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Introduction


Genesis


Where should a history of the world begin? Strictly speaking, perhaps, about four billion years ago when the first life forms might have appeared (and with no apologies to the credulous millions who passionately believe in the Bible chronology). More practically, we could start some two million years ago when one branch of the australopithecines – the southern great apes – developed some skills in stone-working, which helped their descendants move out of Africa, where we all began.


About 1.5 million years BP Homo erectus, a much more advanced creature than any of the great apes, wandered over vast distances, reaching China and Java in the east, and France, Spain, England at the other end of the continental land mass. The tools he developed were so useful that they passed on almost unchanged for more than a million years, to 100,000 BP, by far the longest period of human history and spread over all the inhabited world. They were first unearthed by the eighteenth century antiquary John Frere (1740–1807), Fellow of Gaius College, Cambridge, and of the Royal Society, who had identified what proved to be a hand axe, the multi-purpose tool that enabled man to survive. ‘Axe’ is perhaps misleading, since the tool, usually triangular but sometimes ovoid or circular, with one or two cutting edges up to 25 centimetres (10 in) long, could be used for slicing or scraping as well as chopping or cleaving, with smaller flakes serving as spear points or for finer work. The ‘hand’ simply signifies the absence of a haft, a later development.


Recent research into genetics has replaced pre-historical guesswork by respectable hypotheses. In the half century or so since Crick, Watson, Franklin and Gosling worked out the structure of DNA, the nucleic acid that serves as a genetic code of instructions, palaeogeneticists have established the pattern of human evolution beyond reasonable doubt. One of their most astonishing conclusions is that every living person is descended from a single female, ‘Mitochondrial Eve’ – so called since mitochondrial DNA is passed only matrilineally from mother to child – who lived in Africa perhaps about 200,000 years ago. Our latest common male ancestor is believed to have existed more recently, perhaps as few as 5,000 years ago when the Sumerian civilisation was flourishing; we are all truly related to one another.


Palaeoanthropologists debate the existence of possible sub-species and, since no studies change more rapidly than those of prehistory, clarifications are doubtless on their way. The existence of a previously unknown species Homo rudolfensis, was established in August 2012, and it may be, for example, that Homo erectus in Eurasia was paralleled by Homo ergaster in Africa. One or the other was the ancestor of Heidelberg Man, c.500,000 BP, now generally accepted as the ancestor of both Homo sapiens, modern man, and of Neanderthal Man.


Neanderthals diverged from the parent stock in Europe and near-Asia, and since they interbred with modern man – all non-Africans are estimated to have between 1–4 per cent of Neanderthal DNA – they may perhaps be called the first Europeans. Distinctive physically, with the pronounced eyebrow ridges and powerful jaws of Heidelberg Man, they were also taller and stronger than modern Europeans, with probably a rather larger brain. In spite of these presumable advantages Neanderthals failed to prosper and died out in c.20,000–30,000 BP, displaced by modern man, those other descendants of the Heidelbergers. Another near relative has only very recently (2010) been identified, the Denisova hominin, discovered in Siberia. Denisovans and Neanderthals appear to have shared a common ancestor and subsequently moved into different territories. Denisovans, Neanderthals and modern man were contemporaries, and some present-day Melanesians derive up to 6 percent of their genetic makeup from Denisovans.


Travelling Man


It seems therefore that the human race is about 200,000 years old, and for rather more than half of that period remained in its birthplace, Central Africa. Perhaps about 85,000 years ago, although opinion differs substantially, adventurous emigrants crossed the Bab al Mandab, the 20-mile-(32km-) wide strait at the southern end of the Red Sea, then probably at least fordable, if not dry, and began populating the rest of the world. If they then turned right, and wandered off into Arabia and Southern Asia, they would have been discouraged to come across the remains – if indeed they were not caught in it – of a monstrous volcanic eruption in Sumatra, which produced the effect of a nuclear winter over the whole of the region, covering much of it with a thick layer of volcanic ash.


Survivors, and members of the second great emigration, which began about 60,000 BP, made it to the southern continent of Sahul, the land mass that then joined New Guinea and the islands to Australia, arriving 40,000 years ago, or even earlier. On the way they may have come across a related group, the recently identified small species Homo floresiensis, nicknamed the Hobbit, less than a metre (3.3 feet) tall, with small brains but employing surprisingly ‘modern’ tools. ‘Hobbits’ died out about 12,000 BP and some argue that they were in fact a taxon of modern man. Even at that time, with the lower sea levels, a journey from the mainland must have involved several sea passages of some distance: there have always been some humans unable to resist the lure of far horizons. The original Australian population was later very little disturbed until the arrival of Europeans in the later eighteenth-century. Australian blood lines remained very much those of the earliest arrivals, with their traditions and technology evolving almost independently of outside influence.


Movement onwards into Europe came after 60,000 BP, with some branching off to the Indian sub-continent where they encountered descendants of the first migration, producing a genetic division with contemporary northern Indians, who have a strong admixture of much later arrivals. Moving slowly over the millennia, humanity went on north and west, into Central Asia, up the Danube Valley, into France and Spain, across the Channel to England and through North Africa, hunter-gatherers, living off the land and the sea. Fishing, by bone hooks and corded fibres, weirs and nets – Australians even devised kite-hauled nets – provided a more reliable source of protein than game. Perhaps about 14,000 BP the Bering Straits were crossed and the population of America begun, while more recently, about 800 AD enterprising Polynesians sailed across the Pacific Ocean to become the first New Zealanders.


A Changing World


Scholars, intent on tidying up the messy hinterland of history, have arranged events in neat sequences: Palaeolithic to Neolithic, Chalcolithic, Bronze and on to Iron, subdivided into cultures, as Gravettian, or Magdalenian. The history of undisciplined humanity however does not flow as a tranquil river, but as an uncertain stream with frequent extensive ponds or waterfalls: some Australian aborigines choose to live as did their ancestors 20,000 years previously: nineteenth-century Japanese, possessors of the world’s finest steel technology, used straw horse shoes: even today a local farmer, discovering a loose post, will use a convenient rock to bash it back, rather than finding a sledgehammer. As far as possible I have therefore avoided compartmentalising the evolution of human society.


At some stage language developed and with it poetry, philosophy, and history; but how, and when, are conjectural. It seems likely that music accompanied language, and that rhythm was an early source of aesthetic pleasure, for musical instruments are found among the earliest artefacts. As human society evolved, the world itself was changing. When the first modern humans arrived in Europe, some time after 40,000 BP they found a warmer climate, attested by the magnificent Chauvet Cave paintings of c.32,000 BP. These depict prides of savage lions hurtling towards their prey and rhinoceroses locked in combat, as well as cave bears and inquisitive horses. It was a hunter’s paradise where herds of mammoth, reindeer, bison and aurochs (early wild cattle) roamed, making it easy for organized hunts to drive them into natural or prepared traps, with the assistance of willing dogs. Bones were plentiful enough to use as fuel, and meat, if enough of the fat is eaten, is a healthy enough diet, as contemporary Inuits and Lapps (Sami) can witness, although edible plants were available. The ‘Iceman Ötzi’, a later survivor of this culture, flourished on a diet of game, mountain goat, chamois, berries and mushrooms, together with some bread or porridge. Indeed, when farmers replaced hunter-gatherers, average height and weight were perceptibly reduced.


These earliest European societies died out or retreated when about 25,000 BP a particularly cold phase began, during which the northern hemisphere was covered by a polar ice cap extending from Ireland to the Urals, as far south as latitude 50 degrees N. The limestone caves of southwestern France provide evidence of altered conditions. Only a couple of hundred miles from the Chauvet caves the Lascaux paintings of c.17,000 BP show herds of cattle, deer and horses replacing the large predators. A quite sudden temperature rise c.14,000 BP brought a return to warmer and damper conditions, the retreat of the ice cap and the start of a notable rise in sea levels, flooding such land bridges as the Straits of Dover and leaving the shoreline some four hundred feet higher than in the glacial period. About 12,000 BP an even more rapid increase in temperatures – and, given our current concern with global warming the rapidity is notable – brought a dramatic change within a single lifetime. The North African and Arabian deserts were covered with plant life, the grasslands bloomed and the forests grew nearer the Pole.


Communications with the Past


Attempts to understand our forebears, in any other than an aridly intellectual fashion, are best made by emulating them. So simple an activity as gardening, picking wild fruit or fishing, produces the same triumphs and frustrations as those experienced by the earliest hunter-gatherers. Every mother has shared in the same prime human experience and death is mourned and commemorated today as it was in the earliest days of humanity. Moving onwards in time, the most modern stock breeder congratulating himself on a successful calving, or the rabbiter inspecting his snares, is re-enacting the experience of his Neolithic predecessors. Riding a pony in the Himalayas or any wild region, sailing a small boat out of sight of land, all serve to remove oneself from the present and to share, in less extreme circumstance, the fears of pioneers and explorers: while do-it-yourself, I am told, or camping with small children repeats the discomforts and satisfactions of the first hut builders. More seriously, anyone with basic sensitivities is still impressed by the spirituality of any ancient religious site, from cave to cathedral.


With the first representational art communication in another direction becomes possible and we find that the popular idea of Stone Age Man gnawing mammoth bones in a cave needs readjustment. Probably due to Europeans fossicking for fossils and pre-historic artefacts for longer and more industriously than their fellows in other parts of the world, the earliest known representational art is itself European. From as early as 40,000 BP the former Africans settling in Europe and Near-Asia were producing accomplished works of art. The quality of the Chauvet Cave paintings is unequalled, while the contemporary carved ‘Lionman’ – a twelve-inch-long ivory figurine found in Swabia – has compelling power, is matched by the charm of the elegant little ivory horse discovered nearby, along with impressive ivories of mammoth, bison and bear. These works may well have had a religious significance, but they also exude an almost light-hearted quality of pleasure in craftsmanship.


There is nothing light-hearted about the ‘Venus of Hohle Fels’, which may be as early as 40,000 BP. The enormous breasts and belly, the prominent vulva of the ivory figurine all symbolise fecundity. Several thousand years later the ‘Venus of Willendorf’ and the ‘Venus of Dolni Vestonice’, the world’s oldest known ceramic, continue the tradition, but slimmer and more naturalistic forms also develop. The Brassempouy pouting head could come from a comic strip, but the number and ubiquity of female figures, and the absence of any male representations – even the Lionman may be female – substantiate the presence of a maternal deity and the richness of the regional culture.


At the same time the cave-paintings, with their shaman-like representations and their focus on the hunt suggest a male cult, perhaps accompanied by thaumaturgic rites like those celebrated today by the Botswana Bushmen (San). The Kalahari caves which house their paintings, some comparatively recent, serve as sites for therapeutic ceremonies, where the shaman is entranced in a ritual dance to inspire his curative powers. Special powers too may have been attributed to those who could use the tally-sticks that acted as records, or perhaps served as lunar calendars.


Less conjecturally we can see that better methods of hunting evolved, with barbed harpoons and spear throwers, often themselves striking works of art which show a delight in the decoration of everyday objects.


Both men and women were concerned with personal appearance. As well as the hairstyles of the various Venuses, some burials contain complicated jewellery. At Sunghir, near Vladimir, the remains of an older man and two children, dated about 25,000 BP, are adorned with literally thousands of beads, ivory bracelets and pendants and have caps and belts decorated with foxes’ teeth. We usually encounter these works of art visually, encased in a museum or more often in an illustration, removed from their original context. When we do have the opportunity to stand among monuments, to feel the carvings, as on the engraved standing stones near Penrith, in the North of England, breathing the same damp or dry, warm or cold air that swept past them several millennia ago, the historical experience becomes much more direct. Even more so later, in the fifth century BC, or in the medieval churches, at a time when contemporary cultures are well-recorded, and we may know the languages used by the craftsmen, such close contact is better than the text books or museums: the Molossian dogs in the Athens Kerameikos may still be available for stroking.


Written records allow another, but not necessarily clearer, view of the past: records of victories, whether on Egyptian third-millennium BC papyri or in twenty-first century AD headlines, are often well distanced from the truth. The most accurate records are often accountants’ receipts or merchants’ tallies. Language, too, needs interpretation: many valuable Sumerian and Egyptian records exist, but only the most dedicated scholars can understand the varied complexities of meaning that words and symbols might have had for the original writers. Try, for example, defining the word ‘democracy’ as understood today and as encountered in nineteenth century authors.


Three contemporary languages, Chinese, Greek and Hebrew, take us directly as far back as the first millennium BC and provide – with some effort – a direct contact with their ancient cultures. To attend a performance in one of the remaining Greek theatres, if we have read something of the period’s history and studied the text, is to share the experience of the fifth century Greek, down to the majestic sounds of the classical language: but remember to take a cushion. Latin brings us closer to the present day, not as a spoken language but as the foundation for ideas and concepts that have become part of our everyday life, as ad infinitum to mathematicians, ultra vires, cui bono and a score of others for lawyers, even vox pop for radio and television producers.


A different type of historical continuity is found in legal and constitutional documents – Magna Carta being the famous example – which have taken their place in laws and institutions. Some at least of Magna Carta’s provisions are still strikingly relevant, and could do with being much more widely applied. On Free Trade for example: ‘All merchants to have safe and secure exit from, and entry to England, and the right to stay there and to move about by sea as well as by land’. And, most particularly ‘No free man shall be … in any way destroyed … except by the lawful judgement of his peers or by the law of the land.’


Cambridge University celebrated its 800th anniversary in 2010: in 1229 King Henry III of England gave the new institution, and its sister university at Oxford, a helping hand by sending an open letter to the masters and students of the University of Paris:




‘Because of the many tribulations and difficulties you have undergone under the evil law of Paris, we, humbly suffering with you, desire out of reverence for God and the holy church, piously to aid you in restoring your condition to its due liberty. Therefore we announce to your community that, if it pleases you to come to our kingdom of England and make this the permanent centre of your studies. Whatever cities, boroughs or towns you chose to elect we shall assign to you, to be set aside for that purpose, and we shall in every way give you cause to rejoice, as is fitting, in the liberty and tranquillity which is pleasing to God and which ought to be fully sufficient for you.’





Moving closer to the present, the next stage of historical perspective might be called ‘grandmother’s spectacles’ – the world as perceived two generations previously, transmitted by people we have known personally, who used words in senses we understood. Thus my own view of late nineteenth-and twentieth-century history is coloured by my grandparents’ attitudes: Garibaldi and Gladstone were heroes, Lloyd George very nearly so; Ramsay MacDonald was suspect. Fair dealing and compassion were more important than equality, self-reliance and community action more reliable than government intervention.


Then we have the evidence of our own experiences, usually more impressionistic than objective: watching the Jarrow protest marchers or receiving one’s first gas mask gave an unmatched flavour of the period, but do not help with impartial analyses of the causes and consequences of World War II. Having been bombed by both the Luftwaffe and the Irish Republican Army also tends to breed resentment, which needs to be consciously rejected. Finally there comes a time when the pressure of actuality sets in. We are too near the events to see clearly, as history becomes reportage and the sheer volume of information uncontrollable. For the purpose of this book I have chosen this moment as being 11 September 2001, when the attacks on the New York World Trade Center and Washington, DC changed the course of history.





1
c.6000 – 600 BC
The River Civilizations




	Emergence of settled cultures in the Danube Basin c.6000 BC


	Farming begins in the Fertile Crescent of Mesopotamia c.6000 BC


	Uruk develops into the first of the Mesopotamian city-states c.4300 BC


	First signs of a written language c.4000 BC


	Rise of Assyria c.1800 BC





The earliest Eurasian civilizations developed in the flood-plains of such great rivers as the Danube, Nile, Euphrates, Tigris and Indus. As well as providing people with essential water, abundant level land was available for grazing and cultivation, while game and fish augmented their diet, especially fish.


First Civilizations of Old Europe


Widely separated communities adapted to their changing environment, exploring new techniques, not always with the same degree of success, as human ingenuity adapted itself to local circumstances. Farming first developed in Anatolia, where cattle and sheep were domesticated and the seeds of native cereals and peas cultivated as early as the ninth millennium BC. A small spring was enough to encourage a settlement. At Jericho in Palestine, which claims the longest period of habitation in the world, a quite large defended village had been built as early as 7000 BC, while further north, Jarmo in Kurdistan was flourishing at an altitude of around 3,300 feet (1,000 metres). Only a few hundred years later quite large settlements were emerging, most notably at Çatal Höyük, in Anatolian Turkey, with an estimated population of 7,000, and farmers were moving westwards, through the Aegean to Central Europe and onwards to Spain and across the English Channel. The most extended of the new cultures emerged in and around the Danube Basin about 6000 BC.


Bringing with them wheat and barley seeds, peas and domesticated livestock, the people of what is generally known as ‘Old Europe’ inhabited planned villages, with substantial timber houses, containing ovens, with living spaces separated from their animals – mainly sheep and pigs, but with some cattle – probably as comfortable as any to be found in that region for the next 6,000 years. Their sophisticated products, which included woven cloth and a wide range of pottery, give some idea of their social structure. Few works of art are more mysterious than the figurines. They come individually or grouped, male and female, young and old. One set is placed in a raised bowl, perhaps an architectural reference: another group of 12, has six of either gender (the males differentiated both by size and by sexual characteristics) and of different ages; all but one of the females are clothed. Manufactured with careful skill, they are clearly important symbols, but whether religious, social, or domestic is open to question. One Danubian community, the Cucuteni, produced what could be a ‘Parliament of Women’ – 21 small but majestic female terracotta figures seated in a circle. From the same region, two very different monochrome figurines, a seated man with his head in his hands – a prototype ‘Thinker’ – and a woman, head raised to the sky and hands poised on one knee, display a contemplative sensibility that few later artworks can surpass. Danubian society may have been matriarchal, and certainly technical developments increased the social importance of women’s work. Spinning, weaving, pottery, and breadmaking, in the form of unleavened flatbreads, were all added to the domestic agenda, while milk from the household animals could be poured into pots, enabling older children to feed the babies, enhancing women’s freedom – and allowing them to take on all those extra tasks.


Danubian pottery is uniquely diverse, going far beyond utilitarian pots and dishes to include a variety of stands, shallow double-dishes, delicate ladles and covered pots, all suggesting that some meals were served with elegant formality – perhaps another proof of a female-centred culture. Cheerfulness, too, keeps breaking in, with a stemmed cup in the form of a girl with hands clasped around her waist, or a small animal, which could serve as anything from a bonbon dish to a knife rest.


Old Europe was one of the first societies to develop a written language, although the evidence is slight – some clay tablets dated about 4000 BC with pictographic symbols arranged in what appears to be a meaningful order. The Danubians were also among the first metallurgists; the mass of metal discovered in that area – more than six tonnes of copper goods and several kilos of gold – is greater than that found in all the other regions of Europe and the Levant combined. Sophisticated jewellery and clothing hinted at some social distinctions, but these were not reflected in high-status housing; all domestic accommodation was workmanlike, but with no pretensions to even modest distinction. In time the villages became very large, extending over as much as 400 hectares (1,000 acres), but they remained villages without much in the way of communal centres of administration or religion, and usually without more than the most basic defences. Without over-population, and with agricultural techniques helping to combat land exhaustion, societies remained generally peaceable.


What caused Old Europe’s slow decline, from c.4300 BC, is unclear. A brisk cold spell, between 4100–3800 with more frequent flooding and soil erosion might have depressed the economy, but there was certainly some violence from raiders who began crossing from the steppes over the rivers, the first of those ‘barbarians’ who were to disrupt established civilizations. By that time Old European societies were developing in different forms, notably evident in such ritual enclosures as Stonehenge and Avebury, and the extraordinary Maeshowe chamber tomb on Orkney. Planked boats found on the River Humber show how megaliths could be moved by water.


The Land Between the Rivers


No one society could rightly claim to be the prime originator of civilization, for all contributed to improving the human condition. Some 6,000 miles (9,600 km) away, on the other side of the world, the inhabitants of what is now Japan had already produced what may well be the world’s first pottery, and were living in substantial villages. On the Bolan Pass, in the hill country between Pakistan and Afghanistan, the residents of Mehrgarh had established a mixed-farming system. Their small, mud-brick villages housed people and animals, and provided storage for their cultivated grain and dried dates. Their technology did not extend to ceramics, but did include the delicate art of drilling teeth, the first example of dentistry. But the best documented, and the most influential advances were made in the Asian Fertile Crescent, extending from the Persian Gulf to the Eastern Mediterranean, following the course of the twin rivers, the Tigris and the Euphrates. Travellers could move upriver on the Tigris to Anatolia and then on to the Black and Caspian Seas, giving access to Central Asia. The Euphrates, the western stream, led on to Aleppo and the shores of the Mediterranean – the greatest trade route of the ancient world – and then south through Lebanon and Palestine to the Egyptian Empire. By sea, it was a simple passage to the mouths of the Indus River – and Egypt and the Indus valleys were the homes of the other great contemporary cultures.


If civilization has a single birthplace it must be Mesopotamia. Literature, mathematics, accountancy, astronomy, architecture and brewing all made their appearances here, and at much the same time, their records preserved on dried clay tablets.



Writing




‘Because the messenger’s mouth was heavy and he couldn’t repeat the message,


The lord of Kulaba patted some clay and put words on it, like a tablet -


Until then, there had been no putting words on clay.’


(FROM THE SUMERIAN EPIC POEM ENMERKAR AND THE LORD OF ARATTA)





Writing develops according to need. A hunter-gatherer group will find it useful to have a few common signs – rather like the chalk marks that English tramps once used on gateposts to show whether the householders were kindly or not – but more complex societies need records. Traders have to record deliveries, keep accounts, send out bills; tax gatherers must calculate assessments and acknowledge payments, and all in a form which will be intelligible to others. Priests and magnates want to issue laws, encourage obedience and proclaim their own power. Once a written language is widely understood, others then take to writing for pleasure or are driven by cultural pressure, and literature begins.


In all probability, writing began independently in various parts of the world – China, Egypt, and the Americas almost certainly – but the Sumerians have left the most prolific records, beginning in the late 3000s BC and continuing for three millennia – and the records, thanks to the longevity of the clay tablets, much greater than that of paper or parchment, have proved extraordinarily permanent. The art of writing and notation had to be taught, and therefore many of the earliest texts are dictionaries and word lists. Each city had facilities to train scribes, who then became an élite. In earlier days the written word had real power, often magical, as when fragments of holy books were worn as protective charms, and the ability to proclaim laws, human or divine, without fear of contradiction conferred real authority. But scribal centres also produced original literature, and the Sumerians certainly had the edge when it came to both the quantity and quality of their early literature.


The principal epic, of Gilgamesh, predates the Bible and Homer, with the standard version edited in about 1300–1000 BC, using parts of earlier works from 1,000 years previously. Gilgamesh was probably a real person, king of Uruk about 2700 BC and the epic tells of the hero and his companion Enkidu’s adventures among monsters, giants and gods, culminating in Gilgamesh’s lone quest for the secret of eternal life.


In northern Mesopotamia – the ‘Land Between the Rivers’ – the rainfall is consistent enough for reliable cropping, but cultivation in the southerly flood plain depends upon the spring floods and subsequent irrigation, shaping therefore two types of society: the Sumerian and Babylonian in the south, distinguished by their scientific originality and urban magnificence and the northern Assyrians, famous warriors and empire builders. Distinctions are never quite so convenient, the Babylonians were quite capable of sustained violence and the northern Halaf craftsmen produced exquisite early pottery – but the triumphal savagery illustrated on the Assyrian reliefs, of impaled victims, mangled corpses, and prisoners writing in agony, has no equivalent in the southern cities of Sumer.


All within a few dozen miles of each other, the earliest of these, viewed from 8,000 years later, seem attractive societies. Their myths relate how the god of Eridu, Enki-Marduk, was fond of beer, which led him into trouble when man was created, and a junior goddess, who had also imbibed, is allowed to try her hand. She moulds six creatures, but all lack some essentials: a solution is needed, and all are found a suitable post; the blind girl is made a singer, while the individual lacking sexual organs becomes a civil servant.


The goddess Ishtar was charged with protecting sexual desire: when she takes a trip to the underworld, the Earth grows cold:




‘No young man impregnated a girl in the street


The young man slept in his private room


The girl slept in the company of her friends.’





Much the same agreeable impression is given by the grave goods – children being buried with their toys, or a young man with a dog in his lap – and even the dog has a bone between its teeth.


The Sumerians had a proper regard for beer. The great epic of Gilgamesh records how primitive man, Enkidu, was taught its value by a hospitable prostitute: after seven cups ‘his head soared: he washed himself and became a human being.’ Brewing seems to have been done by first baking barley bread which was crumbled into water to form a mash, the resultant drink being unpleasantly cloudy. The Babylonians must have improved the method, since they could brew twenty different varieties, and the laws of Hammurabi prescribe the daily ration: five litres for priests, three for civil servants and two for ordinary workers. Compare this with eighteenth century British naval rations of a daily gallon (4.5 litres) of ale.


This pleasantly relaxed life style centred on the city of Uruk, by c.3000 BC the world’s largest settlement, bigger than Athens at the height of its power three millennia later, and the centre of a mixed population, traders and residents from many regions. Its prosperity is shown by the development of written communications – not for literary reasons but for prosaic accountancy, the recording of quantities for such trade items as grain, beer, or metals, handled by a trained bureaucracy, providing security for an extensive trade, but surely annoying to the operators of riverboats, required to ship a scribe as supercargo.


Mathematics


Babylon’s legacy is not expressed in great buildings, or even in works of art but in literature, science and mathematics. Beginning as early as 3000 BC, Sumerians were mastering simple arithmetic and geometry and developing aids to calculation, tables of squares and cubes, using that very useful sexagesimal system, combining decimals and duodecimals. That absolute foundation of all modern mathematics, geography and chronology – the 360 degrees in a circle, the 60-second, 60-minute and 24-hour divisions of time – are all Babylonian inventions. Their astronomers were the first to realize that planetary movements were periodic and therefore mathematically predictable: the movements of Venus, recorded in a seventh-century BC text, were probably made much earlier. They knew the lunar influence on the tides and, more than 2,000 years before Galileo, Babylonians had established the rotation of the Earth and its movement around the Sun. Being essentially a trading people, they combined astronomy with astrology to forecast lucky and unlucky events, and produced tables for calculating rates of interest.


The cuneiform system of wedge-shaped characters inscribed on clay with a reed pen made constructing numerals easy, and with the use of positioning to indicate value and gaps where we might use a point, simple arithmetic was possible, but fractions presented some difficulties. One essential was lacking, the idea of zero, which had to wait, probably until the sixth century AD for the Indian invention of today’s numeration.


Uruk’s civilization – and the word is now certainly appropriate – continued to be generally peaceful for most of the fourth millennium; surprisingly no power structure, no overriding authority, seems to have developed: all classes rubbed along together. If it has survived the recent upheavals, the Warka Vase in the National Museum of Iraq in Baghdad epitomizes Uruk life, with the goddess Ishtar (at this time named Inanna) receiving the tribute of a naked man, the leader of a procession of powerfully built fellows bearing gifts. Inanna was worth propitiating, since she ensured:




‘That its people would eat splendid food,


That its people drink splendid beverages,


That those bathed (for holidays) would rejoice in the courtyards …


That acquaintances would dine together …’





It was perhaps too good to last, and later cities developed into monarchies, and even into empires. Hegemony moved upstream to the region of Akkad, where a dynasty was founded by Semitic-speaking newcomers from Arabia. The imperious crowned head of an Akkadian king, perhaps the famous Sargon (c.2334–2278 BC), with a ceremonial wig and curled beard, epitomizes a new era when dynasties ruled the cities. His scribes, who may well have exaggerated, claimed that Sargon and his successors established some control over all Mesopotamia and the surrounding region, but without great disruptions: local city government continued, but the idea of a king/emperor was generally accepted. What followed was often to be repeated: the monarch assumed the responsibility and the privileges of the local gods, and appropriated the temples’ property. Unity was expressed by imperial standards – of value, measures, laws and also of language, as the Akkadian language replaced Sumerian, which however survived as a learned language, much like Latin in early modern times.


And, as with subsequent empires, Akkad declined, harassed by rebellions and invasions with the leadership returning to Ur where some of the finest ancient works of art were produced (e.g. the gold and lapis-lazuli ram in the British Museum) before Ur, too, succumbed: the temptations offered by rich cities were too great for the nomadic Arabian tribes. The next great empire began in the small town of Babylon, where the long reign of Hammurabi (1792–1750 BC) remains famous for his extensive legal code, the foundation of much subsequent law, which covered family, contract, financial and criminal law, court procedure and punishment in great detail. This first episode of Babylonian rule was short-lived: by 1531 BC Hammurabi’s dynasty was at an end.


While the Mesopotamian south was enjoying such splendours, clouds were gathering in the north. The higher lands around the two rivers, today’s northern Syria and Iraq, were developing a notably individual culture. The Hurrians, who flourished between 2,500–1,300 BC, produced the first musical notation (c.1800 BC), and in one Kikkuli, the first author to write a treatise on horse-training. Remaining as a congeries of city-states until c.1500 BC, Hurrian culture strongly influenced the neighbouring Hittites and Assyrians – both Indo-European – before uniting into an extensive short-lived empire, that of Mitanni, extending some 500 miles (800 km) inland from the Euphrates to the Mediterranean. Mitanni was forcibly but gradually conquered by the Hittites, who swept south to destroy Babylon at some time before 1500 BC with help from the Assyrians, the rising power to the east. The Babylonians demonstrated great powers of recuperation and flourished under a foreign occupation, that of the Kassites, an Iranian tribe, who stabilized a new Babylonian state, which endured until c.1155 BC.


The Rise and Dominance of Assyria


In northern Mesopotamia, the land of wooded hills and grassy plains, the Assyrians had absorbed Sumerian culture, and continued to use the Akkadian language in diplomatic business, exchanging ambassadors between Egypt, Babylon, the Hittites and less significant magnates. Trade with Anatolia and the east passed through their capital at Ashur, which was ruled by a board of city merchants, which evolved by the 1300s BC into an ambitious kingdom, dealing on equal terms with the neighbouring empires. Babylon constituted the main rival, admired for its culture, but permanently in contention for leadership. Under the Assyrian monarchs Tiglath-Pileser III (746–722 BC) and his successor Sargon II, ruling from the new capital of Nineveh, the triumphant Assyrian years began, recorded not only in boastful texts:




‘I filled the broad plain with the corpses of their mighty men, with their blood I dyed the mountains like scarlet wool … A pile of heads against his city I set.’





but also in the series of reliefs describing victories and the pleasures of the hunt. Unlike Egyptian reliefs, those of the Assyrians are vividly naturalistic, especially in their representation of animals: horses gallop, lions stagger under the impact of arrow-shafts, and gazelles and hares are carried off to the kitchen. Kings are not shown as larger than life, but as accompanying their soldiers into battle, or conferring with their counsellors. But there is no mistaking royal power, stamped on the peoples’ consciousness by those massive winged bulls that stood at the palaces’ entrances.


At its peak the Assyrian Empire extended from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. Provincial governors were supervised by imperial inspectors, with proclamations and orders travelling along the fine roads connecting the capital with Susa in Elam and Anatolian Gordium. Among the Assyrians’ more consistent enemies were the Medes, from present-day Iran, the Egyptians and the Babylonians. In 701, an Egyptian attack, made in alliance with King Hezekiah, king of the small but strategic state of Judea, was repelled, and two years later Babylon itself was sacked by the Assyrians, and its whole population, or at any rate its more prominent members deported to Nineveh. Egypt remained a constant threat, but Assyrian magnificence came to a sudden end in 612 BC, when a coalition of Babylonians, Medes and Scythians from the north overwhelmed Nineveh and re-established Babylonian rule, with the great city once again becoming civilization’s leader. A new empire, more splendid than before, arose only years later under Nabopolasser, ‘son of nobody’, as he described himself. This was the period of Babylonian magnificence, with the great ziggurat, the ‘Tower of Babel’, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, and gorgeous palaces. Even the streets and gates of the city – the imposing Ishtar Gate being the best example – were lavishly ornamented, with glazed tiles, gold, silver, and lapis-lazuli decorations symbolizing Babylon’s present wealth and ancient culture. There can have been nothing in the ancient world to compare with the magnificent entrance to the city, from the Festival House, through the Ishtar Gate, down the Processional Way to the palaces, temples and ziggurats. Those towering structures, raised tier upon tier, were stairways to heaven, enabling the priests to access the divinities – and since the gods were local, also proclaiming the wealth and power of the city and its rulers. The Hanging Gardens, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, was probably a ziggurat with cultivated terraces, but since ziggurats were constructed of baked mud brick, nothing remains but huge piles of rubble, and some fanciful reconstructions. Babylon’s heyday was splendid but brief, as recounted in Jewish history. In 597 BC, Nebuchadnezzar deported thousands of Jews to Babylon: in 539 BC, Cyrus the Great, King of Persia took the city and released the captives.
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c.6000 – c.610 BC
Early Empires




	Earliest farming communities in South Asia c.6000 BC


	Narmer unites Upper and Lower Egypt c.3100 BC


	Growth of cities in the Indus Valley c.3000 BC


	‘Sea Peoples’ threaten Mediterranean region c.1100 BC





The civilizations of the Indus and Nile Valleys could hardly be more different. Egypt was a centralized autocracy, surviving for 3,000 years, with a divine, omnipotent monarch ruling a highly organized state, while the Indus was home to several independent municipalities, trading with each other and the outside world, without the need for defensive or collective endeavours: one left records of unparalleled detail, while the other disappeared almost without trace.


The first farming communities in southern Asia developed at sites such as Mehrgarh in the mountains of Baluchistan as early as 6000 BC and spread from there into the Indus Valley in the fourth millennium.


Civilizations of the Indus Valley


It is difficult to consider the Indus Valley cultures between 4000 and 2000 BC dispassionately; the consistent charm and humanity is overwhelming. No grandiose Egyptian monstrosities deface the region: no ambitious and aggressive Mesopotamian rulers contend for dominance; the cities lack complex defences, great temples or public buildings – but the houses were equipped with bathrooms, toilets, main drains and a constant water supply. Natural resources were prolific. The great river system, helped by irrigation, provided consistent water supplies throughout the 2,000-plus miles (3,200 km) of the system. Available crops ranged from basic cereals, through temperate-zone fruits such as grapes, almonds and figs to tropical dates. The world’s most abundant sources of semi-precious stones – lapis-lazuli, carnelians, turquoise – were found within easy reach, as were ‘fish-eyes’ (pearls) and copper.


The archaeological record begins before 5000 BC at such sites as Megarh in the mountains of Baluchistan with small villages of hunter-gatherers turning into pastoralists – goats were the first animals to be domesticated (always excepting the dog which domesticated itself in very ancient times, and then collected other creatures into the folds). Local barleys and wild wheat varieties (emmer, einkorn) were encouraged, and by 3000 BC ceramics had developed to a high standard, both technically and aesthetically. Figurines display what might be thought of as distinctively ‘Indian’ features. The early stylized female forms develop into seductive long-legged, high-breasted girls with hair either elaborately styled or flowing free. The area covered by settlements was vast – the best part of 1,000 miles (1,600 km) north into the Himalayas and even beyond the Hindu Kush, and perhaps half that distance from west to east. But unlike the other great culture regions of Egypt, Mesopotamia, Anatolia, or Iran, the Indus never developed into anything resembling an empire. The city-state, a metropolis and its hinterland, remained the model.


Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro are today the most visible of the Indus cities that grew after 3000 BC. Some 400 miles (640 km) apart, and showing some local differences, both towns and the few other excavated sites have in common a well-considered and beautifully engineered town plan, with residential and public quarters methodically arranged. Water supply and sanitation were priorities: in Mohenjo-Daro no fewer than 700 domestic wells have been found, each serving two to three houses, all carefully constructed with specially shaped bricks. Many houses also had bathing and sanitary facilities, the bath on a raised platform, some with a toilet either furnished with a seat or the still-common squatting privy. All the waste from each house was drained into a common network of sewers, which fed into cesspits and soakaways. Since this complex infrastructure had to be constructed before any building was begun, a sophisticated planning system was essential, while the continuous supervision and repair work demanded a well-organized municipal government with access to advanced engineering techniques.


Indus prosperity was underpinned by trade, and especially in luxuries. Agate, alabaster, chalcedony, jasper, chert, steatite, and seashells were processed and assembled into fine jewellery or precisely measured weights: cotton, linen and jute fabrics were woven. Stone-ware bangles – much sought after – were mass-produced by a sophisticated technology; highly crafted ceramics were made by experts to fine tolerances. These products were exported, mainly to Mesopotamia, starting their travel either by cattle-drawn carts (another Indus first) or river boat, thence by sea through the Persian Gulf, calling at Arabian ports, notably Oman. Records, presumably of provenance, were attested by merchant’s seals, which bore some indications of a writing system, still undiscovered: but perhaps the Indians were too busy enjoying life to want to write about it, or to leave vainglorious inscriptions. This impression is justified by the justly famous bronze statuette, usually known as the Dancing Girl, long-legged, wearing bangles and nothing else but an elaborate hairstyle. She stands, hand on hip, head defiantly thrown back: the seductive charm of India epitomized.


From about 1900 BC the Indus cities simply closed down, although life continued normally in the villages. There seems to have been no violent upheaval, although that was to come later. Perhaps the cause was related to radical alterations in the river’s course, which could have affected the irrigation works; but for whatever reason, one of the ancient world’s finest civilizations came to a quiet end, possibly assisted by a change to cooler weather, but certainly associated with new arrivals from the west. The newcomers who moved from the steppes to succeed the Harappans, harass the Babylonians and invade Egypt, and who went on to populate all Europe, were Indo-Europeans, who called themselves ‘Araya’ – Aryans. They brought with them new and improved livestock, most significantly the horse, and with the horse, wheeled vehicles. It may be that mounting a horse, thereby raising oneself above people on foot, prompts aggressive feelings, but whether by force or more peacefully, the new people supplanted the old.


The immigration did not stop, but continued for over 5,000 years, with new waves, all originating in the same area – the Central Asian Steppes, and especially the region north of the Black and Caspian Seas. And all spoke variants of the same original language. Today, from Ireland to Bangladesh – and much further afield in cultural colonies such as the Americas and Australia – Indo-European languages are spoken; the most widespread, English (or variants thereof) is used as an official or as a second language by more than 2 billion people. Other new languages, such as Finno-Ugric, came with later immigrants, but the only survivor of an original European tongue is Basque, a language isolate (i.e. with no related languages).


Another language group came from the south. Hebrew and Arabic are Semitic languages: like ‘Aryan’, overlaid with spurious racism, the word ‘Semite’ has become misapplied, to signify one particular group whose liturgical language is Semitic, revived in the nineteenth century to become the national language of the State of Israel.


A New Culture on the Nile


Egypt was unlike any other ancient empire: its vast size, extending 2,000 miles (3,200 km) from tropical Africa north to the Mediterranean and the Levant, and west and east into Libya and the Sinai Peninsula, was much greater than the Mesopotamian or Anatolian states. Equally unique was its continuity. For a period of perhaps 4,000 years after 4000 BC, the people of the Nile Valley enjoyed a settled existence, living for much of the time in a well-regulated state – a record for almost any period of human history. The artistic achievements of the empire are more impressive and varied than those of any other ancient civilization, and their influence on world history similarly significant.


The Nile was the key to all Egyptian history. In an otherwise arid climate, the annual floods between August and September provided a subsequent growing season of exceptional productivity, which enabled an unmatched cereal harvest. As the Sahara – once an extensive savannah supporting a variety of wildlife – dried up as the climate changed, its inhabitants moved towards the tempting Nile Valley. This formed a very extensive oasis which, once the seeds and techniques of cereal cultivation had been passed on, became the ancient world’s granary, a magnet for all surrounding populations. Before its promise could be fulfilled, the seasonal floods had to be controlled by extensive irrigation, which demanded large-scale labour: and that in turn needed a strong central organization.


In the earliest stages settlement was tentative: by the time structured societies were evolving Old Europe had already diminished to the point of extinction. The fourth millennium BC saw the development of towns and their unification into two separate states, Upper Egypt, centred around Hierakonpolis and Thebes, and Lower Egypt, the Nile Delta, rule over which was symbolized by two separate crowns. When the first identified kings appear, traditionally with Narmer-Menes, who united Upper and Lower Egypt in c.3100 BC, what might be called the ‘Classical Egyptian Period’, that of the Great Pyramids and the Sphinx, began around the Nile-Delta capital of Memphis.


Egyptian civilization sprang into existence with amazing speed; the first artefacts, such as the Narmer palette, demonstrate a mastery of linear elegance and within three centuries the characteristic monumental tombs, stacked with grave goods appear. Uniquely for that period, the architecture has a known creator, King Djoser’s chancellor Imhotep, famous as an astronomer, architect, writer and physician. The Saqqara complex with the Step Pyramid and ritual buildings is Imhotep’s and its limestone cladding ensured its survival: unlike Mesopotamia’s mud brick, Egyptian stone was to be permanent. Between Djoser, c.2620 BC, and King Menkure (d.2503 BC) the great city of the dead at Giza was constructed, with not only the necropolis but the remains of the workers’ village, a well-organized settlement, being preserved. Egyptians’ obsession with death and the afterlife, which inspired the marvellous constructions, also injected a constant stimulus into the economy. Not only kings and royal families, but civil servants and priests invested huge sums in pyramids, stelae and memorial shrines (mastaba), which were filled with grave goods to support the dead during their sojourn in the realm of Osiris. A constant demand, well beyond that of the living population, gave employment to labourers, craftsmen and artists.


So extended a realm and so complex a society could not be run by a centralized government, even one with so skilled a bureaucracy, especially when the capital at Memphis, near the present-day metropolis of Cairo, was located at the downstream extremity of the river. Accordingly, from c.2350 BC the territory was divided into provinces, administered by a governor, the ‘nomarch’. Often almost a viceroy, nomarchs enjoyed great respect, as one boastfully recorded for posterity:




‘ … nobody like myself existed before nor will he exist … I was the one who found the solution when it was lacking … I am the hero without equal.’





Nomarch Ankhtfi had perhaps something to brag about, since in the early 2100s BC he had been faced with a crisis, a civil war with neighbouring nomarchs and a shortage of food. The crisis passed and from 2055 BC a cultural renaissance began, with the upstream city of Thebes becoming important, as the royal armies pushed south into Nubia. During the long reign of Amenemhat III (c.1831–1786 BC) irrigation, defensive and mining works underpinned what future Egyptian generations came to look upon as the ‘classical’ age of literature, and which combined vast projects with increasing elegance.


If the first cause of Egypt’s prosperity was the Nile inundation, the second was the river’s function as a trade route, navigable without interruption for 600 miles (960 km) to the first cataract and onwards, with portages, into the heart of Africa. From the Delta any part of the Mediterranean could be reached, with land routes into the Western Desert, the Levant and Anatolia.


Trade links with the Levant increased in importance after c.2000 BC, with armed expeditions alternating with treaties, as Egypt began to function as an Ancient World power: and inevitably therefore into conflict with the other powers, such conflict usually taking place in the Levant, in the corridor between the desert and the Mediterranean. The wars of Thutmose III (r.1480–1425 BC) proved extremely profitable. The booty from one major battle included 894 chariots (two covered in gold) and 200 suits of armour. Yet battles could be lost as well as won, as his successors were to discover. Egypt had become a military autocracy, with the pharaoh represented as a heroic conqueror, heading a professional army, his status celebrated by the colossal statues that began to be erected throughout the realm.


Organizing so extensive a state, adjusting to the seasonal fluctuations of the Nile, maintaining irrigation works and constructing grandiose monuments required a large labour force, which had to be fed, housed, and controlled; and therefore needed a considerable number of skilled administrators. Egyptian mathematics were eminently practical and scribes prepared for promotion by studying such texts as the Rhind Papyrus, which elucidates such everyday problems as allocating workmen’s rations, force-feeding geese, calculating shipping capacity or the relative strengths of beer and designing pyramids.


Ordinary life was not much affected by a new dynasty of ‘Asiatics’ the Hyskos, who ruled in the north for a century after 1650 BC, paralleling separate rule from Thebes, where the 18th dynasty of the New Kingdom initiated a brilliant era, symbolized by the start of the Karnak Temple complex. Since the Egyptian dynasties that came after systematically obliterated all the Hyskos’s monuments, their most enduring legacy – apart from some interesting Minoan-style murals – was the introduction of the horse and chariot. Asian gods survived better, including the widely popular Astarte, probably helped by the influence of the impressive Queen Hatshepsut (r.1473–1458 BC). Her successors increased the country’s reputation abroad by successful wars in the Levant and massively impressive monuments at home. Egypt had become not only uniquely prosperous but increasingly cosmopolitan. This new openness to the outside world led to the central hiatus in Egyptian history, the Amarna period.


In 1357 BC, King Amenhotep IV (r.1352–1336 BC) changed his name: he would henceforth be known as Akhenaten, the human-divine form of the living sun, the ‘Aten’ the one and only god: all other divinities, including Osiris, the god of the underworld, quailed before the overpowering light. An entirely new capital was begun at Amarna, midway between Thebes and Memphis, financed by stripping the orthodox priests of much of their wealth. The new religion was shortlived. Orthodoxy returned within 20 years, and the surviving relics of the Aten cult, of Akhenaten, and his beautiful wife Nefertiti, were destroyed. Their heir, Tutankhaten, renounced his father’s heresy, changing his name to Tutankhamun, and moved back to the capital at Memphis where his tomb has yielded the most famous examples of Egyptian art.


However shortlived the heresy had been, it had left royal prestige badly impaired, inspiring Rameses II (r.1279–1213 BC) to restore the dynasty’s reputation. Rameses became the most famous of the warrior kings, but more due to his remorseless self-publicity than actual military talent; his one great battle of Kadesh, against the Hittites, was no better than a drawn match, but was presented for domestic consumption as a glorious victory, described in many lengthy inscriptions and commemorated in enormous statues of the god-king. Rameses’ monuments were erected all over the land, from the Delta to the rock temples of Abu Simbel in Nubia. When even more self-promotion was required, Rameses commandeered the statues of previous pharaohs, obliterating the original inscriptions. His was a hard act to follow, and in the century after Rameses’ death no fewer than 13 pharaohs ruled over a fragmenting empire.


At the beginning of the 1100s BC new invaders disturbed the whole of Asia Minor. The ‘Sea Peoples’ – probably from the Aegean and Syrian coast – using a new type of ship, had overthrown the Hittite empire, occupied Cyprus, and settled in Anatolia. In 1176 BC, they launched a massive attack on Egypt, which was repulsed, but Egypt now had new and formidable neighbours in Palestine in the shape of the Assyrian empire. An obsession with maintaining a foothold in the Levant dragged Egypt into a series of needless and usually unsuccessful wars. An unprecedented humiliation came when a royal princess was married to the ruler of a modest kingdom – Solomon of Israel-Judah. The last 900 years of Egyptian independence saw only two relatively brief periods of rule by traditional Egyptian dynasties.


The first of the foreign rulers were Libyans, whose Pharaoh Sheshonq (r.945–924 BC) managed to restore some royal authority, but the Libyan kings were never able to rule unimpeded. The next dynasty came from the southern borders of the empire in Nubia. Nubians and Libyans at least came from neighbouring regions, which had long experienced Egyptian authority, but when the country was integrated first into the Persian realm and then under their Greek successors the continuity of Egyptian culture was broken.


Egypt, Nubia and Kush


Although geographically in the continent of Africa, Egypt has followed the course of the Nile to focus on the Mediterranean, to become part of the history of Europe and Asia. Threats and opportunities have come from the north, across the sea or through Sinai, and the capital has traditionally been sited on the Nile Delta. But Egypt of the pharaohs also extended 2,000 miles (3,200 km) south, past the Nile cataracts into the states of Nubia and Kush, in what is now Sudan. To the earlier pharaohs it was the ‘unknown’ south. One adventurous nobleman, Harkhuf, was sent in about 2300 BC on four expeditions, together with his father and a priest. He brought back 300 donkeys laden with ‘every good product,’ (e.g. incense, ebony, grain and ivory). Even so, his most exciting tidings concerned a ‘dancing dwarf from the land of the spirits’. An enthusiastic king demanded the dwarf be forwarded with every care: ‘let excellent people sleep beside him in his den. My majesty desires to see this dwarf more than the gifts of Sinai and of Punt.’


So evidently rich a territory had to be acquired: Pharaoh Pepi II immediately mounted two invasions, killing ‘a great number of chiefs’ children and excellent commanders,’ and placing the newly acquired territories under a Viceroy ‘the Prince of Kush’ who, with the peoples’ cooperation, founded a prosperous client state. Kush developed its own bureaucracy and government, which carried out extensive public works, including highly individual pyramids. At the same time a profitable trade was also being carried out in Punt – modern Somalia – as gold, ivory, cattle and slaves were exchanged at the market established at the second Nile cataract, convenient for the southern capital at Thebes.


Isolated from the upheavals of the mid-second millennium, Kush-Nubia was able, when northern conditions were disturbed, to ensure a sort of unilateral declaration of independence in 1075 BC. For 300 years the Kushites preserved conservative Egyptian traditions and continued lucrative trade until, once again confronted by revolutions in the north, with four contenders for the throne, the southerners intervened to restore traditional stability.


Around 750 BC the Kings of Kush struck north, becoming involved in the civil wars then raging in that region by seizing control of all the Nile Valley as far as 1,800 miles (2,900 km) north of the Kushite capital. The three successive Kushite pharaohs of the 25th dynasty have become famous as the ‘Black Pharaohs’, with their distinctive features recorded in their monuments. Allied with the Judaean King Hezekiah, the Egyptians invaded Syria in 701 BC, provoking an Assyrian assault on Egypt. In 664 BC, after 40 years of intermittent fighting, in which the Assyrians drove south to Thebes, the Black Pharaohs withdrew to their capital at Meroë, situated downstream from Khartoum, very much nearer Central Africa than the Mediterranean, and with easy access to the Red Sea coast. They were succeeded in the north by Pharaoh Psamtek I (r.662–610 BC), who repulsed the Assyrian invasion, enabling Egypt to resume its traditional orientation towards the Mediterranean.


Meroë owed its long prosperity, illustrated by its surviving 200 pyramids, to its position as an entrepôt, where tropical African produce and slaves could be exchanged for iron, manufactured in its bloomeries and furnaces from Sinai ores. In about AD 300, Kush eventually succumbed to the neighbouring and equally ancient Kingdom of Axum, in northern Ethiopia. Bordering on the Red Sea itself, Axum formed another trade nexus between Central Africa and the outside world.







Civilizations evolved over the years in different regions.
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Thinking Man: the Danube valley (Romania) c.5000–4600 BC. akg-images/Erich Lessing; 15 The Art Archive/Museum of Anatolian Civilisations/Gianni Dagli Orti
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A Sumerian bookkeeper’s records. c.2,800 BC. Photos12.com/Ann Ronan Picture Library
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A Chinese oracle bone: c.14th–13th century BC. Royal Ontario Museum/Corbis; 39 DEA Picture Library/akg/De Ag
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c.2000 – c.350 BC
Persians and Greeks




	Indo-European peoples settle in Greece c.2000 BC


	Homeric siege of Troy c.1250 BC


	Cyrus of Persia begins his reign 559 BC


	Xerxes defeated at the Battle of Salamis 480 BC


	Philip II becomes King of Macedon 359 BC





From the late 2000s BC, bronze – an alloy of copper and, usually, tin – became widely available, although still as an elite product its use transformed warfare making the heavily armoured and well-drilled infantrymen king of the battlefield. By the mid-first millennium steel had replaced bronze for weapons and implements, but bronze continued popular for any articles needing to be cast into moulds; the bronze rams of the ship-killing triremes were decisive when, in the fifth century BC Asia and Europe met in their first conflict. The struggle between Greeks and Persians was more than a clash of arms, it was one between two very different civilizations. Persians were imperial, organized and autocratic; Greeks argumentative, democratic and exceptionally innovative, and the Greek victory shaped Europe’s future.


Even more than in other countries, the history of Greece is also that of its geography. Land travel in the rugged and mountainous peninsula has always been difficult, but sea-going comparatively easy, with short passages around the coastline often the easiest mode of transport.


The First Civilizations of the Mediterranean


In Greece, as elsewhere, the original inhabitants were succeeded, probably in about 2000 BC, by Indo-Europeans, who may well have made a stopover in the Troad, the Anatolian region round ancient Troy. They came speaking a language that developed, over the centuries, into Greek. The Achaeans, as the later Greeks called them, built strong fortifications on top of strategic hills – the Athens Acropolis was originally one of these – and subjugated the existing farmers. Over mainland Greece, around 20 of these mini-states evolved, all very small: the most prominent, claiming some sort of hegemony, was Mycenae, on the Peloponnese, with a population of perhaps 50,000.


The Mycenaeans had some more civilized neighbours, the Minoans, on the island of Crete, a short sea journey to the south. Crete is centrally situated, with access to the Levant, Egypt and any part of the Aegean Sea. From the third millennium Cretans, originally arriving from the mainland in the 6000s BC as part of that initial migration, developed trade over all this area, north to the Greek mainland and south to the African coast, with colonies in Cyprus, Palestine and the smaller islands. Given the size of the boats, some 60 feet (18 metres) long, originally oared, with sail coming in the mid-1000s BC, trade was mainly in high-value items, particularly copper.


Of the four Minoan cities – Knossos, Phaistos, Malia and Gournia – Knossos was the largest, and survived many disasters, including two earthquakes and the violent eruption of the Thera volcano, the most devastating natural event of the ancient world, which buried one city under 200 feet (60 metres) of debris and led to a brief period of climate cooling, the equivalent of a nuclear winter. Minoan art is unique and produced outstandingly beautiful and entirely original objects. Their finely painted pottery features such engaging creatures as octopods, and figurines, imposing in spite of their small scale, of bare-breasted goddesses in flounced robes. Élite tombs in stone-vaulted rooms were furnished with jewelled ornaments and weapons, gold masks and amber. It is however the frescoes that decorated the Cretan ‘palaces’ that are the most remarkable. Featuring flying fish, boys boxing, the dangerous sport of bull-leaping and particularly the gorgeously dressed smiling women chatting to each other, the frescoes speak of an elegant and relaxed life in the sun.


Whereas the Minoans were primarily traders, the Mycenaeans were dedicated to war. Their architecture was based on grim citadels – the Lion Gate and the ‘Treasury of Atreus’ at Mycenae are examples, but the civilizing effect of Knossos was also apparent. Nestor’s palace at Pylos was equipped with a bathroom, and decorated with frescoes, bolder and less frivolous than those of the Minoans. Their élite, the ‘Followers’, were armoured knights, chariot drivers with fantastic boar-tusk helmets, armed with long, heavy lances and rapier-like swords. In search of the essential copper and tin for the manufacture of bronze, Mycenaean traders sailed to Egypt, the Levant and Italy, while their merchandise has even been found as far afield as Britain, once a major source of tin. Mycenaean sub-kings established their own rule throughout the eastern Mediterranean, supplementing trade by the less complex method of piracy – their ships, the antecedents of the Homeric 50-oared vessels, or ‘pentekonters’, were some 100 feet (30 metres) long, and equipped with bronze rams.


Such a warrior-culture had little trouble taking over Minoan Crete, which was subjugated by the late 1400s BC, but the single greatest event of Mycenaean times was the Trojan War. Disentangling the historical events from Homer’s poetic saga The Iliad, probably written in the eighth century BC or later, what is certain is that Mycenae and its colonies were the greatest contributors to the Greek armies, while its King Agamemnon was their leader. Troy was vanquished, but it was a hollow victory. Within two generations after its fall, the power of Mycenae and its associates had crumbled away in the general upheaval caused by the incursions of the ‘Sea Peoples’. By this time, newcomers, the founders of Classical Greece, were installing themselves.


These newcomers, the Dorians, settled in mainland Greece and Cyprus, displacing some of the Mycenaeans, who emigrated to the Anatolian offshore islands of Ionia. Thereafter there was a long period of quiet farming, with many scattered communities producing only the most basic architecture and primitive art until suddenly, about 500 BC, with all the brilliance of a flash of lightning, the richest culture the world has ever seen arose in the Greek city of Athens.


An Imperial Power


Together with the Medes and Parthians, the Persians migrated from Central Asia in around 900 BC, forming a separate state in 700 BC, but one subordinate to the Medes. After the alliance with Babylon had destroyed the Assyrians, King Cyrus II, the Great (r.559–530 BC) began a career of conquest, starting with the Medes, continuing with the rich kingdom of Lydia – whose ruler Croesus, renowned for his vast wealth, created the world’s first standard coinage and built the Temple of Artemis-Diana at Ephesus, one of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world – and culminating in the conquest of Babylon, which he entered unopposed. The famous cuneiform inscription on the British Museum’s Cyrus Cylinder records this achievement – after a bloody and decisive battle – but it does not, as some enthusiastic propagandists claim, constitute the first declaration of human rights. On the other hand the Persian policy of leaving a thoroughly subjected community to continue with its own traditions is an economic way of running a vast empire, as the British later proved in India.
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