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Here Greek and Roman find themselves
Alive along these crowded shelves;
And Shakespeare treads again his stage.
And Chaucer paints anew his age.

John Greenleaf Whittier
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Part One.

The Cradle of Western Civilization

The Lord God of Heaven, who tock me from my father’s house and
from the land of my birth, and made an oath to me, saying,”“To your
seed | will give this land: he will eend his angel befare you and give you a
wife for my son in that land.

And if the woman will not come with you, then you are free from
this oath; only do not take my son back there.

And the servant put his hand under Abraham’s leg, and gave him
his oath about this thing

And the servant tock ten of his master’s camels, and all sorts of

good things of his master’s, and went to Mesopotaria, to the tom of
Nahor.”

(From The Bible: Genesis 24; 7 24: 10
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1.1 Overview

The roots of western culture may be found in the experience
and culture of the Greeks, but the Greek culture itself owed a
great deal to the magnificent civilizations of the valley of the
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers and the valley of the Nile in Egypt.
The societies of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Israel provided the
Western world with the concepts of organized government,
writing, law, complex religious ideas and ethnical values, all of
which are regarded the cornerstone of modern society.

1.2 Mesopotamian Civilization

e Syrian Desert
N Jordan R

Arabian Desert

syr@

Sahara

Figure 1. 1. Map of ancient Mesopotamia.

(Source: http://www. utexas. edu/courses/classicalarch/images2/mapane. jpg)
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1.2.1 History and Society

Many historians believe that the beginning of Western
civilization began in the valley of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers,
in Mesopotamia, which means between the rivers. Mesopotamian
civilization, which made a big impression on the historical
tradition, is among the earliest civilizations in human history.
Mesopotamian or the Sumerian civilization is, alongside ancient
Egypt, the most ancient of the known civilizations. It began
around 5000 BC and really blossomed around 3000 BC.

Mesopotamia is a Greek word for the country we now call Iraq
(though some parts of Mesopotamia are in Iran). The
Mesopotamian plain was called the Fertile Crescent®. This region,
the birthplace of the varied civilizations that moved us from pre-
history to history, is known as the Cradle of Civilization.

Its founder seems to have been a people called Sumerians. The
Sumerian culture was an advanced civilization flourishing in this
region in about 4000 BC, long before that of Egypt, Greece, and
Rome. The ancient Sumerian, living on the fertile land and the
abundant water supply of the area, developed sophisticated irrigation
systems and created what was the early cereal agriculture, as well as
the earliest writing; cuneiform — a way of arranging impression
stamped onto wet clay by the wedge-like section of chopped-off reed
stylus. Through writing, the Sumerians were able to pass on complex
agricultural techniques to successive generations; this led to marked
improvements in agricultural production.

(@ A region of the Middle East arching across the northern part of the Syrian
Desert and extending from the Nile Valley to the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. The
civilizations of Egypt, Phoenicia, Assyria, and Babylonia developed in this area, which
was also the site of numerous migrations and invasions.
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Figure 1.2; Sumerian word for king, the first symbol pictures ‘gal’ or
‘great’, and the second pictures ‘lu’. or ‘man’.
(Source: http: //www. wsu. edu/~dee/ GLOSSARY /CUNEI. HTM)

The Sumerians developed a math system based on the numeral
60, which is the basis of time in the modern world. Sumerian
society was “Matriarchal” and women had a highly respected place
in society. Banking originated in Mesopotamia (Babylonia) out of
the activities of temples and palaces, which provided safe places
for the storage of valuables. Initially deposits of grain were
accepted and later other goods including cattle, agricultural
implements and precious metals. Another important Sumerian
legacy was the recording of literature. Poetry and epic literature
were produced. The most famous Sumerian epic and the one that
has survived in the most nearly complete form is the epic of
Gilgamesh©. The story of Gilgamesh, who actually was king of
the city-state of Uruk® in approximately 2700 BC, is a moving
story of the ruler’s deep sorrow at the death of his friend Enkidu
and of his consequent search for immortality. Other central
themes of the story are a devastating flood and the tenuous nature
of man’s existence, and ended by meeting a wise and ancient man
who had survived a great flood by building an ark (thinking of the

@ The semi-divine king of Erech, a city of southern Babylonia. and hero of an
epic collection of mythic tales, one of which tells of a flood that covered the earth.

® Ancient Sumerian city of Mesopotamia. on the Euphrates and Northwest of Ur
(in present-day S Iraq). It is the modern Tall al Warka.
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Biblical story of flood in Genesis).

Land was cultivated for the first time, early calendars were
used and the first written alphabet was invented here. Its
bountiful land, fresh waters, and varying climate contributed to
the creation of deep-rooted civilization that had fostered humanity
from its affluent fountain since thousand of years ago.

The Sumerians, however, did not have the lengthy periods of
peace that characterized the Egyptian civilization. Mesopotamia
was open to attack from all sides, especially by the nomads from
the north and west. In that way the territory was over-run in
about 2300 BC by Sargon®, a Semite from the north, who
conquered Sumer and built an Akkadian empire stretching over
most of the Sumerian city-states and extending as far away as
Lebanon. Sargon based his empire in the city of Akkad, which
became the basis of the name of his people.

But Sargon’s ambitious empire lasted for only a blink of an
eye in the long time spans of Mesopotamian history. In 2125 BC,
the Sumerian city of Ur in southern Mesopotamia rose up in
revolt, and the Akkadian empire fell.

With the fall of Sargon’s unified Sumerian state, political
dominance passed farther to the north, to the middle region of
Mesopotamia. By 1750 BC the city of Babylon exerted its
influence over all the city-states between the rivers. The greatest
ruler of Old Babylonia was Hammurabi, who established his
control over the region from about 1800 to 1750 BC, made
Babylon the chief Mesopotamian kingdom and codified the laws of
Mesopotamia and Sumeria — the Hammurabi Code (around 1792 -

@ King of Akkad in Mesopotamia  reigned c¢. 2340 - ¢. 2305 BC). By conquest he
established a great empire that included the whole of Mesopotamia and extended over Syria
and Elam, and he controlled territories W to the Mediterranean and N to the Black Sea.

.5.



