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Preface

THE way of life with which this book deals flourished for 2000 years of the most formative
period of human history, and it would require far more than the space available even touch upon
every significant aspect of this subject. | have there,-e had to confine myself to a more modest
task. What I have empted has been to give an introduction to the subject by a sketch Babylonian
and Assyrian life at a few key-points, seen in the context of the historical setting.

I need hardly point out to my professional colleagues that this ok is not written for them;
therefore, if, in using the original sources, | have chosen, for the sake of English idiom, to
translate a singular by a plural, or to alter a tense, | trust they will not turn and rend me. My
main purpose will be served if | succeed in convincing some of my readers, amongst the many
now interested in ancient world, that Babylonian and Assyrian civilisation is not wholly alien to
our own.

Although | have been able in many cases to suggest sources for illustrations, the credit and
responsibility for the final selection and treatment of the illustrations belong, not to me as author,
but to the talented artist, Mrs H. Fairfield, and to Mr P. Kemmis Betty.

H. W. F. SAGGS
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Chapter |

A FORGOTTEN CIVILISATION

FOR over 2000 years one of the greatest of human achievements, the civilisation of
Babylonia and Assyria, lay buried and almost forgotten beneath the soil of the land we now
know as Iraq (earlier called Mesopotamia). There remained of it only certain accounts, of
doubtful reliability, in Greek literature, together with some Biblical statements, perhaps biased,
about the Assyrians, and more dubious traditions of a much earlier period in a land called Shinar.
In Shinar, according to the Biblical account, had been built the tower of Babel; here too had lived
the sole surviving family of the great Flood, whilst somewhere in this region, at the beginning of
man's history, had been the mythical Garden of Eden.

Occasional travellers, attracted by the
magic of the names of Babylon and Nineveh,
had visited the great ancient mounds of Iraq
from the time of the Crusades onwards. Some
left accounts of their journeys and their
speculations, and even brought back to Europe
relics-inscribed bricks and the like-of the
ancient cities. The vast ruins of Nineveh,
standing across the Tigris from the city of
Mosul, had probably never entirely lost their
identification in local tradition, and even by
European travellers they were recognised for
what they were as early as the twelfth century A.D. The site of Babylon, however, remained
longer in doubt, though travellers did not hesitate to identify one or other of the gigantic brick
structures still standing in South Iraq with the ill-starred tower of Babel. The precise location of
Babylon was not definitely known until the seventeenth century.

The first man to make a more scientific examination of the ancient mounds of Irag was
Claudius James Rich. Rich was a young Englishman, with no great advantages of birth, who at
the age of twenty-one had risen by his own merits, in particular his linguistic ability, to be the
Resident of the East India Company in Baghdad, a post of considerable responsibility and pomp.
In 1811 he took the opportunity of paying a visit to Babylon, where in the course of a fruitful ten
days he made a survey of the whole great site, and employed workmen to undertake some crude
excavations. The resulting collection of inscribed bricks, cuneiform clay tablets and cylinder
seals, together with Rich's Memoir on the Ruins of Babylon, published in 1812, may properly be
taken to mark the beginning of the science of Assyriology. Rich made a second visit some years
later, publishing a Second Memoir on Babylon (1818). There is a reference to the stir caused by
these new discoveries in Byron's lines in Don Juan, where the poet speaks of

... some infidels, who don't

Because they can't, find out the very spot

Of that same Babel, or because they won't

(Though Claudius Rich, Esquire, some bricks has got,
and written lately two memoirs upon't).



Everyday Life In Babylonia And Assyria

At Rich's premature death from cholera in 1821 his collection of antiquities was sold to the
British Museum, where the cuneiform material became the basis of the great Assyriological
collection there, now recognised as one of the finest in the world.

Apart from a sounding at Babylon in
1827, after Rich's pioneer work there were
no further excavations in Iraq until the
1840s, although travellers continued to
visit and record their impressions of the
ancient mounds (or tells) of the country.

The year 1840 marked the first arrival
in Iraq of another young man who in the
course of the next eleven years was to put
the archaeological side of the new science
of Assyriology on a sound foundation.
The young man was Henry Austen
Layard,® then twenty-three. Layard, who
had failed to make good in his uncle's
highly respectable firm of solicitors, was
on his way overland to an opening which
had been promised for him in Ceylon.
Deeply impressed by the ancient mounds
of Iraq and fascinated by the life and
society of the Near and Middle East in
general, he lingered in that area as long as
he could and finally abandoned his
original intention, not without some
anxiety as to his uncle's possible reactions.
His knowledge of languages, the charm of
his personality, his intelligence and
industry, and his courage, endurance, and _ _
taste for adventure, had combined to give Eisesrig .:i‘.'ﬂru‘:‘_l"ﬁ::-:.'f rﬁﬁwﬂ?ﬁ;::ﬂh el conary B.O.
him considerable first-hand knowledge of
Oriental politics, and he now had hopes of a career in the diplomatic service. In this, however,
he was, through the stubbornness of the Foreign Office, for some years disappointed, even
though he managed to be of considerable assistance privately to the British Ambassador in
Constantinople. The latter, although unable to obtain early official status for Layard, did give
him personal and financial support, and in 1845 encouraged him to undertake excavations at the
mound of Nimrud, about twenty miles south of Mosul. Successfully overcoming both official
obstruction and financial and practical difficulties, Layard opened up the hidden palaces of one
of the Assyrian capitals, not (as he at first supposed) Nineveh, but Calah, mentioned in Genesis x
12. He returned to England and published an account of his work in 1849, when it at once
created a nationwide sensation.

Layard was not quite first in the field of large-scale excavation in Iraq, for he had an
eminent predecessor in the French Consul Paul Botta, who began excavations in 1842. Botta,
described by a contemporary as 'a scientific man but a d--d bad consul’, was a very good friend to
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Layard, who before 1845 received much stimulus towards archaeological research by the fact
that Botta gave him free access to his own reports as they passed through Constantinople.

Whilst, like Layard, Botta carried
out minor archaeological excavations at
several places, the site of his principal
work was Khorsabad, north-east of
Mosul. Both these great pioneers also at
different times dug at Kuyunjik, the site
of Nineveh itself. All three sites--
Khorsabad, Kuyunjik, and Nimrud--
turned out to be ruins of capital cities of
the period of Assyrian greatness between
the ninth and seventh centuries B.C.,
which coincided largely with the period
of the divided kingdoms of Israel and
Judah, well known from the Old
Testament. It was the sidelights the new
discoveries shed upon Biblical history,
as well as the striking nature of many of

= ogpede af the Subreres's Eawgaonm  leading

the early finds themselves-colossal his soldicrs ovor eremy deud (abere). and riding
winged bulls and lions (4), now oA B Tt TR

impressive features of the British
Museum and the Louvre, together with
vivid scenes carved in low relief on
limestone  friezes-which  won  the
immediate interest of the general public
of Great Britain and France. It was also
the fact that all the main early finds
came from Assyria that led to the new
science being called ‘Assyriology’, a

name still retained, although it is now i

recognised that Assyria formed only a

part, and not even the most important part, of the whole civilisation concerned.

Winged bulls and limestone friezes, spectacular though they may be, would not by
themselves have given us much insight into the civilisation of the people who left these things
behind. Fortunately, along with these objects, there were, either carved on the bulls, lions or
friezes, or impressed upon cylinders or tablets of clay, inscriptions in unknown characters built
up from wedge-shaped (or &uneiform’) strokes. It was the decipherment of this cuneiform script
which ultimately opened up to the modern world the whole of Babylonian and Assyrian thought
and life.

A few cuneiform inscriptions had been published long before the excavations of Botta and
Layard, and work upon these had provided the key which was to unlock the new material. In the
ruins of the palaces of the ancient Persian kings, particularly at Persepolis, are many well-
preserved cuneiform inscriptions on stone. Portions of these were copied by a number of
travellers as curiosities, but it was not until the late eighteenth century, when more careful and
complete copies had been made, that it was noticed that these inscriptions from the Persian
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palaces contained three different systems of writing (8), and that one of them was the system
found on the inscribed bricks from the region of Babylon.

There are basically three different ways in which languages can _ __ "
be committed to writing. The most primitive is to have one sign - 1. =¥ ke = € &
(called an 'ideogram’ or 'Iog_ogram') for each wo_rd or i(_JIea. If sucr_\ a Y EKY SIS Y 40
system is to be of any widespread use, it will obviously require
hundreds, if not thousands, of distipct sigr!s: Chinese vyriting IS an VR SIC 52T T €2
example of this. The second possible writing system is to have a . _ R
separate sign, not for each word, but for each syllable. Since the a1
number of possible syllables in a language is far less than the
number of possible words, such a system will require far fewer signs. For ancient Near Eastern
languages using this system of writing the number of syllabic signs needed was not less than a
hundred. The third basic method of writing is the one we commonly use, the alphabetic system,
in which the principal sounds occurring in a language are each given a separate symbol. The
number of symbols will vary slightly from one alphabet to another, according to the sounds
commonly occurring in a particular language and the efficiency with which these sounds are
distinguished in writing, but almost always the number of symbols in an alphabet will be
between twenty and fifty.

In the case of the three scripts from Persepolis, one of them proved to have less than fifty
different signs, and so could reasonably be taken as alphabetic. Some of the texts thus taken as
alphabetic were short inscriptions carved above the heads of reliefs of figures obviously
representing kings, and this suggested that such inscriptions might contain a royal name and
titles. A clue to the decipherment was that it was known from later Persian sources that the usual
form of the title of the Persian kings was 'So-and-so, the Great King, King of Kings, son of So-
and-so'. Working from such data, a German scholar, G. F. Grotefend, was able as early as 1802
to make considerable progress in the decipherment of the alphabetic cuneiform script, assigning
correct values to nearly one-third of the alphabet. Between then and the 1830s a number of
scholars worked on the script, with varying degrees of success, so that in later years there arose
at one time a sharp controversy about who deserved the major credit for the final decipherment.
Several scholars certainly took a share in it, but it is clear that a considerable part of the credit is
due to yet another young Englishman, Henry Creswicke Rawlinson.

Rawlinson, a good classical scholar and a
fine athlete, held an appointment in the East
India Company, and in 1835, at the age of
twenty-five, was posted to duties in Persia,
about twenty miles from the famous Rock of
Bisitun (or Behistun). The Rock of Bisitun,
on the main ancient route from Babylon to
Ecbatana (the ancient capital of the Medes)
rises sheer almost 1700 feet, and on it, about
300 feet up, the ancient Persian king Darius 1
(522-486 B.C.) had a monument carved
showing him overcoming his enemies (9).
Accompanying the sculptures were carved inscriptions which (as we now know) were in three
languages, Old Persian, Elamite, and Akkadian, in the three scripts already mentioned. Although
many people had seen the sculptures and inscriptions from below, these details about the

O The Bock of Bisien
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languages in which they were written were of course known to no one when Rawlinson arrived
in Persia. He was already interested in the problem of decipherment, and saw in the inscriptions
at Bisitun, far longer than the only ones to which scholars had had access up to that time, the
most promising material for a complete solution. By climbing up the side of the cliff to a narrow
ledge overhanging a drop of over a hundred feet, Rawlinson was able, in the course of several
visits during 1836 and 1837, to copy about 200 lines of the particular inscription (now known to
be in the language called Old Persian) which was written in the alphabetic script. Rawlinson had
already arrived at some of the letters of the Old Persian alphabet by the same kind of method as
that employed by Grotefend. The new material enabled Rawlinson to decipher virtually the
whole alphabet, and by his knowledge of later languages related to Old Persian he was able by
1839 to give a substantially accurate summary of the meaning of the whole of the 200 lines.
Thus the OId Persian script and language had been largely deciphered before 1840.

There still remained the even more difficult task, the decipherment of the scripts and
languages of the Elamite and Akkadian versions of the trilingual texts. By 1846 Rawlinson and
others had made substantial progress with Elamite, but little was known about Akkadian writing.
The credit for the earliest substantial success in the decipherment of Akkadian cuneiform goes to
an lIrish parson named Edward Hincks. However, others, including Rawlinson, were not far
behind, and by 1850 it was possible for these scholars to make out the general sense of Akkadian
texts of an historical nature. None the less, the learned world was not fully convinced. For this
reason, a test was made in 1856-7, four of the leading scholars, Hincks, Rawlinson, Oppert and
Fox Talbot, being set to prepare independent translations of a long newly discovered text. When
it was found that the result of the four substantially agreed, there could be no further doubt that
the script and language of Akkadian had been deciphered.

The great difficulty in deciphering Akkadian lay not mainly in the language itself, but in the
manner of writing it. The script, in its later form, was a mixture of two of the writing systems
mentioned above, some of the signs being ideograms and others syllograms (i.e. signs denoting
syllables). It was further complicated by the fact that some signs could be used either as
ideograms or as syllograms, whilst some syllograms might denote several completely different
syllables within the same text. Thus the one sign % could (at one period and in a single text) be
either the ideogram for 'day' or a syllable to be pronounced ud or tu or tam or par or likh or
khish. To complicate matters further, several different signs might represent the same syllable:
thus either 4 or # could occur for the syllable u in certain positions in a word.

The initial decipherment of Akkadian was thus no simple matter. However, once this had
been achieved, further progress was merely a matter of perseverance and time. It was soon
recognised that the writing system could not have been invented for Akkadian, and, as was
expected by some of the pioneers, scholars found amongst the cuneiform inscriptions from
Babylonia texts in another language, as different from Akkadian as Turkish is from English.
This language, today known as Sumerian (from the race which originally spoke it) has only
become well understood in the last forty years, and there is still much dispute about the details of
the interpretation of Sumerian texts. Most Akkadian texts, on the other hand, can now be
understood as well as the Hebrew of the Old Testament.

Whilst the ancient Sumerians, Babylonians and Assyrians had sometimes carved inscriptions
on stone monuments, the usual writing materials consisted of lumps of clay, most commonly of a
size to be held in the hand, but frequently larger (43). Layard's critics have alleged that at first he
treated such pieces of inscribed clay as merely oddly decorated pottery, but certainly before he
left Nimrud in June 1847 he knew what they were. Later, at Kuyunjik, Layard and his

10
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successors found, and brought back for the British Museum, the remains of several libraries of
cuneiform clay tablets collected by Assyrian kings. The 25,000 fragments concerned still form
the most important single collection of cuneiform material known: it is indeed so comprehensive
that some Assyriologists, irreverently referred to by their colleagues as 'Kuyunjikologists', are
able to make important contributions to research whilst virtually limiting their interests to this
particular collection (6, 7).

Layard retired from archaeology in 1851, going into politics, but his work at Kuyunjik and
elsewhere, on behalf of the British Museum, was carried on by others. The French had been
active in excavation from the beginning, and Germany and America began major excavations in
the late 1880s. Many other nations followed suit, and Assyriology, both in its archaeological
aspects and in the study of cuneiform material, has become a field in which inter national co-
operation is a reality. There is seldom a year in which there are not three or four expeditions to
Iraq from different countries, and at the Rencontre Assyriologique Internationale, held annually,
one may meet delegates from Great Britain, America, France, Germany (East and West),
Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Russia, Turkey, Finland, Holland, Iraq, Lebanon, Israel, Austria,
Belgium, Switzerland, and Denmark, all joined by the desire to deepen knowledge of ancient
Mesopotamian civilisation.

THE LAND AND RACES OF BABYLONIA AND ASSYRIA

Babylonia and Assyria covered approximately the region which today is known as Iraq,
though some places important in the ancient civilisation are to be found in Turkey and Syria.
Iraq is a land which depends for its life, and in part for its physical existence, upon its great
rivers, the Euphrates and the Tigris. Without these rivers two-thirds of the country would be an
and desert, whilst it its these rivers which have created, by their silt deposits, the whole region, a
great alluvial plain, which extends from about 100 miles north of Baghdad down to the Persian
Gulf. This alluvial soil can be, under the influence of the sun and adequate irrigation, of
astonishingly high fertility, and it was in the alluvial plain that the ancient civilisation had its
origin and flowering. East and north of the alluvial plain the land rises into chains of foothills,
and finally into mountains of up to 10,000 feet on the borders of Persia and Turkey. To the west
of the Euphrates the land merges into the Syrian and Arabian deserts.

It was the southern part of this land, roughly from the latitude of Baghdad, which in ancient
times was Babylonia, the northern part being Assyria. The whole is sometimes referred to as
Mesopotamia, from the Greek for 'between the rivers', though the Greeks themselves used this
term of rather a rent area.

The story of Mesopotamian civilisation, and with it the story of our own civilisation, begins
a little over 5000 years ago, in the hot swamps of South Iragq. A strange people, the Sumerians,
whose ;precise origin is still unknown, had come (whether by land or sea we are not certain)
from somewhere to the east or north-east to ,settle in the region around the head of the Persian
Gulf. This region deficient in some of the basic materials of civilised existence, such as hard
timber, stone, and metal ores, but is rich in three :hers, namely, sunshine, water, and mud. It was
out of mud that the Sumerians built their civilisation, and it is mud, in the form of scribed clay
tablets, which enables us to see back almost to the beginning of the 5000 years which separate us
from the original Sumerian settlement.

11
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South Iraq was not empty when the Sumerians arrived. There ready existed thriving
villages, some of which became the basis 'later Sumerian cities. Archaeology shows that the
newcomers opted much of the building,
agricultural and irrigational technology of the
people already there, though at the same time
they introduced or invented other processes
and techniques not previously found in the
country. It has been suggested that the
Sumerians arrived in the land as warlike
nomadic shepherds, imposing themselves
upon the settled peoples as a ruling caste.
Other scholars think that the Sumerians were
themselves peasant farmers, perhaps driven
from a homeland in Central Asia by climatic changes. The evidence is scanty and ambiguous,
and at present not sufficient for us to make a decision.

The characteristic form into which Sumerian society grew was, from early in the third
millennium B.C., the walled city at the centre of a small city-state, with a number of dependent
villages in the surrounding countryside. It should perhaps be emphasised that the basis of the
Sumerian city was agriculture and not industry. The two most prominent features of the
Sumerian city were its irrigation system and its main temple built on a terrace. This terrace-
temple in course of time developed to become the stepped tower known as the ziggurrat (p. 88).
The city temple might be of considerable splendour with stone foundations, but most of the
human occupants of the city still lived in small mud huts.

In theory the city was the estate of the local deity, whose chief human representative was
known as the En; this functionary could apparently be either a man or a woman. Originally
control of the city-state had been in the hands of all free citizens, who arrived at decisions on
major policy in public council. There are always some activities, however, which require on-the-
spot decisions, and so the citizens came to appoint a man called the Ensi to direct and coordinate
agricultural operations, whilst in times of crisis they would choose a king (Sumerian Lugal,
literally 'Big Man’) as military leader (5). Although both Ensi and Lugal were originally elected,
once a man had been appointed there would be a strong tendency for his position to become
permanent and hereditary, and also for the various leading positions in the city-state to be
gathered Into one person. Thus the famous Gilgamesh of Erech (p. 45) was both En and Lugal,
and a number of other Sumerian rulers were Lugal and Ensi. As a result the original democratic
organisation gave way to a system of rulers and ruled.

Until recently it was generally believed that in the early Sumerian period the temple owned
all the land of the city-state, but it has now been shown that the temple share amounted to
perhaps no more than one-eighth of the whole. The rest of the land was originally owned by
families or clans collectively, and could only be sold by agreement of all the prominent members
of the family or clan. The buyers of such land would be members of what was Coming to be the
ruling class or nobility, and these people would thereby come to own land as private property in
addition to what they held as family property. Such land would be worked by poor landless
freemen. By such means there developed a social order in which there were three principal
classes, that is, the nobility, the ordinary freemen, and the dependent freemen generally called
&lients'. A fourth class was constituted by slaves, who were mainly

& a
ek

M Bowls of the pre-Bamersan pediod
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It has already been mentioned that the Sumerians were not the first inhabitants of what we
now call Babylonia. Amongst their predecessors it is possible that one group was Semitic. If
this was In fact so, this Semitic element would represent the first stage of a Movement of peoples
which has been going on throughout history. The use of the term 'Semitic’ here requires
explanation. The word has an unfortunate modern history because of its misuse by the Hitler
regime, and for that reason many people are nervous of using it at all, except as a term covering
certain languages. In the latter sense it denotes a closely knit group of languages which include,
amongst modern tongues, Hebrew and Arabic, and, amongst ancient ones, Akkadian and
Aramaic. However, in the context of ancient history, it is also perfectly legitimate to use the
term 'Semites’ in a racial sense, of a community of peoples having single point of origin in
prehistoric times. The ancient Semites (using the term as defined) were a people whose original
home, as far as we know at present, was the interior of Arabia. From the end of the last Ice Age
at about 8000 B.C. down to the present day Arabia (like much of the rest of the Near East) has
suffered from relentless soil erosion, with the result that the desert area has extended and the
population the land would support has become continually smaller. Throughout history the
overflow from this population has been moving outwards to settle, usually in peaceful families,
less commonly in larger warlike groups, on the more fertile fringes of the great desert

One reason for guessing that there may have been Semites : o
in South Iraq when the Sumerians first arrived is that some of
the earliest Sumerian inscriptions contain words undoubtedly
taken over from Semitic speech. Unfortunately, such evidence
is not conclusive, because we do not know whether the period of
contact between Sumerians and Semites which resulted in such
borrowings was a matter of a few years or of centuries. The
earliest certain movement of Semitic peoples into Irag began in
the second quarter of the third millennium (i.e. after 2750 B.C.),
from which period there is evidence of a group, whom we know
as the Akkadians, moving into northern Babylonia from the
Jebel Sinjar area in East Syria.

The growing strength of the Semitic element in the
population culminated in the coming into power of an Akkadian
dynasty. In northern Babylonia the greatest Sumerian centre
was the city of Kish, and the last King of Kish had as chief
minister a man whom we know under the Semitic name of
Sharrum-kin or Sargon, meaning ‘true king', though this could
hardly have been his original name. Sargon had founded a city
called Agade (exact whereabouts still unknown), and when the
King of Kish was overthrown by a Sumerian ruler from farther
south, Sargon took over the reins of government and gained
control of the whole of the land later known as Babylonia
(2371 B.C.). Sargon's descendants reigned for over a century,
and we refer to this dynasty as the Dynasty of Agade, or, using
the Semitic spelling of the name, the Dynasty of Akkad. (This
is the ultimate origin of the term 'Akkadian’ already used in
several different contexts.)

12 CGpabea, raler of Lagash
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Sargon ultimately extended his conquests up the Euphrates to North Syria, and possibly
even into Asia Minor. He also conguered Elam to the east of Babylonia, and gained control of
northern Iraq, the area later known as Assyria. In
one of the cities of Assyria there has been found a
fine bronze mask which may have represented
Sargon himself (13). Sargon's economic and
political control of this unprecedently large area
produced a marked rise in the standard of living of
Babylonia, so that this period was remembered in
tradition as a golden age.

The other great ruler of the Dynasty of Agade
was the fourth, Sargon's grandson Naram-Sin.
According to tradition, supported to some extent by
archaeological evidence, Naram-Sin controlled an
empire extending from Central Asia ,minor to the
southern end of the Persian Gulf. Ultimately the
dynasty collapsed before the combined pressures of
peoples from the northern and eastern mountains,
despite the vigorous action taken by Naram-Sin (I1).

The achievements of the Agade dynasty were
of lasting importance despite its relatively short
duration (2371-2230 B.C.). Especially significant
was the introduction of new administrative
methods, in particular the attempt at centralised
government from . This was destined to have far-
reaching consequences for the future.

With the collapse of the central government of
Agade, northern Babylonia was occupied by a
mountain people called the Gutians, a savage race
regarded with marked aversion in later tradition. e e
However, the Gutians probably had little influence
in southern Babylonia, which was still predominantly Sumerian both in race and culture, and
from this time the cities of this area once again rose to prominence. Under the Dynasty of
Akkad, Agade had been the Principal port of the country, but with this eliminated by the Gutian
conquest, trade, and the wealth resulting from it, began to flow up the Persian Gulf into the
southern cities. One of the cities which flourished at this time and about which we are
particularly well informed is Lagash, under its ruler Gudea (12). This ruler's greatest
achievement (from his own point of view) was the rebuilding of the temple of the city god, and
he left a considerable number of inscriptions relating to this. These inscriptions give us valuable
about the international trade of the time. From them we details learn that

Cedar beams from the Cedar-mountain [Lebanon] He had landed on the quayside ... ;
Gudea had... bitumen and gypsum

Broughtin... ships from the hills of Madga [Kirkuk?], ...

Gold dust was brought to the city-ruler from the Gold-land

[Armenia]....

14
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Shining precious metal came to Gudea from abroad, Bright carnelian came from Melukhkha
[the Indus valley?].

Politically, however, the most
important feature of the new period was
the return to prominence of the city of
Ur. Already at an earlier period (around
2600 B.C.) Ur had been a leading centre
of Sumerian civilisation, and it was in
royal tombs of that period that Sir
Leonard Woolley discovered the famous
art treasures with which his name is
associated (14-16). Now, at about 2100
B.C., Ur the capital of a Sumerian
dynasty, known as the Third Dynasty of
Ur, which governed the whole of
Mesopotamia in an efficient
bureaucracy. Wealth flowed into the
capital by way of the Persian Gulf, and
we have some of the actual trading
documents, showing that the great
temple of Ur exported textiles and oil to
a distant port called Makkan, importing
in exchange copper, beads and ivory.

This dynasty collapsed after about a
century, leaving Babylonia in temporary
chaos. The main factor in the collapse
was a fresh movement of Semitic
peoples, this time the group called the
Amurru or Amorites. s, e

17 Lady of the time of Gudea
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Chapter I1

KINGDOMS RISE AND FALL

A PEOPLE called the Amorites are well known to readers of the Old Testament, where the
term is used for one of the main groups of inhabitants of Palestine before the final entry of the
Hebrews under Joshua. These Biblical Amorites were descendants of settlers who had come in
from the desert several centuries before. They had formed part of a great group of peoples,
called in cuneiform sources the Amurra (singular, An-iurru), on the move in the Syrian desert
and threatening all the fertile lands from Palestine to Iraq. 'Amurru’ was probably originally the
name of a particular tribe, but it came to be used of the whole of a certain wave of invaders from
the Syrian desert.

The cuneiform sources give us our first hint of the movements of these Amurru in an
inscription from the Dynasty of Akkad. It comes from a document which refers to the year in
which Sharkalisharri [Naram-Sin's son and successor] defeated the Amurru in Basar, Basar being
a mountain in the Syrian desert. References to these Amurru become more frequent during the
period of the Third Dynasty of Ur. One passage shows the contempt of the city dwelling
Sumerian for the savage desert dweller, who is described as ‘the Amurru, . . . who eats raw meat,
who has no house in his lifetime, and after he dies lies unburied'. Quickly, however, these
Amurru ceased to be despised desert savages and became a threat to the security, and finally to
the very existence, of the Third Dynasty of Ur. Some of the rulers of that dynasty built
fortifications against these people. Such measures did not, however, succeed in holding back the
mounting pressure, and the ancient cities, first of the Middle Euphrates and then of Babylonia
proper, gradually fell under the domination of these people.

The presence of people of the Amurru group within the areas
mentioned is shown in the first instance by the nature of the personal
names, and afterwards, with the final collapse of the Third Dynasty of
Ur, by the rise in a number of cities of dynasties in which the personal
names, god names and institutions are obviously of Amorite origin. Such
dynasties may for convenience be called @morite', although some regard
the term as inaccurate when used in this sense. As might be expected in
view of geography, it is on the Middle Euphrates that a dynasty of
Amorite origin is first in evidence, the city concerned being Mari. In
other cities, some of the earlier peaceful Amorite settlers actually became
officials in the service of the Dynasty of Ur. One such was Ishbi-Erra,
who was in charge of the city of Isin under the last King of Ur and who,
after loyal to the end, subsequently founded a dynasty of his own.

The third Dynasty of Ur finally crumbled under the pressure of
Amorite invaders, city after city ceasing to acknowledge the sovereignty
of Ur. The final overthrow of the dynasty was, however, not the work of
the Amorites, but of the Elamites (from southern Persia), who seized the 5 ax cariy ruter of sari
opportunity to sack and occupy the capital, slaughtering the inhabitants
and carrying away the King. This stunning blow, marking the final of the Sumerians as a
political power, shows clear evidence in the relics of destruction found when the city was
excavated. This disastrous event was long remembered in Babylonia.
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With the breakdown of central control by Ur, dynasties arose in other cities, the two most
prominent at first being Isin and Larsa. For this reason the century or so after the overthrow of
Ur is often the Isin-Larsa period (2006-1894 B.C.). The Larsa dynasty increased its influence at
the expense of Isin, but was finally itself overthrown (1763 B.C.) by the sixth ruler of the of
Babylon, the great Hammurabi (1792-1750 B.C.).

The first Dynasty of Babylon (1894-1595 B.C.) is rightly thought of, particularly during the
reign of Hammurabi, as one of the highlights of ancient civilisation. It was an age of material
prosperity, and it is also fortunately one of the periods about which we are best informed. There
are not only many thousands of business documents and letters from Babylon and other cities,
but we also have the collection of laws promulgated by Hammurabi himself (82). Together these
documents make it clear that the pre-eminence of Hammurabi amongst his contemporaries,
which enabled him to raise Babylon to a cultural supremacy which it was never to lose, was not
due solely to his military ability. It also owed much to his political insight and aptitude for
diplomacy, and to his administrative ability and concern for social justice throughout his land.

It would be a mistake to think of Babylon as the only city-state of significance at this period.
Farther north there was the kingdom of Assyria, where another prince of Amorite origin,
Shamshi-Adad I, an older contemporary of Hammurabi, established himself as king in 1814
B.C., and exerted considerable influence upon the regions to the south and south-west. In the
early part of his reign Hammurabi had another powerful contemporary in the King of Eshnunna,
who controlled the cities along the Diyala and in the neighbourhood of modern Baghdad. There
were other Amorite centres of power in North Syria. The situation is summed up in a letter from
this period which says

There is no king who of himself alone is strongest. Ten or fifteen kings follow
Hammurabi of Babylon, the same number follow RimSin of Larsa, the same
number follow Ibal-pi-El of Eshnunna, the same number follow Amut-pi-El of
Qatanum [in Syria], and twenty kings follow Yarim-Lim of Yamkhad [in North
Syria].

Another city-state of considerable importance until finally conquered by Hammurabi in
1761 B.C. was Mari, on the Middle Euphrates. It was a city of respectable antiquity, having
been one of the outposts of Sumerian civilisation, and in the early second millennium B.C. was
the capital of a kingdom extending over 200 miles along the river. In 1796 B.C. it experienced
what must have been common in its history, a change of dynasty, when Shamshi-Adad of
Assyria, benefiting by a palace revolution in Mari, placed his own son Yasmakh-Adad on the
throne of Mari as his sub-king and representative. French archaeologists working before the war
at Tell Hariri, the site of ancient Mari, had the good fortune to discover the royal archives from
this period, and amongst them correspondence between Shamshi-Adad and the sub-kings who
were his sons, as well as correspondence between the various rulers and their officials. Of less
immediate human interest, but still very important for many details of life of the time, ere the
business documents. These various classes of texts, together with the physical remains of the
buildings, combine to give us a surprisingly detailed picture of life at the time, of which some
account is given in Chapter II1.

The way of life which crystallised at this period under the shadow of Hammurabi was, with
minor changes, the general pattern in Babylonia until, with the Persian conquest of the country in
539 B.C. and the subsequent growth of Hellenistic (Greek) influence, Babylonian civilisation
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finally withered away. The actual political achievements of Hammurabi, in bringing all
Babylonia, and some regions beyond, under the control of the city of Babylon, did not long
survive him. In the reign of Hammurabi's successor the people of the marsh country of South
Babylonia broke away, forming a separate and long-lasting dynasty, whilst the same ruler came
into conflict with the Cassites, a non-Semitic people from the mountains north-east of Babylonia.

After this first evidence of Cassite pressure, the following century saw a gradual increase
both of peaceful immigration of individual Cassites, and of organised movements of armed
bands. This may be connected with pressure upon the Cassites themselves by a southward
movement of Indo-European and other peoples farther north. Amongst these peoples two of the
most prominent groups were the Hittites and the Hurrians. The names of both groups will be
recognised in the Bible (the Hurrians under the form Horites), but it should be borne in mind that
the people called Hittites and Horites in the Bible may have had only a very slender id distant
link with the groups known as Hittites and Hurrians in the cuneiform documents. The Hittites,
an Indo-European people whose language was closely related to Latin, had begun to pear in
northern Anatolia (eastern Turkey) early in the second millennium and had established a
powerful kingdom in Central Anatolia soon after 1700 B.C. The Hurrians, who were neither
Indo-European nor Semitic, had been centred on the region around Lake Van since before the
Agade period, but had begun pushing southwards on a large scale by the early second
Millennium.

These various pressures made the collapse of the central
government in Babylonia inevitable, though surprisingly the
actual overthrow of the city of Babylon was at the hands of the

most distant of the peoples mentioned, the Hittites from central F:
Anatolia. In 1595 B.C. the Hittite ruler made a sudden attack hH
southwards into Syria, and then moved down the Euphrates to g

plunder Babylon. Political developments in his capital made the —_." ’ e e
Hittite king return as suddenly as he had come, but Babylon was =%~ A s
left powerless to resist a further aggressor, and Cassite forces 19 Buins of & Ciigiie siggarrat
descended from the hills to take over control of the capital and to

impose their government upon North Babylonia. This Cassite dynasty, which rapidly adopted
much of the culture and institutions of their predecessors in the land, lasted about 400 years
(1595-c. 1150 B.C.)(19).

We return to the Hurrians, whom we have
seen were moving southwards during the first
half of the second millennium B.C. Associated
with them at this time was an aristocracy of
the race which we know as Indo-European or
Aryan. The Aryans derived ultimately from
the steppes of Russia, one of the original | %
homes of the wild horse. Because of this, the |z
Aryans were always found in association with
the horse, and it was the Aryan migrants of the |*
second millennium who introduced the horse-
drawn chariot as an instrument of war(20).

20 An Arvan horse-deawn charint
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This chariot-owning Aryan aristocracy, ruling over a population which was largely Hurrian, had
succeeded, shortly before 1500 B.C., in establishing a powerful kingdom centred upon the Habur
area. We know this kingdom as Mitanni.

The kingdom of Mitanni is, oddly enough, best known not from evidence found in the
kingdom itself, but from documents discovered in the land of the Hittites, in Syria, and above all
in Egypt. All of these documents point to the considerable, if temporary, importance of Mitanni.
The sources from Egypt are of two kinds. One is the Egyptian hieroglyphic documents, which
have references to armed conflict with Mitanni in the Syrian region, the area in which the two
States came into competition. The other Egyptian source, surprisingly, consists of clay tablets
inscribed in cuneiform. These tablets are the famous EI Amarna letters (44), found in Central
Egypt at the end of last century, and constituting part of the diplomatic archives of the Egyptian
kings at a period around 1400 B.C. These documents include letters to the Pharaoh from various
princes of Palestine and Syria, from the kings of the Hittite land, Assyria and Babylonia, and
from the King of Mitanni. The material concerned with the other rulers cannot be dealt with
here, but the part of the correspondence involving Mitanni clearly shows that at time Mitanni
was on an equality with Egypt. These letters show that marriage alliances were made between
Mitanni and Egypt, and give evidence of several instances in which Mitannian princesses were
sent as brides for the King of Egypt. (It may be added that the Cassite ruler of Babylonia also
made marriage alliances of this kind with Egypt.) Mitanni was so powerful at this period that its
eastern neighbour Assyria was completely eclipsed and indeed at one time came actually a vassal
of Mitanni. By 1350 B.C., however, Mitanni, torn by internal dynastic strife, had become so
weak that was virtually a dependency of the Hittite ruler Shuppiluliuma. Assyria was now able to
reassert its independence, and this period, during the reign of Ashur-uballit I (1365-1330 B.C.),
marks the beginning of the emergence of Assyria as one of the great Powers of the ancient Near
East.

The Assyrians of the period 1350-612 B.C. were one of the most important, as well as one
of the most maligned, peoples of the ancient world. Situated in northern Mesopotamia on the
open plains immediately south of the great mountain ranges of Armenia, the people of Assyria
had borne the brunt of the pressure generated by Indo-European peoples on the move in the
steppes of Russia. We have already seen that Assyria was for a time actually a vassal of Mitanni,
and in the following centuries, up to about 1000 B.C., it was to be subject to constant pressure
from Aramaean peoples the region to the west. The human response to this continual pressure
was the development of a sturdy warlike people prepared to fight ruthlessly for their existence.

Assyrian political history from 1350 B.C. onwards shows a curious rhythm between periods
of expansion and decline. First came a period of about a century in which Assyria secured itself
from the threat of domination by Babylonia, and finally settled the Mitannian problem by turning
what remained of that once powerful kingdom into the westernmost province of Assyria. It was
during this period that Assyria first felt the pressure of a new wave of Aramaean peoples, called
the Akhlamu, moving in from the west. At this time also, there arose in the mountains of
Armenia a new tribal confederation, known as Uruatri or Urartu (the, Biblical Ararat), shortly to
become a kingdom of considerable importance.

This period of consolidation and expansion culminated in the capture by Tukulti-Ninurta |
(1244-1208 B.C.) of Babylon. The significance of this was as if a King of Scotland in the
Middle Ages had captured London. After this climax there was a sudden decline in the fortunes
of Assyria. This was in part a direct consequence of the preceding period of expansion, in that
repeated armed conflict with peoples to the north, east and south must have taken a serious toll of
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