thus speaks Kikkuli, the
horse-trainer, from the land of Mittani,” and the text contains a lot of Hurrian
vocabulary. It is thus possible that the Hurrians were responsible for the spread
of horsemanship throughout the Near East.

Another technological change that may have taken place at this time related
to seafaring. After 1500 we observe a shift of attention of the people of the
Near East from east to west: islands and countries across the Mediterranean
Sea became included in the Near Eastern world-view. Cyprus and the Aegean
became regular trading partners, while trade contacts with Egypt intensified. A
maritime trading system developed by which the countries along the eastern
Mediterranean shores were tied together, visited by ships that circled the sea
in a counterclockwise direction picking up items at all stops and exchanging
them for others. Although the lands of Mesopotamia were too distant from
the sea to participate directly in this system, they benefited from it. Tin, for
example, which had been imported from the east until this time, now probably
came from western sources. While contacts with Aegean islands such as Crete
were already attested in the Mari archives, the mass of goods that entered the
Near East from the west was much greater in the second half of the second
millennium than ever before. It seems likely that innovations in boat construc-
tion and navigational techniques had something to do with this, but the details
of those changes or who initiated them are unclear.
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Our uncertainties about the events and historical developments of the sixteenth
and early fifteenth centuries are great. That some radical changes took place is
undeniable, however. The Near Eastern world that arose out of the “Dark Age”
was in many respects a totally new one.
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