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Introduction


 


The greater part of human history is unchronicled. For hundreds of thousands of years humans lived in small mobile communities based on extended family groups, hunting, fishing and gathering wild plant foods. Cultural and technological change was slow. It is almost unimaginable in the modern age, but generations passed without anyone inventing anything new.


Then, around 10,000 years ago in the Middle East, environmental changes caused by the end of the last Ice Age made hunting and gathering an increasingly insecure way of life. People responded by settling down in permanent villages and becoming farmers. It was a development that changed everything, setting humanity on a course that led directly to the development of the world’s first civilizations and, with them, the beginning of recorded history. 


Before farming, people were entirely dependent on the natural productivity of the environment for their food supplies. This imposed strict limits on population growth. Despite periodic crop failures, farmers found that most years they could produce more food than they needed to support themselves and their families. They could have more children and, with more hands, more land could be cultivated and even more food could be produced. A succession of technological innovations, such as the plough, irrigation and metal tools, and selective breeding to improve crops and domestic animals, led to great increases in productivity and bigger food surpluses and even faster population growth.


Surplus food was the first form of wealth and it gave great power to whoever could control it. Surplus food also allowed increasing numbers of people to be spared from farming to specialize in other occupations, such as craft production, warfare, trade or religion. The pace of cultural and technological change began to increase and has rarely faltered since. These changes provided the impulse behind the development of more hierarchical class-based forms of society. As population grew the scale of those societies increased too, outgrowing the bonds of kinship, leading to the development of organized religions and the first institutions of government to establish common values and rules for living. The size of settlements increased, from villages of hundreds of people, to towns of thousands, and eventually cities of tens of thousands of people. In hunter-gatherer societies people could easily memorize the knowledge they needed for daily life and their customs and religious and historical traditions were passed down from generation to generation by word of mouth. As farming communities grew in size and complexity, unaided human memory became increasingly inadequate for ensuring the smooth running of social and economic life. Some means was needed of storing information permanently outside the human mind: writing.


Writing was first used 5,500 years ago in Uruk, the first community large enough to be considered a city, on the fertile and densely populated plains of Sumeria in southern Mesopotamia (now part of Iraq). A few hundred years later writing evolved independently in Egypt’s Nile river valley. The development of these writing systems marks the true beginning of ancient history. Before this our knowledge of ancient societies is based entirely on archaeology, the study of the material remains of past cultures. This can tell us much but it has no voice. We can look in wonder at prehistoric monuments like Stonehenge but no amount of archaeological excavation will ever tell us for certain exactly what they meant to the people who built and used them. The invention of writing allows the people of the ancient world to speak directly to us and tell us about their customs and beliefs and the great events that shaped their lives. Fortunately, the ancient civilizations used durable writing materials, such as clay tablets and stone steles, but it still seems little short of miraculous that we can still read documents written by scribes who died over 5,000 years ago. How much of the mass of digital information stored in electronic formats on computer hard disks today will still be available for people to read 5,000 years in the future?


It was no accident that these developments happened first in the Middle East (or as archaeologists call it, the Near East): this was the region of the world that was richest in wild plants and animals suitable for domestication (the process of selective breeding that improves their usefulness for food production). Wheat, barley, peas, lentils, vines, olives, cattle, pigs, sheep and goats were all first domesticated in this region. Farming would develop independently in many other regions of the world but none got off to such a flying start. The most fertile soils of the Middle East were in Sumeria, the southern part of Mesopotamia, the flood plain of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in present-day Iraq. Because of the region’s low rainfall, it was only after the development of irrigation techniques around 5500 BC that farmers began to settle the plains and exploit their fertile soils. The population rose rapidly and by 3000 BC Sumeria was densely populated and dotted with prosperous cities, each of which was an independent state. 


There was a price to pay for Sumeria’s precocious development, however. Salts left behind in the poorly drained soils when irrigation water evaporated under the hot sun gradually damaged their fertility, reducing crop yields and sending the Sumerian cities into decline. In the second millennium BC, primacy passed to the states of Babylon and Assyria in central and northern Mesopotamia, where higher rainfall meant that farmers relied less on irrigation. In this millennium too, ancient Egypt entered its most splendid period as an imperial power. Although it developed only a few centuries after Sumerian civilization, ancient Egyptian civilization proved much more durable. Rainfall was just as low in the Nile valley but farmers did not suffer the same fertility problems as the reliable Nile floods washed away salt build-ups and fertilized the fields with fresh silt every year.


In the first millennium BC the centres of power continued to shift. In the 6th century BC both Mesopotamia and Egypt came under the control of the vigorous new Persian kingdom which developed on the Iranian plateau. But the Persian advance westwards was halted early in the next century by the Greeks, whose own astonishingly inventive civilization laid the intellectual foundations of our own. Persia itself was conquered in the 330s BC by Alexander the Great, who spread the influence of Greek civilization across the Middle East as far as India. Alexander’s empire fragmented after his death and the disunited Greeks were unable to resist the advance of a new great power from the western Mediterranean, Rome, which by 30 BC had brought most of the ancient world under its rule. 


The decline and fall of the Roman empire is the last chapter in the history of the ancient world. In the 4th century, its culture was transformed by the spread of Christianity, and in the 5th its western provinces, including Rome itself, were occupied by Germanic barbarians from northern Europe. The deposition of the last emperor of the west by a barbarian general in 476 is seen by many historians as marking the end of the ancient world and the beginning of the Middle Ages. Yet, like all artificial divisions in history, this disguises the real continuity between the ancient world, the Middle Ages and, ultimately, our own times.










 


 


CHRONOLOGY


 










1


The First Dynasties


3500–2000 BC


By far the greater part of human history’s 200,000 years is unrecorded. Events must be reconstructed from artefacts alone, and of people’s beliefs, motives and aspirations nothing certain can be known. The invention of writing in the early civilizations of Sumeria, in Mesopotamia, and Egypt some 5,000 years ago was therefore one of the great transformative developments in history as it allowed one generation to record its knowledge and preserve it for future generations. 


It was no accident that the first civilizations developed where they did. All civilizations, including our own, are based ultimately on farmers’ ability to produce more food than they and their families need, so that others can devote themselves to other activities such as trade, industry or administration. Both Mesopotamia and Egypt were gifted with some of the world’s most fertile soils, which could support the large populations who built the world’s first cities and forged its first kingdoms. 


c. 3500 BC 


The Mother of Cities


The first urbanized civilization was born in the region of southern Mesopotamia, known in ancient times as Sumer or Sumeria. Now lying mostly in Iraq, Mesopotamia, meaning ‘the land between the rivers’, is the flood plain of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. Southern Mesopotamia has a very hot arid climate and it remained a virtually uninhabited desert until c. 5500 BC when the development of irrigation made it possible for farmers to settle the region and unlock the potential of its fertile alluvial soils. The population grew rapidly as cultivation intensified, and by c. 4300 BC small towns were developing across the area. By c. 3500 BC the fastest growing of these, Uruk or Warka, with a population of tens of thousands, had become the world’s first city. Such a large community was impossible to govern efficiently by word of mouth and unaided human memory. By 3300 BC administrators in the city had developed a form of pictographic writing from an earlier system of clay tokens which was widely used across Mesopotamia. The script was inscribed on soft clay tablets, which were allowed to dry and could be stored in archives. Thanks to Mesopotamia’s dry climate, thousands of these early documents have survived, buried in the ruins of Uruk and the dozens of other Sumerian cities which had grown up on the plain by 3000 BC. 


It is clear that Sumeria remained primarily an oral culture because writing was, for centuries, used only for recording taxes paid, rations issued and other economic transactions. The only exceptions are teaching materials such as word lists. Not even the names of rulers were recorded. Though much has been learned about the region’s social structure and economy, reconstructing the early political history of Sumeria from these documents is as difficult as it would be to reconstruct the political history of the modern world from bundles of tax returns, invoices and credit card bills. Each Sumerian city had its own independent government, which was always based in a temple precinct. A city’s ruler was, in theory, its patron god. The city itself was regarded as the property of the god, who, it was believed, actually dwelt in its temple. In practice, the government was headed by an en (or, if it was a woman, a nin), a priestly figure who acted as the earthly administrator of the god’s estates and as intercessor for his or her human subjects. Archaeological excavations show that temples physically dominated Sumerian cities, emphasizing the importance of a city’s relationship with its god. Temples acted as storehouses where surplus agricultural production, offered in the name of the city gods, was gathered before being redistributed as rations to administrators and craft workers or traded for raw materials, such as timber, stone and metals, which were not available locally. The Sumerian people themselves remain something of a mystery. Their own name for themselves was ‘the Black-Headed People’. Their language was unrelated to any other known language, so their origins will probably never be known.


c. 3000 BC 


King Narmer Unifies Egypt


The ancient kingdom of Egypt was the world’s earliest territorial kingdom. Several small kingdoms began to form in Egypt around 3500 BC as the Nile valley began to fill up with settlers fleeing desertification in the Sahara. Competition for space in the narrow confines of the valley led to the stronger kingdoms taking over the weaker ones. By c. 3100 BC only two were left: the kingdoms of Upper (southern) and Lower (northern) Egypt. By this time the Egyptians had begun to develop their system of hieroglyphic writing, but for several centuries this was used only for recording names and short lists. As a result, the names of a few early kings of Upper Egypt are known, but little more. Around 3000 BC one of these kings, Narmer, marched north into Lower Egypt and conquered it, creating for the first time a unified kingdom of Egypt.


Narmer’s achievement is commemorated in pictorial form in low relief carvings on a cosmetics palette made from a 60-centimetre (2-ft) tall slab of fine-grained grey siltstone. This remarkable object shows nothing less than the birth of a civilization. The king’s name appears on both sides of the palette in the earliest example of a serekh. This is a symbolic representation of a palace, the central institution of Egyptian royal government, which contained the hieroglyphs spelling out the king’s name and gave him protection from evil. The serekh evolved into the simpler cartouche, an elliptical shape with a horizontal line at the bottom which served the same protective function and is one of the most distinctive features of ancient Egyptian royal inscriptions. Apart from one other word, the king’s name is the only writing which appears on the palette.


On one side, the palette shows Narmer wearing the white crown that symbolized Upper Egypt and preparing to smite a defeated enemy with a raised mace while he stands over the corpses of two other fallen enemies. This image of might remained a standard part of Egyptian royal iconography for the next 3,000 years. In front of Narmer is a falcon, the symbol of the sky god Horus who was closely associated with Egyptian royalty. The close association between Narmer and Horus probably means that the king was regarded as an incarnation of the god. The ideology of divine kingship that was so central to ancient Egyptian civilization was therefore already established at its very beginning. On the other side of the palette Narmer is shown again, this time wearing the red crown that symbolized Lower Egypt. The fact that he is shown on the palette wearing both crowns implies that he was ruler of both Upper and Lower Egypt. In later royal iconography, the two crowns were combined to form the shemty, the double crown of Upper and Lower Egypt. On this side too there is a triumphal parade of standard bearers, more slaughtered enemies, and a portrayal of the king as a raging bull smashing the walls of a fortified town and trampling an enemy. A hollow on this side, formed by the entwined necks of two mythological beasts, was the part of the palette that was actually used for mixing cosmetics. Ancient Egyptian cosmetics, which were worn by both men and women, contained rare minerals imported from as far afield as Afghanistan, so elaborate mixing palettes of this sort were status symbols; worthy objects to carry important messages. The Narmer palette was excavated in 1895 from the ruins of the temple of Horus at Narmer’s capital of Hierakonpolis (‘city of the falcon’), where it had probably been placed by the king himself as a thank-offering to the god for his victory. 


c. 2920 BC 


The First Dynasty


The next king known to have ruled Egypt was Hor-Ahu (‘fighting falcon’), who was also known as Men or Menes. Hor-Ahu’s name associates him closely with Horus, suggesting that, like Narmer, he was from Upper Egypt. The exact relation, if any, between Narmer and Hor-Ahu is unknown. Recently discovered king lists suggest that Hor-Ahu was Narmer’s son but uncertainties about the dates of both men’s reigns mean that they could have lived as much as a century apart. Though not much is known about Hor-Ahu’s reign, he did found a dynasty that continued to rule Egypt for six generations after his death. For this reason he is considered the founder of Egypt’s first historical dynasty. Hor-Ahu’s other major achievement was the foundation of Memphis as a new capital city in Lower Egypt. Strategically situated where the narrow Nile valley begins to widen out into the broad fertile Delta, Memphis remained Egypt’s capital for the next 900 years. According to later traditions, Hor-Ahu reigned for 62 years, meeting his end when he was attacked by a hippopotamus while out hunting.


c. 2649 BC 


Egypt’s Old Kingdom Period Begins


Hor-Ahu’s successors in the First Dynasty faced frequent conflicts between Upper and Lower Egypt and these finally brought the dynasty down c. 2770 BC. The Second Dynasty (c. 2770–c. 2649 BC) also struggled to keep Upper and Lower Egypt united. During the reign of the last Second Dynasty king, Khasekhemy, a rebel army from the north almost captured Hierakonpolis before it was defeated. Savage southern reprisals – killing, it was claimed, 47,000 northerners – seem to have finally ended separatism in Lower Egypt. This, together with the effective administration the First and Second Dynasty kings had built, laid the foundations for a great expansion of Egyptian power into Sinai and Nubia, which began with the accession of Sanakhte, the first king of the Third Dynasty, c. 2649 BC. 


Sanakhte’s accession is taken to mark the beginning of Egypt’s Old Kingdom period. This was the first of ancient Egypt’s three periods of imperial greatness and strong royal government, known to historians as the Old Kingdom (c. 2649–2134 BC), Middle Kingdom (2040–c. 1640 BC) and New Kingdom (1532–1070 BC), each of them separated by shorter periods of division and weak government known as Intermediate Periods. The Old Kingdom saw a marked expansion in the use of writing but such texts as have survived are mainly religious: the rulers of the period left no records of their deeds. 


c. 2630 BC 


The First Pyramid is Built for King Djoser


The Old Kingdom is sometimes also called the ‘pyramid age’ after the gigantic royal tombs that are its most remarkable monuments. The first pyramid was begun soon after the accession of Sanakhte’s successor, his brother Djoser (r. c. 2630–c. 2611 BC). Previously, Egyptian kings and nobles had been buried in mastabas (‘benches’). These were low, flat-roofed buildings, built of a mixture of mud brick (adobe) and stone, which contained a burial chamber. Egyptians did not waste any of their limited area of fertile riverside land on cemeteries, so mastabas were always built on the edge of the desert plateau which overlooked the Nile valley, from where they would have appeared simply as low humps. As part of the ongoing consolidation of royal authority, Djoser wanted a tomb that exalted the majesty of the king far above that of even his wealthiest subjects.


Djoser’s pyramid was built at Saqqara, not far from the royal capital at Memphis. The project was masterminded by the royal vizier, Imhotep, the first architect whose name is known to history. Imhotep was later deified for his achievements. Imhotep began Djoser’s pyramid as a huge stone mastaba, which he then heightened by adding six further platforms, giving the building the stepped appearance from which it gets its popular name, the ‘step pyramid’. A complex of stone buildings built around the pyramid contained a mortuary chapel where food and prayers were offered to the dead king, and a courtyard where the king could celebrate the sed festival. This was a ritual race which was run by the Egyptian kings in the 30th year of their reigns to show that they still had the vigour to rule. Djoser never undertook this: he died in the 19th year of his reign and was buried in a chamber under his pyramid. A mummified foot found in the burial chamber, which like almost all Egyptian royal tombs was robbed in antiquity, is thought to be all that remains of the king.


Before the construction of Djoser’s pyramid complex, the Egyptians had no traditions of monumental stone architecture. The resources and labour needed to complete such an innovative project in what can have been no more than about 18 years must have been vast. That it was possible stands testimony to the power of the monarchy to command the resources and labour of the kingdom, and to the administrative efficiency of its civil servants. 


c. 2600 BC 


The Gift of a Vase


‘Mebaragesi lugal (king) of Kish’. This simple four-word inscription, marking a votive alabaster vase as the gift of a king, is the oldest royal inscription yet known from Mesopotamia. More, and longer, inscriptions soon followed, commemorating not only votive gifts but victories in battle, alliances, legislation and genealogies, providing the first information about political events in the region. Until this time, the rulers of the city states had remained anonymous: their names and actions went unrecorded. The appearance of royal inscriptions marks the emergence of dynasties of kings ruling over the city states, who saw a permanent record of their actions as a source of legitimacy. 


The driver of this important change in government was probably increasing conflict between the Sumerian city states over resources, especially access to water. Under these circumstances, war leaders were able to achieve permanent power as kings. By usurping the ensis’ role as intercessor with the city gods, the kings concentrated both military and religious authority in their own hands. Royal palaces were built next to the temples as a physical expression of the kings’ close relationship to the gods. As usurpers, kings were understandably more anxious to establish their legitimacy before their subjects and the gods. Kings needed to demonstrate to their subjects that, like the ensis they had sidelined, they ruled as servants of the gods. If things went well for the city and harvests were good, this proved that the gods were with the king, demonstrating his legitimacy. Any disaster – a flood, a failed harvest or a defeat in war – implied that the king did not enjoy divine favour, throwing his legitimacy into question. When a king placed an inscription on a temple offering, or on a statue of himself in respectful prayer, he was anxiously trying to make sure the gods did not forget how well he was serving them and abandon him. 


c. 2550 BC 


Construction of the Great Pyramid


Djoser’s immediate successors built step pyramids. The first attempt to build a true pyramid was made in the reign of King Huni (c. 2599–c. 2575 BC). Built on poor foundations, it fell down. His successor, Snofru (c. 2575–c. 2551 BC), the founder of the Fourth Dynasty, was the first to build a true pyramid but only at his second attempt (his first attempt is the so-called ‘bent pyramid’ of Dahshur).


Pyramid building reached its climax under Snofru’s son Khufu (r. c. 2551–c. 2528 BC), and his son and grandson Khafre (r. c. 2520–c. 2494 BC) and Menkaure (r. c. 2490–c. 2472 BC), who built the three great pyramids at Giza. At 146 metres (481 ft) high, Khufu’s Great Pyramid remained the world’s tallest human structure for over 3,800 years until it was finally overtopped by the 160-metre (524-ft) tall spire of Lincoln cathedral in 1311. It is estimated that Khufu’s pyramid was built of about 2.5 million limestone blocks, each weighing on average 2.5 tons. A workforce of around 6,000 craftsmen and 20,000 conscripted labourers spent 20 years quarrying, shaping and moving the blocks into place using technology no more complex than stone hammers, soft copper chisels, sleds and levers. Khafre’s pyramid is only slightly smaller than his father’s at 135 metres (448 ft) high but it appears to be taller because it was built on higher ground. Menkaure’s pyramid was a much more modest 70 metres (228 ft) tall, probably a sign that his father’s and grandfather’s vast pyramids had put a near intolerable strain on the kingdom’s resources.


Pyramids were associated with the cult of the sun god Ra, and their flared shape is believed to represent the rays of the sun up which the deceased king ascended to join the gods. If the pyramids offered the kings a route to immortality, it is far less obvious what was in it for the ordinary Egyptians who either worked directly on the pyramids, or who provided the supplies to feed the workers and paid taxes to fund it. However, Egyptians at this time believed that only the king was guaranteed an afterlife but that, as a god, he could grant an afterlife to his loyal subjects. By helping to ensure the king’s immortality, the people, therefore, also helped ensure their own afterlives too.


c. 2400 BC 


Eannatum of Lagash Conquers Umma


As a result of conflicts over land and water, many of the smaller Sumerian cities had become tributaries of the larger cities and their kings had been demoted to governors. One of these conflicts, between the cities of Lagash and Umma, ran for over a century. Lagash’s ultimate victory over Umma was commemorated by its triumphant king, Eannatum, in words and pictures on a monument known as the Vulture Stele, only fragments of which survive.


The stele has two sides, a ‘historical’ side and a ‘mythological’ side. The historical side shows scenes of battle against the rival city of Umma, with Eannatum leading a phalanx of helmeted spearmen; the king, again, leading a parade of warriors carrying battleaxes and spears in a four-wheeled chariot; vultures carrying off the heads of the slain; and the funeral ceremony of Lagash’s fallen warriors. An inscription praises Eannatum’s leadership and justifies his aggression on the grounds that Umma had seized some of Lagash’s territory: ‘Eannatum struck at Umma. The bodies were soon 3,600 in number . . . I, Eannatum, like a fierce storm wind, I unleashed the tempest!’ The mythological side of the stele shows Ningursu, the patron god of Lagash, symbolically slaughtering the city’s enemies. A long inscription describes the peace agreement between the rulers of the two cities, their sacred oaths, and calls down the wrath of the gods upon Umma should it rebel. 


c. 2360 BC 


The Earliest Known Law Code


Laws and customs to regulate social behaviour and avoid, or resolve, conflicts of interest are universal to all human societies. In preliterate societies, laws and customs were committed to memory and passed down by word of mouth from one generation to another. The size and complexity of urbanized civilizations greatly increased the possibilities of social conflict and required rulers to take a much more formal role in law-giving. The earliest known manifestation of this is the law code issued by King Urukagina of Lagash c. 2360 BC. No contemporary copy of Urukagina’s code has survived but it is known from extracts preserved in later Mesopotamian law codes. 


Urukagina was concerned to prevent the exploitation of the poor by the rich in an increasingly unequal society. One of his laws decrees that the rich must pay in silver when buying from the poor. Another decrees that the rich cannot force the poor to sell their land, livestock, grain or other food against their will. Poor families who had been enslaved by the rich because of debt were freed. Widows and orphans were exempted from taxes. To prevent exploitation by the priesthood, the funeral expenses of the poor were to be paid for by the city, including the cost of the ritual offerings of food and drink for the deceased’s journey into the underworld. The humanity of Urukagina’s laws extended to punishment, and the death penalty was rarely applied. Other measures dealt with corrupt practices by palace officials. Urukagina addressed his laws not to his subjects but to Ningursu, Lagash’s patron deity. Justice pleased the gods, and the gods in turn would support the just king. 


c. 2350 BC 


To the Edge of the World


The age of the independent Sumerian city states was brought to an end by Lugalzagesi, the king of Uruk, who overthrew Urukagina of Lagash and went on to conquer the rest of Sumer. Lugalzagesi’s power was not confined to Sumer. One of his campaigns took him northwest along the Euphrates River before crossing the Syrian desert to reach the coast of the Mediterranean Sea, which was considered by the Sumerians to be the edge of the world. 


c. 2334 BC 


Sargon the Great Becomes King of Akkad


Lugalzagesi’s career of conquest was brought to an abrupt end by Sargon the Great. Sargon was the king of Akkad (or Agade), a city in central Mesopotamia whose exact location has never been identified: ancient sources describe it as being ‘in front of’ Babylon. Later legend supplied Sargon with a suitably noble pedigree but he was in fact a usurper, a high official who seized the throne of Kish from his employer King Ur-Zababa and then moved his capital to Akkad. Because Sargon’s name (Šarru-kīnu) means ‘the true king’ it was probably not his birth name but one he adopted to establish his legitimacy after his usurpation. Sargon’s first conquest was Lugalzagesi’s Uruk, after which he imposed his rule on all of Sumer. Lugalzagesi was led off into captivity wearing a wooden collar. Sargon then campaigned in the east, conquering Elam (approximately Khuzestan in southern Iran) and parts of the Iranian plateau. Next, Sargon followed Lugalzagesi’s route north, conquering the cities of Mari and Ebla in Syria, the ‘Cedar Forest’ (the Lebanon Mountains) and the ‘Silver Mountains’ (the Taurus Mountains in southern Turkey). Sargon died c. 2278 BC and was succeeded in turn by his sons Rimush (r. c. 2278–2270 BC) and Manishtushu (r. c. 2269–2255 BC), both of whom were able soldiers like their father. 


Sargon’s conquests created a new type of state: an empire – a multi-ethnic hegemonic state. As Sargon lacked the resources and administrative expertise to impose direct rule throughout his empire, conquered kings were demoted to vassals and required to pay annual tribute to Akkad. This form of overrule, which remained typical of Mesopotamian empires for the next 1,500 years, was inherently weak. Empires could expand rapidly under strong military kings who could enforce the obedience of their vassals. Vassals contributed troops and supplies for further campaigns, feeding more conquests. If a weak king came to the throne, however, it was easy for vassals to declare independence and stop paying tribute. Deprived of the tribute which sustained it, the empire quickly crumbled.


Sargon’s career is the first sign of a shift in the balance of power in Mesopotamia towards the north. Through the third millennium new city states arose in central and northern Mesopotamia. These states were greatly influenced by Sumerian culture, adopting their writing systems, gods, mythology and political ideologies, but their inhabitants spoke Semitic languages related to Hebrew and Arabic. Sargon showed respect for Sumerian culture, using Sumerian and his own Semitic Akkadian language side-by-side in his inscriptions, but it would be the Semitic languages which prevailed in the long term.


c. 2254 BC 


Naram-Sin the God-King


The Akkadian empire reached its peak under Sargon’s grandson, Naram-Sin, who became king around 2254 BC. Mesopotamian kings claimed to rule as agents of the gods but this was not enough for Naram-Sin. He declared that he actually was a god and adopted the hubristic title ‘king of the four quarters, king of the universe’. On his commemorative steles he was portrayed wearing horns, a symbol of divinity in Mesopotamian art. According to later Mesopotamian tradition Naram-Sin’s presumptuousness offended Enlil, the god who granted kingly authority, who sent hordes of Gutian tribesmen from the Zagros mountains to the east to ravage Mesopotamia, causing his empire to collapse. It is true that no later Mesopotamian king ever claimed to be a god but in reality Naram-Sin defeated the Gutian invasions and passed on his empire intact to his son Shar-Kali-Shari when he died in c. 2217 BC. 


c. 2244 BC 


King Pepi’s Pet Dwarf


After the construction of the great pyramids of Giza the authority of the Egyptian kings entered a slow decline. Royal wealth was steadily depleted by the luxuries placed in royal tombs for the king to enjoy in the afterlife and the land which was granted to the mortuary temples, where regular offerings were made, again for the kings to enjoy in the afterlife. As royal authority declined power became increasingly decentralized to local governors called nomarchs (from nome – a province) and other nobles who used their newfound wealth to build lavish tombs for themselves. Proud of their achievements, these nouveau riche inscribed their autobiographies on the walls of their tombs, providing the earliest accounts of the lives of non-royal people. One of these self-commemorating nobles was Harkhuf, a caravan leader from Aswan on Egypt’s southern border. Harkhuf led armed trading expeditions south into Nubia and Darfur to find gold, ebony, ivory, incense and slaves. None of these was more valuable than a dwarf Harkhuf captured during an expedition to Darfur in the second year of the 94-year-long reign of King Pepi II (he came to the throne aged six and lived to be 100). A good judge of character, Harkhuf sent word ahead to the royal court at Memphis to tell the young king about the dwarf. Delighted, the young king sent word back ordering that the greatest care be taken of the dwarf. As Harkhuf’s ship sailed down the Nile towards Memphis, the dwarf was given a chaperone to make sure he did not fall overboard and get eaten by a crocodile. Attendants checked on him ten times a night to make sure no harm came to him. Pepi was delighted by the dwarf but it is not recorded how long he continued to live his pampered life before the king lost interest in his new pet. 


c. 2193 BC


Fall of the Akkadian Empire


Shar-Kali-Shari’s reign was one of mounting troubles, with continuous attacks by the Gutians and rebellions against the high taxes which were imposed to pay for the defence of the empire. The final straw was probably a long drought which began c. 2200 BC, causing a devastating famine and the complete abandonment of some cities. A Sumerian poem called ‘The Curse of Agade’ describes the sufferings of the people: ‘For the first time since cities were built, the fields produced no grain . . . He who slept on the roof, died on the roof. He who slept in the house had no burial, the people flailed at themselves in hunger.’ Following Shar-Kali-Shari’s death in c. 2193 BC Mesopotamia collapsed into 80 years of political anarchy. No king was able to keep his throne for long before he was overthrown by a usurper, prompting a Sumerian chronicler to ask ‘Who was king? Who was not king?’ Akkad did not long survive the end of its empire. Deserted, its mud-brick buildings crumbled to dust and even its site was forgotten; the memory of the empire survived, however, to inspire later generations of Mesopotamian conquerors. 


c. 2150 BC 


Famine in Egypt


Mesopotamia was not the only area to experience a devastating famine in the years around 2200 BC. Relief carvings showing emaciated people and animals made during the long reign of Pepi II show that Egypt too was suffering. Ancient Egypt depended entirely on the annual flood of the Nile, which rose at the beginning of August, following summer rains in the East African highlands, and fell in the autumn leaving the fields moist and fertilized by fresh silt. Under normal circumstances Egypt had the most productive agriculture in the ancient world. However, if the summer rains failed, the Nile would not flood and famine would afflict the land. Egyptian kings gained authority from the belief that they were divine and could summon the flood. A succession of low floods could, therefore, damage a king’s authority because it was a sign that he had lost the favour of the gods. Pepi’s authority had not been strong to begin with and it could not survive starvation on this scale. As he aged he gradually became an irrelevance as the nomarchs became, in effect, independent rulers. Following Pepi’s death in 2152 BC, his son Merenre II reigned for little more than a year before he was murdered. Chaos followed. Seventy kings are said to have reigned in as many days. Pyramid building ceased. Finally, around 2134 BC Egypt broke up into rival states, bringing the Old Kingdom period to an end. 
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