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    ‘Considering its huge span of 6,000 years, the book is surprisingly unhurried… Robertson is never a prisoner of chronology and always finds time for useful asides.’

    Independent

    ‘A fresh and lively discussion of Iraq’s 6,000-year history… Robertson reminds his readers of the intellectual debt the Western world owes to the peoples that populated the area of Iraq throughout history, hoping they will then see past today’s brutal headlines… His conviction is clearly expressed and poignantly supported throughout this book.’

    The Middle East Journal

    ‘A captivating account… While both engaging and informative, it is not the content alone that is most impressive, but the author’s technique. Unlike most books on Iraq, this one takes its time recounting the region’s history, savouring the richness… Above all else, the book excels in putting events into historical perspective by seeing things not in a Manichean, “the present matters whereas the past is past” perspective.’

    Tribune

    ‘This book is a rare find: an authoritative, highly original history that is simply a delight to read. Its author, the ancient Near Eastern historian John Robertson, is an award-winning teacher at Central Michigan University; this engaging book demonstrates why students flock to his courses year after year. In lucid and appealing prose, he traces the complex story of the region now called Iraq, from its birth in prehistoric times to its central role today in a serious political and cultural crisis with global impact. In addition to providing his readers with a remarkably clear account of an intricate history, Robertson offers persuasive arguments for why the region is so important today and how its problems, and its still great promise, were shaped both by geography and by thousands of years of recurring political success, struggle, collapse, and rebirth. Anyone who wants to understand the turmoil and potential of modern Iraq should read it. And anyone who is now teaching the history and culture of the Middle East – ancient or modern – will shout with joy at finally having such a book to offer to students.’

    Dr. Barbara N. Porter – Research Associate, Harvard Semitic Museum

    ‘Iraq matters. Iraq has always mattered and will continue to matter. John Robertson’s compelling, highly enjoyable account of Iraqi history shows exactly why. Robertson deftly steers a path through five millennia and more, navigating us from the beginnings of literate city living in ancient Sumer, via the great empires of Assyria, Babylonia and Abbasid Islam, to the modern Iraqi state at the epicenter of world affairs today. He also helps us to see how and why the country’s past is always up for grabs, interpreted and reinterpreted in the light of contemporary concerns. Iraq: A History is an essential read for anyone who wants to understand why Iraq is never far from the headlines.’

    Eleanor Robson – Professor of Ancient 
Middle Eastern History, University College London

    ‘It is rare to find a genuinely knowledgeable and expert scholar who can produce a work as accessible and balanced as this volume. Always informative and never overwhelming, this is a volume that truly must be read by anyone interested in the world we find ourselves occupying today.’

    Dr. Martha T. Roth – Dean, Humanities Division 
and the Chauncey S. Boucher Distinguished Service 
Professor of Assyriology, University of Chicago

    ‘Superbly weaves ancient and medieval historical and cultural development with Iraq’s recent history and current sociopolitical turmoil. Few books in English cover Iraq’s entire history in such a holistic manner. This highly readable and informative book will be a valuable tool in teaching and research for informed general readers and Middle East specialists.’

    Library Journal

    ‘This vivid and fast-paced book is an enjoyable introduction for the general reader, from the beginnings of human civilization to the recent wholesale destruction of Iraq’s archaeological heritage… Robertson’s focus on pre-modern Iraq effortlessly blends political and military history with the history of ideas, and flows seamlessly into the present era and the terrible predicament in which the cradle of civilization now finds itself.’

    Publishers Weekly
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‌Foreword

    I started this project not long after a coalition of military forces of the United States, Great Britain, Australia, and Poland launched its invasion of Iraq in 2003. I had hoped then to produce something that might help my fellow U.S. citizens, and other interested Western readers, to better understand the history and significance of a country that, as many years of university teaching had made plain to me, most of them knew little about. Even more, I hoped this book might provoke them to ponder the history and the humanity of the proud people of Iraq. The last coalition troops departed from Iraq in December, 2011; the mainstream Western media mostly moved on; most of the reading public have closed the book on Iraq, even though, as I write these words in August 2014, the consequences of the Western invasion and occupation continue to play out and Iraq seems headed toward de facto partition and possible dissolution. If what I present here gets some of them, and others, to reopen that book, my time will have been well spent.

    I owe so much to so many. In particular, to the giants of scholarship and journalism upon whose shoulders I have serially perched in researching and writing this book. My students have provided inspiration, both in their need and, more importantly, in their stimulating my quest for expertise and for figuring out what might help me to convey to a wider, mostly non-specialist audience something of the depth, complexity, and significance of Iraq’s long history.

    My thanks go to Central Michigan University (C.M.U.) for providing me the opportunity to develop and teach a variety of courses on the history of the Middle East. Having started out my career at C.M.U. guided by a job description that called for me to teach Western Civilization courses as well as a survey course on the Ancient Near East, I was blessed by a series of deans and History Department chairs and colleagues who, without exception, supported my decision to develop new courses, both undergraduate and graduate, on the “classical” as well as the modern Middle East. As my teaching load became more diverse and demanding, my department chairs assigned me graduate teaching assistants whose help was indispensable in freeing time for me to acquire the new expertise I needed.

    The writing of this book benefited immensely from a semester’s sabbatical research leave in spring 2011, as well as the decision of C.M.U.’s College of Humanities and Social and Behavioral Sciences, led by Dean Pamela Gates, to give me a reduced teaching assignment in spring 2010.

    I am immensely grateful to my Assyriological colleague Dr. Barbara Nevling Porter for her suggestions and comments on a portion of the book – and for much-needed encouragement. I also want to thank Prof. Eleanor Robson for her support and her willingness to help as I was finalizing illustrations for this book. I am likewise immensely grateful to all of the instructors, mentors, and colleagues who, over quite a few years, took on a graduate student who initially was completely untutored in the history of either ancient Mesopotamia or modern Iraq and boosted him along a path and process that eventually enabled him to attempt a book such as this. Specifically, I wish to thank James Muhly, Erle Leichty, Ake Sjoberg, Barry Eichler, Chris Hamlin, Norman Yoffee, Jack Sasson, Martha Roth, Richard Zettler, and Thomas Holland. I also will be forever grateful to Amin Banani, Amal Rassam, and Afif Lutfi al-Sayyid Marsot. They surely have long forgotten me by now, but it was their tutelage during an NEH/AASCU seminar on the Modern Middle East hosted by the University of Michigan in 1984 that truly set me on the path to teaching, research, and writing on the post-antiquity history of the region. I am also very grateful indeed for the comments and contributions of the anonymous reviewer provided by my publisher. It should go without saying that any errors or infelicities in what I have produced are entirely my own responsibility.

    I cannot express strongly enough my gratitude for the opportunity to have this book published by such an outstanding publisher, and for their unfailing patience when I needed deadline extensions to deal with challenges both professional and medical. I want to thank Novin Doostdar, Kate Kirkpatrick, Paul Boone, James Magniac, and Paul Nash for all of their help. And I especially want to thank Fiona Slater, who provided superb, spot-on critique and suggestions as I completed revisions of the book’s last draft. Anthony Nanson did a superb job of amending and improving my sometimes labored prose, and Kathleen McCully’s close proofreading caught several potentially embarrassing mistakes. Many thanks to them as well.

    Finally, I could never have completed this project without the patient support and help, gentle nudging, and occasional “just do it!” from my wife, Dr. Nina Nash-Robertson. In the time during which I researched and wrote this book, she led and conducted C.M.U.’s choral ensembles on performance tours of Ireland, France, and China, as well as a performance in Carnegie Hall – not to mention countless other performances nearer home. She also nursed and sustained me through major injuries and two hip replacements. Nonetheless, she found time to read my drafts and provide valuable suggestions and corrections. What I owe her, in the course of both this project and our more than thirty years together, is beyond any possible recompense.
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‌Introduction

    The Glory and the Curse of Iraq’s Past

    We enter histories through the rubble of war


    Arundhati Roy
An Ordinary Person’s Guide to Empire

    Before early 1991, most Europeans and Americans knew little and likely cared even less about Iraq or its people. They may have been aware that Iraq had lately been at war for eight years with the Islamic Republic of Iran. They certainly had heard about Iran’s fundamentalist Islamist regime, led by the West’s recently deceased bogeyman-in-chief, the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the Iranian mullah whose followers had seized the U.S. embassy in Tehran in 1979 and had then held its occupants hostage for a year and a half. Americans had been enraged and humiliated by that event, so in Iraq’s war with Iran they likely had hoped that the Iraqis (whose leader, Saddam Hussein, had just begun to blip on their radar screens) would clobber Iran and thereby defang or even eliminate the Ayatollah. If they’d made the unlikely decision to pay closer attention during the war, they may have learned that their President, Ronald Reagan, had dispatched envoys and pledged U.S. assistance to Saddam, even though Saddam’s unprovoked invasion of Iran had started the war in the first place. They may also have read that tens of thousands on both sides were killed on the battlefield and in cities and towns. But they probably would have gotten that information only in passing, after flipping through their newspapers to the middle or back pages, to which the editors had relegated terse reports of the faraway conflict. Many readers would have chalked it up as Arabs killing each other; sadly, many were – and remain – unaware that most Iranians are Persians or maybe Turks, not Arabs.

    Saddam Hussein’s surprising, immensely fateful decision to invade and occupy Kuwait in the summer of 1990 began to change much of that. Overnight, Saddam went from being an anti-Iran semi-proxy for American interests in the Persian Gulf region to a dangerous foe who was rapidly transformed into the epitome of state-sponsored barbarity and the face of evil incarnate. Twelve years later the U.S. President would proclaim Saddam’s Iraq to be a charter member of an “Axis of Evil.”

    In January 1991, under a new president, George H. W. Bush, the United States led the first of what would be two military expeditions against Iraq. The first expedition, Operation Desert Storm, involved a coalition of many allies, but relied on the U.S.’s overwhelming military power to drive Saddam’s forces from Kuwait. However, in a fateful decision of unexpected consequence for both Saddam’s Iraq and his own son George, Bush opted not to send U.S. forces into Iraq itself. For the next twelve years, Iraq was throttled by further, more limited military strikes as well as crippling, arguably catastrophic economic sanctions.

    Manipulating popular outrage, paranoia, and misdirected thirst for revenge in the wake of the “9/11” (11 September 2001) al-Qaeda terror attacks on New York and Washington, D.C., and with the robust political and military support of British Prime Minister Tony Blair, in March 2003 President George W. Bush set in motion the second military expedition against Iraq. With it came the “shock and awe” of the full-scale military invasion and subsequent occupation of Iraq by vastly superior American and British forces supplemented by smaller contingents furnished by countries of the so-called “coalition of the willing.” The declared purpose of the grandiosely, yet unprophetically, named Operation Iraqi Freedom was to liberate the Iraqi people by forcing “regime change.” The coalition forces quickly ousted and later captured Saddam, trapped and killed his two sons, and installed an American proconsul to administer the occupation of Iraq. The years that followed were marked by violent insurgency, resistance to foreign occupation, and civil war, as well as the crafting of a new constitution for Iraq, the electing of local and national officials, and the installing of a new Iraqi-led government.

    What some historians have already begun to term the Iraq War of 1991–2011 officially came to an end when the last U.S. forces were withdrawn from Iraq in December 2011. With the troops home, the erstwhile invaders have begun to thrust Iraq deep down their collective memory hole. Except for that slim portion of their populaces whose lives were directly affected by the military adventure, as either combatants or members of combatants’ families, Iraq matters little to them. In that sense, things have come full circle, back to 1990, before Saddam Hussein launched his invasion of Kuwait.

    Except that Iraq still does matter. And long from now, whether a unitary state named “Iraq” endures or not, it will continue to matter. One of the purposes of this book is to explain why. To do that means reaching far back into Iraq’s past, to when there was no “Iraq.” In fact, the “Iraq” part of Iraq’s history is but a small, late contributor to why Iraq is important to all of us in the West today and why it has been important to Western civilization for thousands of years.

    When American and British soldiers marched off to fight in Iraq in 2003, their ears rang with rousing exhortations, and they arrived with lofty expectations. They came as standard-bearers of self-proclaimed great countries, cradles of liberty, freedom, and democracy, countries that were the embodiment of “good” and “civilization.” Their assigned mission was to liberate an enslaved nation, to pierce the gloom and lift the fortunes of people who had become collectively shrink-wrapped in tyranny, oppression, poverty, even barbarism. Some among the American soldiers, at least, believed that their mission was of an even higher order: to fight as warriors in a new crusade, one sanctioned by divine purpose, for they had been told from childhood that their country and its purposes and projects were exceptional and unconditionally blessed by God Almighty.

    Once in Iraq, they were confronted with a largely barren and bleak landscape blistered by intense heat and seared by sandstorms. Its inhabitants struggled to survive under a dilapidated infrastructure, their cities and towns fouled with pools of open sewage. Much of this was the consequence of the war twelve years earlier and the economic sanctions that had followed. Many of the soldiers chose to lump together these miserable Iraqis as “Arabs” (or perhaps “A-rabs”), or as “rag-heads,” “towel-heads,” “Ali Babas,” “hajjis,” or “sand niggers” – monikers they might have picked up from veterans of the 1991 Desert Storm expedition. Most of them assumed that Iraqis were all Muslims – and thereby, in the eyes of some, devotees of a false, not truly civilized religion that preached fanaticism and instilled terrorist inclinations in its practitioners. And to compound the “otherness” of the Iraqis, their commander-in-chief had assured them – after the Central Intelligence Agency had assured him – that there was indisputable, “slam-dunk” proof that these fanatics possessed “weapons of mass destruction” that Saddam Hussein had been stockpiling for years and that they would soon discover and destroy, thereby safeguarding the welfare of their own country and all the world’s civilized peoples.

    Spurred thus by certainty of the righteousness of their mission, these soldiers did quickly defeat the Iraqi military – the mission was accomplished. Yet, soon after the beginning of their occupation of Iraq, many were astonished that the reportedly backward, impoverished Iraqi people, so greatly in need of the blessings of the freedom and democracy the soldiers had come to bestow, were becoming ungrateful, even hostile, to their liberators.

    Perhaps the soldiers’ teachers in school or Bible camp, or the television programs they’d viewed on the National Geographic Channel, or the Discovery Channel, or the BBC, had imparted to them some idea of what Iraq was like. They may have received some superficial, romanticized notion of Iraq as an exotic, biblical place that still had some old ruins, a place where once upon a time there had been some really ancient civilizations that were now completely dead and long forgotten except by ivory-towered historians or maybe in some goofy animated feature from Disney or a grainy documentary on YouTube. Why should anyone care about this stuff now? For that matter, why should Iraqis care?

    Imagine, then, how astonished these liberators might have felt if they’d known that the sullen “hajjis” staring at the Humvees and Bradley Fighting Vehicles patrolling their streets felt richly entitled to see themselves, and not the Westerners, as the more truly civilized people. In 2003 many Iraqis were well aware – and had in fact been purposefully reminded in the time of Saddam Hussein – that they were the heirs of great civilizations that were incomparably older than that of this newest bunch of occupiers. Moreover, their long history featured a diversity, a profound richness and intricacy, a continuity, and a longevity of culture, literature, and religious expression that these occupiers could scarcely hope to comprehend or to appreciate. These newest invaders were but the latest in a long series of intruders who had punctuated the millennia of their history since antiquity but who had almost always been subsumed into the land’s long-established populations and had ended up embracing and enriching its ancient traditions.

    Like the invaders of centuries past, these new arrivals had been enticed by much the same thing: the wealth, and the resulting power, they might gain from control of Iraq’s natural resources and geographical situation, especially when these were harnessed to the industriousness and ingenuity of Iraq’s people. For thousands of years, that wealth had been derived mostly from two sources: the immense harvests yielded by the irrigated floodplain of the two great rivers that traversed the land – the Tigris and the Euphrates – and the far-flung, hugely lucrative commerce for which Iraq had long been both a crossroads and a terminus. In more recent times, invaders had come in quest of the power to be gained from another resource – Iraq’s vast underground deposits of oil. Thus, Iraq’s natural bounties had often been a curse. They attracted would-be conquerors like a magnet; they led greedy rulers, both indigenous and alien, to over-reach in their efforts to maximize agricultural wealth, which led to ruin; and in recent decades the wealth derived from oil had been used by dictators to mollify a sometimes restive population, which had retarded political development and social progress.

    Yet, that natural bounty had also been the engine that had repeatedly propelled Iraq to pinnacles of political power, social and cultural sophistication, and scientific and technological advance, as well as territorial conquest and imperial glory. The Anglo-American invaders of 2003 could take justifiable pride in their home countries’ histories of democracy and human rights. Yet, democratic values and the rule of law had hardly been strangers to Iraq’s history.1 The Iraqi people dwell in a landscape redolent with reminders that their land was the cradle of civilization: where human society’s first cities, scripts, and literature arose; where principles of governance by established law first took root, long before England’s Magna Carta or the United States’ Constitution; and where the world’s earliest empires had their genesis, long before Britannia ruled the waves or the American intelligentsia wrote of a Pax Americana or the “end of history.”

    Those soldiers who had been raised in the monotheistic traditions of Judaism and Christianity might have been surprised to learn that they had been sent to fight in a land that had once nurtured the largest and most prosperous Jewish community in the Middle East, with roots extending at least as early as the sixth century BCE. Ancient Christian communities had thrived there as well, with roots and traditions much closer to the customs of the time of Jesus than were those of their Presbyterian, Baptist, Anglican, or Roman Catholic congregations back home. Those relatively few soldiers among them who were familiar with or adherents of the latest of the great monotheistic traditions, Islam, recognized immediately that they had been deployed to a predominantly Muslim land. But they may not have known that Iraq had once been the heart of a great Muslim-ruled empire whose emperor, the caliph in Baghdad, was recognized as the sovereign of a vast domain that stretched from Iran in the east, across Egypt and North Africa, to Spain in the west. The commanders of troops deployed to Iraq’s southern regions or around Baghdad may have informed those troops that many of the Iraqis they would encounter were a type of Muslim called Shi‘ites, but they likely would neither have known nor have appreciated that Iraq is the heart of Shi‘ism or that the hallowed resting places of Shi‘ism’s greatest saints are located there.

    Those soldiers who felt more at ease in a secular humanist tradition – or had heard of or seen movies about some of the popular tales about the Middle East – might have heard of Baghdad as the storybook setting of The Thousand and One Nights, or might at least have heard of characters like Sindbad, Aladdin, and Ali Baba. But they may not have known that the celebrated Arab caliph Harun ar-Rashid, whose court in Baghdad is the setting of many of those stories, had presided over a flowering of commerce, the arts, and architecture at a time when London and Paris were relatively backward towns mired in squalor. Nor might they have known that the caliphs at Baghdad had been patrons of tremendous scientific advance and intellectual ferment at a time when the founding of the universities at Oxford and Cambridge was still centuries in the future, or that when the scholars of those esteemed universities and their colleagues elsewhere in Europe made their great advances in knowledge they were building on foundations already laid with the help of Arab and Persian scientists and translators who had preserved the learning of the ancient Greeks and Romans. Iraq, they would have been surprised to learn, was a wellspring of the Renaissance and may justifiably be regarded as a birthplace of modern “Western civilization.”

    Finally, whatever their lack of awareness of Iraq’s brilliant past and its contributions to civilization, these soldiers were to learn almost immediately upon arriving in Iraq that a majority of the Iraqi people share a political identity and culture that are not exclusively Iraqi, but Arab, and that as Arabs they feel an identity and affinity with Arabs throughout the Middle East. They may have also assumed that “Arabness” is a primordial element in the make-up of many Middle Eastern people. They might have been surprised to know then that the designation “Arab” had long been a pejorative term for a Bedouin, an uncivilized camel-riding, sheep- and goat-herding nomad. Only in the twentieth century, largely as a response to domination by foreigners both Turk and European, had there emerged a positive connotation of “Arab” as an honorable badge of ethnic identity and solidarity, and of “the Arabs” as a “nation” whom the Western powers had wrongfully fragmented after World War I, but who believed themselves to be as much entitled to political sovereignty, self-determination, and self-government as was any European or American nation. The ferocity and tenacity of the resistance that the young occupiers encountered from the Arabs of Iraq may have tipped them off to Iraq’s historical role at the heart of this notion of Arab nationalism, which has pulsed in resistance to domination by European and American colonial interests since 1920.

    They would have been warned about the “evil-doing” Baath Party, yet would not have known that many had embraced the Baath Party not as a tool for political domination but as a force to galvanize Arab national pride and identity and thereby help Iraq become truly independent of longstanding European influence. All too often in history, movements that have taken sail in potentially liberating and empowering political ideologies have had that sail collapsed by the failings of the individuals who led them. Just as the demise of the socialist system embraced by the revolutionary founders of the Soviet Union can be assigned to the brutality of the Communist regimes of Josef Stalin and his successors, the Arab nationalism for which Iraq was profoundly responsible was blighted by the rise of Saddam Hussein to leadership of the Baath Party. The Iraqi people have paid a devastating price for that.

    In this book, we will traverse the long span of Iraq’s history, from prehistoric beginnings to the early twenty-first century. But this is not intended to be a simple, superficial, chronicling romp through Iraq’s history from Stone Age to Saddam. Much of my purpose here is to draw attention to Iraq’s too often overlooked historical role as a cradle of seminal advances in human endeavor, and to the debts that civilization – both in the West and all over our planet – owes to Iraq’s historical experience. We will focus on how Iraq’s past has played a vital role in shaping the world.

    My most fundamental premise here is: Iraq matters. By the end of this book, I hope to have made it abundantly evident that after more than twenty years of war against Iraq, we in the West walk away, turn the page, and consign Iraq to the category of “been there, done that,” only to our own detriment. Iraq still matters now. Its future – especially, the struggle of its long-suffering people to overcome the devastation and chaos of recent decades – ought to matter to us all.

    I will argue further, however, that examining Iraq’s long history through different prisms can illuminate other themes and aspects of global history. One of those prisms casts the historical trajectories of the West, on the one hand, and Iraq, on the other, into sharp contrast. Great catastrophes not of Iraq’s or Iraqis’ own making have often, almost regularly, punctuated and cursed the history of Iraq, arguably much more so than the history of most of Europe, and incomparably more so than that of the United States, except perhaps from a Native American perspective. Since as far back as the third millennium BCE, Iraq has suffered disruption and at times catastrophe at the hands of alien migrants, foreign invaders, and conquerors, from mountain tribesmen sweeping into the Mesopotamian floodplain around 2250 BCE, to Alexander the Great’s phalanxes in the fourth century BCE, to the Mongol Khan Hulegu’s horde in 1258, to the European and American occupations from World War I to Operation Iraqi Freedom. This millennia-long history of recurring invasion and devastation represents repeated strikings at the lure that Iraq’s native resources have dangled before conquerors’ eyes. Yet, these same resources have made Iraq the cradle of great civilizations. From the Sumerians and Babylonians of ancient Mesopotamia to the Arabs and Kurds of present-day Iraq, many peoples have taken their illustrious, even glorious, though often doomed, turn in rocking that cradle.

    ‌


‌1

    Places, Peoples, Potentials

    The Enduring Foundations of Life in Iraq

    In his bestselling book, Guns, Germs, and Steel, Jared Diamond posited that the rise of the Western European nations was determined by their peculiar advantages of geography, climate, and resource availability. Similarly, the respected French historian Fernand Braudel and others of what became known as the Annales school of historical thought believed that the histories of human societies were constrained by underlying long-term structures of geography and climate, all of which tended to narrow the options available to human societies as they developed their specific political and social-economic systems. This kind of approach to history smacks of geographical determinism, and most modern historians have tended to be a bit wary of it. Nonetheless, it seems safe to say that the distinctive geography and relatively limited natural resources of the region corresponding to modern-day Iraq have been crucial in shaping its history and civilization, from antiquity to the present day. Therefore, an understanding of the possibilities created, and the constraints imposed, by aspects of Iraq’s physical and human geography is essential if we are to navigate the deeper currents that have flowed throughout Iraq’s history.

    My use of a hydrological metaphor here is intentional. The first point to be made about Iraq’s geography has to do with the names applied to the country today and in the past. Before about 1920 there was no country called Iraq. However, the name “Iraq” – perhaps derived from the Persian word eragh, or “lowland,” which characterizes the floodplain and marshes of the lower Tigris–Euphrates basin – had been applied to the region historically. In traditional Arab nomenclature for the geography of the Middle East, the region was referred to as bilad al-Iraq (land of the river banks), in contrast to bilad al-Sham (land of the north, or Syria) and bilad al-Yaman (land of the south, or the Arabian Peninsula).1 For reasons we will explore later, an internationally recognized country designated “Iraq” was created a few years after the end of World War I under the auspices of the new League of Nations, but mainly at the instigation of Great Britain and France, the European powers that by 1918 had defeated the Ottoman empire, which had ruled the region since the sixteenth century. Before the creation of the modern country of Iraq, the region had been referred to by a number of geographical names that reflected the languages of the many peoples who had occupied or conquered the region. But since the era of classical Greco-Roman antiquity, Europeans had customarily referred to the region as “Mesopotamia” – an ancient Greek term meaning the land “between the rivers.” Those two rivers are the Tigris, to the east, and the Euphrates, to the west. Both of them originate in the mountains of Anatolia – what is today Turkey – from which they flow south. Today, they conjoin in southern Iraq into a single watercourse, the Shatt al-Arab, which then flows into the Persian (or, as preferred by many in the Arab world, Arabian) Gulf. In antiquity, the two rivers flowed separately into the Gulf. Broadly defined, Mesopotamia is both more and less than the area defined by the borders of modern Iraq. As the land between these two rivers, it includes neither the western desert of modern Iraq nor the Zagros Mountains and their foothills to the east. But Mesopotamia extends on its northern and northwestern boundaries well outside the area of what is today Iraq, into western Syria and southern Turkey, while in the south the lowlands of southern Mesopotamia merge into the region of Khuzistan, in southwestern Iran, east of the Tigris.

    To extend our hydrological metaphor, we can navigate the currents of Mesopotamia’s history from as early as about 4000 BCE. As the following chapters illustrate, the continuing flow of that history is dominated largely by the hard-won but enduring successes of human beings in harnessing the potentials that the Tigris and Euphrates bestowed.

    We can organize a discussion of Iraq’s physical geography and its impact on Iraq’s history by concentrating on a few themes. First, the Tigris and Euphrates rivers and their floodplain have been central to Iraq’s history. Second, Iraq has a limited and uneven distribution of raw materials and natural resources, which has had major consequences for Iraq’s history. Finally, the region has historically been relatively accessible, and thus vulnerable, to invaders or migrants from the bordering uplands and deserts, and from areas much more distant.

    
‌The “Land Between the Rivers”

    Perhaps the most memorable sentence left to us by the Greek historian Herodotus, the so-called “father of history,” is his marvelously succinct description of the land of Egypt: “the river’s gift.” The river, of course, was the Nile. However, he might equally have described Mesopotamia, especially its southern extension, as “the rivers’ gift,” for none of the achievements chalked up by Iraq’s ancient civilizations – not to mention those of its later Arab conquerors and their successors ruling from Baghdad – could have been made without the gift of the irrigation waters provided by the Tigris and the Euphrates. Irrigation made life possible. Without it, southern Iraq could never have supported a Baghdad, or a Babylon, or even a small town. Parts of northern and northwestern Iraq, from around the latitude of the modern city of Samarra northward, and especially in the piedmont and mountainous regions near and east of the Tigris, receive enough annual precipitation to sustain agriculture. Fifty-some years ago American archaeologists unearthed some of Iraq’s earliest farming villages, dating as early as 6000 BCE, in the mountain foothill regions of northern Iraq (today’s Kurdish region), where the rainfall was adequate for what has been ever since a precarious agricultural economy. Southern Iraq, on the other hand, does not receive enough rainfall to support farming, nor, since the beginning of Iraq’s history, has it ever done. One of the most remarkable achievements of Iraq’s Neolithic inhabitants occurred around 5500 BCE, in the region of what is now Samarra along the Tigris, when enterprising farmers, evidently hoping, or desperate, to expand their settlements southward into an area where rainfall was only marginally sufficient for agriculture, began to experiment with digging small-scale trenches to channel water from the Tigris to their fields. We must count these simple farmers among the most important pioneers in human history, for though such small-scale, essentially local systems would continue to be used along the rivers for millennia, their descendants would develop their innovations into large-scale irrigation that would allow southern Iraq to become, as the esteemed archaeologist Robert M. Adams beautifully phrased it, the “heartland of cities” – the birthplace of the world’s earliest urban societies.

    By about 4000 BCE, these earliest cities were starting to emerge in the marshes and floodplain of the Tigris–Euphrates river system of southern Iraq, the region that became known to later Arab populations as the “Sawad.” The next chapter will elaborate in more detail the immense cultural achievements of these and later cities in the region. But it should be emphasized from the outset that those cities, their teeming populations, and their glorious successes were possible only because of the tremendous agricultural productivity of the irrigated floodplains – as well as the toil and sweat of the many thousands of teams of mostly unnamed and unsung laborers who dug and maintained the irrigation networks and plowed, sowed, and harvested the fields. The many scribes (in truth, bureaucrats) who administered the great agricultural estates of the temples and palaces of ancient Iraq kept meticulous records of these teams: their overseers and numbers, the amount of land they plowed, the number of draft animals assigned to pull their plows, how much seed they sowed. Such mundane data have provided modern scholars enough information to calculate that the yields, mostly in barley and wheat, of ancient southern Mesopotamia’s vast irrigated acreages compare favorably with those of the modern Midwestern United States and Canada. The harvests from these estates vastly exceeded what was needed to feed the population. The political power, the military conquests, the imperial bureaucracy, the temple–palace–mosque-building of Mesopotamian rulers from earliest times until the bounty of oil could be harvested in the twentieth century – all of this was predicated on the rulers’ ability to control and spend the vast agricultural surplus that the Tigris and Euphrates made possible.

    The rivers’ blessings, however, could also become the rivers’ curse. The curse sometimes sprang from what Iraq’s early inhabitants might have perceived as the rivers’ own fickleness – or perhaps as the anger of the gods or God who dictated the rivers’ behavior. Of the two rivers, the Tigris tends to have a deeper bed and therefore flows faster, making it less usable for early irrigation technology. The Euphrates, on the other hand, tends to have a shallower bed and thus flows more slowly. This made it more easily tapped for irrigation, but it also gives it a greater propensity to meander or even shift its bed to a new course. This in turn brought the possibility that communities that had sited themselves close to the river would find themselves deprived of access to the watercourse that had sustained them, and thus forced to abandon their settlement and relocate, with all the attendant suffering. The slow current of the irrigation channels that were dug off from the rivers also exacerbated the destructive effects of the water-borne silt that was constantly being deposited in the channels’ beds. Preventing these channels from clogging required regular dredging operations, involving thousands of man-hours of back-breaking labor. Historically, rulers who neglected this task – or were prevented by circumstances from attending to it properly – sapped the wealth-producing potential of the irrigation system and, with it, the ruler’s own power and their ability to withstand external threats.

    A ruler might also unwittingly diminish his power by trying to extract too much wealth from the land he controlled. In traditional agricultural systems, those who manage land know that it must be allowed to lie fallow on a regular basis so that it can be recharged with nutrients and renew its fertility. In irrigation regimes such as that in southern Iraq’s floodplain, this also entails not irrigating that land in order to prevent it getting saturated. Over-irrigation, on the other hand, can raise the level of the underlying ground water high enough for the salts in the soil to leach upwards through capillary action. The fields then become encrusted with salt – “salinization” – which over time renders them useless for cultivation. In modern times, farmers have been able to make use of motor-powered pumps to rid the fields of excess water and thereby deter salinization. Pre-modern farmers – and pre-modern rulers of Iraq – had no access to such technology. From as early as 2000 BCE, we find evidence of declining grain yields that probably were caused by salinization resulting from over-irrigation and failure to let the land lie fallow.2 This problem recurred regularly down to the modern era, with often serious consequences for food production and rulers’ power.

    As I have indicated, the tendency of rivers and irrigation channels to become clogged with silt required persistent managing throughout Iraq’s history in order to maintain productivity. Such silt deposition, over time, would also raise the level of the channels significantly higher than that of the surrounding fields. Those fields – and the settlements they supported – were then protected from the rivers’ force only by the levees of heaped-up soil along the sides of the channels.

    Of the ancient dwellers whose cities and towns clung to the rivers and channels that coursed through the floodplain, the vast majority never saw – perhaps never even knew of – the mountains from which the two great rivers flowed. Nor would they have seen the snows that blanketed the mountains in the winter, only to melt as winter broke, engorging the rivers as they coursed inexorably toward the floodplain. But when those mountain waters arrived in the spring they could do so with tremendous force that breached the levees along the irrigation channels, a fearsomeness the pre-modern inhabitants of the floodplain might easily ascribe to the anger of fickle, inexplicably vengeful gods. For the ancient Egyptians, the annual summer flooding of the Nile brought the promise of life and abundance – the resurrection of the land. For the people of ancient Iraq, the spring floods brought the ruin of their fields and the destruction of their settlements. One of the recurring themes in the literature of ancient Mesopotamia is that of a Great Flood sent by the gods to devastate the earth and punish humankind. Most schoolchildren in Europe and America are taught the story of Noah, whom God commanded to build a great ship (the “ark”) and who, in it, was able to ride out the Great Flood that God sent to punish humankind. How many of them are told that that story was borrowed by the biblical writers from ancient Mesopotamian precursors? One of them, the Epic of Gilgamesh, relates the story of a man named Utnapishtim, who tells Gilgamesh of the Great Flood that Enlil, the most powerful god of early Mesopotamia, sent to destroy evil humankind. Utnapishtim and his family were warned by a friendlier god and rode out the Flood in a boat that the god told Utnapishtim to build. Although some have speculated that the origins of these tales of a Great Flood lie in the cataclysmic flooding of the Black Sea during a prehistoric episode of global warming as the last Ice Age ended, most scholars believe that these stories were inspired by ancient memories of the disastrous spring floods that “covered the earth,” as far as the early dwellers in the Tigris–Euphrates floodplain were concerned.

    On balance, though, the rivers’ assets have far outweighed their liabilities. The rivers and the major irrigation channels that branched from them were crucial arteries of transport and communication in an era when large-scale commerce and transport were much more profitable and efficient – and therefore more frequently used – than was transport by land. The wealth and sophistication of ancient and classical Arab Iraq owed much to the trade that was carried along Iraq’s waterways. Nonetheless, irrigation water and agricultural fertility constituted the greatest, most enduring blessings to Iraq from the Tigris and Euphrates – blessings that made Iraq a cradle of ancient cities yet also cursed it with an abundance that, over the millennia, attracted the unwanted attentions of migrants and conquerors.

    
‌Distribution of Raw Materials and Natural Resources

    Ask anyone on the street to name Iraq’s most important natural resource and, unless that person has just landed from Mars, they will respond, immediately, “Oil.” Since the discovery of oil in Iraq in the early twentieth century, the West has coveted it. Now that Iraq is known to possess the second-largest proven oil reserves of any country, and tens of millions more barrels are believed to be waiting to be discovered, oil corporations are salivating at the prospect of the wealth and power that access to that oil promises to bestow. In the world of the twenty-first century, why wouldn’t that be so? Oil powers much of our modern industrial machinery. Without the gasoline produced from it, modern societies throughout the world would be largely immobilized. Without the plastics produced from oil, we would be bereft of computers and many of our most common household appliances, none of us would have laptops or iPods, children would have fewer toys. Iraq should be a rich country then? Hasn’t it always been so?

    No. For one thing, before the invention of the internal-combustion engine in the nineteenth century, Iraq’s petroleum was of minor importance economically. And after the engine had been invented and the world began to rely on it, most of the oil used to power those tanks, ships, airplanes, and automobiles came from the United States. The oil of the Middle East in general – and Iraq in particular – emerged as a significant economic consideration, and a source of new wealth for Middle Eastern countries, only after World War II. Still, the petroleum of Iraq had had its uses, well back into antiquity. Drilling for oil and pumping it to the surface were neither possible nor desirable in pre-modern times, but standing pools of bitumen could be found in the region of Iraq. Scholars have found words for petroleum products and the mention of uses of them in some of the earliest records of ancient Iraq. Among the more important was as a coating for waterproofing bricks and baskets, mats for roofing, and other utilitarian objects.

    Besides the abundant river water, mud, clay, and reeds of Iraq’s riverine environments, these limited surface deposits of petroleum substances were one of the few notable raw materials that Iraq possessed. Otherwise, Iraq’s raw materials cupboard, at least during the pre-modern era, was pretty bare. Iraq has no major mineral deposits: no copper or tin (the components of bronze, the basic medium of tool and weapons technology in the region from ca. 3500 to almost 1000 BCE); and no iron (which after 1200 BCE replaced bronze as the most important metal of technology). During the Neolithic period, before the development of metalworking, some local stones could be flaked and chipped to produce blades, scrapers, and other implements, but even then the most highly prized raw material for chipped-stone tools, obsidian, had to be brought in from as far away as the region of modern Turkey.

    Nor did Iraq possess major forests to provide the long, sturdy timbers necessary for large-scale building construction. In ancient times some trees suitable for such purposes grew in the higher elevations of the Zagros Mountains to the east and northeast of the lowland floodplains. By the end of antiquity, though, those had begun to disappear after centuries of exploitation, compounded by the effects of erosion after centuries of grazing by pastoralists’ herds of sheep and goats. In any case, those resources were often difficult for the urban dwellers of the floodplain to lay their hands on, since they grew in the territory of tribal highlanders who might not be sympathetic to the lowlanders’ needs. Accordingly, from very ancient times the cedars and pines of what are now Syria and Lebanon were targeted by lowland rulers for acquisition by either conquest or trade. One of the more famous stories of Gilgamesh centers on his journey with his boon companion, Enkidu, to the great cedar mountain in the far-off lands west of Mesopotamia, where the two heroes slay the fearsome monster Huwawa, the guardian of the cedar forest, before they can return in triumph with the huge timbers that they felled.

    Iraq’s dearth of raw materials extends to building stone, especially in the southern region where Iraq’s earliest cities and civilization arose. Some local resources of stone were available and were exploited as early as the fourth millennium BCE in one of the monumental buildings in the ancient city of Uruk, Gilgamesh’s hometown. But, by and large, the people of ancient southern Iraq had very little building-quality stone to work with, especially compared with the ancient Egyptians, for whom large deposits of limestone, sandstone, and granite were much more accessible. The proof of that has been apparent for thousands of years. The stone resources the Egyptians harvested to build the Great Pyramid of Khufu at Giza were right at the site, and the magnificent temples at Thebes, Edfu, and other sites in the Nile Valley demonstrate that the Egyptians were blessed with abundant resources in building stone – and knew how to use them. It is for this reason – as well as the hieroglyphic inscriptions on those stone temples and tombs – that the world never lost sight of the ancient Egyptians even long after the pharaohs had ceased to rule there.

    In northern Iraq, in their capitals along the Tigris, the rulers of the ancient kingdom and empire of Assyria did have access to stone with which to decorate their palaces. When the sculpted reliefs that lined their palace corridors and the huge sculpted figures that guarded them were discovered by British and French archaeologists in the 1840s, the world was dramatically reminded that ancient Mesopotamia had spawned a civilization as grand as Egypt’s. But for the most part the people of Mesopotamia/Iraq built their houses, villages, temples, and cities from the materials most readily at hand: the mud of the river banks, and the water of the rivers themselves. From at least as early as 6000 BCE, villagers in central Mesopotamia were constructing their houses from a mixture of mud, straw, and water – called “adobe” in the American southwest – that was shaped into bricks which were then dried in the sun before being used in construction. The size and shape of these bricks changed over the millennia, but they became literally the building blocks of the great civilizations of Iraq. When used in major public buildings, they were sometimes baked in kilns to improve durability. Even for the rural villagers of modern Iraq, mud brick is often the construction medium of choice. It can be made from materials readily at hand; it insulates well against the heat of Iraq’s summers and the cool temperatures of its winters; and it holds up well against the rigors of the climate. However, the surfaces require periodic re-plastering, and if a mud-brick structure is not maintained regularly it will decay fairly quickly. Over the centuries, a favorite method of rebuilding mud-brick houses has been to demolish the upper courses and then use the lower courses as a foundation for rebuilding. If occupation at a village or town continues over a long time, or is abandoned and then restarted, such rebuilding results in the rising up of a mound as the level of the settlement grows ever higher relative to the surrounding area. The Arabic word for a mound that represents the remains of a human settlement is “tell.” It was in such tells that the pioneering archaeologists of the nineteenth century made their spectacular discoveries.

    Yet, one of the conundrums of Iraq’s early history takes us back to the problem we cited earlier. How did some of the earliest, most powerful civilizations on the planet emerge and flourish in a region so bereft of natural resources? It seems logical to assume that the agricultural wealth of the region had a lot to do with it, and most scholars are agreed that in the earliest periods of Iraq’s long history its local rulers were able to export grain, woolen textiles, and perhaps luxury items wrought by specialized craftsmen in return for precious and utilitarian metals and other resources from outside the region. One of the better-known examples of such exchange was discovered in the excavated remains of Kanesh, an ancient city of what is now Turkey, where written records from around 1910 to 1750 BCE document the export of gold and silver to the city of Ashur in what is now northern Iraq. Those shipments of gold and silver were paid for in part by the profits from the sale of textiles that merchants from Ashur had brought to Kanesh, a distance of some one thousand miles, on the backs of donkeys, and then sold to the locals. Even earlier, around 2400 BCE, ships from as far away as Oman and the Indus Valley in Pakistan plied the waters of the Persian Gulf and beyond to bring luxury items made of semi-precious stones like carnelian and lapis lazuli to the ruling elite of southern Mesopotamia. In the 1920s, the British archaeologist and sometime spy Leonard Woolley found hundreds of these items during his excavation of one of the most celebrated archaeological discoveries ever, the so-called Royal Cemetery of the city of Ur.

    Since the beginning of history, Iraq has benefited from its location astride important trade routes linking regions as distant as China to the east and the Mediterranean world and Europe to the west. As we will see, when Baghdad began to emerge as the capital of the Arab empire in the eighth century, its location at the nexus of those routes attracted tremendous wealth, derived from international commerce, that made the courts of the Arab caliphs centers of luxury and conspicuous consumption, as well as a magnet for artists, poets, and philosophers. In modern times, Iraq’s location at the major source of the world’s most lucrative commodity – petroleum – for a few decades allowed its rulers to spend profusely on infrastructure, educational, and medical projects that brought the country to the brink of First World status.

    
‌Iraq’s Accessibility and Vulnerability to External Forces

    Throughout its long history, Mesopotamia/Iraq has suffered repeated episodes of invasion or migration by outsiders, some (like the Mongols) more violent than others, some (like the mountain tribesmen known as Gutians, of the late third millennium BCE) destined to be an ephemeral presence, others (like the Arab armies bearing the new faith of Islam from the Arabian Peninsula in the seventh century CE) destined to dominate the region for centuries. One geographical reason for Iraq’s vulnerability to such attacks is that the country’s most densely populated areas, which have historically been along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, have no imposing geographical deterrents to protect them and are relatively easy to invade. Egypt, by contrast, is relatively well buffered in the Nile Valley. If we take the Tigris River in northern Iraq as a starting point and then trace a rough circle clockwise around the modern borders of Iraq, we can spot a number of quarters from which Iraq has been exposed to often hostile, unwelcome foreigners and from which over at least five thousand years a variety of threats have come.

    East of the Tigris, in the area of the modern border between Iraq and Iran, lie the foothills and more elevated zones of the Zagros Mountains. Historically, the rain-fed valleys of the Zagros uplands have sheltered small “tribal” villages of hardy farmers as well as pastoral herders of sheep and goats. An enduring theme in the literature of Iraq has been the disdain with which the urbane city-dwellers of the floodplain have treated the bumpkin Zagros hill-people and the desert herders. Yet, from earliest history to recent times, the Zagros hill-people have posed a threat to the great kingdoms and states ruled from the urban capitals in the Mesopotamian floodplain. Around 2200 BCE, the attacks of the Gutians helped bring down the kings of Agade, the capital, not far from modern Baghdad, of what was arguably the world’s earliest empire. Almost four thousand years later, the Kurds who came to inhabit this region resisted rule from Baghdad, and even today they are bent on maintaining their autonomy from the central government and perhaps establishing an independent state.

    Proceeding southward from the land of the Gutians/Kurds, to what is now southwestern Iran, we come to the region of Khuzistan, extending east from the southernmost portion of the Tigris–Euphrates floodplain. Between 1980 and 1988 this region was the scene of brutal combat between the invading armies of Saddam Hussein and the forces of the Islamic Republic of Iran. As early as 3000 BCE, it was dominated by Susa, a great city that rivalled those of ancient Iraq. In the centuries to follow, this region would fall under the control of a powerful Iranian kingdom called Elam, one of whose kings invaded southern Mesopotamia around 2000 BCE, destroyed its great capital city of Ur, and carried off Ur’s emperor into captivity and oblivion. Until Elam’s power was snuffed out by the might of the Assyrian rulers of Mesopotamia during the mid-seventh century BCE, its kings frequently tormented the kings of ancient Iraq. When Elam fell, a new threat emerged from this quarter in the person of Cyrus, king of the Persians. Tension continued in this region of Iraq centuries later when Ottoman domination there was contested by the Safavid rulers of Iran. Throughout Iraq’s history, its exposure to its southeast has often brought tension and occasionally calamity.

    At the southern end of Iraq lies the Persian Gulf, into which the Tigris and Euphrates today flow via the Shatt al-Arab, and flowed separately in ancient times. Near the head of the Gulf, along the waterways, lie extensive marshlands. For millennia, these marshlands have supported small villages of tribal people – the “Marsh Arabs” – who continue to fish, raise water buffalo, and farm on a small scale. The reed houses (mudhifs) and boats they use are depicted in artwork dating as early as 3000 BCE. Around 1500 BCE there emerged in this area a mini-state, the Sealands kingdom, whose rulers contended with the kings of Babylon farther upstream. In the eighth and seventh centuries BCE, the marshlands were the seat of uprisings against the Assyrian empire that dominated the era, and among the sculpted stone reliefs that decorate the walls of the Assyrian kings’ palaces are scenes of rebels hiding in the marshes. As recently as 1991, the southern marshes sheltered rebels against a powerful ruler: the Arab Shia of Iraq’s south when they rose up against Saddam Hussein.

    Beyond the marshlands lies the open water of the Persian Gulf. From this quarter have come the invasions that have been most devastating in Iraq’s recent history: most recently, the invasion of 2003 and subsequent occupation of Iraq; before that, the 1991 invasion (Operation Desert Storm) authorized by the United Nations and led by the U.S.; and before that, in 1914, the British invasion during World War I. But in the preceding centuries, as far back as perhaps 3000 BCE, the Persian Gulf (known in ancient Mesopotamia as the “Lower Sea”) was the conduit for traders whose boats brought to the region valuable commodities and luxury goods from as far away as India and China.

    To the southwest, west, and northwest of the Tigris–Euphrates floodplain lies the dry, barren expanse of the great Syrian–Arabian desert, the province of nomadic groups who have eked out a living by moving their herds to available water and pasturage. Given its lack of water and cultivable land, this region has never been able to support a major state or kingdom that could threaten the cities and states centered in the floodplain. Nonetheless, at times, raids and tribal migrations emanating from the Arabian peninsula have coursed through it, with major impact on Iraq’s history.

    
‌The Peoples and Social Patterns of Iraq


    Any inventory of a country’s resources and potential must list at the top the histories, abilities, and contributions of its peoples, in all their diversity. To catalogue exhaustively all aspects of Iraq’s diversity in this regard is too much to attempt in a work such as this. But if we examine even the broader categories, the richness and complexity of Iraq’s society become clear. Much has been the product of historical change, migrants and invaders having entered Iraq over the course of thousands of years, often destroying, but just as often settling down and interacting dynamically and fruitfully with the peoples who arrived and settled before them.

    Tensions between these groups have pivoted around their different ways of life, which we can define largely on the basis of how groups have sustained themselves and survived – in other words, how they have been organized to feed and shelter themselves.

    Anthropologists have identified four basic modes of life that human societies in general have practiced. The earliest were hunter-gatherers, who foraged across the landscape to harvest its naturally occurring food resources – hunting wild animals and gathering wild plants such as nuts, berries, and the wild ancestors of grasses such as wheat and barley. In the 1950s, archaeologists recovered substantial evidence of such people in northern Iraq at a site called Shanidar Cave; much more evidence has been found since. The hunter-gatherer lifestyle was the only way of life that early humans practiced anywhere until around 10,000 BCE, when, starting in the region of modern-day Israel/Palestine and Syria and then in Turkey, Iran, and northern Iraq, some hunter-gatherers, probably faced with a shrinking supply of wild foodstuffs as the region’s climate changed after the last Ice Age, began to experiment with planting and cultivating grain and taming animals like sheep and goats – and later pigs and cattle. Over the next few thousand years, there thus emerged the second mode of life: farming groups living in permanently occupied villages, which now spread widely throughout the Middle East. In Iraq, the foothills of the Zagros and Taurus Mountains and the northern plains around the Tigris and Euphrates tended to get enough annual rainfall to support farming. Thus, Iraq became one of the planet’s earliest centers of agriculture – one of the first of what would become innumerable contributions of Iraq’s people to global civilization.

    In time, the village farmers seem to have squeezed out or assimilated the hunter-gatherers, although the farmers continued to avail themselves of wild plants and animals as food sources. By about 6000 BCE, village farmers were moving southward into the Tigris–Euphrates floodplain, where, as we have seen, they became some of the first people ever to devise irrigation technology. By about 4000 BCE, farming villages had spread to most of the areas in Iraq where they are still found today. Until quite recently, the bulk of Iraq’s population – especially in the north – was made up of the hard-working inhabitants of these farming villages.

    But perhaps two thousand years before then a third mode of life had begun to emerge in Iraq, when some groups began to develop the lifestyle we refer to as “pastoral nomadism,” which is based principally on raising herds of what by 6000 BCE human intervention had transformed from wild into domesticated sheep and goats. These groups could only ensure enough food for their livestock by moving them – and moving themselves as well, by foot, by donkey, or, later, by horse – to areas where they could find food according to the season. In summer, this meant taking their herds to the mountain regions and setting up tent camps. In winter, they pulled up stakes, packed their tents, and brought their herds from the highland areas back down to the lowlands.

    Here, though, they came into contact with the farming villages. Traditionally, historians and travel writers have made much of the conflict between the “desert and the sown” – and there is some basis for this. Some of the earliest literature from ancient Iraq reveals the disgust that settled peoples felt for the nomads’ way of life. Also, nomads’ raiding of villages has been a fact of Middle Eastern life for millennia. However, without the products and services that nomads have provided farmers, and vice versa, over those millennia, neither group could have prospered as well as it did. Modern scholars who have researched this relationship tend to focus more on the symbiosis and synergy between the groups, rather than the tensions. From their flocks of sheep and goats, the nomads produced – and provided for the villagers – wool, hides, meat, and milk products to enrich their diets and their lifestyle. The villagers could provide grain and other agricultural products to fill out the nomads’ diet. Perhaps more important for the nomads, the villagers permitted them to graze their animals on the stubble of the harvested fields. The farmers got in return the fertilizing of their fields with manure from the livestock. These grazing rights have been important for the nomads, but disputes over such rights between nomads and farmers – or between different nomad groups – have also been a source of tension and conflict.

    When tensions fester and conflict erupts within or between these groups, the basic principles by which they have traditionally organized to protect themselves, preserve their prerogatives, and seek justice have by and large been linked to ties of kinship – simply put, “blood ties” or, in journalistic vernacular, the “tribes.” The origins of Iraq’s many tribes, their histories, and their interrelationships have been fodder for reams of academic studies, and a brief examination can in no way do justice to the complexities and subtleties of those subjects. The most basic concept underlying the idea of the “tribe” is kinship – and, more specifically, shared descent (whether real or imputed) from a common male ancestor, whose existence can sometimes be difficult to validate historically, but with whose name his “descendants” strongly identify. In some historical periods, tribes have come together in “confederations,” but on a general, more mundane level, it is as members of the subgroups of the tribe – the “clan” and, below that, the “family” – that rural and pastoral people, and their descendants who have migrated to Iraq’s cities, have organized their lives. It is not uncommon to find that most of the inhabitants of a village or the members of a nomad camp-group belong to the same extended family, or to no more than a few of them. In these settings, the need to preserve and protect the solidarity of the kinship group, from family to clan to tribe, is perhaps the single most important social value. Intimately bound up with that need are many other traditional values, among them, honor, manly courage, female sexual virtue, hospitality to strangers, and the obligation to avenge an insult to the group – be it the killing or bodily injury of a member of the group, or the sullying of the group’s sexual honor. One owes one’s primary and most abiding loyalty to the blood group – family, clan, and tribe.

    The primacy of that loyalty to the blood group, however, gave birth to one of the most persistent social and political tensions to have dominated Iraq’s history since the dawning of civilization there. In many ways the dawning of civilization was the chief cause of that tension, because with it came the dawn of the first cities: it was in southern Iraq that the first cities on our planet appeared, starting around 4000 BCE.

    With those first cities emerged the last of the anthropologists’ four modes of life: the city-dwellers. The city-dwellers also invented the planet’s first writing. It is mostly from the many centuries of written records they have produced that historians have recreated Iraq’s long history. But those records tend to reflect and to favor, sometimes almost exclusively, the interests, attitudes, and perspectives of those city-dwellers. So their emergence had the effect of shoving the villagers and nomads to the margins of our historical radar screen.

    By about 2700 BCE, ancient Iraq’s first cities also became the seats of power of some of our planet’s first kings. One of the most necessary tasks that confronted those first kings has remained one of the most difficult for all of Iraq’s rulers ever since – to establish and enforce the dominion of the city-based “state” over the inhabitants of the surrounding countryside. The people of the countryside had long been accustomed to directing their loyalty to, and looking for leadership from, local authority as embodied in the family, the clan, and the tribe. Therein lay a tension that has bedeviled Iraq’s history from the very start. That tension persists even to the present day, as the government in Baghdad tries to chart a way forward in a country where tribal and blood ties have long dominated social relations.

    The invention of writing in Iraq’s first cities also makes it possible for us to speak of the ethnic and linguistic complexity of Iraq’s people as early as 3000 BCE, and perhaps earlier. Today, accounts of current events in Iraq are couched in very broad ethnic and religious categories. Journalists and commentators tend to lump Iraqis into general categories such as Shi‘ite Arabs, Sunni Arabs, and Kurds. The minority Turkmen population and, until recently, Yazidis and Mandaeans have received only occasional mention. Iranians, including Persians, are also mentioned as a presence in Iraq, often as outsiders whom some Iraqis perceive as a threat.

    As noted earlier, people moving westward from Iran into Iraq have had a major impact on Iraq’s history, and those Iranians whom we classify as Persians have played a crucial role in shaping Iraq’s history. Most anthropologists today dismiss both the concept and the category of “race” as scientifically useless, but even a few decades ago it was common for experts to expound upon the different “races” of Iraq. More useful is a categorization according to ethnic group, as defined largely by the group’s use of a common language and sharing of some important aspects of culture. Using these criteria, the largest group in Iraq’s modern population can be identified as the Arabs, largely because they speak the Arabic language, which is the most widely spoken language in the family of languages known as Semitic. Arabs are the dominant ethno-linguistic group across the Middle East today, but from a linguistic standpoint colloquial Iraqi Arabic is markedly different from the Arabic dialect spoken in, say, Egypt. It would be a mistake to assume – as all too many people do – that the Arabs of Iraq are all descended from migrants from what is now Saudi Arabia. People from the Arabian Peninsula were indeed migrating into what is now Iraq by the later centuries BCE. The Arabs who invaded the region as part of the Muslim conquest beginning in the mid-seventh century CE surely changed its demography. But the Arabs of today’s Iraq also include descendants of many earlier ethnic groups who came before them but who over the centuries were assimilated into the “Arab” population through their adoption of the Arabic language and other aspects of Arabic culture. Some of those predecessors spoke Semitic languages related to Arabic – among them, the Babylonians and Assyrians, who spoke a language called Akkadian, as well as the Arameans, whose language is still used today in some remote areas of northern Iraq, principally as part of the liturgy of the very old Christian communities there. Some of those predecessors – like the Sumerians, Hurrians, and Kassites, whose languages fell out of use millennia ago – spoke languages completely unrelated to the Semitic language family. In today’s Iraq, Arabs comprise perhaps seventy percent of the population. The lack of any recent systematic census makes it impossible to be more precise.

    The second-largest component of Iraq’s population consists of the Kurds. Kurdish belongs to the Indo-European language family, which means it is related to English, French, and other modern European languages , as well as to Persian (Farsi), the dominant language of Iran. The date of the earliest arrival of the Kurds in Iraq remains a matter of debate, but the Kurds have traditionally linked themselves to the ancient people known as the Medes, who along with the Persians entered and began to dominate Iran sometime around 1000 BCE. The Kurds of Iraq have always been most closely linked to the Zagros Mountain regions of northeastern Iraq, where they have supported themselves as farmers, herders, and townspeople and have insisted on governing themselves according to their own customs and family structures. Historically, the Kurds have fiercely defended their separateness and have strived for autonomy and self-government, often with considerable success. The region of dominant Kurdish population – which some refer to as “Kurdistan” – includes not only this portion of Iraq but also contiguous areas in southeastern modern Turkey, northwestern Iran, and northeastern Syria. The various regimes that historically have ruled all of these modern countries have tended to regard the Kurds as a troublesome minority against whom they have often resorted to persecution and violence to impose their control and quell Kurdish aspirations to self-rule. Since the destruction of Saddam Hussein’s regime, which resorted to extreme measures to subjugate them in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the Kurds have been participating in the Iraqi government while insisting on a great deal of political and economic autonomy. Many of them nurture hope for a truly independent Kurdistan.

    Although the Kurds have generally been content in their mountain strongholds, the third-largest ethnic minority in Iraq at one time produced rulers who were able to extend their sway throughout the Middle East as well as Central Asia. The Turks first blip onto the historical radar as horse-riding nomads from Central Asia. They were imported by Arab rulers into the area of Iraq in the eighth and ninth centuries CE as mercenaries and slave-soldiers highly prized for their skills and ferocity as horsemen wielding compound bows to deadly effect. By the mid-eleventh century, Turkish tribal armies who came to be identified by the name of one of their great khans (or chieftains), Seljuk, swept into Iraq and across much of the Middle East. After annihilating a Byzantine army in Anatolia in 1071, the Seljuks established a vast though short-lived empire that dominated the Middle East until about 1100 and then hung on in Turkey for many years after. A few centuries after the Seljuk zenith, another Turkish group, likewise named for one of its great early chieftains, Osman, secured control first over northwestern Turkey, then much of southeastern Europe, and eventually most of the Middle East, including Iraq. Their Ottoman empire endured until the end of World War I. The descendants of these Turks who live in Iraq today are known as Turkoman, or Turkmen. Their language, which belongs to the Altaic family of languages, is unrelated to either Arabic or Kurdish. Although they constitute a small minority of the population, the Turkmen of Iraq retain a strong sense of ethnic identity and solidarity.

    Finally, though hardly a dominant ethno-linguistic group in Iraq today, the Persians have had a profound influence on the country’s history since Iraq’s conquest by the great Persian empire-builder Cyrus the Great in 538 BCE. The Persians, along with the Medes, arrived in Iran around 1000 BCE and established themselves as a small kingdom in the area of Fars, in what is now southwestern Iran. In the centuries after Cyrus’s conquest, Persian kings, officers, administrators, and scholars played a huge role in shaping the culture and governing of Iraq. Today, the largely Persian religious hierarchy of the modern Islamic Republic of Iran exercises great influence over many of the Shi‘ite Muslims of southern Iraq.

    Having broached the topic of religion, we must also recognize that Iraq’s ethnic diversity is rivalled by the diversity of its religions. Today, the dominant religion among Arabs, Kurds, Turks, and Persians is Islam, but among the predominantly Muslim countries of the world, Iraq is rare in having sizeable populations of both the globally larger Sunni branch of Islam and the globally smaller Shi‘a, or Shi‘ite, branch. The origins of this crucial division will be examined later. Its consequences for Iraq’s history have been both enduring and profound.

    No census of Iraq’s population has ever differentiated between its Sunni and Shi‘ite citizens, but most experts agree that Iraq’s Shi‘ites outnumber the Sunni, comprising perhaps fifty-five to sixty percent of the total – although many Sunnis reject these numbers and assert themselves to be the larger population. Historically, Iraq also contained large populations who practiced the two other major monotheistic religions, Judaism and Christianity. A more detailed account of the origins and histories of Iraq’s Jewish and Christian minorities appears below, but it is useful to note here that a large number of Jews came to Iraq from Palestine from as early as the eighth century BCE and that until only a few decades ago the Jewish community of Iraq was one of the largest and most prosperous in the world. Christian communities emerged in Mesopotamia as early as the first century ce. Down to the present day, Christians have been a vital confessional community in Iraq, although, like the Jews, their numbers have dwindled in recent decades, especially in the wake of the turmoil that beset the country following the 2003 invasion.

    Muslim, Jew, and Christian are not the only pieces in the mosaic of Iraq’s religious heritage. Ancient sects like the Yazidis, the Mandaeans, and the Shabaks have practiced their respective faiths in Iraq for centuries. When invading Arab tribesmen brought Islam to the area in the seventh century, the Jewish and Christian communities there were in regular and fruitful contact with another religious community, long settled among them, whose members lived according to the moral precepts preached many centuries earlier by the Iranian teacher Zarathustra, whom the West came to know by the Greek form of his name, Zoroaster. Although their numbers have shrunk over the centuries, Zoroastrian communities are still to be found in both Iraq and Iran.

    Underlying all these monotheistic religions of Iraq are the intermingled strata and persistent residue of thousands of years during which the people of Iraq worshipped literally hundreds of gods and goddesses. The origins of those many deities extend deeply into the prehistoric past, when people often saw their only hope for prosperity, even survival, as intimately bound up with placating the myriad natural forces that brought feast or famine, luxury or destitution. In the service of those deities, the earliest Iraqis built cities and temples and conquered vast empires. They also created artistic masterpieces, devised rituals that included kernels from which later sprouted modern sciences and technology, and composed tales and poems that continue to tantalize and instruct us today.

    All in all, the history of Iraq has been mightily influenced by Iraq’s geographical situation – a situation blessed by great agricultural and commercial potential; constrained by the lack or uneven distribution of resources like minerals, wood, and precipitation; and endowed with an abundance of a resource, petroleum, today vital to the prosperity and power of the world’s industrialized nations and therefore coveted by them. The blessings Iraq’s geographical situation has bestowed have also afflicted Iraq’s history, by attracting the envy and unwanted attention of outsiders intent on claiming those blessings for themselves. Iraq’s geographical location has also provided relatively open corridors by which outsiders have intruded and been able to impose their control. Yet the intruders of the past brought a rich ethnic and cultural diversity that produced Iraq’s matrix of long-enduring traditions and ways of life.

    ‌
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    Cradle of Civilization

    We the sons of Mesopotamia, land of the prophets, resting place of the holy imams, the leaders of civilization and the creators of the alphabet, the cradle of arithmetic: on our land, the first law put in place by mankind was written; in our nation, the most noble era of justice in the politics of nations was laid down; on our soil, the followers of the prophet and the saints prayed, the philosophers and the scientists theorized and the writers and poets created.


    Preamble to the Constitution of Iraq, 2005

    These words from Iraq’s constitution make it clear: with all of the strife throttling their country following the demise of Saddam Hussein, the drafters of the republic of Iraq’s new constitution looked to a glorious past to find the foundations of a modern national identity and a pride upon which to rebuild a national community shattered by war, invasion, and internal violence. Now, almost ten years after the constitution was promulgated, the success of that rebuilding still hangs in the balance. But, indisputably, the evidence of Iraq’s past greatness lies all around.

    Among the most frequent topographical features in Iraq, and across much of the Middle East, are the earthen mounds that dot the landscape. Some are low and of relatively small circumference; others are quite tall and cover hundreds of acres. In the Arab countries of the Middle East, including Iraq, such a mound is known as a “tell.” In Iran and Turkey, the most common terms are tepe and huyuk, respectively. Each tell represents, not a natural geological formation, but the remains of a human settlement, often the result of millennia of building and rebuilding a village, or a town, or a city, with mud brick.

    Some of them are still loci of human occupation. One of the most famous tells in the Middle East lies in the heart of the modern city of Erbil in northern Iraq. It contains the remains of perhaps eight thousand years of human habitation. According to some, Erbil may be the oldest continuously occupied settlement on our planet. Most tells, though, stand alone and deserted, stark reminders that no settlement, whatever its size or celebrity, is destined to last forever in the face of environmental change and the forces of history.

    At last count, Iraq contained more than ten thousand tells, the vast majority of them unexcavated and at most only cursorily examined by scientific archaeologists. Unfortunately, too many of them have been plundered by the illicit excavators who have been ravaging Iraq’s archaeological sites for decades and, especially after the invasion of 2003, robbing us of invaluable clues to Iraq’s heritage. Luckily, though, ever since the British soldier-archaeologist Austen Henry Layard and his French contemporary Paul Emile Botta began the modern recovery of Iraq’s ancient past in the 1840s, expeditions led by more or less scientific archaeologists – ironically, many of them dispatched from countries whose military forces spearheaded the 2003 invasion that led to the obliteration of so much of Iraq’s ancient heritage – have been able to uncover a significant remnant of what were, in their respective eras, among the wealthiest, most powerful, and most sophisticated civilizations on the planet. Because of their discoveries, modern historians have been able to corroborate many of the Hebrew Bible’s and ancient Greeks’ descriptions of fabulous cities, powerful rulers, and mighty armies that conquered vast empires. We also have been able to learn that, just as the leaders of modern Iraq have asserted in their new constitution, the people of ancient Iraq were indeed “leaders of civilization” and their land was indeed the cradle of the world’s first cities, as well as mathematics and astronomy, and the place where humankind’s earliest-known laws were written down.

    And it all began with the Sumerians…

    
‌“History Begins At Sumer”

    Or so, at least, thought Professor Samuel Noah Kramer, a Russian Jewish immigrant to the United States who by the mid-1950s had become one of the scholarly pioneers who made known to a wider audience the tremendous achievements of the early people of Iraq whom we know today as the Sumerians. As Kramer made clear in his books,1 the Sumerians were responsible for some very important firsts in world history – firsts in which modern Iraqis still take pride.

    Where was Sumer, and who were the Sumerians? The ancient name of their homeland is more correctly pronounced “Shumer,” not “Sumer,” but early on European scholars got into the habit of using the latter term “Sumer,” so it is now preferred almost universally. (The name “Sumeria” is incorrect.) The Sumerians themselves were just as likely to refer to their land as simply “the land” (in the Sumerian language, kalam) and to themselves as “the black-headed people.”

    The land of ancient Sumer corresponds to the far southeast of modern Iraq, including the lower floodplain of the Tigris and Euphrates, from Basra to as far northwest as Najaf. The Sumerians’ origins remain uncertain. Until fairly recently, this question was the focus of what was long called the “Sumerian Problem” – the problem being to figure out who the Sumerians were, where they came from, and whether they were the original inhabitants of this region of lower Iraq. Several scholars, including Kramer, believed they had migrated to Mesopotamia, perhaps from India or some other region to the east, but the modern consensus favors a more or less indigenous origin. Some of the uncertainty is tied to the Sumerian language, evidence of which first came to light as a result of pioneering archaeological discoveries made during the late nineteenth century. To this day, Sumerian has not been linked conclusively to any other known language family,2 which makes it difficult to link the Sumerians to any known ethno-linguistic group. Moreover, it is now clear that people speaking languages other than Sumerian were living in the region early on as well. To the extent that we can equate different languages with different ethnic groups, which is by no means a straightforward assumption, we can assume that the Sumerians shared southern Iraq with other people.
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      Map 2. Archaeological sites in Iraq 
(courtesy, the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago)

     



    By perhaps as early as 6000 BCE, the marshy area of southernmost Iraq was inhabited by people with a lifestyle similar to that of the Marsh Arabs today, hunting and fishing, as well as harvesting the marshes’ vast reed thickets to provide themselves with materials for their houses and other necessities. Exactly how early those people settled there is uncertain. We are not sure how much of that area was covered by the waters of the Persian Gulf during the fifth millennium BCE or when those waters subsided enough for humans to move into the area. Recent studies3 suggest that early villages were established on “turtleback” mounds that began to emerge as water levels in the south declined. These early settlements would have been linked to each other by boats that plied the waters from mound to mound, thereby building ties of trade and communication. Some of these settlements were probably the earliest nuclei of the cities that emerged later.

    Meanwhile, another important development was taking place upstream along the Tigris, in the region of the modern and medieval city of Samarra, where millennia later the Arab conquerors of Iraq were to establish a great capital city. This region marks the northernmost extent of the floodplain. Here, rainfall was and still is insufficient to support agriculture. To overcome this challenge, early villagers devised a brilliant solution, one for which the people of Iraq even now are in their debt: they dug canals to divert the water of the Tigris to their fields. To these ancient villagers (whom archaeologists have named the “Samarrans”; we have no idea what they called themselves), the people of Mesopotamia/Iraq owe the foundations of the prosperity and achievements that are so evident throughout their history, for without the Samarrans’ development of basic irrigation technology, Mesopotamia’s fertile floodplains could never have supported the great cities that were soon to emerge there.

    By 5000 BCE, villages were being established in the semi-marshy regions of the southern floodplain. One of them, Eridu, became revered by the later Sumerians as the most ancient of their cities – and the first city upon which the gods bestowed an institution they believed to be crucial for civilization: kingship. Around 5000 BCE though, Eridu was but a small settlement where people were making a distinctive decorated pottery that archaeologists, before they excavated at the tell of Eridu, first identified in the 1920s while excavating at a nearby site, Tell al-Ubaid. This “Ubaid-style” pottery evidently originated in this region of southern Iraq. At first, archaeologists assumed it to be a more or less local phenomenon. In recent decades we have discovered that by about 4000 BCE people were making and using Ubaid pottery across a region of thousands of square miles, from southern Iraq northwest to the Mediterranean, as well as down the western coast of the Persian Gulf. What this may signify about the nature and extent of the influence that people from southern Iraq exerted across the Middle East at this early date is a topic scholars continue to debate.

    In Mesopotamia itself, from the humble beginnings at places like Eridu, humankind was about to make a great leap forward.

    
‌The First Cities and the Invention of Writing

    Not too long after 4000 BCE, Mesopotamia, especially the Tigris–Euphrates floodplain, was becoming what Adams has termed both the “heartland of cities” and the “homeland of cities.”4 We were once fairly certain that the rise of the first cities in Mesopotamia was pretty much exclusive to the southern floodplain, and that upstream, northern Mesopotamia was a backwater at this time. But the destabilization of Iraq in recent years forced archaeologists who had devoted most of their attention there to refocus their efforts elsewhere. Among the beneficiaries was Syria, eastern portions of which lie well within the “Jazira,” the “island” between the Tigris and Euphrates. Excavations at Tell Hamoukar and, especially, Tell Brak, just inside the modern Syrian border with Iraq, have uncovered large settlements (at Brak, more than fifty-five hectares in size) with evidence of major trade activity involving, among other commodities, obsidian from Turkey. Especially startling about these discoveries is that these early cities of the north date to the late fifth millennium BCE, which makes them contemporary with urban growth in the southern floodplain, if not older. The finds at Tell Brak thus threaten to alter, perhaps radically, our previous conclusions about the priority of the southern Mesopotamian floodplain in the rise of the first cities.5 There is a lot that we still do not understand about the origins of city life. More excavation and research are needed, and archaeologists are champing at the bit to resume explorations in Iraq.

    Nonetheless, from current knowledge, we can state that soon after 4000 BCE more and larger settlements arose in the southern floodplain, their populations swelling almost exponentially as thousands of people flocked to them from the surrounding countryside. Feeding such population growth likely required that ever larger and more complex irrigation systems be designed and built. Although historians continue to debate whether the need for more irrigation constructions was the cause of the rise of centralized city-based authority, we do begin to see evidence of powerful centralized authority in these cities. This may have been based on religious authority, since some of the earliest large buildings have been identified as temples, or on authority stemming from clan or family prestige; probably on some mixture of the two. However their authority was legitimized, the leaders of these earliest cities controlled and managed great wealth: thousands of acres of cultivated land and thousands of sheep, goats, cattle, and other livestock, all of which involved the work of thousands of people.

    The power these leaders accrued in the process became startlingly evident in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries when American and European archaeologists began to excavate the great mounds where these cities were located. Of all these mounds, the tell known as Warka, in southern Iraq – the heart of ancient Sumer – yielded the evidence that best defines the phenomenal advances of this era. The current name “Warka” preserves the ancient name of the great city that once stood here, perhaps the most fabled of all of ancient Sumer’s cities: Uruk (called Erech in the Bible). From its founding almost seven thousand years ago to its final abandonment in the third century CE, the life of the city spanned five thousand years – a remarkable achievement in its own right. By 3000 BCE, Uruk was the site of the world’s first great city. Its massive fortification wall was about 9.5 kilometers long, enclosing an area of 5.5 square kilometers. Compare this with the enclosed areas of the two most iconic cities of the ancient West: the walls of Athens at its zenith enclosed an area of only 2.5 square kilometers, and Rome, even in the first century CE – three thousand years after Uruk’s wall was first built – was only twice as large as Uruk. Its architectural nuclei comprised two great complexes of mud-brick buildings, including temples dedicated to the two great deities of the city: the great sky-god, An, and the goddess of sex and beauty, Inanna, who later came to be known more widely as Ishtar. One of the temples stood on a high mud-brick platform, perhaps designed to elevate the world of the sacred above that of the bustling city. Whatever the reason, this erecting of a sacred structure atop a platform marks the beginning of an architectural evolution that culminated a few centuries later in the distinctively Mesopotamian type of sacred building known as the “ziggurat.” A ziggurat consisted of a series of platforms built in layers like a wedding cake, with a monumental exterior stairway, to create a massive high tower. Today, the best-preserved ziggurat is to be found at the ancient city of Ur in southern Iraq. Hundreds of American soldiers had their photos taken there after 2003, since a major U.S. military base was located at the site. But from archaeological excavations and other sources – including Herodotus’ account of the city of Babylon as it was more than two thousand years later, and the biblical story of the Tower of Babel, or Babylon – we know that almost all the great cities of ancient Iraq had ziggurats.

    These sacred buildings of Uruk were also beautifully decorated, sometimes with mosaics made of thousands of small baked-clay cones with the flat ends painted white, black, or red and the pointed ends inserted into mud plaster on the walls to create diagonal, triangular, or zigzag designs. The excavations in the temple complexes of Uruk also yielded spectacular examples of early Sumerian art, including sculpted figures of men (perhaps members of the ruling elite of the city); a sculpted stone head of a woman (the “Lady of Warka”) that compares well with the finest work from classical Greek ateliers; and a three-meter-tall stone vase with sculpted scenes depicting aspects of the economic and ritual activities for which the temples were the focus. This vase was tragically smashed during the looting of the National Museum of Iraq after the American conquest of the city in 2003.

    Given the splendor and scale of these structures, building them required prodigious effort, organization, and logistical planning. Many thousands of man-hours had to be put in by a huge force of laborers, all of whom had to be recruited – whether by compulsion, payment, or via a sense of civic or sacred duty, we cannot be sure. Their many tasks – from making the thousands of mud bricks to creating the decorative artwork on the buildings’ walls– had to be organized, assigned, and managed, over a period of several years, by a hierarchy of managers ranging from the overseer of the overall construction down to the foremen who kept the crews hard at it. While all these laborers and managers were on the job, the temple administrators – who perhaps at this time were also the principal rulers at Uruk and other Sumerian cities – had to be sure they were provided with food, the required tools, and other necessities. How were they to manage all that, to make sure that the right stuff, in the right amounts, got to the right people?

    A much-used adage tells us that “necessity is the mother of invention.” Out of administrative necessity, these undoubtedly overstressed managers of ancient Uruk came up with some new management technologies, one of which ultimately revolutionized life across the world. In archaeological levels dating to around 3200 BCE, the excavators at Uruk found a number of clay artifacts (we call them “tablets”) inscribed with crude picture-signs (pictograms) along with indentations that represent numerical notation. These were simple accounts, records of receipt or expenditure, presumably involving the managers and resources of the temples’ estates. Tablets from later archaeological levels at Uruk show that in a relatively short time these “scribes” invented hundreds of such “pictographic” symbols, or signs, which represented and recorded a broad variety of animals, crops, and commodities, both natural and manufactured, as well as men and women ranging in status from slave to high official.6 With a few centuries of refinement, and as signs came to represent not only things and words but also sounds (mostly syllables), this system of what we call “pictographic writing” evolved into the sophisticated and complex script that we call “cuneiform” – literally (from Latin cuneus), “wedge-shaped” writing, because the individual signs in the script are composed of wedge-shaped impressions made by a scribe with a reed stylus on a clay tablet, or, later, of incisions chiseled into a stele or other object of stone.

    Another innovation at this time entailed finely carving a distinctive geometric pattern or pictorial image, and eventually the cuneiform signs to indicate the name and title of an official, into the surface of a thumb-sized cylinder of soft stone. Much as the rulers of medieval Europe affixed their official seals onto wax to authenticate a document, early Sumerian officials could roll these “cylinder seals” across the clay sealing of a basket or across a portion of a document recorded on a clay tablet, thereby signifying that a transaction had been authorized. The scenes depicted on these cylinder seals – which continued to be used for centuries – are often exquisitely rendered and have provided us with invaluable clues to the religious rituals and mythologies of the people of ancient Iraq. After the invasion of 2003, these easily hidden and extremely portable seals unfortunately also became prime targets for the treasure hunters who trashed the mounds of Iraq’s ancient cities.

    The earliest developments of what evolved into the cuneiform script were at Uruk, as far as we can tell, but the new bureaucratic technologies of writing and cylinder seals were rapidly adopted throughout southern Mesopotamia and beyond. Eventually, the use of cuneiform spread throughout the Middle East, to be adopted and adapted by peoples from the Mediterranean shores to the Iranian plateau to write languages completely unrelated to the Sumerian language for which it seems to have been first invented. Cuneiform remained the predominant system of literacy throughout the Middle East, even being used by scribes in the New Kingdom Egyptian royal court in the mid-fourteenth century BCE, until it was slowly superseded by the spread of the much more easily learned alphabetic writing after 1000 BCE. In Iraq, cuneiform continued in steadily diminishing use until shortly after the time of Christ. By as early as 2600 BCE, it had evolved well beyond its original bureaucratic purpose. Beginning in the era of the ancient Sumerian cities, the scribes of earliest Iraq created a record of history, literature, science, mythology, and scholarship that became the foundation of later civilization not only in the Middle East but also in the West.

    The invention of cuneiform also brings us to the dawn of “history” in Iraq – at least to the extent that one defines “history” as beginning with the availability of written records. Historians and archaeologists have always felt it necessary to divide (and subdivide and sub-subdivide) the long span of history into manageable bites and chunks that we call “periods.” Customarily we have accomplished that by using political events like the establishing of a new dynasty of kings (in England, for example, the Plantagenets, Tudors, and Stuarts) or the conquest of a country by an invader (again, in England, the Anglo-Saxon period, the Norman period) to define dividing lines between periods. Most historians will tell you that such chronological divisions can be rather arbitrary and that imposing them masks a great deal of continuity from one period to the next.

    The same problem confronts us when dealing with the history of ancient Iraq. When the decipherment of cuneiform in the mid-nineteenth century opened up thousands of clay tablets to historical inquiry, scholars began to seek dividing points by which they could organize that most ancient history into a sequence of periods. By the later twentieth century, they had arrived at a more or less generally accepted periodization, although the absolute dates of these periods, especially for those earlier than 1000 BCE, remain uncertain and are constantly being reassessed.

    Furthermore, the villagers and nomads who lived and died largely outside the purview of city-based rulers were most of the time quite oblivious to such events as the overthrow of rulers and change of dynasties. Many of the people who lived in Mesopotamia during the rule of, say, the celebrated king Hammurabi of Babylon likely never heard of Hammurabi – and they surely did not know they were living during what scholars refer to as the Old Babylonian period. That may seem obvious, but it does say something about how meaningful or relevant are our structures of historical time. Using political-dynastic dividers masks a great deal of continuity between periods in the persistence of basic living conditions and social tensions; among them, for ancient Iraq, the enduring significance of cities as centers of political, economic, and cultural life; the ongoing tensions and symbiosis between the city-dwellers, on the one hand, and the rural villagers and nomadic herders; and the ties of kinship, clan, and tribe that could link city and countryside and often governed how people structured their social and political relationships. All these elements were central to life and history in ancient Mesopotamia and remained so throughout Iraq’s history down to the present.

    However, even a cursory look at the standard periodization that will be outlined below reveals that this long history is punctuated frequently and definitively by incursions of outsiders. Some of them appear as marauders and then leave; some come onto the scene less violently or abruptly, sometimes seemingly out of nowhere – because our evidence is so fragmentary – but then stay on to govern as new overlords. As a harbinger of history to come, these invaders often enter from the region of what is now Iran. All of these newcomers, we must assume, were motivated by the lure of Iraq’s wealth, be that its agricultural bounty in the third millennium BCE or its oilfields in the early third millennium CE.

    What follows is a chronology and brief characterization of the major periods in the history of ancient Iraq, from the first “historical” (documented by written records) period to the conquest of Babylon by Cyrus the Great in 539 BCE – the first conquest of Iraq by an imperial power that was centered outside Iraq.

    
‌The Early Dynastic Period (ca. 2900–2350 BCE)


    In the fall of 2007, Iraq was described as “a collection of city-states such as Baghdad, Mosul, Basra, Ramadi, Erbil, and others, each controlled by various warlords with their own militias. And the villages are entirely unprotected.”7 When written records first shed light on Iraq’s early history, they reveal a picture of the country not entirely dissimilar from this condition: fragmented, disunited, with various social groups and cities competing for influence and control. This is very important to note. For much of Iraq’s history, even from earliest times, the residents of any specific city seem convinced that it is in the natural order of things that their city defend its individual distinctiveness and prerogatives. Consequently, they are often loath to see their city subsumed in a larger state or empire. Even though very early records evince awareness of an overarching geographical and cultural unity called Sumer, there was no overall ruler of Sumer. Instead, the floodplain of southern Mesopotamia was populated by a number of strong-walled city-states, each comprising a city and the surrounding irrigated fields, marshland, and desert. Among the more important cities between 3000 and 2350 BCE were Uruk, Eridu, Ur, Umma, Lagash, Shuruppak, and Kish, but not yet Babylon or Baghdad, neither of which yet existed. Also numbered among the earliest cities of Sumer was the great cult-city of Nippur. Nippur was the city that might claim some status as a “national” center, if only because of the singular importance of its great temples and its chief patron god, Enlil, the most powerful of the many Sumerian gods. According to later sources, especially a difficult source known as the Sumerian King List, each of these early cities – except for Nippur, which never had its own line of kings – was ruled by its own dynasty of rulers. Hence, we call the earliest historical period in Mesopotamia the “Early Dynastic period.” The majority of those distant rulers will likely always remain only dimly known to us, even he who stands out above all the others: Gilgamesh, the mighty warrior-hero-king of Uruk whose exploits and legend were to be remembered for millennia, first in individual stories composed by Sumerian bards, then centuries later, and most famously, in the world’s first literary epic, the Epic of Gilgamesh, the earliest version of which was not composed until almost a millennium after Gilgamesh ruled at Uruk. A few lines near the start of the later standard version of the epic hyperbolically celebrate his heroic qualities:

    
Supreme over other kings, lordly in appearance, he is the hero, born of Uruk, the goring wild bull. He walks out in front, the leader,

and walks at the rear, trusted by his companions. Mighty net, protector of his people,

raging flood-wave who destroys even walls of stone!

Offspring of Lugalbanda, Gilgamesh is strong to perfection.8



    Each of the cities of Sumer had its own temple, sometimes several, its massive ziggurat tower dominating the city skyline and providing, as Thorkild Jacobsen, a renowned scholar of ancient Sumerian religion, put it, “visible assurance” of the city god’s presence and protection. The temple’s thick, decorated mud-brick walls served as shelter for the statue of the god whose house the temple was, as well as nerve center of the god’s household. Each temple had its own staff of administrators and “priests” and/or “priestesses” who were charged with managing the gods’ (temples’) estates and performing the highly scripted rituals that kept the resident god fed, clothed, and happy. From all appearances, they took their jobs very seriously. Failure to keep the gods happy brought nasty consequences.

    In a number of these early Sumerian cities, temple leaders provided leadership for the city as a whole at first, but by around 2600 BCE leaders with a more military character began to emerge in some cities. Some of them bore the Sumerian title lugal (literally, “man great”), which scholars customarily translate as “king.” All these cities were by then girdled with massive mud-brick fortification walls. Competition among them was intensifying rapidly as they sought control of water, arable land, and the trade routes that provided access to prized resources that were unavailable on the floodplain, like timber, metals, and semi-precious stones such as lapis lazuli. One of the more celebrated accounts of inter-city war during this time is the Vulture Stele of Eannatum, so called because one of its more graphic scenes depicts vultures flying off with the heads of decapitated enemy soldiers in their talons. In a smaller-scale precursor of the kind of monumental commemoration that Saddam Hussein would erect thousands of years later to commemorate his 1980–88 war with Iran, Eannatum, who ruled the city-state of Lagash around 2450 BCE, set up this public monument to proclaim Lagash’s victory over the rival city of Umma as well as, literally, set in stone the conditions he imposed on the vanquished ruler of Umma. In contrast to Saddam’s self-glorification, Eannatum ascribed the credit for his victory to the two great patron deities of Lagash, the warrior-god Ningirsu and his mother, the birth-goddess Ninhursag, both of whom are also depicted on the monument and at whose command Eannatum had brought the army of Lagash to the battlefield.

    As the self-proclaimed viceroys of their cities’ gods, the rulers of these early Sumerian cities shouldered the huge responsibilities of protecting the gods’ domain (the city and its surrounding territory) and the gods’ houses and households – in other words, the temples and their associated estates, which comprised thousands of head of livestock and thousands of acres of irrigated farmland. As early as the late third millennium BCE, and for centuries to come, rulers’ inscriptions and the administrative records of their households testify to kings’ devotion to building new watercourses and maintaining old ones to ensure an adequate supply of irrigation water. Ancient Mesopotamian rulers would also have themselves depicted on ceremonial monuments as a patron god’s pious and dutiful servant, bearing in a basket the ceremonial first brick for the building of a temple – the construction of which required immense manpower, organization, and material. And not only in mud brick. Rulers had to match the immense size of the gods’ temples with sumptuous interior decoration as well as ornamentation, furniture, and ritual vessels and implements made by skilled craftsmen using exotic, expensive materials.

    Our best source for envisioning all of this dates to more than two hundred years after the Early Dynastic period. It was left to us courtesy of a later Sumerian ruler, Gudea, who ruled the city-state of Lagash shortly before 2100 BCE. In the late nineteenth century, French archaeologists recovered two large clay cylinders inscribed in cuneiform with a long, detailed account of how Lagash’s patron god, Ningirsu, sent Gudea a dream with explicit instructions of how to rebuild and refurbish his temple, and how Gudea then fulfilled Ningirsu’s instructions to the letter. He had exotic woods and stones brought to Lagash from the far reaches of the known world:

    
logs of cedar wood from the cedar hills [probably modern Lebanon], logs of cypress wood from the cypress hills, logs of zabalum wood from the zabalum hills, tall spruce trees, plane trees, and eranum trees. Lord Ninĝirsu directed Gudea into the impenetrable mountains of stones and he brought back great stones in the form of slabs. For Lord Ninĝirsu, Gudea had ships with ḫauna dock there, and ships with gravel, with dried bitumen…and gypsum from the hills of Madga, cargoes like boats bringing grain from the fields. Great things came to the succour of the ruler building the E-ninnu [Ningirsu’s temple]: a copper mountain in Kimaš revealed itself to him. He mined its copper onto rafts. To the man in charge of building his master’s house, the ruler, gold was brought in dust form from its mountains. For Gudea refined silver was brought down from its mountains. Translucent cornelian from Meluḫa [probably the Indus Valley region] was spread before him. From the alabaster mountains alabaster was brought down to him. The shepherd was going to build the house with silver, so he sat together with silversmiths. He was going to build the E-ninnu with precious stone, so he sat with jewelers. He was going to build it with copper and tin, so the mother-goddess of the Land directed before him the chief of the smiths. The heavy hammer-stones roared for him like a storm. The dolerite, the light hammer-stones…two…three…like a huge mass of water gushing forth…

He built his master’s house exactly as he had been told to. The true shepherd Gudea made it grow so high as to fill the space between heaven and earth, had it wear a tiara shaped like the new moon, and had its fame spread as far as the heart of the highlands. Gudea made Ninĝirsu’s house come out like the sun from the clouds, had it grow to be like hills of lapis lazuli and had it stand to be marvelled at like hills of white alabaster.9



    
    Gudea would have us believe that all these wonderful things were brought to him at his own command or perhaps by the snap of the divine Ningirsu’s fingers. In reality, Gudea was able to lay his hands on this marvelous stuff only by dint of the efforts of merchants, caravaneers, sailors, or soldiers who ventured many hundreds of miles to get it, by force or by trade. From the Indus Valley, where the powerful and sophisticated Harappan civilization had taken shape by 3000 BCE, they brought the red carnelian stone. From what is now Afghanistan came the blue lapis lazuli. From the Taurus Mountains came silver; from the Lebanon Mountains, cedar. All of this was carried out, so Gudea would have us believe, for the honor and glory of Lagash’s patron god, the protector and benefactor of both him and his city.

    But Ningirsu and his divine peers were not the only beings who benefited from all this effort. Although rulers like Gudea were not regarded as gods themselves as the pharaohs of Egypt were, they often claimed divine parentage and special divine favor – and that status certainly brought material rewards.

    Nowhere in the early history of Iraq’s most ancient cities is this more spectacularly revealed than in the city of Ur. Of all the cities of ancient Sumer, Ur was the only one that people in the West were likely to have heard of before the pioneering archaeological discoveries of the nineteenth century. The book of Genesis identified “Ur of the Chaldees” as the home of the first great Israelite patriarch, Abraham; the Chaldeans being a people who settled in southern Iraq around 1000 bce. The mound of ancient Ur was the scene of one of the most stunning archaeological discoveries of the twentieth century when the British archaeologist Leonard Woolley, directing excavations for a joint expedition of the University Museum of the University of Pennsylvania and the British Museum, discovered a large cemetery of about two thousand mainly simple burials. But within that cemetery was a group of sixteen stone-built tombs, some of them multi-chambered. Archaeologists still debate just how “royal” were the individuals who were entombed in them, but they are commonly celebrated as the “Royal Cemetery” of Ur. The crushed and decomposed skeletons within them were festooned with evidence of the eminent status of Ur’s elite around 2600–2500 BCE. What Woolley identified as the “Great Death Pit” contained the remains of sixty-eight women and six men. All were adorned with jewelry and personal equipment of spectacular luxury, ranging from a golden helmet and dagger to beautifully inlaid and decorated musical instruments. Especially appealing to twentieth-century sensibilities was an inlaid game board. It was reconstructed and marketed as “Ur: The Royal Game of Sumer.”

    The bodies in the Death Pit lay in neat rows within and outside the stone tomb of a woman identified by an inscribed cylinder seal as a queen named Puabi. Because he could detect no sign that any of the deceased had been dispatched violently, Woolley assumed that all had taken some kind of poison, either willingly or resignedly. However, later reassessment using computed tomography (C.T.) scans and other techniques not available in Woolley’s time revealed that all of the deceased were killed by a blow to the side or back of the head with a sharp instrument, and that some of the bodies were then baked and treated with a mercury compound that may have retarded decomposition during lengthy funerary ceremonies.10 We will never know for certain, but it is tempting to speculate that, like the ancient Egyptian royal officials of the Old Kingdom’s Pyramid Age who hoped for the privilege of burial near their king in order to share his eternal afterlife, these royal servants were intended to serve their master or mistress in the hereafter. Queen Puabi herself had been laid to rest in astonishing splendor, wearing an elaborate headdress fashioned from almost ten pounds of gold and featuring:

    gold leaves, gold ribbons, strands of lapis lazuli and carnelian beads, a tall comb of gold, chokers, necklaces, and a pair of large, crescent-shaped earrings. Her upper body was covered in strings of beads made of precious metals and semi-precious stones stretching from her shoulders to her belt, while rings decorated all her fingers. An ornate diadem made of thousands of small lapis lazuli beads with gold pendants of animals and plants was on a table near her head.11


    Puabi’s headdress bears witness to the consummate metallurgical skill and artistic creativity of the craftsmen who served Ur’s royal court around 2500 BCE. And, as with Gudea’s temple project at Lagash a few centuries later, her headdress along with other luxurious objects found in the Royal Cemetery show us that even the earliest Sumerian rulers were able to furnish their craftsmen with exotic, expensive materials brought from the far corners of the known world: lapis lazuli from Afghanistan, carnelian from the Indus region, and gold, perhaps from the Taurus Mountains of southern Anatolia or even from Egypt.

    Beyond the Sumerian floodplain were emerging at this very early time not only trading partners but peoples who in time would contend for power in ancient Iraq. Among them were a people known as the Hurrians, who were to exercise huge influence on the history and culture of Syria, Anatolia, and northern Iraq during the early and middle second millennium BCE. Until recently, most historians believed that the Hurrians migrated, probably from the region of the Caucasus Mountains, to the upper reaches of the Tigris and Euphrates only around 2300 BCE, but new discoveries in Syria at a site called Tell Mozan (identified as the ancient city of Urkesh, a major Hurrian capital) suggest the Hurrians may have been present in Syria as much as a thousand years earlier, which would make their presence in Syria contemporary with the earliest Sumerian city-states. Our understanding of their language is as scant as our knowledge of their origins, but we do know that it is related neither to Sumerian nor to the later Semitic languages that emerged in the region.12

    While the Hurrians were establishing themselves to the northwest of Sumer, other peoples, some of whom were to have a great impact on the ancient history of Iraq, were establishing themselves to the east, in the plateaus and foothill regions of what is now Iran. Our sources name several early kingdoms here – some of them as sources of raw and exotic materials coveted by Sumer’s ruler elites, others as potential military threats. The kingdom known as Elam and its great capital city of Susa, in what is now Khuzistan, were to prove especially significant in Sumer’s later history.

    
‌The Akkad Period (ca. 2350–2150 BCE)


    By far the most important development during this period was the rise of a new ruling family whose elite spoke a non-Sumerian, Semitic language – the earliest for which we have written evidence – and hailed from the region of Akkad, just upstream of Sumer. Its founder was a heroic figure who arose from obscure origins and took for himself the name Sharrukin (literally “true king” – a tip-off that he was in fact a usurper), or Sargon. He and his successors used brute military force to take and then maintain control of all the cities of the Sumerian floodplain. On occasion the kings of Akkad had to quell insurrections led by local leaders of the subjugated Sumerian cities, which throughout their history insisted on their independence and prerogatives.

    From their new, as yet undiscovered, capital city, Agade (or Akkad), founded by Sargon himself, the Akkadian kings dispatched their armies on campaigns far into the regions beyond the floodplain, including parts of modern-day Iran and Syria, and perhaps down the coast of the Persian Gulf. Scholars still wrestle with the details of how much land they actually conquered and how they administered it. We know enough to assert that Sargon and his successors opened a new chapter in world history: they were the world’s first empire-builders. Throughout the later history of ancient Iraq, Sargon was lionized as a heroic figure, the epitome of all-conquering overlordship, an enduring model to be emulated through the ages. His grandson and perhaps even farther-conquering descendant, Naram-Sin, would be remembered, however, as a sacrilegious ruler whose offenses fired the wrath of the gods and brought down destruction on his kingdom. The fact that he was also the first, though not the last, ruler of ancient Mesopotamia to call himself a god may have had something to do with later assessments of him as too full of hubris. Whatever Naram-Sin’s actual contribution to the demise of his realm – and the evidence suggests that it was slight – by around 2200 BCE the empire of the kings of Akkad was being whittled down in size, partly by mountain-dwellers known as the Guti, or Gutians. “Uncivilized” in the eyes of the city-dwellers, the Guti descended onto the floodplain from the Zagros Mountains. Some ancient accounts assign to the Guti the destruction of the Akkad dynasty, whereas others indicate that kings of Akkad continued to rule a portion of the region for perhaps another fifty years. In any event, the Gutian invasion is the earliest example of a recurring phenomenon in the history of Iraq: a threat from the east swooping in to take over.

    
‌The Ur III Period (ca. 2100–2000 BCE)


    The chaotic demise of the Akkad dynasty left the region fragmented during a period still poorly understood by historians. But it also witnessed one of the more celebrated reigns of early Sumer’s history, that of Gudea, the ruler of Lagash, whose accomplishments as a temple builder I spotlighted earlier. Around 2100 BCE, a warrior-hero from Uruk named Utu-hegal expelled the Gutians in what the sources celebrate as a war of liberation. In the wake of his death, Utu-hegal’s subordinate, Ur-namma, set himself up as ruler and founded a new dynasty at the already ancient city of Ur, where he built the ziggurat that we noted as the best-preserved example of this iconically Mesopotamian structure.

    As the third dynasty to rule from Ur, the members of the Third Dynasty of Ur (“Ur III”), like the kings of Akkad, at first dominated the cities of the floodplain, but then, especially under Ur-namma’s son and successor, Shulgi, they extended their domination to incorporate a substantial area of northern Mesopotamia and western Iran. The Ur III empire was smaller than that of the Akkad kings, but if the hundreds of thousands of clay tablets left to us by successive Ur III royal administrations are any indication, it was tightly administered. The sheer volume of records dating to this period – hundreds of thousands, more than from any other period of Iraq’s ancient history – reflects what stands out the most about this brief period: the tremendous energy, productivity, and imagination of a class of individuals who, though we lump them together as “scribes,” included scholars, literary composers, and scientists – as well as accountants stationed at various rungs up the administrative ladder. By and large, they were employees of the royal administration or subsidiary administrative offices. The literary works they produced number among the most celebrated written in the Sumerian language, which by this time may have gone out of use as a spoken vernacular. These range from stories about the gods and goddesses to poems that extol with sycophantic praise the might and virtues of the kings. The so-called “praise poems” dedicated to Shulgi tout him as a latter-day Gilgamesh, with whom, in fact, Shulgi encouraged his court scribes to associate him. Consider the following excerpt from the praise poem known as “Shulgi B”:

    
I am a king, offspring begotten by a king and borne by a queen. I, Shulgi the noble, have been blessed with a favorable destiny right from the womb. When I was small, I was at the academy, where I learned the scribal art from the tablets of Sumer and Akkad. None of the nobles could write on clay as I could. There where people regularly went for tutelage in the scribal art, I qualified fully in subtraction, addition, reckoning and accounting…

When I sprang up, muscular as a cheetah, galloping like a thoroughbred ass at full gallop, the favor of An [the sky-god] brought me joy; to my delight Enlil [most respected of the gods of Sumer] spoke favorably about me, and they gave me the sceptre because of my righteousness. I place my foot on the neck of the foreign lands; the fame of my weapons is established as far as the south, and my victory is established in the highlands. When I set off for battle and strife to a place that Enlil has commanded me, I go ahead of the main body of my troops and I clear the terrain for my scouts. I have a positive passion for weapons. Not only do I carry lance and spear, I also know how to handle slingstones with a sling. The clay bullets, the treacherous pellets that I shoot, fly around like a violent rainstorm. In my rage I do not let them miss.

I sow fear and confusion in the foreign land. I look to my brother and friend, youthful Utu [the sun-god], as a source of divine encouragement. I, Shulgi, converse with him whenever he rises over there; he is the god who keeps a good eye on my battles…I broke the weapons of the highlands over my knees, and in the south placed a yoke on the neck of Elam. I make the populations of the rebel lands – how could they still resist my weapons? – scatter like seed-grain over Sumer and Akkad.

Let me boast of what I have done. The fame of my power is spread far and wide. My wisdom is full of subtlety. Do not my achievements surpass all qualifications?13



    
    
    
    By far the scribes’ most abundantly attested assignments are their efforts to keep extremely detailed tabs on the massive resources that were funneled into the Ur III court and its dependants – and especially to the temples of the great cult center of Nippur. The vast majority of the clay tablets remaining to us from the Ur III period are accounting records. There are literally tens of thousands of them: receipts of materials, deliveries of livestock, accounts of harvests, lists of rations for agricultural laborers or canal diggers. One tablet – to cite but one example – gives us an idea of both the size of the royal resource base and the exactness with which they were recorded. It notes that, during one three-year period of Shulgi’s reign, the bureaucrats at one of the royal administrative centers handled “28,601 cattle, 404 deer, 236 wild sheep, 38 horses, 360 onagers, 2931 donkeys, 347,394 sheep, 3880 gazelles, 457 bears, 13 monkeys, and 1 unidentified animal.”14

    Like the Akkad dynasty, however, the Third Dynasty of Ur was brought down by peoples whom the sources characterize as outsiders. From the kingdom of Elam in the east came invaders who captured and sacked the capital city of Ur and carried off into captivity its last king, the unfortunate Ibbi-Sin. The memory of that catastrophe was preserved in another literary masterpiece, “Lamentation over the Destruction of Ur.” It tells of how the gods decided to abandon Ur, despite the pleas of its patron god, the moon-god Nanna. The conqueror comes like a great storm, devastating the city, destroying its temples, annihilating its population, inflicting horrors that were to be visited on the people and cities of Iraq all too often in the centuries to follow:

    [Ur’s] people littered its outskirts just as if they might have been broken potsherds. Breaches had been made in its walls – the people groan. On its lofty city-gates where walks had been taken, corpses were piled. On its boulevards where festivals had been held, heads lay scattered. In all its streets where walks had been taken, corpses were piled. In its places where the dances of the Land had taken place, people were stacked in heaps. They made the blood of the Land flow down the wadis like copper or tin. Its corpses, like fat left in the sun, melted away of themselves.15


    From the west, however, arrived a people who were to play an even more significant part in ancient Iraq’s history. The sources refer to them as the Amurru, or Amorites, rural tribesmen, many of them nomadic herders of sheep and goats – barbarians in the eyes of the city scribes who wrote about them. Mesopotamian literature generally ridicules Amorite manners and customs. For example, in the Sumerian myth “The Marriage of Martu,” Martu, the god most closely identified with the Amorites, demands that the Sumerian goddess Adjar-kidug, patron goddess of a major city, be given in marriage to him. Adjar-kidug’s girlfriend implores her not to marry this uncouth yahoo:

    Now listen, their hands are destructive and their features are those of monkeys; he is one who eats what Nanna forbids and does not show reverence. They never stop roaming about…they are an abomination to the gods’ dwellings. Their ideas are confused; they cause only disturbance. He is clothed in sack-leather…lives in a tent, is exposed to wind and rain, and cannot properly recite prayers. He lives in the mountains and ignores the places of gods, digs up truffles in the foothills, does not know how to bend the knee, and eats raw flesh. He has no house during his life, and when he dies he will not be carried to a burial place. My girlfriend, why would you marry Martu?16


    In the end, though, she does marry him – a union that reflects contemporary awareness of the sometimes symbiotic, sometimes hostile relationship between city-dwellers and rural tribespeople that has been an enduring feature of Iraqi society from the days of ancient Sumer down to the present.

    With the end of the Third Dynasty of Ur in about 2000 BCE, the Amorites took over as political kingpins across much of Mesopotamia. It is also at this point in time that the standard chronology of ancient Iraq’s history bifurcates to reflect the emergence of separate centers of political power in the south and the north. In the south, from a political and cultural milieu that for more than a thousand years had been dominated by the great Sumerian city-states and the Akkad rulers who followed them, there emerged a new power that was to dominate the region for the next two thousand years: Babylon. Thus, from about 2000 BCE, it is appropriate to refer to southern and central Iraq as “Babylonia” and to its history as “Babylonian.” To the north, along the Tigris, another great center of political and commercial power emerged around 2000 BCE: Ashur. Ashur was also the name of the chief god revered in this region. Long after the city of Ashur’s importance had been eclipsed by more famous cities such as Nineveh, the region was still known as the “land of Ashur,” or “Assyria,” and its history and people as “Assyrian.” For the next fifteen hundred years, the rivalry between Assyria and Babylonia was to dominate Iraq’s history, until the Chaldean rulers of Babylonia vanquished the last of the Assyrian kings, only to be swept up in their turn by newcomers from Persia.

    
‌The Old Babylonian and Old Assyrian Periods (ca. 2000–1595 BCE)


    This period marks the rise of the Amorites, who brought with them their language, a West Semitic tongue related to the Akkadian spoken by Sargon and his heirs. Their leaders took control of cities throughout the entire region of Iraq (both the southern floodplain and the reaches upstream) and to the north and west, into what is now Syria. Though they now became rulers of city-based kingdoms, these Amorite kings retained a strong sense of their semi-nomadic, tribal origins. Thus, the later document known as the Assyrian King List (a list of the kings of Assyria, beginning with the Amorites) describes the earliest ancestors as the kings “who lived in tents.”

    Roughly contemporary with the Old Babylonian period but not as well documented by cuneiform texts, the Old Assyrian period witnessed the emergence of Assyria as a political and commercial power. As early as 1950 BCE, elite families of the city of Ashur were engaging in highly profitable caravan-trade operations that linked Ashur with towns and trading posts as far away as what is now central Turkey. In those faraway places the scions of these families established colonies – branch offices of family-owned companies, as it were – where they made deals with local buyers, selling tin and woven textiles that their donkey caravans brought from Ashur and then using the profits to buy locally available gold and silver, which went back to the home offices at Ashur on the return trip. Thousands of years later the inhabitants of what once was Assyria would prosper from the caravan routes of lorries regularly plying roads through the Taurus Mountains between Iraq and Turkey.

    About 150 years after this caravan trade had begun, a dynamic, charismatic Amorite chieftain named Shamshi-Adad established himself and his sons by force of arms in several cities, most notably the city of Mari on the Euphrates. Here thousands of cuneiform tablets that French archaeologists have pulled from the ruins of its royal palace since 1935 have yielded a treasure trove of information about the politics, diplomacy, and religious practices of this time. From these cities, Shamshi-Adad and sons ruled a region that extended well beyond Assyria proper along the Euphrates into what is now eastern Syria.

    Soon after his death, Shamshi-Adad’s kingdom crumbled before the power of the Babylonian ruler Hammurabi. This man is by far the most celebrated monarch of the Old Babylonian period.17 During his reign (1795–1750 BCE), Babylon first rose to preeminence in ancient southern Iraq. It would remain preeminent throughout almost the rest of antiquity. Hammurabi is especially known today for his famous “Code” of laws. In his own time his power and fame rested on his conquest of the cities of the old Sumerian heartland south of Babylon, as well as cities well upstream along the Euphrates into Syria, where he destroyed the palace at Mari. He was also a tireless administrator of his realm. We possess a number of clay-tablet letters from him to one of his chief officials, a governor of one of the southern cities. He comes across as a hands-on, almost micro-managing boss, keeping a watchful eye on goings-on among his subordinates and ready and willing to step in when he saw fit.

    But it is undoubtedly the Code of Hammurabi for which he has been most celebrated – deservedly so, both for the artistic merit of the sculpted diorite stele on which the Code was inscribed and for what it tells us about economic realities, social structure, and ideal standards of justice in ancient Iraq, as well as the qualities of the ideal Babylonian ruler. The stele was discovered in 1901 or 1902 in the ruins of the ancient Elamite capital of Susa, where, hundreds of years after Hammurabi’s time, the Elamite king who had recently sacked Babylon took it as a trophy. Owing to the weakness of the Qajar rulers of Iran during the early twentieth century, when Russia and Great Britain dominated Iran’s affairs, the French archaeologists who discovered it were able to send it to France, where it still resides in the Louvre in Paris. (Iraq had already lost by then a major portion of its ancient treasures to European and American museums.) The stele is a physically impressive monument: 2.25 meters tall, 1.9 meters in diameter at its base. At its top is sculpted the image of Hammurabi standing reverently before the enthroned sun-god Shamash, the Akkadian deity who was associated with justice and the swearing of oaths. The remainder of the monument is covered with forty-nine columns of beautifully inscribed cuneiform, in the Akkadian language, which the Amorite conquerors had adopted for their royal inscriptions. The text begins with a prologue praising Hammurabi and extolling his many achievements on behalf of the people and the gods whose cities he controls. Hammurabi asserts that the great gods Anu and Enlil,

    for the enhancement of the well-being of the people, named me by my name: Hammurabi, the pious prince, who venerates the gods, to make justice to prevail in the land, to abolish the wicked and the evil, to prevent the strong from oppressing the weak, to rise like the sun-god Shamash over all humankind, to illuminate the land.18


    There follow 281 legal rulings, with their provisions rendered in an “If…then…” formula. For example, the very first “law” states,

    If a man accuses another man and charges him with a homicide but cannot bring proof against him, his accuser shall be killed.19


    The laws are organized in groups according to general themes that are remarkably diverse though hardly cover all possible circumstances: murder, manslaughter, assault, larceny, libel, kidnapping, embezzlement, marriage and bride price, divorce, and inheritance. Also included are numerous rulings concerning slaves and the institution of slavery. Hammurabi’s laws make clear that Babylonian society distinguished clearly between free, semi-free (or semi-dependent), and slave status and that people of different statuses had correspondingly different rights, prerogatives, worths, and punishments. Another significant feature of Hammurabi’s laws is the underlying principle of restitution, what legal experts refer to as “talionic” law: straightforwardly eye-for-an-eye, tooth-for-a-tooth, life-for-a-life justice – at least when the offenses involved free citizens; restitution for death or injury of a slave could be made through monetary compensation. Some see here the impact of tribal custom, not completely unlike the principles, like vendetta for wrongful death, still at work today in Middle Eastern tribal societies. And the parallel with early laws of the Israelites, as recorded in the Bible, is clear.

    The rulings in Hammurabi’s laws reflect many of the conflicts and tensions of everyday life. When combined with the evidence that archaeologists and Assyriologists (the scholars who specialize in the study of ancient Mesopotamian written records) have recovered, they help us recreate a vivid picture of life in the congested cities of ancient Babylonia. Those cities had distinct neighborhoods, with rich and poor living alongside each other, often at close quarters, in houses that lined networks of narrow, winding lanes, probably not unlike what one can find today in the old quarters of many Middle Eastern cities. One’s residence in the local neighborhood contributed to one’s social and legal identity, and close family ties mattered more than tribal or clan allegiance. City quarters were supervised by officials who could issue warnings or convene hearings about matters of public concern, such as houses dangerously in disrepair or domestic animals which threatened local residents. Residents of a neighborhood could also be enjoined to watch out for strangers or look into the conduct of a woman who repudiated her husband.

    However, the Code of Hammurabi was not – as is often claimed – the world’s earliest collection of laws. We have at least two earlier compilations from Mesopotamia. Nor can we be sure that it served as the functioning law of the land. It is mentioned in none of the thousands of other texts dating to this period, and some records of court cases from this time even contain decisions that contradict Hammurabi’s laws. Nonetheless, it has been invaluable in helping us understand conditions of life in ancient Iraq. As an exemplar of ideals and principles of law and justice, it is a towering landmark in the history of human achievement.

    After Hammurabi’s time the details of the early history of Assyria, Babylonia’s upstream neighbor and rival, become obscured. For that matter, the history of Babylonia also becomes murky as Hammurabi’s great kingdom steadily shriveled under the rule of his descendants. Scholars have discovered that, for reasons that likely involved some major shift in the courses of the Tigris and Euphrates, virtually all the cities of the old Sumerian south were abandoned, perhaps for two hundred years. When the denouement of the Amorite dynasty of Babylonia finally came, it came at the hand of outsiders, as it had for the Akkad and Ur III kings and would again for kings to come. This time the conqueror came not from Iran, but from the north, from a newly arisen kingdom called Hatti. Because earlier scholars mistakenly identified them with a people mentioned in the Bible, we persist in calling these people “Hittites.” By 1650 BCE, the rulers of Hatti had taken control in what is now central Turkey. They spoke a language unrelated to Sumerian or to the Semitic Akkadian and Amorite tongues of Hammurabi’s Babylonia. Their language is the earliest recorded member of the Indo-European language family. In 1595 BCE, the Hittite king Murshili I led his army down the Euphrates to Babylon and sacked it. But, unlike later conquerors of Iraq, the Hittites quickly abandoned their conquest and returned to their Anatolian homeland.

    
‌The Kassite and Middle Assyrian Periods (1595 to ca. 1000 BCE)


    Because archaeologists have recovered very few documents relating to this period, the curtain rings down on the Mesopotamian stage during the decades immediately following the Hittite sack of Babylon. But around 1450 BCE, thanks to documents from Egypt, whose pharaohs were beginning to build an empire into the Middle East and wanted to leave a record of it, the curtain comes up again. The cast of characters ruling over Babylonia and Assyria has changed almost beyond recognition. A people called the Kassites, yet another newcomer group with links to Iran, were now in charge in Babylonia, where they had seamlessly taken over the long-established traditions of Mesopotamian kingship. Doing so served them well: they ruled there for about four hundred years, longer than any other Babylonian dynasty. Upstream, meanwhile, Assyria had been reduced to the status of vassal of a new, militarily robust kingdom called Mitanni, whose Hurrian rulers by 1400 BCE held sway over most of Syria and northern Iraq and were contending with the warrior pharaohs of Egypt’s New Kingdom for control over coastal Syria and Palestine and the wealth brought through this region’s seaports.

    About 1350 BCE, a new line of Assyrian kings shed Mitanni’s yoke and re-established an independent Assyrian kingdom – the so-called Middle Assyrian kingdom. As an extremely informative archive of diplomatic letters from the Egyptian royal capital of this time reveals, the two Mesopotamian kingdoms of Kassite Babylonia and Assyria were members of what some scholars have termed a Late Bronze Age brotherhood (or “club”) of Great Kings that also included the pharaoh of Egypt, the kings of Mitanni and Alashiya (probably Cyprus), and the king of a resuscitated Hatti. From a modern perspective, relations between the two Mesopotamian monarchs were hardly brotherly. One of the letters to the Pharaoh tells us that the Babylonian King was quite peeved upon learning that Pharaoh had accepted the upstart Assyrian ruler into their club. Until the fall of the Kassite kingdom of Babylonia ca. 1140 BCE, relations between the rival Mesopotamian kingdoms were usually hostile, Assyria often holding the upper hand, especially when one of its kings conquered Babylon in the late thirteenth century BCE and made it Assyria’s vassal.

    
‌Transition to Empire, ca. 1100–900 BCE


    The twelfth century BCE was a time of tremendous political and social chaos and collapse across the entire Middle East from Egypt to Mesopotamia. (It was also a time of significant technological innovation and transition, as bronze – an alloy of copper and tin – was being replaced by iron as the pre-eminent metal used to fashion tools and weapons. The history of technology now transitions from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age.) The turmoil left both the Assyrian and Babylonian kingdoms on the ropes. The Middle East as a whole was buffeted by myriad forces, among them, once again, outsiders – this time the semi-nomadic, tribal peoples whom we know as the Arameans and the Chaldeans. Their origins are obscure, but between 1100 and 900 BCE semi-nomadic, tribal peoples whom we know as the Aramaeans and the Chaldaeans settled down throughout much of Iraq and Syria, and parts of Iran. Their impact proved to be both momentous and enduring.

    Marauding bands of Arameans were beginning to intrude into the Assyrian realm by the twelfth century BCE. As time went on, some of them assimilated within the general population of the kingdom, even serving as officials. Elsewhere, Aramean chieftains set up petty kingdoms throughout Syria, Palestine, and Mesopotamia. The cuneiform sources refer to these kingdoms as the “house of” so-and-so. Their rulers were able to enrich themselves by controlling the new caravan routes that were opening up with the advent of the camel, which several centuries earlier had been domesticated in the peninsular homeland of another Semitic people who also begin to pop up on our historical radar screen at about this time: the Arabs. In the centuries to come, however, the Arameans’ chief importance was to lie not in their power or their wealth, but in the impact of their migrations and their forced resettlement at the hands of later conquerors, for it was by such means that their language, Aramaic, became the most widespread spoken language throughout the Middle East, including Iraq. It remained so until Aramaic was supplanted by Arabic after the Muslim Arab conquests, which began in the seventh century CE.

    Along with the Aramaic language spread a new technology of literacy, the impact of which was eventually to prove revolutionary. By 1000 BCE, the Arameans were adapting for their own use the alphabetic writing system that had been refined by those intrepid seafaring merchants of the Syrian port-cities whom we, courtesy of Herodotus, know as the Phoenicians. (They never called themselves by that name.) The Aramaic alphabet was a purely phonetic, purely consonantal writing system that had many fewer characters than cuneiform and was therefore much easier to learn. In the centuries that followed, the Aramaic alphabet inexorably supplanted cuneiform as the dominant technology of literacy and record-keeping throughout the Middle East. For modern historians this monumental advance in the spread of literacy beyond an elite of scholars and scribes is a mixed blessing. As opposed to the sturdy clay tablets or stone stelae upon which cuneiform documents were inscribed, the Aramaic alphabet was best suited to brush and ink on parchment and papyrus – materials that do not survive nearly as well, or as often, when buried in tells.
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