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Introduction 


6 INTRODUCTION 


Why do we read about the past? Because it tells us why the world is the way it is today. As American preacher and civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr declared in November 1954: ‘we are made by history’. His words were intended to make his black American congregation take their lives into their hands – not to be passive, constrained by a very difficult past, but to make history. They touch on another key reason to enquire into the past: knowing history helps us avoid repeating past mistakes in taking steps toward a better future. 


Our complex modern world has roots going back over many millennia to the ‘dawn of history’ in the ancient era. Historians plot the events of the distant past through archaeology – physical remains of camps, villages and temples. But their principal source is written evidence. For most, the history of the ancient world begins with the development of farming, the establishment of towns and cities and the invention of writing.
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Beginning at roughly the same time, a few millennia bce, ancient history runs to a different end point in different cultures. In Europe, for example, historians view the deposition of the last Roman emperor in the West, Romulus Augustulus, in 476 ce as 


the end of the ancient world. This ushered in transformative changes in the West. But in the Americas, there was cultural continuity from the 1st millennium bce onward. It makes sense here to view the ancient world as continuing to the Spanish invasion in the 16th century. 


This book provides 200 vivid snapshots of the ancient world in which so many modern ideas and inventions have their origins. Our coverage takes in key mathematical breakthroughs in ancient India, and the invention of paper and tea-drinking in China. We touch on mystery: the ziggurats of Mesopotamia, Egyptian pyramids and Nazca Lines in Peru. You’ll also find all the glory of Ancient Greece and Rome – including Homer and Sappho, the first Olympic Games, the love affair of Mark Antony and Cleopatra and the building of the Colosseum. My hope is that these snapshots of our shared past will inspire you to read further in the knowledge that history illuminates the way forward in the future.


Charles Phillips 
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What is civilization? 


8 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION? 


Six great civilizations emerged independently from 10,000 bce onward, as the Neolithic Revolution – the transition from hunting and gathering to a settled existence based on farming – took effect around the world. They were in Mesopotamia, Egypt, the Indus Valley, China, the Andes and Mesoamerica. Historians debate what civilization means, but most agree it is associated with the establishment of towns and cities and trade between them, the emergence of a social elite engaged in administration and religious activities, and the use of writing. 


The movement to farming allowed food surpluses, which freed people to engage in cultural life and administer trade. Some argue that people were not civilized until they accepted a central authority (state) that controlled or monopolized the use of force, and until they developed skills in metalworking. Another key element is the emergence of mathematics, initially through devising calendars to keep track of seasons and plot planting cycles, and geometry for building temples, altars and palaces.
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Giant statues of Pharaoh Amenhotep III on the plain near modern Luxor, Egypt, stand as a 3,400-year-old testament to the organizing power of civilizations.
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Agriculture 


10 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION? 


Over a period of 5,000 years, beginning around 10,000 bce, many peoples around the world turned from hunter-gatherer lifestyles to an existence based on herding animals and growing crops. The process began in the so-called Fertile Crescent – extending from the Nile delta through modern Jordan, Syria, parts of southern Turkey and Iraq – where people started raising goats, pigs and sheep and cultivating wheat. Around 8000 bce people were cultivating rice in the Yangtze River valley in southern China and the Ganges River valley in India. By 6000 bce farming had spread to Europe, appearing first at Knossos on Crete, in Thessaly, mainland Greece and, shortly afterward, in the Balkans. In the Americas, people domesticated maize in Central America and grew potatoes in the central Andes around 5000 bce. Initially, farmers worked the land with hand ploughs but, by about 6000 bce, they began to use domesticated oxen to pull a scratch plough, which greatly increased the crop yields. The oldest known ploughed field is at Kalibangan, Indus Valley, dating back to around 3000 bce.
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Religion 


12 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION? 


Food surpluses produced by agriculture freed people to spend time away from seeking sustenance. Individuals were also free to specialize, and one key specialist was the priest. People who experienced natural disasters – crops ruined by flood or fire, earthquakes, tsunamis or total eclipses – or the sudden death of loved ones probably reached the conclusion that unseen powers were at work. Priests were those who performed sacrifices and other rituals to win the blessing of these gods, ancestors or nature spirits. 


In many early cultures, people came to believe that rituals had to be performed perfectly to avert disaster and ensure the continuance of everyday events like the Sun rising. The Vedic priests of India, for example, memorized the words of sacred hymns, and were experts in building altars and performing animal sacrifices. Others continued to follow shamanism. Shamans were healers and spiritual adepts who claimed to communicate with spirits and accompany the dead to the afterlife.
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The monoliths at Göbekli Tepe, Turkey, the world’s oldest known surviving temple, are estimated as dating to the 9th–10th millennium bce.
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Towns, cities and government 


14 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION? 


Early farmers lived in clusters of houses near the fields they worked. These villages included granaries for storing excess crops for use later in the year and burial grounds for the dead. The first towns followed soon after the adoption of farming and the growth of religious rituals. By 8000 bce, Jericho 


in the West Bank was established as a town, enclosed by a wall and home to perhaps 2,000–3,000 people. The settlement’s walls suggest the need for defence against raiding groups. 


Cities had an element of planned, rather than random, growth. The first cities, Uruk and Eridu, emerged c.5000 bce 


in the Sumerian civilization of Mesopotamia. Growing rich on agriculture, they became centres of far-reaching trade, and developed forms of government to manage their trading and irrigation networks. Society was increasingly hierarchical: the king ruled as a god and lived in isolation among his family, served by officials and priests. As the symbolic head of state, the ruler commanded troops when cities came into conflict with rivals. 
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Babylon grew from being a small Akkadian city c.2300 bce, to become the largest city in the world from c.1770–1670 bce.
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Bronze 


16 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION? 


For thousands of years people had fashioned tools from animal bone, wood and stone, in what historians call the Stone Age. The transition to metal tools and weapons was a major breakthrough that brought about many changes, both positive and negative, including trade and increased conflict. 


Metalworking began as early as 6500 bce: artisans in Anatolia (Turkey) began working pure copper to make ornaments that have been found in rich graves. Soon, vibrant commercial networks were thriving and the trade in copper contributed to the rise of Mesopotamian towns and cities. By c.3500 bce, the making of cast copper weapons and tools was well established. Later, people began to work bronze, an alloy of copper and tin that is much harder than copper and could be used to make more practical weapons, armour and tools. Bronze-working began in the Middle East and China before 3000 bce and spread slowly, reaching Britain and northern Europe by c.1900 bce. 
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A bronze axe from the Shang Dynasty (1600-1046 


bce), China. Ownership of such an object would confer power and military authority.
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Writing 


Six ancient civilizations independently developed the ability to represent spoken language using written symbols, beginning in Mesopotamia. By the late 4th millennium bce, 


accountants in Sumer were cutting pictorial images into clay tablets as a way of keeping tallies. Over time, they developed more abstract symbols that represented units of spoken Sumerian. Historians call this first written language ‘cuneiform’ from the Latin meaning ‘wedge-shaped’ (opposite). 


Not long afterwards, c.3000 bce, the Ancient Egyptians developed hieroglyphs – picture characters that represent both objects and sounds, or groups of sounds. Different writing systems were developed in India, c.3000–2600 bce, on soapstone seals and in China on oracle bones by c.1200 bce. Mesoamerican Zapotec (c.600 bce) and Maya (c.400 bce) cultures also invented their own writing. In a sense the development of writing marks the beginning of history, because it makes it possible to create a lasting record of rulers, conquests and other events. 


18 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION?
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Trade and administration 


Food surpluses and craft activities, such as copper- and bronzeworking, in the 3rd millennium bce, boosted trade networks. Emerging cities in the agriculturally rich lands of Mesopotamia traded grain for raw materials, such as pure copper, copper ores and tin, that their craftsmen needed for metalworking. They also imported precious stones and building materials. In this era, markets were established in towns and cities, and a new class of administrators and merchants oversaw the burgeoning trade network. 


The great cultures of Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley were trading with one another by c.3000 bce. The Indus Valley cities also traded gems and beads by sea through their port of Lothal, with Egypt. In Shang-Dynasty China, merchants traded shells and jade over long distances on the Yellow and Yangtze rivers, but generally not further than Korea and Japan. Later, the first settlers in the Cyclades and the Phoenicians of Lebanon greatly prospered through sea trade. 


20 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION?
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This cuneiform tablet from c.2040 bce is a receipt for the sale of goats.
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Calendars 


22 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION? 


Ancient peoples devised calendars to track the movements of the Sun and Moon, the return of the seasons and the agricultural cycle. The oldest-known calendar dates to c.2700 bce, when the people of Sumer were using a lunar count, based on 12 months of 29 or 30 days, that began on the first sighting of the New Moon. To align their lunar year of around 354 days with the solar year of around 365 days they added an extra month periodically. The months were usually named after the festivals that took place during them, and the year began before or after harvest. From c.2400 bce, they also used the royal year to record events in a king’s reign. This began when a new king offered the first harvest gathering to the gods. The Egyptians followed a lunar calendar, but also a solar civil calendar with 12 months of 30 days – with five days outside the schedule at the end of every year. The Maya combined a 365-day cycle (eighteen 20-day months, plus five unnamed days) with a 260-day ritual calendar, and the two together comprised a ‘Calendar Round’ of 18,980 days. 
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Iron 


24 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION? 


Beginning about 1200 bce in the Near East, southeast Europe and India, metalworkers began to make tools, weapons and coins from iron rather than bronze. One theory is that a disruption of trade routes in 1300–1200 bce led to a shortage of tin, so Near-East artisans had to look beyond bronze. Around the same time they developed smelting and smithing abilities to make iron and steel implements. At one time historians held that the Hittites had a monopoly on making iron weapons, which were taken and disseminated by the Sea Peoples who swept away Hittite power, but this theory is largely discredited. 


The transition to iron took place at different times in different areas – c.1200 bce in India, c.800–600 bce in central and northern Europe, c.600 bce in China, and not until c.300 bce in Korea and Japan. In traditional accounts, the Iron Age was an era of great movements of migrants armed with iron weapons – such as the Dorians, who invaded Greece and eliminated the Mycenaean and Minoan civilizations, ushering in the Greek Dark Ages.
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The development of iron technology permitted large-scale production of objects through casting or striking, such as this Celtic coin.
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Mathematics 


26 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION? 


People probably started counting to work out calendars.


A baboon bone dated as early as 35,000 bce and found in the Lebombo Mountains, southern Africa, is marked with 29 notches, thought to represent the nights of the Moon’s cycle. When settlers began to herd animals and store crops, or build palaces and public buildings, they developed mathematics to keep tally and understand the geometry of building. Written evidence in cuniform, dating from c.3000 bce, shows that these were the main uses of mathematics at the time. 


In c.1800 bce, a clay tablet (opposite) was carved with Pythagorean triples – trios of perfect solutions to the Pythagorean theorem of right-angled triangles. These show that Mesopotamians had this knowledge long before Pythagoras. Earlier, people in Peru used complex mathematical ideas in quipus (knotted-string memory devices that recorded people and possessions) and calendar information. Archaeologists have found a quipu at the Norte Chico culture site of Caral dated to 3000 bce. 
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Uruk and Sumeria 


28 MESOPOTAMIA 


One of the world’s first cities, Uruk, was a major centre of the Sumerian civilization of southern Mesopotamia, in modern Iraq, southwestern Turkey and eastern Syria. On this site stood a city with brick walls 10 km (6 miles) long and a ziggurat, or stepped tower, supporting a temple to the sky god Anu. The sky goddess Inanna was also worshipped in the city, which according to myth was built by and home to the legendary king Gilgamesh. 


Sumer developed a stratified society, with urban centres like Uruk, bureaucrats and full-time soldiers replacing a life based on small farming villages. Sumerian Uruk blossomed, particularly in c.3500–2900 bce, when copper, silver and gold were worked there, and craftsmen made beautiful amulets and seals. At this time Uruk was one of around 12 city-states in Sumer – others included Nippur, Lagash and Kish. The city endured through to the Parthian era (247 bce–224 ce) and many foreign kings, including Cyrus the Great and Darius I of the Achaemenid Empire, left their mark on it.
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Sumerian ruins at Al-Zibliya in modern Iraq
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Epic of Gilgamesh 


30 MESOPOTAMIA 


A legendary king, Gilgamesh is the hero of the ancient world’s 


 oldest surviving work of literature. The Epic of Gilgamesh describes how this part-divine, part-human warrior fought, defeated and befriended a wild man named Enkidu, sent by the gods to humble him. He rejected the advances of the love goddess Ishtar, then defeated the divine bull she despatched to kill him. As punishment, the gods brought about the death of Enkidu, and Gilgamesh, plunged into grief, failed in his attempt to discover the secret of eternal life. But he achieved immortality of a sort through his undying fame. 


The oldest fragments of the epic date to the 18th century bce. 


Its most complete version, from the 13th–10th centuries bce, was found in the library of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal, who reigned 668–627 bce (opposite). The epic also contains a flood myth, in which the world is destroyed in a great deluge. This is mirrored in the biblical story of Noah and the religious traditions of the Ancient Maya, Hinduism, and Norse and Aboriginal mythologies. 









[image: image]







[image: image]





Susa 


32 MESOPOTAMIA 


Susa was capital of the ancient kingdom of Elam, in modern southwestern Iran. Classical writers called the kingdom Susiana, from the name of the capital city. Elam had three periods of prominence in the ancient world: Old (from c.2700 


bce), Middle (from c.1285 bce) and Late (from 742 bce), and finally became a satrapy (province) of the Persian Achaemenid Empire, with Susa being the capital of Darius I from 522 bce. 


In the Old period, Elam was overrun by Shulgi, king of Ur in the 21st century bce, and again by Hammurabi of Babylon in the 18th century bce, but both times had revenge. In the Middle period, Elam was a great military power, capturing Babylon and carrying home an inscribed column bearing the law code of Hammurabi (see page 44). In this period, c.1250 bce, King Untash-Gal built a great palace and ziggurat with a base 105 m (344 ft) square at Dur Untashi, near Susa. In the Late Period, the Elamites tried to intervene in Mesopotamia with little success; Ashurbanipal looted and destroyed Susa in 647 bce. 
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A relief from Ashurbanipal’s palace at Nineveh depicts the destruction of Susa.
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Sargon and the Akkadian Empire 


34 MESOPOTAMIA 


Sargon of Akkad is known as the world’s first empire builder. Ruling in the 24th century bce, he conquered the whole of southern Mesopotamia, together with areas of Syria, western Iran and Anatolia to form the Akkadian Empire. The many peoples of Mesopotamia looked back to him as father of their military traditions. From his capital at Agade, which has never been identified, merchants traded as far as the Indus Valley, Crete and perhaps mainland Greece. 


Little is known of Sargon’s life. Legend has it that as a baby he was found floating in a basket and raised by a humble gardener, before becoming cup-bearer to the king of Kish, in northern Sumer. He won a great military victory over Lugalzagesi of Uruk and took control of this king’s many client rulers in Mesopotamia, then embarked on further conquests. He dedicated his capital and his success to the goddess Ishtar, Akkadian counterpart of the Sumerian goddess Inanna, also known as Astarte.









[image: image]





Sargon II (right) and dignitary, from the palace at Dur-Sharrukin in Assyria (now Khorsabad, Iraq).
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Lagash 


36 MESOPOTAMIA 


To the east of Uruk, at the meeting of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, Lagash was an important city under rulers named Ur-baba and Gudea in c.2100 bce. Gudea (opposite) laid irrigation channels and built temples in many places, including Uruk and Ur. He called himself ‘god of Lagash’ and no fewer than 26 statues of him have been found in excavations at the nearby site of Girsu (modern Telloh). His kingdom maintained far-reaching trade, importing cedar wood and quarried stone from Lebanon, copper from Arabia and gold from Sinai. 


Other relics from his reign include a pair of terracotta cylinders, respectively 61 cm (24 in) and 56 cm (22 in) tall. Their cuneiform inscriptions in the Sumerian language narrate a myth about the building of a temple to Ningirsu. This city god was associated with spring rains and linked particularly to Lagash. Historians have also identified the god as an aspect of the Mesopotamian god of law and agriculture, Ninurta. After Gudea’s reign, Lagash declined in importance and influence. 
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Ur and the ziggurat builders 


38 MESOPOTAMIA 


The city of Ur (modern Tell el-Muqayyar, in Iraq) was the capital of an empire already under its third dynasty of kings, when Ur-Nammu (reigned 2112–2095 bce) built its celebrated ziggurat. The vast stepped pyramid bore a shrine to the city’s patron and divine ruler, the Moon god Nanna. It measured 64x46 m (210x150 ft) and probably stood 30 m (98 ft) high. Many ziggurats were built in the ancient cities of Assyria, Babylonia and Sumer, over more than 1,500 years from around 2200–500 bce. Around 25 survive today. 


Constructed of mud brick and faced with baked brick, they had no internal chambers. Some apparently did not provide a way to ascend to the top, but in others there was either a triple stairway on one face – as at Ur – or a spiral ramp.


The ziggurat supporting the temple of the god Marduk in Babylon has been linked by some to the biblical Tower of Babel. After a long period of relative neglect, the Babylonian king Nebuchadrezzar II rebuilt the city of Ur in the 6th century bce.
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An aerial photograph shows the surviving ruins of Ur.
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Shamshi-Adad, King of Assyria 


40 MESOPOTAMIA 


Shamshi-Adad I seized power in c.1809 bce in the kingdom of Assyria and built an empire covering most of Syria and Anatolia, and all of Upper Mesopotamia. This was a precursor of later Assyrian empires (see page 48). Historians believe Shamshi-Adad was a member of the Semitic Amorite people from Syria. He moved the Assyrian capital from the ancient city of Ashur to Shubat-Enlil, in the north of modern Syria. At Shubat-Enlil, meaning the ‘house of the god Enlil’ in Akkadian, he built a palace, temple and a gated city wall. 


A vigorous military campaigner, Shamshi-Adad occupied and placed his sons on the thrones of Mari in Syria, which was on an important caravan route, and Ekallatum, a still-unidentified site on the Tigris. The conquerer declared himself ‘King of All’, the title used by Sargon of Akkad, and inscriptions claim that he raised stelae (inscribed columns) on the Mediterranean coast. In Nineveh, Shamshi-Adad rebuilt the Ishtar temple, and he also constructed a great palace in Ashur. 







page 48
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Ancient Akkadian seal depicting the goddess Ishtar and her supreme courier, Ninshubur.
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Abraham 


The biblical figure Abraham was a Hebrew patriarch and a major figure in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. He has been tentatively identified by historians as leader of a tribal migration from the Mesopotamian city of Ur to the region of Hebron (today on the West Bank, south of Jerusalem) sometime between 2000 bce and 1500 bce. In the biblical account he follows the call of God (Yahweh) to leave home and found a new nation in the land of Canaan, between Egypt and Syria. Aged 100, his wife Sarah miraculously gives birth to a son, Isaac, heir to God’s promise. Abraham finally died aged 175, and is buried in the cave of Machpelah, near Hebron. 


Historians have traced the migration up through modern Iraq, crossing the Euphrates into Turkey, then through Syria and across the Jordan River to Jerusalem and Hebron. The migrants lived as shepherds, as they took a route now thought to have followed major religious centres for the Moon god Nanna, or Sin, and the Canaanite deity Baal-Berith (‘Lord of the Covenant’). 
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Hammurabi the Great 


44 MESOPOTAMIA 


Hammurabi the Great – the sixth king of a Semitic Akkadian dynasty – extended Babylon’s power across Mesopotamia in the early 18th century bce and created one of the world’s oldest-known law codes. In forming the first Babylonian Empire, he repelled an invasion by Elam, took control of the kingdom of Larsa (southern Mesopotamia), crushed Eshnunna (central Mesopotamia), then defeated Mari and Assyrian ruler Ishme-Dagan I to win control of the northern part of the region. 


His law code, dated to c.1742 bce, was written on inscribed stone slabs or stelae for public display (opposite). It prescribed severe punishments: for stealing, death; for fraud, paying ten times the amount defrauded; for slander, marking the brow. The inscription states that Hammurabi was selected by the gods to receive the law, just as God chose Moses in Jewish tradition. There are enough likenesses between the code of Hammurabi and Jewish laws for historians to suggest both are derived from an older code in a shared Semitic tradition.
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Hammurabi receives his laws from the enthroned sun god Shamash.
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Hittites 


46 MESOPOTAMIA 


From their capital Hattusa (modern Bogazkoy, central Turkey) the Hittites under Hattusilis I, and his grandson Mursilis I, took control of Anatolia and northern Syria, and raided Babylon in the 17th century bce. They created what historians call the Hittite Old Kingdom. Mursilis also conducted a campaign against the Hurrians on the upper Euphrates, and carried back great riches and many prisoners to Hattusa. The Old Kingdom ruler Hantilis fortified the capital, and sections of the ancient city wall can still be seen today. Around 300 years later, their successors – notably Suppiluliumas I from c.1380 bce – created the empire of the Hittite New Kingdom. They remained an important international power until the 12th century bce. The Hittite king Muwatalli fought Egyptian pharaoh Ramses II in the celebrated Battle of Kadesh in 1299 bce and then, in c.1286 bce, Hattusili III signed a diplomatic treaty with Ramses incorporating a dynastic marriage in which a Hittite princess married the pharaoh. The empire collapsed in the face of invasions by the Sea Peoples, c.1200 bce, and eventually became part of Assyria.
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of the Mesopotamian god of law and agriculture, Ninurta. After
Gudea’s reign, Lagash declined in importance and influence.
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Ancient Akkadian seal depicting the goddess
Ishtar and her supreme courier, Ninshubur.
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“I™he biblical figure Abraham was a Hebrew patriarch and

‘ a major figure in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. He has
been tentatively identified by historians as leader of a tribal
migration from the Mesopotamian city of Ur to the region
of Hebron (today on the West Bank, south of Jerusalem)
sometime between 2000 sce and 1500 sck. In the biblical
account he follows the call of God (Yahweh) to leave home and
found a new nation in the land of Canaan, between Egypt
and Syria. Aged 100, his wife Sarah miraculously gives birth
to a son, Isaac, heir to God’s promise. Abraham finally died
aged 175, and is buried in the cave of Machpelah, near Hebron.

Historians have traced the migration up through modern Iraq,
crossing the Euphrates into Turkey, then through Syria and
across the Jordan River to Jerusalem and Hebron. The migrants
lived as shepherds, as they took a route now thought to have
followed major religious centres for the Moon god Nanna, or Sin,
and the Canaanite deity Baal-Berith (‘Lord of the Covenant’).
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Shamshi-Adad,
King of Assyria

hamshi-Adad | seized power in ¢.1809 scE in the kingdom

of Assyria and built an empire covering most of Syria
and Anataolia, and all of Upper Mesopotamia. This was a
precursor of later Assyrian empires (see page 48). Historians
believe Shamshi-Adad was a member of the Semitic Amorite
people from Syria. He moved the Assyrian capital from the
ancient city of Ashur to Shubat-Enlil, in the north of modern
Syria. At Shubat-Enlil, meaning the ‘house of the god Enlil' in
Akkadian, he built a palace, temple and a gated city wall.

A vigorous military campaigner, Shamshi-Adad occupied and
placed his sons on the thrones of Mari in Syria, which was on
an important caravan route, and Ekallatum, a still-unidentified
site on the Tigris. The conquerer declared himself ‘King of All
the title used by Sargon of Akkad, and inscriptions claim that
he raised stelae (inscribed columns) on the Mediterranean
coast. In Nineveh, Shamshi-Adad rebuilt the Ishtar temple,
and he also constructed a great palace in Ashur.
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Hammurabi receives his laws from the
enthroned sun god Shamash.
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I™ rom their capital Hattusa (modern Bogazkoy, central Turkey)
| the Hittites under Hattusilis |, and his grandson Mursilis |,
took control of Anatolia and northern Syria, and raided Babylon
in the 17th century sce. They created what historians call the
Hittite Old Kingdom. Mursilis also conducted a campaign against
the Hurrians on the upper Euphrates, and carried back great
riches and many prisoners to Hattusa. The Old Kingdom ruler
Hantilis fortified the capital, and sections of the ancient city wall
can still be seen today. Around 300 years later, their successors
—notably Suppiluliumas | from ¢.1380 Bce — created the empire
of the Hittite New Kingdom. They remained an important
international power until the 12th century sce. The Hittite king
Muwatalli fought Egyptian pharach Ramses Il in the celebrated
Battle of Kadesh in 1299 sce and then, in ¢.1286 scE, Hattusili llI
signed a diplomatic treaty with Ramses incorporating a dynastic
marriage in which a Hittite princess married the pharaoh. The
empire collapsed in the face of invasions by the Sea Peoples,
¢.1200 Bck, and eventually became part of Assyria.
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Hammurabi the Great

ammurabi the Great — the sixth king of a Semitic Akkadian

dynasty — extended Babylon’s power across Mesopotamia
in the early 18th century sce and created one of the world’s
oldest-known law codes. In forming the first Babylonian Empire,
he repelled an invasion by Elam, took control of the kingdom
of Larsa (southern Mesopotamia), crushed Eshnunna (central
Mesopotamia), then defeated Mari and Assyrian ruler Ishme-
Dagan | to win control of the northern part of the region.

His law code, dated to c.1742 sck, was written on inscribed
stone slabs or stelae for public display (opposite). It prescribed
severe punishments: for stealing, death; for fraud, paying ten
times the amount defrauded; for slander, marking the brow.
The inscription states that Hammurabi was selected by the
gods to receive the law, just as God chose Moses in Jewish
tradition. There are enough likenesses between the code of
Hammurabi and Jewish laws for historians to suggest both are
derived from an older code in a shared Semitic tradition.
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\ A Jhy do we read about the past? Because it tells us why the
V ¥ world is the way it is today. As American preacher and civil
rights leader Martin Luther King Jr declared in November 1954:
‘we are made by history’ His words were intended to make his
black American congregation take their lives into their hands
—not to be passive, constrained by a very difficult past, but

to make history. They touch on another key reason to enquire
into the past: knowing history helps us avoid repeating past
mistakes in taking steps toward a better future.

Our complex modern world has roots going back over many
millennia to the ‘dawn of history’ in the ancient era. Historians
plot the events of the distant past through archaeology —
physical remains of camps, villages and temples. But their
principal source is written evidence. For most, the history of
the ancient world begins with the development of farming, the
establishment of towns and cities and the invention of writing.

6 INTRODUCTION
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Giant statues of Pharaoh Amenhotep Ill on
the plain near modern Luxor, Egypt, stand as
a 3,400-year-old testament to the organizing
power of civilizations.
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Beginning at roughly the same time, a few millennia scE, ancient
history runs to a different end point in different cultures. In
Europe, for example, historians view the deposition of the last
Roman emperor in the West, Romulus Augustulus, in 476 ce as
the end of the ancient world. This ushered in transformative
changes in the West. But in the Americas, there was cultural
continuity from the 1st millennium sce onward. It makes sense
here to view the ancient world as continuing to the Spanish
invasion in the 16th century.

This book provides 200 vivid snapshots of the ancient world in
which so many modern ideas and inventions have their origins.
Our coverage takes in key mathematical breakthroughs in
ancient India, and the invention of paper and tea-drinking in
China. We touch on mystery: the ziggurats of Mesopotamia,
Egyptian pyramids and Nazca Lines in Peru. You'll also find all
the glory of Ancient Greece and Rome —including Homer and
Sappho, the first Olympic Games, the love affair of Mark Antony
and Cleopatra and the building of the Colosseum. My hope is
that these snapshots of our shared past will inspire you to
read further in the knowledge that history illuminates the way
forward in the future.

Charles Phillips
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What is civilization?

Six great civilizations emerged independently from 10,000 Bce
onward, as the Neolithic Revolution —the transition from
hunting and gathering to a settled existence based on farming —
took effect around the world. They were in Mesopotamia, Egypt,
the Indus Valley, China, the Andes and Mesoamerica. Historians
debate what civilization means, but most agree it is associated
with the establishment of towns and cities and trade between
them, the emergence of a social elite engaged in administration
and religious activities, and the use of writing.

The movement to farming allowed food surpluses, which freed
people to engage in cultural life and administer trade. Some
argue that people were not civilized until they accepted a
central authority (state) that controlled or monopolized the use
of force, and until they developed skills in metalworking. Another
key element is the emergence of mathematics, initially through
devising calendars to keep track of seasons and plot planting
cycles, and geometry for building temples, altars and palaces.
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Heligion

{jood surpluses produced by agriculture freed people to
spend time away from seeking sustenance. Individuals were
also free to specialize, and one key specialist was the priest.
People who experienced natural disasters — crops ruined by
flood or fire, earthquakes, tsunamis or total eclipses — or the
sudden death of loved ones probably reached the conclusion
that unseen powers were at work. Priests were those who
performed sacrifices and other rituals to win the blessing
of these gods, ancestors or nature spirits.

In many early cultures, people came to believe that rituals had

to be performed perfectly to avert disaster and ensure the
continuance of everyday events like the Sun rising. The Vedic
priests of India, for example, memorized the words of sacred
hymns, and were experts in building altars and performing animal
sacrifices. Others continued to follow shamanism. Shamans were
healers and spiritual adepts who claimed to communicate with
spirits and accompany the dead to the afterlife.
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9 ver a period of 5,000 years, beginning around 10,000 Bck,
% many peoples around the world turned from hunter-
gatherer lifestyles to an existence based on herding animals
and growing crops. The process began in the so-called Fertile
Crescent — extending from the Nile delta through modern
Jordan, Syria, parts of southern Turkey and Irag — where people
started raising goats, pigs and sheep and cultivating wheat.
Around 8000 sce people were cultivating rice in the Yangtze
River valley in southern China and the Ganges River valley in
India. By 6000 sce farming had spread to Europe, appearing
first at Knossos on Crete, in Thessaly, mainland Greece and,
shortly afterward, in the Balkans. In the Americas, people
domesticated maize in Central America and grew potatoes in
the central Andes around 5000 sck. Initially, farmers worked the
land with hand ploughs but, by about 6000 scE, they began to
use domesticated oxen to pull a scratch plough, which greatly
increased the crop yields. The oldest known ploughed field

is at Kalibangan, Indus Valley, dating back to around 3000 sck.

10 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION?
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O

{jor thousands of years people had fashioned tools from
animal bone, wood and stone, in what historians call the
Stone Age. The transition to metal tools and weapons was a
major breakthrough that brought about many changes, both
positive and negative, including trade and increased conflict.

Metalworking began as early as 6500 sct: artisans in Anatolia
(Turkey) began working pure copper to make ornaments
that have been found in rich graves. Soon, vibrant
commercial networks were thriving and the trade in copper
contributed to the rise of Mesopotamian towns and cities.
By ¢.3500 scE, the making of cast copper weapons and tools
was well established. Later, people began to work bronze, an
alloy of copper and tin that is much harder than copper and
could be used to make more practical weapons, armour

and tools. Bronze-working began in the Middle East and
China before 3000 Bce and spread slowly, reaching Britain
and northern Europe by ¢.1900 Bck.
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A bronze axe from the Shang Dynasty (1600-1046
sce), China. Ownership of such an object would confer
power and military authority.
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Towns, cities
and government

arly farmers lived in clusters of houses near the fields

they worked. These villages included granaries for storing
excess crops for use later in the year and burial grounds for
the dead. The first towns followed soon after the adoption of
farming and the growth of religious rituals. By 8000 sck, Jericho
in the West Bank was established as a town, enclosed by a wall
and home to perhaps 2,000-3,000 people. The settlement’s
walls suggest the need for defence against raiding groups.

Cities had an element of planned, rather than random,

growth. The first cities, Uruk and Eridu, emerged ¢.5000 sce

in the Sumerian civilization of Mesopotamia. Growing rich on
agriculture, they became centres of far-reaching trade, and
developed forms of government to manage their trading and
irrigation networks. Society was increasingly hierarchical: the
king ruled as a god and lived in isolation among his family, served
by officials and priests. As the symbolic head of state, the ruler
commanded troops when cities came into conflict with rivals.

14 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION?
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Babylon grew from being a small Akkadian city
¢.2300 Bcg, to become the largest city in the
world from ¢.1770-1670 Bsck.
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Writing

(™ ix ancient civilizations independently developed the ability
. to represent spoken language using written symbols,
beginning in Mesopotamia. By the late 4th millennium Bsck,
accountants in Sumer were cutting pictorial images into clay
tablets as a way of keeping tallies. Over time, they developed
more abstract symbols that represented units of spoken
Sumerian. Historians call this first written language ‘cuneiform’
from the Latin meaning ‘wedge-shaped’ (opposite).

Not long afterwards, ¢.3000 sck, the Ancient Egyptians
developed hieroglyphs — picture characters that represent
both objects and sounds, or groups of sounds. Different writing
systems were developed in India, c.3000—-2600 BcE, on soapstone
seals and in China on oracle bones by ¢.1200 sce. Mesoamerican
Zapotec (c.600 sce) and Maya (c.400 sce) cultures also invented
their own writing. In a sense the development of writing marks
the beginning of history, because it makes it possible to create
a lasting record of rulers, conquests and other events.
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Trade and
administration

ood surpluses and craft activities, such as copper- and

bronzeworking, in the 3rd millennium scE, boosted trade
networks. Emerging cities in the agriculturally rich lands of
Mesopotamia traded grain for raw materials, such as pure
copper, copper ores and tin, that their craftsmen needed
for metalworking. They also imported precious stones and
building materials. In this era, markets were established
in towns and cities, and a new class of administrators and
merchants oversaw the burgeoning trade network.

The great cultures of Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley

were trading with one another by ¢.3000 sce. The Indus Valley
cities also traded gems and beads by sea through their port
of Lothal, with Egypt. In Shang-Dynasty China, merchants
traded shells and jade over long distances on the Yellow and
Yangtze rivers, but generally not further than Korea and Japan.
Later, the first settlers in the Cyclades and the Phoenicians of
Lebanon greatly prospered through sea trade.
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Iron

{[i}eginning about 1200 scke in the Near East, southeast Europe
= and India, metalworkers began to make tools, weapons

and coins from iron rather than bronze. One theory is that a
disruption of trade routes in 1300-1200 scE led to a shortage

of tin, so Near-East artisans had to look beyond bronze. Around
the same time they developed smelting and smithing abilities to
make iron and steel implements. At one time historians held that
the Hittites had a monopoly on making iron weapons, which were
taken and disseminated by the Sea Peoples who swept away
Hittite power, but this theory is largely discredited.

The transition to iron took place at different times in different
areas —.1200 sct in India, c.800-600 scE in central and northern
Europe, ¢.600 sce in China, and not until ¢.300 Bce in Korea and
Japan. In traditional accounts, the Iron Age was an era of great
movements of migrants armed with iron weapons — such as the
Dorians, who invaded Greece and eliminated the Mycenaean and
Minoan civilizations, ushering in the Greek Dark Ages.
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A ncient peoples devised calendars to track the movements
£\ of the Sun and Moon, the return of the seasons and the
agricultural cycle. The oldest-known calendar dates to
c.2700 Bcg, when the people of Sumer were using a lunar count,
based on 12 months of 29 or 30 days, that began on the first
sighting of the New Moon. To align their lunar year of around
354 days with the solar year of around 365 days they added an
extra month periodically. The months were usually named after
the festivals that took place during them, and the year began
before or after harvest. From c.2400 sck, they also used the
royal year to record events in a king’s reign. This began when
a new king offered the first harvest gathering to the gods.
The Egyptians followed a lunar calendar, but also a solar civil
calendar with 12 months of 30 days — with five days outside
the schedule at the end of every year. The Maya combined a
365-day cycle (eighteen 20-day months, plus five unnamed
days) with a 260-day ritual calendar, and the two together
comprised a ‘Calendar Round’ of 18,980 days.
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Uruk and Sumeria

ne of the world’s first cities, Uruk, was a major centre of the

Sumerian civilization of southern Mesopotamia, in modern
Iraqg, southwestern Turkey and eastern Syria. On this site stood
a city with brick walls 10 km (6 miles) long and a ziggurat, or
stepped tower, supporting a temple to the sky god Anu. The sky
goddess Inanna was also worshipped in the city, which according
to myth was built by and home to the legendary king Gilgamesh.

Sumer developed a stratified society, with urban centres like
Uruk, bureaucrats and full-time soldiers replacing a life based
on small farming villages. Sumerian Uruk blossomed, particularly
in ¢.3500-2900 Bck, when copper, silver and gold were worked
there, and craftsmen made beautiful amulets and seals. At this
time Uruk was one of around 12 city-states in Sumer —others
included Nippur, Lagash and Kish. The city endured through

to the Parthian era (247 sce—224 ce) and many foreign kings,
including Cyrus the Great and Darius | of the Achaemenid
Empire, left their mark on it.
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The development of iron
technology permitted large-
scale production of objects
through casting or striking,
such as this Celtic coin.
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Mathematics

eople probably started counting to work out calendars.

A baboon bone dated as early as 35,000 sce and found in
the Lebombo Mountains, southern Africa, is marked with 29
notches, thought to represent the nights of the Moon’s cycle.
When settlers began to herd animals and store crops, or build
palaces and public buildings, they developed mathematics to
keep tally and understand the geometry of building. Written
evidence in cuniform, dating from ¢.3000 sck, shows that these
were the main uses of mathematics at the time.

In ¢.1800 8ck, a clay tablet (opposite) was carved with Pythagorean
triples — trios of perfect solutions to the Pythagorean theorem of
right-angled triangles. These show that Mesopotamians had this
knowledge long before Pythagoras. Earlier, people in Peru used
complex mathematical ideas in quipus (knotted-string memory
devices that recorded people and possessions) and calendar
information. Archaeologists have found a quipu at the Norte Chico
culture site of Caral dated to 3000 Bck.

26 WHAT IS CIVILIZATION?





OEBPS/images/page029.jpg
Sumerian ruins at Al-Zibliya
in modern Iraq






