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Chapter One The Ancient Near East.

The Cradle of Civilisation
(c. 4000 B.C. —70 A.D.)

"The ancient Near East is, or should be, the province not only of

rd
historian of the Near East but also of the historian of humanity in

general. ®

B o b
o

Learning objectives

A fter reading this chapter , you will be able to:

1.

Understand better the two foundation stones for the building of
Western civilisation—Mesopotamia and Egypt ;

Be familiar with the developments on the fringes of Mesopotamian
and Egyptian civilisations;

Understand one of the small nations— Hebrew nation , and its contribution
to the religious developments ;

Be familiar with the Assyrian Empire and its achievements in architecture ,

scul pture, literature and religion;

. Knowmore about the great power—the Persian Empire and its innovation

in political and military af fairs.

@ William H. Hallo &. William Kelly Simpson, The Ancient Near East A History. 2nd ed. , Harcourt Brace &
Company. 1998, p. 5.
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Section One Mesopotamian Civilisation (c. 4000—539 B.C. )

One of the foundation stones for the building of Western civilisation was laid by the
Mesopotamians.

Mesopotamia The valley of the Tigris-Euphrates, referred to as Mesopotamia,
was the site of one of the earliest high civilisations. But the natural resources and the
climatic conditions of the region were, in fact, not conducive to agriculture. There was
little rainfall, but the soil of the plain in this valley in southern Mesopotamia was
enlarged and enriched over the years by layers of silt deposited by the two rivers. Every
year in mid-March when snows in the upland mountains, where the rivers began,
melted, the two rivers overflowed their banks and deposited their fertile silt, However,
the flooding was irregular and sometimes disastrous. Under such conditions, the region
required massive and sophisticated human effort in the form of irrigation and drainage
ditches to control the flow of the rivers and to produce abundant food and to develop
agriculture for which it later became famous. No doubt such efforts and
accomplishments had much to do with the emergence of high civilisation in the region.

Characteristics of Civilisation With the development of human societies, civilisation
came into existence. “A civilisation is a complex culture in which large numbers of human
beings share a number of common elements, ”® Civilisations have been characterised by the
means of subsistence of the people, types of livelihood, settlement patterns, forms of
government, social hierarchy, economic system, literacy and other cultural systems. The

development of a civilisation typically follows a progression of steps:

® Jackson J. Spielvogel. Western Civilisation: A Brief History, Volume 1; To 1715, Belmont; Wadsworth, 1999,
p. 6.

020



Chapter One The Ancient Near East : The Cradle of Civilisation (c. 4000 B.C.—70 A.D.) @

1. Intensive agricultural techniques bring about a surplus of food that results in
labour division and a more diverse range of human activity.

2. As communities evolve from subsistence—hunting, gathering, and f{arming
activities, cities become the centre of political, economic, social, cultural, and
religious development; most non-farmers move into cities to work and trade,

3. More complex political structure arises with the formation of the state: There
are complex social hierarchies and central government planning. The ruling class
controls much of the surplus and exercises its will through the actions of an
organised government bureaucracy.

4. People accumulate more personal possessions and acquire landed property. They
trade goods, services or extra food for other necessities in a market system,
Money is developed as a medium of increasingly complex transactions.

5. Writing, a system of record-keeping, is regarded as a symbol of civilisation. It is
used for recording history, trade and business as well as communication.

6. Other diverse cultural traits include organised religion, formal system of
education, e. g. apprenticeship and schooling systems, development in art,
architecture, and new advances in science and technology.

Sumerian City-States The people who established the beginnings of true civilisation
were the Sumerians®(a people who already resided in southern Mesopotamia as early as
4000 B. C.) whose origins remain unknown. By 3000 B. C., they had established a
number of independent cities in southern Mesopotamia, such as Ur, Umma and Lagash.
As cities expanded in size, they came to exercise political and economic control over the
surrounding countryside, forming city-states®, the basic units of Sumerian civilisation.

The economy of the Sumerian city-states was primarily irrigated farming. Animal
husbandry, commerce and industry were also important. The people of Mesopotamia
produced woollen textiles, pottery, and the metalwork for which they were especially
well-known. Foreign trade mainly involved dried fish, wool, barley, and the metal
goods produced by Mesopotamian craftsmen in exchange for copper and tin, aromatic
woods, and fruit trees by land or by sea. The invention of the wheel around 3000 B. C.
led to carts with wheels that made the transport of goods easier.

In a Sumerian city, Lagash, temples took the most prominent position in its
economy and society. They owned much of the city land and livestock, and served not
only as the physical centre of the city, but also the economic and political centre. The
Sumerians believed that gods and goddess owned the cities, and they used much wealth

to build temples and houses for the priests, who supervised the temples and their

@® Sumerian; FEIRA.
@ city-state; MARKBTER . BE - EHLRGTHRABAIRATERNY —FAREE,
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property and had great power in ruling in this period. However, the power to rule
passed eventually into the hands of kings.

Sumerian city-states consisted of three major social groups, nobles, commoners.
and slaves. Nobles included royal and priestly officials and their families. Commoners
included the nobles’ clients and other free citizens, such as farmers, merchants,
fishermen, and craftspeople. Slaves belonged to palace officials, temple officials and
rich landowners as well.

Empires in Ancient Mesopotamia With the development of Sumerian city-states,
conflicts and wars among them arose and continued for control of land and water. These
conflicts led to the burning and sacking of cities and the rise and fall of city-states over
the centuries.

Located on the flat land of Mesopotamia, the Sumerian city-states were also open to
invasion. Around 2340 B. C. , the Akkadians, a Semitic people (Table 1. 1) due to the
type of language they spoke, came from the north under the leadership of Sargon. He
conquered the Sumerian city-states and built a strong empire that, at its height,
dominated all of the Euphrates basin and much of the land lying beyond its great bend as
far as the Mediterranean Sea. The Akkadian empire lasted for about two and a half
centuries, but it eventually collapsed and was divided between such petty states as
Lagash, Umma, and a much reduced Akkad. Around 2060 B. C., Ur-Nammu of Ur
reunified most of Mesopotamia and established Ur [l ,» another powerful empire in the
Near East. But this final flowering of Sumerian culture declined with the rise of the
Amorites, or Old Babylonians, a large group of Semitic-speaking semi-nomads. Under

Hammurabi, a new empire was created.

Table 1.1 Some Semitic Languages®
Assyrian@ Akkadian® Aramaic@® Arabic® Babylonian®
Canaanitic® Hebrew® Phoenician® Syriac®

@ Semitic language: [N RFIE . B EFEIFHNESRALKERNANT —BFH. GAKE. MHRGHE . TR
EHEEENETHEHRANEERETIRERES.
@ Assyrian: ERiE. BAKFIE.
® Akkadian: B REE HREFRLEKEFRYREEGRTIEX.
® Aramaic: FIHIBE,BIAKBIEKR . AN IHLEERATHRAE. FR—FR Y TG BAERE IR
KAXRERESHEBH L EELMIBETR.
Arabic: BIRAGE . B TFTRKEHE BN FFE-HIFEERMEH.
Babylonian: ELHSIE . BINKRFIE.
Canaanitic: B E 15, B N A 55 .
Hebrew: H {AR15 . B INK4FiE .
Phoenician: fif & #15 , B SUA I A/ F4 T8 HiE 5.
Syriac: i QUFI 15, I N K 4515 .

-~ 9 0808
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Hammurabi (1792—1750 B. C. ), the sixth in a line of Old Babylonian kings, was one of
the commanding figures of Mesopotamian history. He established a strong and powerful
centralised empire with his personal genius and by an adroit alternation of warfare and
diplomacy. He was best remembered and today is still famous for his “law code”® as well as
for his political achievement, the reunification of Mesopotamia. He was a man of war and
peace. His schools maintained the old traditions of Sumerian learning and meanwhile promoted
the flowering of a native literature in Akkadian. Any survey of Mesopotamian law and society,
religion and literature, learning and daily life reveals a picture of Hammurabi's Babylonia.
After his death, however, a series of weak kings were unable to keep Hammurabi’s empire
united, and it finally fell to new invaders.

Hammurabi’s law code is the most complete, though not the earliest, in
Mesopotamian history. It is a collection of 282 laws, which provides considerable
insight into almost every aspect of everyday life there and provides valuable material for
the understanding and study of Old Babylonian society. It was inscribed on a stone
stele. The upper part of it is a bas-relief picturing Hammurabi receiving the order to
record the law from the seated sun god Shamash. also the god of justice. The lower part
of it contains the actual code. The code recognised three social classes in Babylonia
(nobles, freemen, and slaves) and emphasised the principle of retaliation (“an eye for
an eye, a tooth for a tooth”) and punishments for crimes that were severe and varied,
according to the social status of the victim. It also included laws dealing with job
performance, marriage and family affairs, and even sexual relations. It reveals a society
with a strict system of justice.

Mesopotamian Culture Writing was important because it enabled a society to keep
records and maintain knowledge of previous practices and events. “History begins when
writing begins and where writing begins”®, and “writing began in the ancient Near
East, specially Sumer, ...”®. The oldest Mesopotamian texts date back to around 3000
B. C., and were written by the Sumerians. Like that of ancient Egypt, Sumerian
writing developed from pictographic signs of concrete objects to simplified and stylised
signs, and eventually to a phonetic system freeing writing from its dependence on
representational depiction and enabling it to render not only the separate words but also

the individual sounds to make possible the written expression of abstract ideas. The

@ law code: 7 B HAE EEMCGBR LEHORESEEXFETRERN - BEEXR, O RFHEREIRTE
RERNEREE HAXUBEECFRER 2.2 KNBEXREAH L,

@ William H. Hallo & William Kelly Simpson, The Ancient Near East A History, 2nd ed. , Harcourt Brace &
Company, 1998, p, 4.

® William H. Hallo & William Kelly Simpson, The Ancient Near East A History, 2nd ed. , Harcourt Brace &
Company, 1998, p. 4.
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Sumerians made wedge-shaped impressions, a cuneiform® system of writing, on clay
tablets with a reed stylus, which were then baked in the sun. Once dried. these tablets
were virtually indestructible.

Writing was primarily used by Mesopotamian peoples for record-keeping,
transactions of daily life, monumental texts, and the texts for teaching purposes. The
cuneiform system of writing was later adopted by other countries in the ancient Near
East, such as Babylon, Assyria and Hittite.

Writing also made it possible for people to express ideas, which is evident in
Mesopotamian literature. Most of the early Sumerian and Babylonian literary works
were religious myths and legends. The master piece was The Epic of Gilgamesh®, an
epic poem that recounts the fruitless struggle of a legendary hero, Gilgamesh, king of
Uruk, to find immortality, a venture leading him through numerous encounters with
angry divine spirits and challenges him with the forces they create to destroy him. The
epic includes a story told to Gilgamesh by Utnapishtim about how the god, Ea, advised
him to build a boat, and how he survived the flood unleashed by the gods to destroy
humankind, a Mesopotamian version of the later biblical Noah, and came to land his
boat at the end of the flood.

Mesopotamian religion was closely bound up with its culture as a whole. It was
polytheistic® in nature. The temples dominated individual and commercial life.
Mesopotamians also believed that humans were insecure because they could never be
sure of the gods’ actions and the world was controlled by supernatural forces. Humans
bore a terrible burden in trying to keep the unpredictable divine rulers happy. Humans
also developed predictive techniques, such as killing animals and observing their
entrails, interpreting dreams or patterns of smoke from burning incense, and reading
stars (astrology) with a desire to discover the planning of the gods and predict events.

The Mesopotamians were skilled and creative artists. Their major architectural
works were the temple. complexes built in every city to honour its patron god or
goddess, the typical one being the temple tower, ziggurat®. They were also skilled in
sculpture. Most three-dimensional statues are portrayals of deities and kings. Their

work, strongly influenced by geometrical forms, cylinders and cones, is solid, stiff,

@ cuneiform: 8 XF KRB FH TE.H cuneus(H ) forma(FB R B E M B, th M “4T K X F "R “ & 3%
FEBBRER FRT LT L AEREEFRA. BRUE£GKHBRARE) .

@ The Epic of Gilgamesh: §FHIRMEH)  REFREXEXE ANLFE ELHE-HRF.
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motionless, but gives a distinctive character to the faces of the subjects. The most
exquisite carving was done by seal makers on stones that could be used to press an
identifying mark into clay.

Particularly in mathematics and astronomy, the Mesopotamians made outstanding
achievements. By a combination of accurate observation and astute calculation, both
based on their unmatched arithmetic notation, they devised a system of time reckoning
based on a seven-day week, on months tied to the moon’s cycles, and on a year derived
from the sun’s movements. They developed a standard of weights and measures. The
counting system of the Sumerians combined a decimal system and the sexagesimal
system®. They were able to add, subtract, multiple, and divide and to perform
geometrical functions, such as measuring fields, erecting buildings, and finding the
volume of a cylinder. Inspired by an urge to foretell the future, they gathered accurate
information about the movements of the stars and charted the heavenly constellations.
In addition, the Mesopotamians compiled a considerable store of geographical knowledge

based chiefly on their travels as conquerors and traders.
Section Two Egyptian Civilisation (¢, 3100—c¢, 332 B.C.)

The other foundation stone for the building of Western civilisation was laid by the
Egyptians.

Geographical Conditions Egypt, like Mesopotamia, was a river valley civilisation.
It is geographically divided into two big areas, Upper (or southern) Egypt, the area in
historical times that extended northward from the first cataract in the Nile at Aswan, to
the apex of the Delta just south of Memphis, near modern Cairo, and Lower Egypt in
the northland or Delta area.

Ancient Egypt was protected for a long time from invasion by natural barriers that
isolated it from her neighbours: the deserts to the east and west of the Nile, the barren
lands to the south and the cataracts on the southern part of the Nile, and the
Mediterranean Sea to the north,

The land played a dominant role in the development of Egyptian civilisation. Egypt was
formed by a belt of fertile soil deposited annually by the flooding of the Nile, which rose in the
summer from rains in central Africa and crested in Egypt in September and QOctober, leaving
rich cultivation along the river and in the Delta in the north. The Egyptians called their fertile
belt the “black land”, and the deserts beyond it the “red land”, In ancient Egypt, and even
today, most of Egypt’s people were crowded along the banks of the Nile River and Egypt’s
important cities developed at the tip of the Delta.

The regularity of the Nile and the relative isolation of the Egyptians brought about

@ sexagesimal system: N+ BEOIH 8.
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a sense of security. With the Egyptian kings’ basic and unchanging principles of justice
at the beginning of each reign, the society achieved a remarkable degree of continuity
over thousands of years that featured the Egyptian civilisation.

The Old, Middle and New Kingdoms The study of ancient Egypt history covers a
period from the beginning of Egyptian history, about 3100 B, C. , to the conquest of Egypt by
Alexander the Great of Macedon in 332 B. C. The original division of its long span is the work
of Manetho, an Egyptian priest in the early 3rd century B. C. A more general and meaningful
pattern, according to Hallo and Simpson, is that of major eras and intermediate periods
including the Early Dynastic Period (Dynasty 1 and Dynasty 2), the Old Kingdom or Pyramid
Age (Dynasty 3 to Dynasty 8), the First Intermediate Period (Dynasty 9 to preconquest
Dynasty 11), the Middle Kingdom (postconquest Dynasty 11 to Dynasty 13), the Second
Intermediate Period (Dynasty 14 to Dynasty 17), the New Kingdom or Empire Period
(Dynasty 18 to Dynasty 20, of which the last two are named the Ramesside Period) , the Third
Intermediate Period (Dynasty 21 to Dynasty 25), the Saite Period (Dynasty 26), and the Late
Dynasty Period (Dynasty 27 to Dynasty 31). The major periods saw long-term stability
characterised by a strong, centralised monarchy ruling the entire land, a stable bureaucracy
with effective means for taxation. firm control of the borders. the exploitation of quarries and
mines, construction of temples, royal and private funerary structures, typically pyramids, and
a high level of achievement in the arts of architecture, sculpture, and painting. But the
intermediate periods were characterised by weak political structures, interference from
invasion, a decline in monumental public building, a divided kingship in the land with rival and
contemporary dynasties, and a restructuring of society.

In Predynastic Egypt the land was divided into Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt, the
kings of each wore, respectively, the headdresses of a tall white crown with a bulbous
terminal at the top, and a red wickerwork crown with a tall element at the back and a
curious, thin piece with a fiddle-head curve in front, implying a predynastic union of
north and south. Besides, they had their own protective goddess, vulture goddess of
Nekhen and cobra goddess Wadjet. There was no term for king, and later the title
“pharach”® was given.

The Early Dynastic Period begins at the end of the Predynastic Period with the
establishment of the double kingship in the first dynasty. According to the records, the
founder of the double kingship was named Meneé, a ruler arising from the south,

reunifying the land after a period of weakness and dominating the north from Memphis.
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