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Introduction
Good Morning, Babylon


Hollywood Babylon; Babylon Berlin; Broadway Babylon; East End Babylon; Hotel Babylon; Hollywood Babylon Strikes Again; Babylon Bangkok; Air Babylon; Club Babylon; Spoils of Babylon; Hollywood Babylon, With Detours to Gomorrah ... Babylon has a strong hold on contemporary pop culture. As these book, film and television titles reveal, Babylon is very much part of our zeitgeist – although, to be absolutely clear, the many versions of ‘Babylon’ encountered in the list have nothing to do with the Babylon of antiquity – the city in central-southern Mesopotamia on which this book will focus. None of the titles I cite above is about ancient Babylon at all, but they all have one thing in common – they use the word ‘Babylon’ as the shorthand for a powerfully compelling image: worldly decadence and moral decay.


Today, when people hear the word ‘Babylon’, most will assume that it is a synonym for lust, sensuality, perversion, crime, corruption, wealth, wickedness and debauchery. In today’s pop culture, Babylon is a representation of the dangers of the lure of sexuality, great wealth and political ambition. ‘Battle for your life, Babylon’, sings Lady Gaga in her hit single ‘Babylon’, a song that explores the allure of power and fame and the overindulgences that blight the modern age. It puts our own dilemmas in context by referencing the ancient civilization.


Lady Gaga’s Babylon is the Babylon of the Holy Bible, a site of moral collapse. After all, doesn’t the biblical Book of Revelation, the last instalment of the New Testament, speak about the great Whore of Babylon? Doesn’t the Whore stand for all the world’s evils? And the Antichrist – isn’t there something linking him with Babylon. And the Apocalypse too?


The popular image of wicked Babylon has gained its authority through biblical scripture, and even when that image is challenged or torn down, it is quickly rebuilt as a truth. It seems we cannot resist bringing together the literal (an ancient place called Babylon in Iraq) and the metaphoric (the Great Whore, the Antichrist, the Tower of Babel, the Apocalypse) under the umbrella of ‘evil’, however absurd the connection.


In 1916, while World War I was raging, the film director D.W. Griffith (1875–1948), one of the great pioneers of the Hollywood film industry, decided to tackle the theme of the long, unending history of human wickedness. His film, which he titled Intolerance: Love’s Struggle Throughout the Ages, would skilfully weave together four tales of woe and brutality, each taking place in a different historical period: there was a modern-day episode, set in New York City (a gangster plot of a wrongful murder conviction), another episode set in Paris on the eve of the bloody St Bartholomew Day’s massacre of 1572 CE, another in Roman-occupied Jerusalem where an innocent young prophet, Jesus of Nazareth, is nailed to a cross, and a final sequence, most spectacular and memorable of the tales: the fall of the city of Babylon (‘the mother of harlots’) to the forces of Cyrus the Great and the invading Persians in 539. The four stories are intercut, connected by a haunting image of the ‘eternal mother’ (actress Lillian Gish) rocking a cradle which represented the passing of time.


In 1916, as today, it was the Babylon sequence that had the most impact on audiences. The story is simple enough – Belšazzar worships Ištar, goddess of love, and is too preoccupied with sex (the works of Ištar) to think about the city’s defence. During a spectacular orgy that goes on for many days, Cyrus the Great appears at the head of a huge army of Medes, Persians, Ethiopians and Barbarians to attack Babylon. The citizens of Babylon, unprepared for battle, scatter in terror and Belšazzar kills himself. As his Persian hordes overrun the wicked city, the citizens bow before Cyrus, their new lord and master.


Griffith’s ecstatic special effects capture the sacred rites of the priestess of Ištar and the profane, lascivious banquet of Belšazzar. The real star of the film, though, was the setting itself. D.W. Griffith’s Babylon was massive. Built on a vacant backlot behind Hollywood’s Sunset Boulevard, the walls and temples of the city were constructed on a gigantic scale; the set included a festival hall in the temple of Ištar over a mile in length, and towering plaster elephant statues (completely anachronistic) perched on mega-pedestals, lording it over the colossal court of Belšazzar. An imposing thirty-foot-high statue of Ištar herself dominated the scene. More than 4,000 extras recruited from LA were paid an unheard-of two dollars a day to impersonate Persian and Median militiamen, Babylonian dancers, Ethiopians, Indians, Numidians, eunuchs, ladies-in-waiting, handmaidens, priests, slaves, nobles and peasants of Babylonia. The swarming extras were encouraged to frolic orgiastically among the mighty columns and multilevel terraces of the king’s pleasure gardens. Everything about D.W. Griffith’s Babylon was colossal.1 A mountain of scaffolding helped create hanging gardens, the ramparts for chariot-racing and sky-high terraces – a make-believe mirage of Mesopotamia dropped down amid the orange groves and bungalows that made up 1915 Hollywood.


The Babylon set stood for several decades after production wrapped up, stranded like some gargantuan dream beside Sunset Boulevard. By then, Belšazzar’s court had sprouted weeds and its walls had begun to peel and warp in abandoned movie-set disarray; even after the Los Angeles Fire Department had condemned it as a major fire hazard, it stood there still.


Just like its Hollywood counterpart, ancient Babylon had the reputation for being a city delirious with life – as stupendous as it was squalid, as cultured as it was tawdry and as powerful as it was tragic. This image of a doomed and wicked Babylon has borne remarkable fruit in later millennia and no other place has ever surpassed it as the quintessential City of Sin in popular culture. As Rannfrid Thelle has noted in her study of the reception of ancient Babylon through the ages:


Babylon continues to exist: as the ship called the Nebuchadnezzar in the film The Matrix, the web-based translation program ‘Babylon’, in pop culture songs, in the titles of novels, or in a constant flow of new renderings of the ‘Tower of Babel’. Babylon has become a useful metaphor when describing opponents and enemies with their hungry power ambitions, their evil and decay.2


The Babylon of this book, however, is not the Babylon of the biblical Apocalypse or the end-of-times sci-fi spin-offs that have exponentially grown in popularity. The Babylon that you will meet in this book was a thriving, rich and advanced ancient Near Eastern city with a singular identity, which it maintained for well over 2,000 years. Politics and dynasties changed with frequency, but Babylon was the seat of a brilliant civilization with its own art, cultic life, literature, astronomy, medicine, science and politics. The real Babylonians, those ancient people who are at the heart of this study, were passionately proud of their great city – as can be seen in an excerpt from this paean of praise composed about 1225:


Babylon, the city of jubilation;


Babylon, the city whose ordinances are precious;


Babylon, the city whose rites are select;


Babylon, the city of the king of the gods.3


The Babylonians in their own literature reckoned themselves to be the most blessed people in the world and they depicted themselves as pious, virtuous and god-fearing people and, consequently, they thought of themselves as loved and guarded by the gods. Through their own portraits, the Babylonians projected the image of Babylon back onto themselves:


[The Babylonians] have seemly ways, are well-advised and pleasing,


they brighten their mood and make merriment.


Women who have gained understanding in their tasks,


high priestesses who are always faithful to their husbands.


Cloistered women who are skilled in keeping the unborn child alive,


Holy women who place life in purifying water.


Who observe interdicts and adhere to what is sacred,


they bless others ...


Reverent, circumspect, mindful of virtue,


they do what is seemly for all Babylon ...


The Babylonians are the ones whom


Marduk [their god] freed from all commitments!4


Our modern understanding of ancient Babylon began to emerge more than a century and a half ago through the study of the rich epigraphic and material remains discovered in the earth of Iraq. Archaeological excavations there have uncovered enormous urban centres packed tight with houses, temples and sanctuaries, military garrisons and sumptuous palaces. Many urban buildings have given up spectacular textual materials – thousands upon thousands of clay tablets inscribed in cuneiform, a wedged writing system invented by the Sumerians 5,000 years ago and inherited by the Babylonians, their successors. With a boldness and a directness rarely found in the literary survivals of Egypt, Greece and Rome, the people of ancient Babylon are brought vividly back to life through these primary materials. In this book, most of the sources I will use were written in the Babylonian dialect, a branch of Akkadian, a complex Semitic language spoken in ancient Iraq. For well over a century, Babylonian has been at the centre of academic philological and linguistic research and today it is as well known among specialists as any extinct language can ever be. But many ambiguities exist – problems in vocabulary (words change meaning throughout their history), difficulties with grammar and syntax and the near-complete absence of explanatory and analytical contents all make the task of translating Babylonian an arduous one.


Of course, cuneiform is found on other clay artefacts besides tablets. Cylinders and barrel-shaped objects, which were preferred for building inscriptions and stone monuments, can also be inscribed with cuneiform texts – perhaps the most famous example of this type of inscription is found on a black basalt stele which preserves the so-called Law Code of Hammurabi dated to around 1760–50, now held in the Louvre Museum, Paris. Wood or ivory boards filled with wax were widely used for writing too, and were a practical way for trained scribes to take down dictation or make rough copies of any written materials. Wax could easily be softened after use and used again, especially for documents that required updates, such as inventories or running accounts. Sadly, only one wax writing set, dating from the eighth century, has managed to survive.


Nevertheless, even with the loss of wax writing boards, archaeologists have unearthed a phenomenally large amount of source materials, and more is found as each year passes. Sorting this plethora of unearthed texts into coherent genres allows contemporary Assyriologists (the name given to scholars who examine the ancient civilizations of Iraq) to assess what advantages and pitfalls are inherent in each textual ‘type’. For instance, the vast majority of Babylonian cuneiform tablets are categorized as ‘archival’ because they record the day-to-day administration of a palace, school, private business or household, and were filed temporarily to be discarded later, when their usefulness had ended. The Babylonians were devoted to their archival tradition, and their detailed administrative texts preserve evidence for their attachment to financial accounts, memoranda, inventories, receipts, disbursements, ration lists, expenditure lists, legal documents, as well as private and official letters.


Royal inscriptions are another important historical source. Sometimes carved on monuments such as stone steles, most royal inscriptions commemorated construction projects or temple repairs and other forms of public works. In Babylon, royal inscriptions tended to exhibit a fair amount of hyperbole. The inscriptions contained a pronounced positive emphasis on the moral qualities of the king – his virtue, his piety towards the gods, his championship of justice for his people and his ritual purity – and underplayed his failings. Although this emphasis means that the royal inscriptions can offer historians little solid factual information about the events in the reign of any king, they nonetheless constitute a valuable source for the study of religion, culture and ideology.


As an offshoot of the royal inscriptions, scholars can also examine King Lists, which have provided us with the basic chronographic scheme for the history of Mesopotamia. For the history of Babylon, the most important King Lists are:


King List A: known from a single Neo-Babylonian manuscript preserved in the British Museum (BM 33332). In its complete form, King List A contained the names of all the kings of Babylon from the beginning of the First Dynasty in the early nineteenth century until the rise of the Neo-Babylonian empire at the end of the seventh century. The beginning and end of the text are lost but it is the most important chronographic document for the history of Babylon. Its text includes a key concept of Babylonian historiography that will be important to us in this book – the notion of palû, a Babylonian word which can loosely be translated as ‘dynasty’ or ‘line’. Palû was a loanword which the Babylonians took from the Sumerian bala, which means something like ‘rotate’ or ‘to turn over’, but was also used in third millennium Sumerian texts to denote a ‘term of duty’ and a ‘turn of office’. The Babylonian term palû therefore signifies a cyclical rather than linear passing of time and the resultant handing over of office – in other words, dynastic rule. It is probable that all the kings recorded in the Babylonian King Lists were believed in ancient times to have ruled in Babylon, where they formed a continuous line of rulers.


King List B: a smaller list, also in the British Museum (BM 38122), that records the names of the kings of the first two Babylonian dynasties (1894–1475).


King List C: lists the first seven rulers of the Second Dynasty of Isin (1153–1065).


The Synchronistic King List: runs parallel lists of kings who reigned in Assyria and Babylonia, proposing synchronisms between them – although they are often highly erroneous.


King List 14: is a fragment of a synchronistic list, opposed in almost every detail to the contents of the Synchronistic King List. Still, it preserves the names of some Babylonian rulers of the first millennium who are overlooked elsewhere.


The Uruk King List: is in the Iraq Museum (IM 65066). Badly preserved, it includes sections on kings from Kandalanu (647–27) to the Persian king Darius I (522–486), and after a gap continues from Darius III (335–31) down to the Seleucid Greek ruler Seleucus II (246–226). There is no attempt to put the list into dynasties.


King List of the Hellenistic Period: this tablet, which is preserved in the British Museum (BM 35603), comes from Babylon and mentions kings and the lengths of their reigns beginning with Alexander the Great and ending with Seleucid ruler Antiochus IV Epiphanes (175–64).


Astronomical diaries are useful to the historian too since they compile daily astronomical observations and also (unexpectedly) record market prices for basic commodities such as wool, dates, barley and sesame. Occasionally they keep notes on political and historical events which were often linked to the appearances of omens. Chronicles – ordered accounts of history written from the perspective of an observer rather than participant – also provide us with historical information but tend to be one-sided and often dogmatically fixated on projecting a particular type of ‘truth’.5 Finally, like all ancient societies, the Babylonians produced historical epics and literary narratives portraying their rulers as heroes and warriors and scholars. Using such literary masterpieces as historical documents is fraught with danger, though, and literary texts must be approached critically – especially when a composition is attested in a period that is far in time from the events it reports. However, the great literary works of Babylon are packed with information about daily life, cultural norms and habits, and are replete with theological and political reflection and are therefore invaluable to us.


This book is a study of the history of the city of Babylon and the lands it ruled. It is a history of Babylonian kings (and some queens) and of the Babylonian people themselves. Throughout the book I want to focus on two things: first, I want to provide a narrative account of Babylon’s history based on the wide array of sources we have at our disposal; and second, I want to provide some information on the social and cultural aspects of life in Babylon.


We start, roughly, in the year 2208 at the commencement of the Old Babylonian period, with the first written evidence we have for Babylon, and we will progress through its first period of ascendancy and maturity as a city-state, ending with its first (but not last) catastrophic fall in 1595. I will introduce you to the Babylonian education system, to Babylon’s gods and its theological thought as well as to daily life within the densely packed city streets. We will look at some of Babylon’s earliest and greatest myths and explore its greatest literary achievement, the Epic of Gilgameš. I will explore with you how warfare dominated the Babylonian world and the methods and techniques of fighting used by the leaders of formidable troops. We will see what happened when the armies of powerful cities clashed and we’ll study evidence to show how the Babylonians consolidated their powers and, ultimately, turned Mesopotamia into a Babylonian kingdom.


As we move into the Late Bronze Age, we will see how the city bounced back from its fall with vigour, ruled as it was by a dynasty of Kassites. Under their watch, Babylon once again became a major power, where arts and sciences flourished as never before and Akkadian became the international language of diplomacy, used throughout the Near East. As we will see, this was destined to be Babylon’s first great international age.


Finally, we will follow Babylon through the turbulent post-Kassite period – covering both the city’s utter destruction in 691 and subsequent golden age under kings Nabopolassar and Nebuchadnezzar II. But all things pass, and our exploration of Babylon ends with repeated stories of its defeat – by Persians, Greeks, Parthians and Romans – to the point where Babylon slipped out of history altogether and became the city of legend.


In the nineteenth century CE, even as the remains of Babylon were being unearthed and the decipherment of its cuneiform script was revealing the depth and width of its erudite literature, the western world clung onto the biblical vision of Babylon as the doomed Biblical city of sin, lost to antiquity. The poet William Wordsworth found the powerful image of the fall of wicked Babylon too much to resist:


Babylon


Learnèd and wise, hath perished utterly,


Nor leaves her speech one word to aid the sigh


That would lament her.6


Yet even during Wordsworth’s lifetime, Babylon was revealing her secrets through scientific excavation, and was exposing her speech to those who would stop and read. So why was Babylon still seen in such a bad light in the popular imagination?


A defining feature of the Victorian vision of the ancient world, and one that still pervades today, is a desire to structure a history of human achievement according to ‘rank’. The ancient Near East in general has suffered in such models, since the achievements of European culture have traditionally been seen as rooted in those of ancient Greece and Rome. Egypt, Mesopotamia and Persia were never accorded the same status as the Classical world. Before archaeology revealed Babylon’s lost splendour, the world regarded its reputation poorly. What had it contributed to world civilization, other than exile and cruelty and degradation? Aside from their defining role as oppressors of the Jews, the Babylonians were only remembered as astronomers whose knowledge had informed that of the ancient Greeks. But even here, Babylonian achievement was seen as being tempered by mysticism and magic: the Babylonians worshipped idols (entirely true: the temples of Babylon contained cult statues of the gods in which it was believed the deity actually inhabited). The Book of Daniel provided a picture of a people in thrall to superstition and the cheap conjuring tricks of a greedy priesthood.


That Babylon was seen as misguided in its religion was no small matter in terms of its placement within nineteenth-century models of history. After all, ancient Greece was also polytheist, but because it was not the religion of ancient Athens that was opposed to that of Jerusalem in the Bible – and because Classical Greek literature found its own permanent place at the heart of European culture – it was Babylon that was associated with idol worship and false gods and superstition. This book aims to bring Babylon out of the misremembering of recent ages and view it instead through the materials it produced during its long and glorious past. This book presents the historical story of Babylon, the Mother of All Cities.










1


Out of Eden


The Fertile Crescent is the region in the Middle East which curves, like a quarter-moon shape, from the Persian Gulf, through modern-day southern Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine and Israel – about 240,000 square kilometres (149,129 square miles) in all. The term ‘Fertile Crescent’ was first coined in 1916 CE by the Egyptologist James Henry Breasted, and it describes an area traditionally associated (in the Jewish, Christian and Muslim faiths) with the earthly location of the Garden of Eden, the place where God planted a garden of trees to form the first dwelling-place for Adam and Eve. It’s been claimed that the word ‘Eden’ derives from the Sumerian edinu, meaning ‘plain’ or ‘wilderness’, although more recent scholarship argues that it is a cognate of an Aramaic word that means ‘to enrich’ or ‘to make abundant’. The biblical Book of Genesis, which was compiled from ancient Hebrew oral traditions and edited into a book during the Jewish exile in Babylon in the sixth century, indicates that we should understand the garden as adjoining Eden because, the text says, river waters flowed out of Eden to water the gardens, in the same way that, in the city of Babylon itself, the king’s garden adjoined his royal palace.1 For the Jewish priests and scribes who modelled their story on the Babylonian world they were forced to inhabit, Eden – wherever they envisaged it to be – was the source of the waters and the residence of God Himself.


Because of its association with the Eden creation myth, the Fertile Crescent also became known as the Cradle of Civilization – and is still regarded as the birthplace of agriculture, urbanization, writing, trade, science, history and organized religion. There is good reason for this appellation, since archaeology has proved that the area was first populated around 10,000 BCE when agriculture and the domestication of animals began in earnest.


The Mesopotamians had their own notion of Eden, however. It was the city of Eridu, a real place (near the modern city of Basra in Iraq), which was regarded as the site of creation. One of the Babylonian origin myths stressed that after the world had been formed by the god Marduk, Eridu, the first city, and Esagila, the first temple, were made – or rather conceived through an act of divine thought that sparked the process of creation. The myth opens like this:


A holy house, a house of the gods in a holy place, had not been made, reed had not come forth, a tree had not been created,


A brick had not been laid, a brick mould had not been built,


A house had not been made, a city had not been built,


A city had not been made, a living creature had not been placed (therein).


All the lands were sea.


The spring in the sea was a water pipe.


Then Eridu was made, Esagila was built.2


According to the myth, the gods, who had previously been living in mudbrick huts on floating islands of reeds – much like the Iraqi Marsh Arabs did until comparatively recently – took up residence on earth and lived in Eridu and the other cities which soon emerged from the nothingness. It was because the gods found their ‘heart’s delight’ in the urban environment that all ancient Mesopotamian cities were considered sacred. Therefore, the Mesopotamian Eden was not a garden, but a city. Humans were created to serve the gods and worship them in their urban temples. Eridu thus provides us with the mythical paradigm for the success and longevity of urban culture in ancient Mesopotamian history.


O land of mine


Contemporary historians of antiquity tend to define the area of the Fertile Cresent as the ‘Near East’. Although not lacking in controversy, the term denotes the ancient civilizations, people and languages of the sweep of land from the Nile Valley through Anatolia and southward to the limits of Mesopotamia and into the Iranian plateau. Historically, the geography of the region can be divided into several distinct zones. In the north and northwest there is Anatolia with its vast highland plateau; the Levant lies to the west on the Mediterranean coast, and the rocky landscape of Sinai sits to the south, bordering Egypt. The Arabian Peninsula, which is almost entirely composed of inhospitable desert, is in the south, and the fertile Susiana plain is in the southeast. Beyond this lies the mighty Zagros mountain range and the highlands of the Iranian plateau which expands to the northeast and the far east where it meets the mountains of Pakistan and Afghanistan. Almost in the centre of the Near East lies Mesopotamia – an ancient Greek term meaning ‘between the rivers’.


Mesopotamia consists largely of a huge and fertile floodplain located above a tectonic rift that was, over time, filled by river and marine deposits. This deep geological trench, which is the contact zone between the Arabian, Anatolian and Iranian-Afghan continental plates, has been responsible for countless earthquakes throughout the millennia, while the floodplain itself is neatly enclosed by two mountain ranges – in the north the Taurus Mountains form a natural barrier and in the east the Zagros Mountains do the same job. Furthermore, in the west the lower mountain ranges of the Mediterranean coast and the plateaus of the Syrian and Arabian desert in the south and southeast also act as natural barriers.


Throughout the Mesopotamian floodplains, two large rivers flow – the Euphrates and the Tigris – alongside the many tributaries that spread out from them. What we call ‘ancient Babylonia’ reached beyond the Tigris, into the flatlands and the foothills of the Zagros mountain range. Its political and cultural influence extended upstream along both rivers, on the Euphrates as far as the ancient city of Mari (in Syria) and beyond, on the Tigris as far as the ancient Assyrian city of Aššur (modern Mosul). Therefore, as the great Assyriologist Leo Oppenheim reminds us, ‘Only when seen from the west, from the shores of the Mediterranean, does “Mesopotamia” mean a land between two rivers.’3 It is worth remembering, therefore, that the ancient inhabitants of ‘Mesopotamia’ had no name covering the totality of the country in which they lived. So embedded into their DNA was the concept of the city-state that the Mesopotamians apparently failed to grasp the existence of a hegemonic territory. The centres which generated, kept alive and gave identities to populations inhabiting the area were the great urban sprawls such as the cities of Ur, Uruk, Nippur, Sippar, Nineveh, Aššur, Agade and Babylon. Rather than employ a designation which would emphasize common ground (‘Mesopotamians’), the city dwellers opted to call themselves ‘sons of Nippur’, ‘sons of Sippar’ or ‘sons of Babylon’.


When attempting to differentiate the wider regions around the cities, locals could use a more subtle terminology. The far southern delta which adjoined the Persian Gulf was called the ‘Sealand’ and the area that lay above it was the ‘Land of Sumer’. The language traditionally spoken there was Sumerian, a curious tongue completely unrelated to any other known language, dead or alive. The north was known as the ‘Land of Akkad’ after its ancient capital city. The Akkadian language had developed there in the mid-third millennium and its two variant dialectic forms – Assyrian and Babylonian – had come into being in the tenth century, flourishing in the period after Old Akkadian had emerged, that is, from 2112 to the first century CE. Assyrian was the dialect used in the northeast of Mesopotamia, along the upper course of the Tigris, while Babylonian was spoken in the south. The two dialects are further divided chronologically (following scholarly dating contentions) into Old Babylonian (c.2004–1595), Middle Babylonian (1500–1000), Neo-Babylonian (1000–600), Late Babylonian (600 BCE –100 CE); and Old Assyrian (2025–1363), Middle Assyrian (1500–1000) and Neo-Assyrian (1000–600). Furthermore, a literary dialect called Standard Babylonian started to appear after the Old Babylonian period, although this was not a spoken language per se, but a dialect reserved for writing hymns, epics, chronicles and other literary forms.


When combined, the south and the north became the land of ‘Sumer and Akkad’. It signified the region we best describe (albeit anachronistically) as ‘Babylonia’. Throughout this book I am going to adopt the conventional practice of using ‘Babylon’, ‘Babylonia’, ‘Babylonian’ and ‘Babylonians’ for things relating to the city of Babylon itself and to the territory of, in today’s political geography, southern Iraq, Kuwait and surrounding Gulf areas. Curiously, ancient Babylonian sources are replete with diverse place names, ranging from villages to cities and from polities to foreign realms, but ‘Babylonia’ was not one of them.


Of course, no one living in Babylonia would have known their mother city by the name ‘Babylon’, either. The ancient Sumerian name for the city had been Ka-dingirra, and it is possible that in its distant past, the embryonic city was known by other names – perhaps Tintir and Šuanna, and there may have been others. That the same city could be known by many designations throughout its history is not uncommon, and in fact one can point to some parallels in ancient Mesopotamia: Uruk could be known as Unug; Kullab might be called Eanna (Akkadian, Ayyakum); Umma was often referred to as Gišša. Similar modern examples abound: over time Lutetia became Paris; Edo was renamed Tokyo; Byzantium became – first – Constantinople and – finally – Istanbul. But in Mesopotamia, by the time of Hammurabi (1792–50), the name of Babylon was commonly referred to in Akkadian as Bāb-ilim.4


Interestingly, both the Sumerian Ka-dingirra and Akkadian Bāb-ilim mean the same thing: ‘Gate of God’. Later, Bāb-ilāni, the plural form of the Akkadian term, was rendered in Greek as Babulōn, resulting in the English Babylon. It was a good, strong designation and many ancient Babylonians bore the name of their august city as marks of civic pride: in the sources we read of individuals bearing names such as Mannukī-Babili (‘Who is like Babylon’), Babili-zēra-ibni (‘Babylon has created the seed’) and Babili-abī (‘Babylon is my Father’) for, as Marc Van De Mieroop, a leading expert in Near Eastern Studies, states, ‘the Mesopotamians’ attitude towards names was a crucial element in their vision of the world.’5


The Babylonians had several ways in which they could refer to the wide earth around them, but chief among them was the Akkadian term mātu (plural mātuātu), which, like the English word ‘land’, had a wide array of meanings: ‘steppe’, ‘plain’, ‘country’ (in a political sense) and even ‘homeland’. In the broadest sense, though, mātu referred to all dry land, and it was used by the Babylonians to express the sheer vastness of the earth’s surface. It was a word especially popular with the kind of monarch who liked to claim universal kingship, the sort that sought out and enjoyed the tribute of the mātuātu – the whole world, ‘from sunrise to sunset’.6


In a very old Mesopotamian myth known as the Epic of Etana, popularly told in Babylon throughout its long history, the mātuātu is seen in all its vastness when the hero of the tale – Etana, the king of Kiš – ascends into the sky on the back of a very accommodating eagle:


Come [said the eagle to Etana], let me take you up to heaven,


Put your chest against my chest,


Put your hands against my wing feathers,


Put your arms against my sides.


Climbing to the height of one league (commonly defined as five kilometres or three miles), the eagle invites the (understandably) terrified Etana to look down:


Look, my friend, how the land is now!


The land’s circumference is become one fifth of its size.


The vast sea is become like a ditch!


The eagle soars even higher, to three leagues, crying out happily,


Look, my friend, how the land is now!


The land has become a garden plot


And the vast sea has become a drinking-trough!


Flying higher still, the bird is exultant, and shouts:


Look, my friend, how the land is now!


My friend, let us go up to heaven!


But the terrified Etana has had enough: ‘Set me down,’ he begs, ‘let me go back to my city.’ The eagle obliges and returns the shaken Etana to the ground where, now a confirmed aerophobe, he scurries off home to Kiš.7


I find the overall conception of this story extraordinary; its imaginative details are breathtaking. How did the composer of this popular old story ever conceive of looking down at the earth from so high in the sky? How could he have even comprehended the experience of seeing the world from the height of three leagues – that is 48,000 feet? What Etana sees is feasible enough, though, as all of us who have travelled in an aeroplane know, and the metaphors used to describe the land and the seas diminishing in size as the eagle and its passenger climb ever higher are as realistic as they are mind-boggling. At the height of one league, Etana and the eagle can see the general outline of Mesopotamia and Syria: a flat plain (of the Tigris and Euphrates valleys) bordered by the mountains of Iran, Anatolia and Lebanon. The vast sea is likened to a boundary ditch, the type famers dug to demarcate their lands and to irrigate their crops (the intention in the story, I think, is to describe the sea as encircling the earth). At three leagues high the whole land is but a small allotment, a postage-stamp-sized garden plot, while the great sea is likened to an animal’s drinking trough. Yet whoever composed this story could only ever have seen the physical world from the height of a mountain, a high tree or, in an urban environment, from the top of a ziggurat or high wall. As a fictional journey into the sky, the Epic of Etana is a masterpiece of the human imagination, a fantastical narrative inching close to our modern genre of science fiction. Astronauts who see the earth from space often report experiencing a radical sense of oneness with the planet (known as the ‘overview effect’), and a sense that divisions and borders are totally arbitrary. I wonder if the Etana’s Babylonian audience got a sense of that commonality too?
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As surprising as Etana’s earth-gazing is to us, a correlation can be found in a more scientific sixth-century Mesopotamian source, known today as the Babylonian Mappa Mundi, or world map.8 The unique clay tablet gives a bird’s-eye view of the Babylonian mātuātu, which is conceived of as a round disk encircled by an ocean (depicted by a double ring) labelled the ‘Bitter Sea’. The city of Babylon, lying squarely at the centre of the earth, is intersected by a large oblong, representing the River Euphrates. A dot that can be made out in the middle of the oblong likely represents the ziggurat built by Nebuchadnezzar II. Other cities and districts are marked on the map, but they are quite randomly scattered about. Triangles (nagûs) surround the ‘Bitter Sea’, representing, in Irving Finkel’s scholarly estimation, ‘giant mountains beyond the rim of the world ... According to this system the world is hedged around by eight immense and unreachable mountains, which enclose the world like a fortress.’9 These mountain ranges are so unimaginably remote that, the text on the reverse of the tablet maintains, ‘A winged bird cannot safely complete its journey [there].’ They lie at a distance from Babylon which, the text insists, ‘no one can comprehend’.


A short, fragmentary line towards the end of the reverse inscription on the Babylonian Mappa Mundi explains the rationale of the eight-fold triangle descriptions: when put together they make up the ‘Four Quarters of the Entire [World]’. This grandiose expression was a great favourite among Mesopotamian monarchs. They relished employing ‘King of the Four Quarters of the World’ (Akkadian, šarru kibrat arba’im) as an element of their royal epithets. The title stressed their imperial ambitions and it is first attested in both Sumerian and Akkadian during the reign of the great Naram-Sin (2254–18), a monarch of almost mythical reputation. He employed it to refer to the seemingly unending scope of his empire-building prowess and, following his imperial successes, several later Babylonian rulers developed a penchant for the title too. In 1776 the monarch Hammurabi went one better than Naram-Sin when he referred to himself as the ‘king who made the Four Quarters of the Earth obedient’.10 The ‘Four Quarters’, it should be noted, were not specific geographical places in Mesopotamia; they represented imaginary locations at the edges of the created world – the nagûs of the Babylonian Mappa Mundi. Essentially, the epithet confirmed that the monarch who used it was the undisputed ruler of everything, everywhere.


Down by the riverside


Central Mesopotamia, the land of ancient Babylonia, is demarcated by the lower reaches of the rivers Euphrates and Tigris – both of which have their sources far to the north in the Armenian and Turkish highlands. At Baghdad, some 50 kilometres (30 miles) northwest of the site of ancient Babylon, both rivers come within approximately 30 kilometres (20 miles) of each other before finally blending into one to form the River Shatt el-Arab. From here the combined forces of the Tigris and the Euphrates rush headlong to disperse their waters into the Persian Gulf in the southeast. In antiquity, the Gulf extended as much as 240 kilometres (150 miles) further inland than it does today, which would have made ancient cities like Ur, Eridu and even Uruk (which today lie many miles inland) practically seaports. Over the millennia, heavy accumulations of silt deposited by the rivers along with the sea’s own retreat have pushed the coastline ever southward and it takes some imagining to conceive of the landscape as it once was.


Central and southern Mesopotamia’s climate is dry and hot (temperatures can routinely reach 120 degrees Fahrenheit/48 Celsius in high summer). However, the winter months in northern Mesopotamia (the area of contemporary north Iraq – the ancient homeland of the Assyrians) are often wet and there is sufficient rainfall to practise agriculture. But in Babylonia the amount of rainfall is far too low, even in winter, to undertake any agricultural work beyond the immediate river floodplains, and without irrigation life would have been unsustainable. The Euphrates and Tigris, which are characterized by very different flow patterns, therefore had a major influence on the millennia-old development of southern Mesopotamia.


The Euphrates – which runs for 2,780 kilometres (1,727 miles) – slices its way through Mesopotamia in a flat riverbed at a comparatively low gradient, resulting in annual floods in March/April during which the riverbed often shifts positions. In antiquity the Euphrates’ floods could not be safely used for agriculture, and if the fields were not protected by dykes, the river could have a destructive effect on the cultivation of grain. On the plus side, though, the flat riverbed at least allowed the water to be easily drained into extensive man-made irrigation canals without the need for intricate water-lifting devices.


The conditions on the Tigris, on the other hand, are completely different: at 1,950 kilometres (1,210 miles), its course is much shorter than that of the Euphrates, and it moves through central Mesopotamia at a steeper angle, giving it a higher flow-speed which, over time, has created both a very deep riverbed and a relatively stable flow. In the upper and middle reaches of the Tigris, water can only be pumped out with lifting devices such as water wheels. At the point where the two rivers wind together and form numerous affluents, lakes, swamps and marshlands are formed. In fact, Mesopotamia is actually one immense delta which yearly extends itself into the receding Persian Gulf.


Amazingly, the Euphrates has essentially remained on the same course for well over 3,000 years (the Tigris has tended to move east), although the archaeological finds of southern Mesopotamian town and cities that lie in ruins remind us of how certain branches changed course, leaving once-flourishing communities bereft of water. A magnificent ancient poem known as The Curse of Agade encapsulates the tragedy of a city that has run to ruin through lack of irrigation:


Foxes that frequent ruin mounds brush with their tails your fattening-pens ...


the ‘bird of depression’ nests in the gateways ...


the grass grows long on [the] canal-bank tow-paths ...


the grass of mourning grow[s] on highways laid for wagons!


... no one ... pass[es] on the tow-paths [now] built up with canal sediment! brackish water flows where fresh water flowed!11


Because of this, the Babylonians were careful to observe strict regulation over the building of canals. As early as the third millennium, the Code of Hammurabi provided specific punishments for anyone who increased the hazards of flooding and sedimentation by neglecting their dams and irrigation ditches, and if fields were allowed to lie idle too long, the owner forfeited his rights to the land.12 After all, the Atraḥasis Epic claims that the reason mankind was created was to relieve the gods of hard labour such as canal maintenance:


Let the birth-goddess create offspring


and let man bear the toil of the gods ...


[Men] with picks and spades they built the shrines,


they built the big canal banks


for food of the peoples, for sustenance of the gods.


Man-made canals were not only essential for irrigation, but they were also used as waterways. The rivers and their interlacing canals were the main transportation arteries of Mesopotamia (roads never really caught on) and acted, in effect, as Babylon’s autobahns. Like all major highways, the rivers and canals were busy places where traders, fishermen and ferrymen battled for space. The Greek historian Herodotus, who claimed to have seen Babylon in person (although I think this is doubtful), certainly had access to some good eyewitness accounts. This is what he has to say about Babylonian river traffic:


I shall now describe the greatest of all marvels here, after the city of Babylon itself. The boats which float down the river to Babylon are completely circular in form and made of leather. The Armenians who live upstream from Assyria construct the ribs of the boat out of cut willow branches and stretch around them watertight skins to complete the hull. They form neither a stern nor a prow for the boat, but shape it into a circle like a shield. Then they stuff the entire boat with reeds, fill it with cargo, and release it to drift with the current down the river ... The boats are guided by men standing and wielding two long oars, one drawing his oar in as the other pushes his out. These boats are constructed in all sizes, from small to very large. The largest of them can hold freight weighing up to 5,000 talents. Each boat carries a live donkey; the larger boats hold several donkeys. With these they sail to Babylon, and when they arrive, they sell their cargo and auction off the ribs and reeds from the boats; but they load the skins onto the donkeys and lead them back to Armenia.13


But the coracle was only one of a variety of boats employed on the rivers and canals; bundled reed boats, of the kind used until recently by the Marsh Arabs of southern Iraq, were coated on the exterior with bitumen to make the vessels watertight.14 Wooden plank-built boats were also used in Mesopotamia, constructed from the local pine or fir trees, although the poplar, willow and palm trunks were also used for boat-building.15 Textual evidence implies the existence of large dockyards and boat-building facilities in Babylonia, sometimes under state control. Several grades of personnel associated with shipyards have been identified, including shipwrights, unskilled dockyard workers, specialist builders, carpenters, bitumen workers and sailmakers. Of the two types of boats mentioned in cuneiform texts, there were passenger boats (Akkadian rukubu) with a length of about 12.5 metres (41 feet), and transport ships (Akkadian malallu), about 6 metres (20 feet) in length, 4 metres (13 feet) wide and 3 metres (10 feet) deep. According to the German Assyriologist Armas Salonen, the largest Babylonian vessel was 15 metres (50 feet) long.16 Very large sail-ships made from timber in private shipyards were used for long sea journeys to countries beyond the Persian Gulf.


The growth of the city of Babylon was accompanied by an increasing demand for high-quality wood for construction, and the Babylonians looked to the forests of the mountains to the north (especially in Lebanon) to fulfil the need for cedar, tamarisk, cypress, mulberry and laurel trees.17 Stone too was sourced from northern Mesopotamia, where the quarries were more plentiful, and was transported on sturdy (yet very basic) rafts placed on top of inflated animal skins which acted as floating devices through the canal networks to Babylon.


The urbanization process in southern Mesopotamia was closely tied with the exchange of raw materials. Besides trade, the primary form of this exchange was warfare, a kind of state prerogative for the practice of extracting the raw building materials through spoil is well attested as a Babylonian literary topos. The popular motif of the king who builds a palace or a temple in his capital city using materials coming from remote countries was used to demonstrate the king’s power. Therefore, huge quantities of wood and stone were shipped down the River Euphrates to Babylon where, the archaeology shows, the height and thickness of the dykes that held the river within definite channels increased as a result – an indication that floods in this region were much feared. A common Babylonian proverb asks the question, ‘Can strong warriors resist a flood?’, reminding us that throughout the Near East, water was also a tool of war, used to stop or obstruct the movement of enemy armies.18 For instance, when Abi-ešuh, the king of Babylon between 1711 and 1684, planned to capture the territory of a foreign ruler named Iluma-ilu, he is said to have ‘dammed the Tigris’. The hydraulic work needed to dam the Tigris and divert its water to a large lateral irrigation canal was named bīt turri, ‘house of turning’.19


In times of peace, though, the ability to navigate the artificial canals was of fundamental importance. It was often necessary to raise the levees, which increased the likelihood of a failure, risking not just the canal but also the cultivated area, and as the areas under cultivation increased, so too the problems of irrigation agriculture became more pronounced.20 The maintenance of canals was a continuous task. Major canals were supervised by high officials who reported directly to the king of Babylon. Large gangs of workers, recruited through a corvée labour system (where men were obliged to give some of their time and energy to state projects), were necessary to have the canals free of silt, demanding the removal of enormous amounts of mud. For example, a letter from an overseer named Sin-iddinam to king Hammurabi mentions 90 iku of soil to be cleared from a canal – corresponding to about 600 man-days of work.21 Workers were local men, soldiers, foreign slaves and war captives, although at one point in Babylon’s history, among the workers were the exiled Israelites who were set to hard labour in the Babylonian countryside or on the city’s extensive building projects. They bewailed the time they spent working and weeping ‘by the rivers of Babylon’, although the plaintive romanticism of Psalm 137 (dealt with later) loses something of its poignancy when the Hebrew text is correctly translated: ‘By the irrigation canals of Babylon,’ the hard-worked Jewish labourers lamented, ‘we squatted down and wailed.’


The Tigris and Euphrates were sacred to the Babylonians, in much the same way as the River Ganges is to Hindus or the Nile was to the ancient Egyptians. The divine rivers (sometimes represented as gods, other times as goddesses) were the recipients of cult, prayers and ritual offerings.22 They were thought of as the source of life, of abundance, of divine radiance, of purification and salvation – but also of death, diseases and punishment. Rivers were conceived of as pouring out from the Apsû, which is traditionally referred to as the abode of Ea, the god of water, knowledge, crafts and creation. According to the Babylonian creation myth known as the Enūma Eliš, the Apsû was a sweet-water ocean that lay just beneath the earth’s surface, a kind of vast drinkable subterranean sea. This fresh-water source was envisaged as a primordial masculine being (or male cosmic principle) also named Apsû, who had a female cosmic principle named Tiāmat who represented the oceans and all salt waters.23 The god Ea had chosen to live in the Apsû, this liminal space, long, long before the creation of humanity (and so not to feel alone, he had insisted that his wife, Damgalnuna – or Damkina in some texts – and his mother, Nammu, join him there). Because of this, the rivers, which were thought to be extensions of the Apsû, were revered as the chosen dwelling places of Ea. A Babylonian incantation (a ‘medical’ invocation for purifying the body of a sick man, in fact) provides us with an interesting holistic portrayal of water, mountains, heaven, Apsû, Ea and human beings:


Lordly waters, flowing straight from the great mountains,


Waters, flowing straight from the pure Euphrates,


Born out of the Apsû, granting rulership,


Born in Eridu, you have touched


Anu in the heaven, you have touched the divine Earth on the earth,


You have touched Ea, the king of the Apsû, the pure one,


You have touched the body of (this) man, son of his god,


You have made him pure, you have made him clean,


May the evil tongue [stand] aside!24


In mythic terms, the River Euphrates and the River Tigris were regarded as divine offspring (usually the daughters) of the gods. In the very ancient Sumerian myth Enki and the World Order, the two rivers appeared in the landscape when the god Enki (the Sumerian version of Ea) ejaculated into the riverbeds so that they overflowed with his life-giving semen. It is no coincidence, I think, that the word for ‘water’ in Sumerian is the same for ‘semen’ (aa):


After father Enki raised the waters


of the Euphrates,


He stood like an impetuous lusty


bull for her,


Lifted his penis, ejaculated,


Filled the Tigris with shining flowing water ...


He [leant] over the Tigris, like a rampant bull,


He lifted his penis, he brought the wedding gift:


The Tigris rejoiced in her heart ...25


The two rivers recur consistently as active agents in Babylonian healing incantations and rituals (about which I will have more to say later) and are summoned together on behalf of the patient during the magical-medical performance. The purity of their waters derives from the close and deep connection between the Euphrates, the Tigris and the Apsû, as we read in another Old Babylonian ‘medical’ incantation:


The Rivers are pure,


The water of the Tigris is clear,


The water of the Euphrates is lustrous ...


May they make my hand pure!


May they clear my mouth!


May they let my foot [be strong]!26


Because their pure waters could carry away any disease, defilement or sin, rivers were considered the ideal place for rituals and purifying rites. Offerings of grain and beer were poured into the river and flower garlands were thrown onto the waters to carry the prayers of the faithful upriver; little glazed-clay talismans which sank to the rivers’ beds and acted as tokens of the faith were deposited into the waters from the riverbanks too. Babylonians even incorporated the names of the rivers into their personal names. The most common of these theophoric expressions of faith included Mār-Purattim (Son of the Euphrates), Purattum-ummī (My Mother is the Euphrates), Idiglat-ummī (My Mother is the Tigris) and Mār-Idiglat (Son of the Tigris). Less common, but equally powerful, is a series of names which display a particular devotion to the River Tigris: Idiglat-rēmīnni (Tigris Have Mercy on Me), Kidin-Idiglat (The One under the Protection of the Tigris) and Sīqe-Idiglat (In the Lap of the Tigris).


The Tigris and the Euphrates represented the main boundaries between civilization and the wild and, as a liminal space, the rivers were also considered the perfect places for contacting and connecting with the gods (especially Ea himself). The custom of drinking water from the sacred rivers was widespread, as was the practice of sleeping by the river and presenting offerings and prayers to it as a means to interact with the gods. In the popular Babylonian flood story (which I will discuss in more detail later), the hero, Atraḥasis, attempts to get in contact with Ea at the riverbank by ‘bringing dream-offerings when the waterw[ay was quiet], and [making an offering] halfway through the night’. The prayers and rituals done, he places his bed on the riverbank and falls asleep in the hope that Ea will appear to him in a dream.27 The water, enriched with the prayers of Atraḥasis, reaches the Apsû and dutifully delivers them to Ea. The god does not hesitate to respond, and sends his sea monsters, the Laḫmu, the guardians of the sea, to Atraḥasis in a vision. Incubation rites (as they are termed by anthropologists) of this type were widespread throughout Mesopotamia, and the conception that the Tigris and Euphrates (and other divine rivers) were channels of communication between the human and divine spheres was deeply rooted among all peoples of the ancient Near East.


Mud, mud, glorious mud


The abundance of alluvial soil (which with irrigation was turned into extremely fertile farmland) meant that there was always an excess of mud and clay to be found. Consequently, mud played a starring role in Babylon’s history. It was the stuff of life. According to Babylon’s myths, the first deities were formed from the silt of the Apsû and subsequently the gods also moulded the first humans from clay. In one Babylonian myth, the god Enki, his mother and his consort create humankind out of clay mixed with divine blood when Enki instructs his mother, Namma, to ‘remove a chunk of clay and fashion bodies from it’.28 In the Akkadian myth of Atraḥasis, however, humankind is created by mixing clay with the flesh and blood of a slaughtered god:


Let one god be slaughtered


So that all the gods may be cleansed in a dipping.


From his flesh and blood


Let Nintu mix clay,


That god and man


May be thoroughly mixed in the clay,


So that we may hear the drum for the rest of time


Let there be a spirit from the god’s flesh.29


When humans die, they were believed to turn back to clay. In the Epic of Gilgameš, we learn that a violent storm caused the Great Flood which destroyed all of humankind except for the family of old Utnapištim (the Babylonian Noah). The devastating result is that the people turned back into the clay from which they were first formed.30


Peoples of the ancient Near East in turn used clay to make figures of divine beings, humans and animals; it was widely believed that these figurines could be imbued with life and were capable of taking action on their creator’s behalf. Buried beneath buildings, certain clay figurines were imagined to protect homes, palaces and temples from unseen threats. Figurine moulds (themselves made of clay) could be used to repeat the creation process. When clay was needed in any magical contexts, special rituals were performed to consecrate and purify the clay pit from which it was taken. For one ritual, undertaken to block the entry of evil into someone’s house, the exorcist consecrated the pit with incense, a torch and holy water. He then poured a libation of beer onto the clay and recited the incantation:


Clay pit! Clay pit! ...


You are the clay pit of Anu and Enlil,


the clay pit of Enki, lord of the deep,


the clay pit of the great gods.


You have made the lord for lordship, you have made the king for kingship,


you have made the prince for future days ...


you have received your gift.


Thus, in the morning before Šamaš,


I remove a chunk of clay ...


May it be profitable!31


The soil of Babylonia was generally well suited for building projects, providing a very acceptable substitute for stone as a building material when moulded and exposed to the intense sun. At first, building with mud was quite basic. It was observed by archaeologists in the 1930s CE that one of the simplest techniques of building with mud is still evident in southern Iraq; during his fieldwork near the ancient site of Nippur, McGuire Gibson, a leading authority on ancient Mesopotamia, noted:


I have seen farmers in muddy areas building walls, usually compound walls, by just taking the shovel they have ... a small, shallow shovel which is the easiest to use in mud, and turn over the mud as they go along. Each shovelful is turned over onto the preceding one to build up a wall. When they get to the end, they throw each shovelful back the other way and get a herringbone pattern.32


Techniques were generally more sophisticated in the construction of the ancient urban environment, though, and the Babylonians realized early on that wet mud mixed with chopped hay and sand or a little dung when placed into a small rectangular wooden mould (approximately 7.5 centimetres by 15 centimetres – 3 inches by 6 inches) and allowed to dry in the sun, makes a very good brick – solid, dry and very firm. The first summer month (May/June), when the earth had been well watered by rain and the heat of the sun began to intensify, was called the ‘month of bricks’. Brickmaking was a major Mesopotamian industry, especially in the south in Babylonia, where wood was in such short supply and stone was non-existent. Herodotus (or someone he borrowed observations from) was enthusiastic about the process:


I must describe how the soil dug out to make the moat was used, and the method of building the wall. While the digging was going on, the earth that was shovelled out was formed into bricks, which were baked in kilns as soon as enough were made; then using hot bitumen for mortar the workmen began by lining with brick each side of the moat, and then went on to erect the actual wall. In both cases they laid rush-mats between every thirty courses of bricks.33


Mudbrick is very adaptable and easy to use. It is also remarkably durable when properly protected against the weather. However, Babylon’s sun-dried brick houses were prone to collapse, especially when the straw in the brick was eaten away by vermin. The Laws of Hammurabi devoted five sections to this endemic problem (§229–33), noting in particular the builder’s responsibility:


If a builder constructs a house for a man, but does not make his work sound, and the house that he constructs collapses and causes the death of the householder, that builder shall be killed. If it should cause the death of a son of the householder, they shall kill a son of that builder.34


Once brickmaking had been developed, it became general practice to build most of a structure in sun-dried bricks, while facing the lower courses (and paving the floors) with kiln-fired bricks. In a country short of wood for fuel, baked bricks were a luxury (the large amounts of fuel needed in the form of reeds and other plant-matter were prohibitively expensive), commonly used only where necessary to protect the unfired bricks from erosion by wind or water. Archaeologists have long been noting that while some of the bases of surviving Babylonian temples were mudbrick only, others were mudbrick faced with fired clay. The Babylonians were the first to fire clay for this purpose, but clay was used in other ways in daily life too: it was used for axe heads, for example, and basic weaponry in the form of sling bolts and bullets. Nail-shaped objects made of clay have also been found, thought to be used as pestles or as a tool for tanning. It makes perfect sense that in clay-rich Babylonia – especially in the absence of other building materials – clay became a staple of living.


The making and laying of bricks for public buildings, especially temples, is known from Babylonian textual sources to have been accompanied by ceremonies and rituals to propitiate the gods, especially for the crucial process of making the first brick. There was even a brick-god, Kulla, who had been formed by Ea from – appropriately – a lump of clay. Kulla was invoked whenever building foundations were being laid – even for nondescript private dwellings. In one ritual text composed for the repair of one of Babylon’s many grand temples, though, the invocation to the god is properly observed and followed to the letter:


If one has to open the foundations of a god’s house, in a propitious month, on a favourable day, when he opens the foundations and lays the brick ... you set up an offering arrangement to Kulla, the lord of foundations and brickwork, set out a censer of juniper, libate fine beer, scatter pressed-out sesame, cedar resin, cypress oil, honey, milk, wine, all kinds of stone, silver, gold and all kinds of aromatics into the River god, sacrifice a ram and pour its blood into the foundations.35


Even monarchs were circumspect enough to propitiate Kulla in the hope of a good building project. For instance, the Assyrian king Esarhaddon – who inherited Babylon from his father – declares in a building inscription which he had installed following the repairs he undertook to the dilapidated foundations of the Esagila, the great ziggurat temple of Marduk in Babylon, that:


I performed pure sacrifices to the great gods and Kulla, the lord of the fundament and the brickwork, I laid their foundations ... and made the superstructure durable.36


Once buildings had been completed, Kulla was no longer wanted on the construction site – probably because his continued presence there might mean that endless patch-up jobs would have to be undertaken. Therefore, the god’s statue was unceremoniously loaded onto a boat and sent out on the river, like some evil demon, with incantations designed to keep him far away. As the boat floated off, the construction crew was forced to turn their backs on the river (they were forbidden to approach the building for three days) as an exorcist incanted these lines:


Kulla, you are torn out, driven away and expelled. You are conjured by the Apsû, you are conjured by the gods residing on the Sacred Mount! You shall be torn out, you shall go away, you shall depart, you shall withdraw, you shall move out ... you shall never return!37


For each new building project, large or small, unbaked mudbricks had to be freshly made (because of Kulla, they could not be salvaged from old buildings). Brickmaking does not require any special technical knowledge, which meant that practically every man, woman or child in Babylonia did it occasionally, though more commonly foreign slaves were instructed to undertake the backbreaking labour, hoeing out raw clay from the clay pits and carrying it to the site where the bricks were being made. Bricks were used in enormous quantities, for building houses, shops and palaces, but especially for the platforms of mudbrick which were used as the foundations for ziggurat temples. Of course, some men in every Mesopotamian city, town and village were specially skilled in the making and handling of mudbricks; a report from an Iraqi village called Diyala in the 1930s suggested that the best brickmaker there held a record for making almost 3,000 a day.38 Expert craftspeople were thought of as more than skilled technicians, though. Master brickmakers and bricklayers, who had the skills required to create a repository of façade designs – brick columns, palm trees made from bricks, brick bull-men, or brick-made blessing goddesses – were known as ummânus. The term meant that these expert craftspeople had knowledge of, and direct access to, the primordial past when humans received their knowledge from the gods via a group of sages known as the apkallu. These semi-divine beings, part-man part-fish, emerged from the Apsû in order to instruct the first humans in the arts of living. It was the apkallu who taught a group of select humans the first crafts, and the descendants of this chosen few became the ummânus. Texts indicate that the knowledge of special craft skills was to be kept secret among the initiated few. Accordingly, the most celebrated craftspeople were tied to palaces and temples, the state-run institutions that held precious materials and commissioned individuals and workshops to produce finely crafted items. For important building projects, skilled workers were selected through rituals such as divination. Craftspeople were thus integral to connecting the divine and human realms, and in many instances consciously channelled divine will.


The brickmaking expertise of the Babylonians became proverbial. So much so, that when the Persians took over the known world and created its vast empire (which incorporated all of Babylonia and much more), the Great King Darius I (c. 550–486) decided to erect a huge throne hall in Susa, in Elam (perhaps the place where he was born), and employed craftsmen from across his conquered territories to build it. In the so-called Susa Foundation Charter, the craftsmen from Babylon are singled out for their particular contribution to the multi-ethnic construction project: ‘The sun-dried mudbrick was moulded [and] the Babylonian people performed this task ... and the men who wrought the kiln-baked bricks, those [too] were Babylonians.’39


Mud pies and archives


It was Babylon’s clay that enabled the creation of writing, the most important step humankind ever took towards civilization. Eschewing clumsy organic resources such as papyrus, birch bark, linen, palm leaves, stone, or processed animal bones and skins, the peoples of southern Mesopotamia chose clay as their vehicle for material communication and here, once again, we must be grateful for mud. Building on various forms of pre-writing, by the last quarter of the fourth millennium BCE, they had developed a complex writing system exploiting two ubiquitous elements of their environment: clay for the writing surface and reeds as the inscribing tool; a stylus cut at an angle to create a point that was used to impress sequences of wedges. For us today, their choice of clay was fortuitous since objects made from dried or fired clay tend to survive exceptionally well over the millennia, buried in the earth and sand of antiquity.40 The cuneiform writing system (‘cuneiform’ refers specifically to the wedge-shaped impressed lines that make up the individual signs of the script) was first applied to write the Sumerian language and, later, the Akkadian (Babylonian and Assyrian) language that was spoken in Mesopotamia. It was soon adapted by neighbouring cultures to write other languages such as the Indo-European Hittite in Anatolia, Elamite in Iran, and the related (but otherwise unconnected) Hurrian and Urartain tongues of northern Syria. Cuneiform writing enjoyed a long and productive life: its beginnings can be dated to the middle of the fourth millennium and its end can be found documented in a small number of tablets that may be as late as the second century CE – a time span of roughly three and a half millennia.41


Looking at these ancient tablets in museum collections, it is easy to assume that they were once crude mud pies, roughly shaped in the hand. But there was more to making a clay tablet than meets the eye. First the raw materials had to be sourced and prepared. The ancient texts themselves are almost entirely silent on the origins of the clay, but from a few Neo-Babylonian documents we learn that the clay for school tablets destined to be dedicated to a temple would be gathered from a pure inland clay pit outside the city.42 The scribes had to learn how each type of clay behaved since coarser types dried less quickly than finer clays and was less plastic to the touch; special care had to be taken in its preparation so that it would not crack as it dried. Remarkably, a workshop for preparing clay tablets has been excavated at Hammam et-Turkman in the Balikh Valley, northern Syria. It contains a circular basin about 50 centimetres (20 inches) deep, supplied with well-water; next to it was a rectangular space where the archaeologists discovered purified clay, with kneading marks and fingerprints still visible in some parts.43


Still, I know of only one Mesopotamian source which tells of how to actually make the tablets; it comes in the form of an Old Babylonian bilingual school exercise:


[Qu]ick, come here, take the clay,


knead it, flatten it,


[calc]ulate (the amount needed), fold it (over itself),


reinforce the core, form (the tablet),


[...] plan it, [...]


hurry, [...]


lift the clay-flap and trim it off!44


And that is it – the only ‘make your own clay tablet’ instruction we have. But we can recreate much of the process by observing the tablets themselves. It appears that clay was washed before use; it was placed in a bowl of water and stirred so that bits of wood, straw, leaves and the like floated on top of the water and could easily be skimmed off, while stones or other impurities sank and deposited themselves at the bottom of the container (although there are many extant examples of finished tablets which contain stones, pebbles, shells and even flecks of grain). After being washed, the clay was shaped. We have hundreds of thousands of the finished artefacts, of course, and they survive in many different shapes, attesting to the fact that variations were looked for according to genre, time, place and also to practical and aesthetic considerations. Examples have been discovered of what may be ‘loaves’ of clay – probably pre-prepared by slaves or workers – from which scribes could tear off tablet-sized lumps as required, and I think it is reasonable to suppose that these ‘loaves’ were far more common than the archaeological evidence preserves.45


A clay tablet is, by definition, three-dimensional and its thickness needed to increase in proportion to the size of its writing surface. By and large, most tablets were made to fit comfortably in the palm of the hand (essentially, the size of a computer mouse) and the corners were relatively rounded (square tablets are much rarer than rectangular ones). Both sides of the tablet could be used for writing; to move to the reverse, one simply had to flip the bottom of the tablet to the top (not right to left, as we do with a sheet of paper). For longer texts, several tablets were used and scribes often drew lines on the tablets to divide them into readable sections.


Once inscribed, the clay tablet would dry quickly, so by definition, then, a text was written all at once. If a scribe made an error in recording information, the clay could be smoothed over and new marks made. However, if a change needed to be made in the text after the tablet had dried, there was no way to do this. I mentioned earlier that in some periods of Mesopotamian history, scribes used wax spread on wooden boards, instead of clay, to record information that was needed only briefly so that once the text was no longer required, they could smooth over the wax and reuse it.


Contrary to commonly held assumptions, clay tablets were not generally baked – that was a treatment usually reserved for library copies or the records of kings – but were simply sun-dried. Because of this, the clay from outdated tablets could be moistened with water and reused, a practice which is primarily attested in scribal schools and in administrative archives.46 Tablets could be stored in palaces, temples, judicial courts and business offices, and we know that in Babylonia, even people of modest means had private archives that contained contracts, land use or sale documents, and records of lawsuits, while the archives of merchants or traders contained business ledgers as well as lists of goods and their sale prices. The tablets were stored away in various containers – in a jar, basket, bag or box, possibly wrapped in a reed mat or piece of cloth. In the temples or palaces, thousands of tablets might be kept in a special room, which might have been sealed. Such a room would have low storage benches around the walls or a narrow shelf of mudbrick, although alternatively, the tablets might be stacked on the floor leaning against the walls, or heaped in rows facing inward on several levels of wooden shelving; tablets were also stored in groups in pigeonholes.


The practical need to retrieve tablets from storage without reading through the entire text of each document necessitated some organization. Sometimes the physical shape and size of a tablet, or the layout of a text, was enough to identify the nature of a document or the genre of a composition, but usually colophons were used. These were brief statements that gave the identity of the tablet, a catchline to the next tablet, information on the textual ancestry (the source from which the tablet was copied), name and family of the scribe, occasionally that of the person for whom the tablet was written, restrictions on access to the text and library to which the tablet belonged, as well as a curse on anyone who damaged or destroyed the tablet.


Excavations in the Ebabbar (the temple of the sun god Šamaš) at Sippar in northern Babylonia have revealed a small Neo-Babylonian library probably built by Nabonidus (555–39), the last king of Babylon before the Persian conquest. On three sides of the room was a series of pigeonholes built out from the mudbrick walls, with four ranks in the side walls and six in the back wall; there were probably originally four levels of niches, which made a total of fifty-six pigeonholes altogether. Each pigeonhole was about 70 centimetres (28 inches) deep, made of clay but with plastered reeds forming an inside lining for the sides and roof, so that each had a slightly tunnel-shaped or arched interior. Up to sixty tablets were stacked in each niche, on their long sides, two or three rows deep. Altogether there would have been space for about 2,000 tablets. Many of the tablets were badly encrusted with salt, but scholars were able to deduce that almost all were literary. There were some copies on clay of inscriptions on stone steles or metal tablets and a few royal inscriptions, Neo-Babylonian copies of documents composed some 1,500 years earlier. Experts have noted that several of the tablets were written by the same scribe.47 Among the other texts were hymns, prayers, divination texts, astrological omens, mathematical texts and lexical texts as well as several sets of well-known literary masterpieces of the standard Babylonian corpus, including the Atraḥasis story, the Epic of Gilgameš and the Epic of Creation (Enuma Eliš).


Of course, most surviving cuneiform tablets are bureaucratic accounts of various sorts and were periodically sorted and discarded. As such, they are often found by archaeologists in secondary contexts, in trash deposits, used as filling in walls, floors and even in clay benches and other domestic furniture. Often, they have been discovered in destruction layers of houses, palaces or temple complexes. Most broken tablets we see in museums achieved that form not because of clumsy excavation practices, but rather because they were casually discarded in antiquity. All around Babylon, outdated clay tablets must have piled up in huge quantities – myriad small lumps of clay in a city made of clay. We might reasonably ask, therefore, where are all these deliberately discarded tablets now? After all, what we have in our museum collections can have formed only a tiny percentage of the amount produced over almost three millennia, because many went back into the rivers and canals, where they dissolved away and returned to the mud from which they first came, waiting to be made, perhaps, into a fresh batch of tablets.


The landscape of Mesopotamia gave the Babylonians not just the practicalities of life – food and water – but enabled them to construct a culture rich in ideology. The waters of the rivers and the canals, as well as the mud and clay they enriched, produced, quite literally, the building blocks of civilization. The clay which the gods had used to form humankind was used by humans to record the deeds and exploits of the gods.
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Murky Beginnings


Babylon’s origins are obscure. We know nothing of the city’s founding, nothing about its formative period and nothing about its early governance. The establishment of the city must date to a period before the reign of king Sargon of Akkad (the Great, 2334–279), but all we can say with certainty is that in the third millennium, Babylon was merely a small, insignificant and obscure town. At very best it was a minor port-city on the River Euphrates.


The first piece of written evidence we have about Babylon is one lone cuneiform tablet that can be dated to the reign of king Šar-kali-šarri (c. 2217–193), the grandson of Sargon of Akkad. At that time, Babylon, it appears, was under the control of the formidable kings of Akkad, who held many such satellite cities within the orbit of their power.1 Babylon had no influence of its own and was completely reliant on Akkadian support, protection and patronage. In fact, Babylon’s tentative entry into the historical record chronicles one such act of patronage on the part of Šar-kali-šarri: he was recorded laying the foundations of two new temples in Babylon, one for the goddess Annūnı̄tum (an epithet of the goddess Ištar) and the other for the god Ilaba (the tutelary deity of the Akkadian kings). Despite the meagre documentary evidence, the presence of Šar-kali-šarri at Babylon for this ribbon-cutting ceremony means that Babylon must have already been a settlement of some consequence, for why else would it warrant royal interest? It was traditional for rulers in Mesopotamia to make an occasional royal progress, visiting the major cultic sites, and such a state visit might account for Šar-kali-šarri’s presence at Babylon. The temples of Babylon were inaugurated by Šar-kali-šarri in about 2208, the ninth year of his reign – and we know this because, thankfully, that lone cuneiform text provides us with a date.2 But beyond this nugget of information, we know next to nothing about Babylon’s formative development.


The archaeological exploration of the earliest strata of the city has been severely hampered by an extraordinarily high water table in the region of Babylon which, over the centuries, ate away at any evidence for the original settlement within the nascent city; excavation of the deep levels has proved impossible.3 We know nothing of the local inhabitants of the city, what language or dialect they spoke, nor even of how Babylon was ruled as an Akkadian dependency. Were viceroys appointed by Šar-kali-šarri to oversee his policies, or was Babylon run by self-made men who worked independent of the king and his government? Was there a Babylonian king, a vassal of Šar-kali-šarri? We have no way of knowing.


Frustratingly, after the mention it gets in Šar-kali-šarri’s reign, the sources fall completely silent about Babylon and they remain that way for a century until the period of the Third Dynasty of Ur, the dominant, Sumerian-speaking, power in southern Mesopotamia between 2112 and 2004. By the standards of Mesopotamian history, the Ur III period (as the century-long era is known to scholars in an abbreviated form) was a latecomer. The heyday of the city-state of Ur (the so-called Early Dynastic Period, c. 3000–2350), with its vast royal cemeteries, including the infamous Great Death Pit, and the fabulous gold and lapis lazuli treasures – the inlaid harps, game-boards and headdresses – which testify to the splendour of early Sumerian civilization, was long gone when Ur III came into being.4 By that time, the first world civilization was a distant memory, preserved only in the Sumerian language and a huge catalogue of administrative documents, hymns, songs, poems and myths. The Ur III Dynasty was established by the active and ambitious king Ur-Namma, who ascended a vacant throne and made Ur (which could trace its foundation as far back as 3800) his capital. His reign ushered in a sparkling new era of prosperity and cultural brilliance in Mesopotamia. Under the rulers of the Third Dynasty, the influence of Ur spread throughout much of Mesopotamia, and the large kingdom they controlled was big enough to warrant being broken up into at least forty different administrative regions, all ruled by the centralized authority of the Ur III monarchs. Babylon was one such region.5


Eighteen years after his accession, king Ur-Namma was killed in battle and was succeeded by his son, Šulgi (c. 2029–1982), a brilliant warrior, who expanded Ur’s sphere of control from southern Mesopotamia near Eridu all the way up the River Tigris valley to Nineveh in the north (roughly stretching from modern-day Kuwait in the south to Mosul in northern Iraq). Šulgi was more than a warrior, though; he was a natural-born bureaucrat, happy to scrutinize every detail of the administration, and he was a fine poet and an accomplished scholar who devoted himself to the patronage of the arts and culture. In fact, the reign of Šulgi ushered in a ‘Sumerian Renaissance’, a glorious rebirth of ancient Sumerian culture.


In his twentieth year of rule, Šulgi created a standing army, based at Ur, and distributed crown lands among the military in exchange for their services. He reorganized the administrative system of his empire and appointed carefully chosen provincial governors, or ensis, to oversee the running of Ur’s dependencies, drawn from local elites. In addition, each province was obliged to have a military commander, appointed by the monarch, who was put in charge of the military personnel and other types of royal dependents settled on crown land. All provinces under Šulgi’s authority were compelled to contribute to the bala – a carefully managed system of taxation and redistribution of resources, including manpower.


Babylon begins


We must realize that in ancient Mesopotamia, the city and the political state were acutely intertwined. The Mesopotamian city was the place of religious action, defence, law, governance and bureaucracy; it was an economic structure of singular importance. The city had enormous resonance in the Mesopotamian belief system and in political rhetoric too and is best understood when we can set the archaeological evidence alongside the surviving contemporary textual record. This is sometimes hard to do – due to geology, wars and lack of archaeological funding, no entire Mesopotamian city has ever been excavated; this means that any data we have assembled for cross-city comparisons can be flimsy.


Like Babylon, many Mesopotamian cities have long biographies, but these are not always easy to comprehend. Typically, cities began life as agricultural settlements in the sixth millennium or so, and steadily underwent economic and social developments which led to early urbanization. By the third millennium, local immigration saw them expand – and we know that some of these early ‘cities’ like Ur, Uruk and Nippur grew from ‘towns’ very quickly. After their initial growth, most Mesopotamian cities plateaued at about 100–150 hectares (247–371 acres) of land, but they could contract or expand considerably due to political fortunes. It is important to note, though, that Mesopotamian languages had no words to distinguish ‘village’, ‘town’ and ‘city’ – all were called URU (Sumerian) or ālu (Akkadian) regardless of size or structure, which must tell us something about the Mesopotamian conception of flexible, changeable space. After all, Mesopotamian cities were locked in a never-ending construction phase as work continued on temple complexes, defensive walls and domestic housing. Babylon, Ur, Nippur, Uruk and Sippar were, essentially, round-the-clock building sites.


It was as part of Šulgi’s bala tax system that Babylon re-emerges in the documentation around 2020. Although we still have no clues as to its size, under Šulgi Babylon had become an urban centre of some consequence, the capital city and administrative centre of an important province in the Ur III kingdom. Therefore, it was governed by an ensi and the city fully participated in the royal taxation arrangement. Babylon is mentioned in some forty texts during Šulgi’s reign – which might seem like a paltry sum in view of the masses of records which were produced by the Ur III bureaucracy – but nonetheless, the cuneiform tablets are important. They tell us some much-needed facts about the governance of the burgeoning city. We know, for instance, that four Babylonian-born men served as ensis of Babylon during Šulgi’s reign: Itur-ilum and three of his sons – Iššur-ilum, Abba and Arši-ah. Not only did these governors form a dynasty of their own, but their names were conspicuously Akkadian (not Sumerian), which confirms Šulgi’s policy of appointing local elites into his state-centred administration.


The Ur III-period texts reveal that Babylon withdrew animals from the state’s stockyard, as part of its bala-system prerogative, and in them we can read how on one occasion a modest number of animals (52 cattle, 134 sheep and 75 goats to be precise) were requisitioned by the Babylonians from the state-stock, no doubt for the sacrificial cult in the temples. In turn, Babylon contributed to the bala system in the form of providing pinewood and tamarisk wood for other cities under Šulgi’s rule, as well as in manual labour (one text refers to a unit of around 600 workers used to harvest the temple estates of the god Enlil). Yet another document records a stock-take of over 7,000 litres of beer in the city.


The view from Babylon


The world the Babylonians knew in the early stage of the city’s history was, by and large, a hostile one. Babylon was not a great power, it had no great reserves of wealth, and it depended for its survival on the protection afforded it by Ur. Lands beyond Babylon always threatened to overwhelm Šulgi’s kingdom, and with it, Ur’s many satellite cities.


What was the geopolitical world at the time of Babylon’s subservience to Šulgi? To the northwest of Babylon, on a fertile strip of land close to the middle Euphrates (today, just a tell, or mound, on the right bank of the Euphrates, about 50 kilometres (30 miles) north of the present Iraqi-Syrian border), stood Mari, a very wealthy city that had at one time been subject to the kings of Akkad and ruled by military governors, or šakkanakku. A dynasty of hereditary šakkanakkus had gained its independence and established themselves as ‘kings’. It was under the rulership of a monarch named Yahdun-Lim (c.1810–1794) that Mari grew to a scale and splendour which rivalled Ur itself. However, Mari’s days in the sun ended abruptly when the Assyrian king Šamaši-Adad (c. 1815–1782) incorporated the city into his own kingdom.


Assyria lay directly northward of Babylon, located today in the far north of Iraq. It had grown very wealthy in the so-called Old Assyrian period (c. 2025–1363), thanks to an exceptionally lucrative trade partnership with central Anatolia. Assyrian trading colonies had spread north and west and Assyrian merchants were to be found practically everywhere plying their trade in textiles, tin and copper. As a result, the hub of the trade operation, Aššur, which was named for the chief god of the Assyrian pantheon, was glorified with extensive building projects – temples, shrines, palaces, gardens – and strong defensive city walls. For his part, though, king Šamaši-Adad did not reside in Aššur, but in the city of Šehna in upper Mesopotamia. His rule was short though significant, and he was followed on the throne by his son, Išme-Dagan (1782–42), who struggled to keep his father’s kingdom intact. In fact, he lost control of Aššur to the powerful local aristocracy when the Old Assyrian kingdom collapsed.


It was at this point, as Išme-Dagan was dealing with the rebellion in Aššur, that Mari made a concerted effort to regain independence and threw off the Assyrian yoke. The re-emergence of Mari as a major power in the region was primarily due to a brilliant individual called Zimri-Lim who was set to rule the city and its territories for thirteen glorious years (1774–62) in one of the best documented periods in ancient history – thanks to the thousands of documents preserved for us in the Mari archives. I will bring us back to these in due course.


There were other peoples who lived on the horizons of Babylon, of course. There was, for instance, a warlike people living to the southeast of Babylon – the Elamites (the name comes from the Sumerian word nim – ‘high place’; it was a catch-all term used to refer to any eastern peoples). The Elamites lived in southwestern Iran and were one of the most important powers of the ancient Near East, for at its greatest extent Elam reached across the Zagros Mountains into southwestern Mesopotamia. The western part of Elam was governed from the city of Susa (modern Shush in Iran), while the eastern part was generally under the administration of the city of Anšan (modern Tall-e Malyan in southwestern Iran). The Elamites had withstood several attacks by the expansionist, aggressive Ur III Dynasty and their resistance came to a head with the emergence of a new power led by Ebarat, the leader of the Elamite Šimaški Dynasty (c. 2200–1900). Ebarat fixed Susa as the Elamite capital city and he dutifully built or restored temples for the worship of a pantheon of local gods there. Under the Šimaški kings, it became a city of enormous wealth and fierce power.6 But the Elamites looked greedily at Ur and its city-state vassals too, and it was around this time that they first took notice of Babylon.


Babylon’s safe position in the orbit of Ur was tested when Šulgi of Ur was assassinated in a court coup.7 His kingdom did not hold together for very long. A crisis point was reached in the reign of Ibbi-Sin – a mere child around nine years of age when he was crowned king.8 One of the young ruler’s elder relations, Išbi-Erra, whose roots were in Mari, acted as a kind of regent-figure for the boy and was appointed by the royal council as the governor of the city of Isin, an important city in the south of Mesopotamia. But ultimately it was Išbi-Erra who was to cause his young relative the most trouble when, in the eighth year of the boy-king’s reign, he set himself up as the independent ruler of the city of Isin and – in an egregiously opportunistic move – attacked and took the city of Nippur as his own, thereby depriving Ibbi-Sin of control over the religious heart of Sumer.


All this time, Elamite war-drums were heard beating louder and faster. The end of Ur came around 2004 when Sumer was invaded by the Elamite king Kindattu, who ravaged the city and led Ibbi-Sin away in chains to Susa, where he was probably executed. The Elamites raided, stripped and occupied Ur. With the destruction of Elam’s main opponent, the victorious Elamites could now properly call themselves ‘Kings of Šimaški and Elam’, although they were prevented from penetrating further inland into Mesopotamia and causing more turmoil by Išbi-Erra and a coalition of Amorite chiefs who, after some twenty years of warfare, succeeded in driving the Elamites out of the land. The kingdom of the Third Dynasty of Ur collapsed because of a combination of inside and outside pressures. Babylon and all the cities that had once been under the control of Ur found themselves cut free of all obligations to Ur, but at the same time vulnerable to attack by the Elamites or any other force that wanted to fill the power vacuum left by the Ur III Dynasty’s demise.


Out of the west


They came out of the west, the Amorites who were destined to rule Babylon and raise it up as the greatest among the cities of Mesopotamia. Theirs is a classic ‘from rags to riches’ story.9 When first encountered by the sophisticated urbanites of Ur, the Amorites were considered barbarians – ferocious mountain dwellers and uncivilized and dangerous steppe wanderers who would come down from the hillsides and raid the settled people of Mesopotamia. Consequently, the peoples of Sumer shunned them. In one Ur III period Sumerian composition known as The Marriage of Martu, the Amorites are personified in the character of Martu himself, a hairy uncivilized nomad:


He is clothed in sack-leather, lives in a tent, exposed to wind and rain, and cannot properly recite prayers. He lives in the mountains and ignores the places of the gods, digs up truffles in the foothills, does not know how to bend the knee, and eats raw flesh. He has no house during his life, and when he dies he will not be carried to a burial-place.10


In the opinion of the Mesopotamian urbanites, the Amorites had no place among proper society; in fact, the nomadic Amorites were ‘an abomination to the gods’ dwellings’. So why did they prosper so well and how did they climb to – and maintain – a place at the pinnacle of power in the ancient Near East?


The Amorites were the indigenous people of central inland and northern Syria. In fact, the word ‘Amorite’, Akkadian Amurrum, comes from the Sumerian Martu, simply meaning ‘the west’. They spoke a Semitic language which was related to biblical Hebrew and in the period 3200–2000, the Early Bronze Age, they established a powerful presence in and around the Syrian city-states of Ebla, Carchemish and Aleppo. However, archival documents from these (and other) cities show that Amorite communities, always under the leadership of a chief, could be found throughout a wider region which stretched from Ebla in Syria to the Persian Gulf at the southern end of Mesopotamia. Moreover, written evidence from the Ur III period suggests that many Amorite peoples were assimilating themselves into sedentary Mesopotamian society. The incursion of nomadic groups was a complex process of interaction between tribal and settled societies and scholarship is still uncertain of how diverse these forms of contact really were. For instance, the Amorite presence was especially clear at the city of Mari where several tribes are recorded operating as fully fledged pastoralists in the service of local rulers who were themselves of Amorite origin. A series of court records from Mari testifies to the presence in the land of a sheikh (i.e., ‘chief’) of the Hanu – a tribal federation of Amorites – and of another group called the Binu-Yamina, ‘Sons of the South’, a term linguistically connected to the Hebrew Bible’s tribe of Benjamin.


It is certain that some Amorite tribes preyed on settled lands (in one Sumerian myth they are described as ‘hovering over the walls of Uruk like flocks of birds’), but in general these incursions into cities were smash-and-grab raids, not full-blown invasions. Still, the Amorite forays were troublesome, and we know that early in his reign, king Šulgi had constructed a wall in the northwestern shoulder of his kingdom to keep them at bay. Known as the ‘Excluder of the Amorites’, it was still in existence some forty years later when the authority of the Ur III kings, like the wall itself, was eroding away.


Because of economic stress or outright poverty, some nomads, like those at Mari, were drawn to urban life. Employment could always be found in the cities, especially as labourers or mercenary soldiers; the latter’s pay could include not only the booty taken from military campaigns but grants of land too. In this way, some Amorite pastoralists (indeed, whole tribes even) acquired the settled lifestyle of the Mesopotamians and soon adopted the language and culture too. Over successive generations, Amorite tribal nomads morphed into sophisticated urbanites.


By the time Išbi-Erra was establishing his new dynasty in Isin, we hear of the vigorous kings with Amorite names founding new dynastic centres at Larsa, Kiš and Sippar, although this was probably by no means the full extent of Amorite ‘takeover’ of Mesopotamia because within just 200 years, Amorite dynasties were certainly ruling in the Diyala region, right the way up the Tigris. Around 1808, the Amorite ruler of Ekallatum in northern Mesopotamia, Šamaši-Adad I, conquered the city of Aššur and emerged as the first Amorite king of Assyria. We know of more Amorite kingdoms across the Euphrates at Yamhad (Aleppo) and further south at Qatna, but whether this Amorite occupation in the north and west was the direct result of the collapse of the Ur III administration in these areas or the consequence of a longer-term Amorite infiltration is hard to say. What is certain though is that these new Amorite kingdoms introduced a complete shift in the centre of political gravity in the region. It is at this point in time that we first hear of a man named Sumu-la-El, a man of great ambition, who seemingly took power in all major northern Mesopotamian cities by conquering their local rulers.11 Around 1880 Sumu-la-El expounded all the wealth and labour at his disposal to fortify a city which he had chosen to be his new capital, the new seat of his powerbase in the region. That city was Babylon.
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