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Introduction


In selecting 200 short pieces to represent everything people have done we had to impose strict criteria. Did this incident, trend, nation or person have a knock–on effect? Is it what a casual reader, picking up a book like this, wants to find out about in a hurry? Anything in this book is either something that has passed into public consciousness (maybe without most people knowing why – was Ivan IV of Russia really so terrible?) or is there to explain how we got from there to here.


We argued across the Atlantic about what should go in and why. Most of these pieces are encounters between one culture and another. For most of history those encounters are either military or commercial – or both – but some are about how ideas spread. We sought to punctuate terse accounts of massacres with more positive underlying trends.


Any one of these topics deserves a book-length discussion but this will get anyone interested started. We had to omit many pet subjects – Sabbatai Tsevi, the Lost City of Zimbabwe, the Franco-Prussian War, Prohibition, the invention of the novel. It becomes more Eurocentric as we come closer to today simply because the main story of the past five centuries involves Europeans at first treating other places as theirs, and later being asked to leave.


This book can only hope to offer a starting-point, although we hope it’s comprehensive enough for everyday domestic use and will inspire further investigation elsewhere.


Tat Wood and Dorothy Ail









Lucy and her kin


One of the most famous fossils ever discovered, Lucy is the skeletal remains of an Australopithecus afarensis. Found in Ethiopia in 1974, she lived around 3.2 million years ago and was a bipedal hominid, with feet adapted for walking upright.


The history of human evolution extends both forwards and backwards from this point. Hominidae, the taxonomic family that humans share with their closest living relatives, the great apes (gorillas, chimpanzees, orangutans and bonobos, the last controversially suggested to be closer to Lucy than modern humans) shared a common ancestry until quite recently in evolutionary terms, perhaps differentiating 6 million years or so ago. The first beings to walk upright comfortably seem to have been the Australopithecus genus, developing around 4 million years ago; they had smaller brains than even modern apes, and became extinct perhaps 2 million years ago. But they were able to develop tools, and genus Homo (which includes modern humans) evolved from them.
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Skull of ‘Mrs Ples’, the most complete australopithecine fossil so far discovered.









Tools, art and belief


While many animals have learned to manipulate objects such as twigs to release food from inaccessible places, humans are the clearest example of what psychologists call ‘theory of mind’. Early art indicates that this is as old as humanity – depictions of people and events are physical manifestations of mental processes, made to look recognizable to others, and with this came other significant abilities.


One is that an individual can imagine what another individual might do; verbal communication can go beyond information and orders into storytelling and attempts to guess another’s reactions: associated regions of the brain developed rapidly in this period (some have suggested that civilization began with the ability to gossip). Another is that complex and abstract notions can be relayed, including plans for hunts or future projects – things that cannot be seen. A third consequence is a realization that this ability ends when an individual dies: surprisingly early, we find humans buried with personal objects.
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The ‘Venus of Willendorf’ is one of the most famous examples of prehistoric sculpture, dating to around 26,000 BC.









Out of Africa


The genus Homo evolved in Africa a little less than 2.5 million years ago, characterized by increasingly large brains that equipped them better for survival – their predecessors the australopithecines became extinct soon thereafter. Mary and Louis Leakey became famous for their discovery of the Homo habilis site in Tanzania’s Olduvai Gorge – a small ape-like biped that was skilled with stone tools (hence the name). Later hominids were larger, stronger and more anthropomorphic.


The fossil record shows that hominids spread from Africa to Europe and Asia in multiple waves beginning about 2 million years ago (exactly how many species were involved, and how recently some survived, remains uncertain). They appear to have developed vocalization, hunter-gatherer social groups and the use of fire over the next million years. The current scientific consensus, supported by DNA studies, is that modern humans arose in Africa 200,000 years ago, before spreading out, replacing and interbreeding with other hominids.
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This map shows the spread of modern Homo sapiens out of Africa with approximate times of arrival – other hominid species had made similar journeys long before.









Neanderthals


Homo neanderthalensis’s close affinity to modern humans and European stronghold meant that it was the first fossil hominid to attract attention (discovered in Germany’s Neander valley in 1857). The Neanderthals seem to have settled after the first wave of hominid migration from Africa and to have persisted until about 40,000 years ago. Homo sapiens, meanwhile, may have arrived from Africa 60,000 years ago, so could have played a major role in Neanderthal extinction. DNA evidence for interbreeding is as yet inconclusive.


Scientists originally surmised that Neanderthals were unintelligent, hunchbacked beings, largely because one of the first skeletons found was of an arthritic man. More recent finds have shown that they were physically powerful, and evidence is increasing of abstract reasoning and large cerebral capacity. Physically capable of limited speech, they had sophisticated flint tools and religious rites – many burial sites have been found.
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Ice ages


The Pleistocene era (beginning 2.58 million years ago) saw several phases in which Earth’s mean temperature dropped and the polar icecaps expanded towards the tropics. These are clustered into four broad ice ages – periods with cool temperatures and a significant continental ice sheet (at times, up to one-third of Earth’s land surface was covered), separated by interglacial periods of 10–15 millennia.


Nomadic humans, with fire, weapons and language, were able to hunt across the tundra and secure caves in which to shelter. Their prey needed larger areas to forage, causing humanity to spread widely in pursuit. Falling sea levels opened up land bridges across today’s oceans – most significantly, the Americas were populated by humans spreading from Mongolia, while horses evolved in America but migrated east before becoming extinct in their native land. The last significant glaciation came to an end 10,000 years ago, although a climatic cooling of about 500 years from c. AD 1300 has been noted.


[image: Quercus]









Oceania


The Pacific Islands were unsettled by any of the early hominid species, but with assistance from ice-age land bridges, modern humans settled the Philippines, Australasia and elsewhere by no later than 40,000 years ago (long after the earliest known boats). Eastern Polynesia may have been settled by South American sailors following the Humboldt Current. Sophisticated agriculture developed to supplement fishing.


The thousands of islands and huge ocean gulfs between them meant that settlement was uneven; some – such as Hawaii and Easter Island – remained unsettled until well into the first millennium AD. Isolation helped create significant linguistic diversity; there are not only hundreds of different languages, but several different language families (in civilizations without writing, oral histories were greatly developed). Philologists can chart the linguistic changes, dating the settlement of each island and tracking the rise and fall of loose-knit empires, with religiously potent chieftains and various class systems.
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A plaster cast of an Arawi Maori shows detailed tribal tattoos – New Zealand was one of the last parts of Oceania to be settled by humans, about 800 years ago.









Neolithic expansion


At the end of the last ice age, humanity entered a period of increasing technological sophistication. For reasons that are still disputed, many of the large mammals hunted by humans became extinct, driving the development of new food sources: breadmaking considerably predates this period, but people in Mesopotamia now began cultivating wild cereal and pulses. Dogs had been domesticated over thousands of years; nomadic shepherding became possible through domestication of goats, sheep, horses, camels and, above all, cows.


By 5000 BC, livestock herding was sufficiently established to allow a widespread abandonment of hunter-gathering in favour of settled lifestyles. Pottery was increasingly useful, and permanent buildings, constructed from mudbrick, appeared. These technologies spread out of the Middle East through the Old World (the Americas developed agriculture independently, with only the llama available for domestication). With the arrival of bronze, stone was used less for tools and more for buildings.
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Bronze and iron


The earliest manufactured alloy, bronze is made with copper and tin ores (and thus required trade with remote ore-producing regions). Gold and copper had previously been smelted, largely for decorative purposes, but bronze tools and weapons outlasted and outperformed stone. From c.3500 BC, their use spread from Mesopotamia, with different cultures amending recipes and techniques. The later discovery of similar techniques in the Americas seems unrelated.


Tools and swords that outlasted their owners made inheritance and theft possible, and as cities developed, so did professional armies. Fields could be ploughed and harrowed, and older clay and wax technologies were put to use in metal casting. Early experiments with iron ore produced a brittle, corroding metal, but around 610 BC, climate changes triggered mass migrations that made local iron ore mining in Europe easier than importing tin. Elsewhere, notably in Japan and southern Africa, bronze and iron arrived more or less simultaneously.
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Mesopotamia


The Tigris and Euphrates rivers rise in the Taurus and Zagros mountains (modern-day Turkey and Iraq’s Mosul region), flowing southeast to meet near Basra. The area between their near-parallel stretches was reliably fertile amid the surrounding desert, and gives rise to the Greek name ‘Mesopotamia’. 10,000-year-old pottery from the region traces the southward movement of settled farms as the climate altered. The Neolithic discovery of mutant grasses with distended seeds that were easier to separate from their plants soon led to deliberate cultivation. Emmer wheat, rye, barley and flax were selectively bred (though whether farmers realized this is debatable) and planted in oxen-ploughed fields. The advent of bronze made ploughing and harvesting less labour-intensive.


The need to predict and, to some extent, control water and crops tended towards priests, dynastic kings and permanent farms specializing in single crops. Similar processes occurred in the Indus valley of India and the Yellow River in China (where the staple cereal was early rice). As rice reached Mesopotamia and India, while bronze reached China, it is tempting to assume some exchanges took place, but the pattern of development may be coincidence. Mesoamerica followed a similar pattern, also apparently independently. Townships became more durable and fortified: Susa, in Iran, and Ur, near the confluence of the rivers, were cities by c.4400 BC. Their bounty had to be recorded and protected, requiring both clerks and armies.


The earliest tallies were recorded as impressions in soft clay, from which the earliest known alphabets and arithmetic developed around 3100 BC – written ‘bustrophedon’ alternated left-to-right and right-to-left, as a plough does in a field. Pictographic notes, running top-to-bottom, predate these. The written form of the Sumerian language, transcribed as if spoken, begins c.2600 BC; edicts and chronicles are accompanied by myths such as the Epic of Gilgamesh. The script takes decades to learn, suggesting that it was limited to a specialized cadre (including women, to begin with). Many other specialisms, notably architecture, carving, brewing and metallurgy, can also be identified. One tantalizing detail: a female tavern-keeper, Kug-Bau, is listed as king of Sumer after 2500 BC, and later identified with various mother-goddesses.









Babylon


Despite its lack of native stone or wood, Mesopotamia gave rise to significant empires from populous cities such as Babylon, Ur, Jericho, Samara and later Nineveh. Many of these empires are recalled as tyrannical (though of course records such as the Bible are history written by the vanquished).


Founded by Sumu-abum in 1894 BC, Babylon rose to imperial status under Hammurabi (1792–1750 BC). Many features of later cities developed here: written law, schools, taxes, shops and traffic: wheels, originally used for pottery, were now so common on carts that roads were purpose-built. The Babylonian number system, based on divisions of 60, is still at the heart of our systems of geometry and timekeeping. Babylon ruled Mesopotamia for over a century, and later (after conquest by the Hittites, and Assyrian rule) was resurgent under Nebuchadnezzar II (634–562 BC), when it attacked Egypt and sacked Jerusalem, Tyre and Nineveh. The reconstructed city and Hanging Gardens persisted for centuries.
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Unified Egypt


Once agriculture arrived from Mesopotamia, Egyptian civilization evolved rapidly. It centred around the predictable regular flooding of the Nile River, which provided both irrigation and fertile silt. The Pharoah, treated as a living god, was supposed to ensure both sunrise and river tides through various rites, recorded in hieroglyphic (‘priest-script’) texts. Two major kingdoms developed: Lower Egypt around the Nile Delta, and Upper Egypt, bordering Sudan. Traditionally, the two were unified by the Pharaoh Menes around 3000 BC. Menes founded Egypt’s First Dynasty (of 31 in total). Shortly thereafter, a new capital, Memphis, was built. Dynasties came and went frequently, with major regional conflicts and civil wars defining the Old, Middle and New Kingdom periods.


The first step pyramid, built by the brilliant architect Imhotep about 2630 BC, was a natural progression of the mastaba tombs – Khufu’s Great Pyramid, built a thousand years later, is the sole survivor of Herodotus’s Seven Wonders of the World.


[image: Quercus]









Judaism


Biblical accounts and archaeological findings are almost in accord: there were once two neighbouring kingdoms, Judah in the south and Israel to the north, sharing the same monotheistic religion. Whether, as the Bible claims, Judah fell because of tolerance of other gods is unknown: current thinking is that it was a vassal state of Assyria. Therefore Babylon’s king Nebuchadnezzar obliterated Judah’s capital, Jerusalem (and its temple), around 600 BC, with a portion of its inhabitants taken into captivity. This exile inspired the formalization of the Tanakh, Jewish scriptures: much had already been written, but the canon was set at this period and shows signs of Babylonian cultural dominance.


Much of the population, however, had been left in Israel, causing conflict when Persian conqueror Cyrus the Great took Babylon and permitted the exiles to return to the Levant and rebuild their temple. Thereafter, Israel and Yehud (former Judah) would become increasingly self-reliant, gaining independence again in the second century BC under the Maccabees (the Selucid empire, who had succeeded the Babylonians, were weakening). After the famous general Pompey invaded in 63 BC, the area became Roman.


Following a great Jewish revolt, the second temple was destroyed in the Roman sack of Jerusalem in AD 70, but Jewish resistance to the Roman empire continued sporadically until 136 BC, when the Bar Koziba revolt against the violently anti-Semitic Emperor Hadrian led to the dissolution of Israel and the Diaspora (pan-European migration of Jews). Others had moved eastwards in Roman times, becoming useful contacts for the Abbasid caliphate and Convivencia-era Spain, and later Venice and the Ottoman empire. Talmudic commentary and rabbinical lore would become vital mainstays of a faith without a homeland. Christianity, meanwhile, was regarded as an offshoot of Judaism until Constantine convened the Council of Nicaea in AD 325. As Europe adopted this faith, migrant Jews became convenient all-purpose hate-figures; the Black Death was blamed on them and Tsarist pogroms forced many from east Europe and Russia to America and east London in the late 19th century. This trend, culminating in the Holocaust, led to the creation of the modern state of Israel in 1948.









Minoan Crete


The largest Grecian island was home to the first significant Aegean civilization – the Bronze Age Minoan culture (approximately 27th –15th centuries BC). Like the Phoenicians, with whom they traded, they were skilled seafarers trading with Egypt and the Eastern Mediterranean; they had a written script known as Linear A, which is still untranslated today (Linear B seems to have been the first form of Greek). Many towns and palaces were built, the most famous of which, Knossos, inspired Greek myths of the labyrinth thanks to its sheer size, complexity and religious rites involving bulls.


Minoan culture declined for a number of reasons – earthquakes affected the island more than once, and a natural disaster in the 15th century BC, possibly the eruption of the nearby Thera volcano, had a major impact. The cultural nexus now shifted towards the developing Mycenaean civilization of mainland Greece, but the tale of rapid destruction of a sophisticated civilization is sometimes credited with inspiring Plato’s Atlantis.
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Phoenicians


A group of Mediterranean seafaring city-states flourishing from c.1500 to 539 BC, the Phoenicians established many colonies, including Marseilles, Carthage and Cadiz, but their power base was the Levant – roughly the modern-day Syrian and Lebanese coasts. Lacking natural resources aside from wood, they became superb sailors, shipwrights and traders, gaining a reputation as successful if amoral merchants. Their Mediterranean ‘footprint’ connected land routes from further afield, allowing silver, silk, ivory, murex shells, tin, glass and ceramics to be ferried in their swift ships. They are generally credited with inventing the alphabet – rudimentary priestly systems existed for perhaps a millennium before the Phoenicians transcribed their Canaanite language c.1000 BC, but the phonetic nature of their version made it easy to transcribe new words, and trade allowed it to spread rapidly. Persia’s Cyrus the Great conquered Phoenicia in 539 BC and Alexander the Great invaded in the fourth century BC (settling Sidon and Byblos peacefully, but massacring Tyre).
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Akhenaten


Pharoah Amenhotep IV succeeded his father after a long and prosperous reign in 1353 BC. However, in the third year of his rule over Egypt, he renamed himself Akhenaten and decreed that all the anthropomorphic gods were subordinate to the disc of the Sun, Aten. Moreover, although the Pharoah was a living god, henceforth the entire royal family including his wive Nefertiti and children were to be deified. To facilitate this religious shift he established a new capital, Armarna, removing all non-Aten iconography and commissioning curiously androgynous yet intimate depictions of the royal family.


Following a sudden death in 1340 BC, Akhenaten was erased from history until Armarna was rediscovered in 1714. His reign is followed by a four-year blank, during which Nefertiti may have ruled alone, before their frail son Tutankhamun, became the pawn of priests seeing a return to the old traditions. The few tantalizing fragments of his life that survive make Akhenaten a receptacle for diverse contemporary interpretations.
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