THE WHITE TEMPLE AT URUK, c. 3400 B.c.e. This temple may have been dedicated to the
sky god, An, or designed to provide all the region’s gods with a mountaintop home in a part of
the world known for its level plains.

URBAN DEVELOPMENT
IN MESOPOTAMIA

The Greeks called it Mesopotamia, the “Land between
Rivers.” It was a land that received only about eight inches
(20 cm) of rainfall per year. Its soils are sandy, and sum-
mer temperatures exceed 110° F (44° C). The two rivers
supplying water—the Tigris and Euphrates—are noted
for their violence and unpredictability. Both are prone to
flooding, and the Tigris was liable to change its course
from year to year. It was in this challenging environment
that the urban society of Sumer flourished.

Early Ubaid Settlements

The earliest cities of Mesopotamia were founded by the
Ubaid peoples, so called because of their settlement at
al-Ubaid (now in Iraq), which dates to around 5900 B.c.E.
In this era, the headwaters of the Persian Gulf extended at
least 100 miles farther inland than they do today, so some
Ubaid settlements bordered on fertile marshlands, which
enabled them to develop irrigation systems. Although
these began as relatively simple channels and collection
pools, Ubaid farmers quickly learned to build more
sophisticated canals and to line some pools with stone.
They also constructed dikes and levees to control the
seasonal flooding of the rivers and to direct the excess
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water into irrigation canals. Despite
the hostility of the environment, Ubaid
communities were soon producing
surpluses  sufficient to  support
specialists in construction, weaving,
pottery, metalwork, and trade: the
typical attributes of Neolithic village
life.

Yet there is also early evidence of
something quite new: central structures
that served religious, economic, and
administrative functions, something not
found in Catalhoyuk. Starting out as
shrines, these structures soon became
impressive temples built of dried mud
brick, like the bricks described in the
story of Babel—and unlike the plenti-
ful stone used at Jericho (the scarcity of
stone meant that builders in this region
had to be more resourceful). Each large
settlement had such a temple, from
which a priestly class acted as managers of the community’s
stored wealth and of the complex irrigation systems that
would make the civilization of Sumer possible.

Urbanism in Uruk, 4300-2900 B.c.E.

After about 4300 B.c.E., Ubaid settlements developed into
larger, more prosperous, and more highly organized com-
munities. The most famous of these sites, Uruk, became
the first Sumerian city-state. Its sophistication and scale is
exemplified by the White Temple, built between 3500 and
3300 B.c.E. Its massive sloping platform looms nearly forty
feet above the surrounding flatlands, and its four corners
are oriented toward the cardinal points of the compass.
Atop the platform stands the temple proper, dressed in
brick and originally painted a brilliant white.

Such temples were eventually constructed in every
Sumerian city, reflecting the central role that worship
played in civic life. Uruk in particular seems to have owed
its rapid growth to its importance as a religious center. By
3100 B.cE. it encompassed several hundred acres, enclos-
ing a population of 40,000 people within its massive brick
walls. The larger villages of Sumer were also growing rap-
idly, attracting immigrants just as the great cities did. Grain
and cloth production grew tenfold. Trade routes expanded
dramatically. And to manage this increasingly complex
economy, the Sumerians invented the technology on which
most historians now rely: writing,

The Development of Writing

In 4000 B.c.E., the peoples of Sumer were already using
clay tokens to keep inventories. Within a few centuries,
they developed a practice of placing tokens inside hollow
clay balls and inscribing, on the outside of each ball, the
shapes of all the tokens it contained. By 3300 B.c.E., scribes

- had replaced these balls with flat clay tablets on which

they inscribed symbols representing the tokens. These
tablets made keeping the tokens themselves unnecessary,
and they could also be archived for future reference or sent

- o other settlements as receipts or requests for goods.

Writing thus evolved as a practical recording techno-

'k)gy to support economic pursuits. Because it existed
10 represent real things, its system of symbols—called

= o .
- pictograms—was also realistic: each pictogram resembled

the thing it represented. Over time, however, a pictogram
~ might be used not only to symbolize a physical object but

- 10 evoke an idea associated with that object. For example,
:;ﬁhe symbol for a bowl of food, ninda, might be used to
- express something more abstract, such as “nourishment.”

- Pictograms also came to be associated with particular spo-

San

ken sounds, or phonemes. Thus when a Sumerian scribe
needed to employ the sound ninda, even as part of another
word, he would use the symbol for a bowl of food to
Tepresent that phoneme. Later, special marks were added
S0 that a reader could tell whether the writer meant it to
Tepresent the object itself, a larger concept, or a sound used
In a context that might have nothing to do with food.

- By 3100 B.cE, Sumerian scribes also developed a
‘Specialized tool suited to the task of writing, a stylus made

ORM WRITlNG Thei tmage on the left shows a Sumerian clay tablet from about 3000 B.c.t. Here, standardlzed pictures are
o represent abstractions: notice the symbol ninda (food) near the top. On the right, carvings on limestone from about 2600 B.CE.
olution of cuneiform. = Why would such standardlzed pictograms have been easier to reproduce quickly?

of reed. Because this stylus leaves an impression shaped
like a wedge (in Latin, cuneus), this script is called cunei-
form (kyoo-NAY-i-form). Cuneiform symbols could now be
impressed more quickly into clay. And because the new
stylus was not suited to drawing pictograms that accu-
rately represented things, the symbols became even more
abstract. Meanwhile, symbols were invented for every
possible phonetic combination in the Sumerian language,
reducing the number of necessary pictograms from about
1,200 to 600. Whereas the earliest pictograms could have
been written and read by anyone, writing and reading now
became specialized, powerful skills accessible only to a
small and influential minority who were taught in special
scribal schools.

THE CULTURE OF SUMER

The great centers of Sumerian civilization shared a common
culture and a common language. They also shared a set of
beliefs. However, this common religion did not produce
peace. The residents of each city considered themselves to
be the servants of a particular god, whom they sought to
glorify by exalting their own city above others. The result
was intense competition that frequently escalated into
warfare. There was also an economic dimension to this
conflict, since water rights and access to arable land and
trade routes were often at stake.

Much of the economic production of a city passed
through the great temple warehouses, where priests
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THE FERTILE CRESCENT. Notice the proximity of cities to rivers; consider the vital role played by the Tigris and Euphrates in shaping
Mesopotamian civilizations. = How many city-states can you identify on the map? = Why would these city-states have been clustered so closely

together? = What challenges and opportunities would this present?

redistributed the city’s produce. During the third millen-
nium, these great temples began to control the produc-
tion of textiles, employing thousands of servile women
and children. Temple elites also played a key role in long-
distance trade, as both buyers and sellers of goods. So for
any city-state to surrender its independence would not only
offend the conquered city’s god, it would jeopardize its
entire economy and the power of its ruling class.

Each Sumerian city had its own aristocracy, the
group from which priests were drawn. As much as half
the population consisted of free persons who held parcels
of land sufficient to sustain themselves, but the rest were
dependents of the temple who worked as artisans or as
agricultural laborers, and many of these dependents were
slaves. Most of these slaves were prisoners of war from
other Sumerian city-states whose bondage was limited to
three years, after which time a slave had to be released.
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But non-Sumerians could be held indefinitely, although
a few might manage to buy their freedom. In either case,
slaves were the property of their owners. They could be
beaten, branded, bought, and sold like any other form of
merchandise. Perhaps the only positive thing to say about
slavery in antiquity is that it was egalitarian: anyone
could become a slave. It was not until the beginning of
the modern era that slavery became linked to race (see
Chapter 14).

The Early Dynastic Period,
2900-2500 B.C.E.

Around 2900 B.C.E.,
Sumerian city-states became more acute. Competition for

conflicts among the growing

resources intensified and warfare became more frequent
and destructive. A new type of military leadership began
to emerge and eventually evolved into a form of king-
ship. Historians refer to this phase as the Early Dynastic
Period because it was dominated by family dynasties, each
headed by a war leader whose prestige earned him the
title lugal: “big man.” Unlike the priestly rulers of the Uruk
Period, lugals did not see themselves as humble servants
of the city’s god. Rather, they believed that success in bat-
tle had earned them the right to exploit the city’s wealth
for their own glory.

The most striking expression of this development is
the Epic of Gilgamesh, a series of stories recited over many
generations and eventually written down on cuneiform
tablets: the first literary monument in world history. It re-
counts the exploits of a lugal named Gilgamesh, who prob-
ably lived in Uruk sometime around 2700 B.c.. Gilgamesh
earns his legendary reputation through military conquest
and personal heroism, particularly in campaigns against
uncivilized—that is, nonurban—tribes. But he becomes so
powerful that he ignores his own society’s code of conduct;

* he disrespects the priesthood and commits acts of sacri-
~ lege. So the people of Uruk pray to the gods for retribution,
~ and the gods fashion a wild man named Enkidu to chal-
2 lenge Gilgamesh.

~ The confrontation between Gilgamesh and Enkidu
~ reveals the core values of Sumerian society. Gilgamesh
is a creature of the city; Enkidu is a creature of the past,
fl a hunter—gatherer@ then Enkidu has a sexual encoun-

ter with a beguiling woman and is unable to return to
the wilderness: his urban initiation has civilized him
and allowed him to befriend the lord of Uruk. Together
hey have many adventures. But Enkidu is eventually
Kkilled by the goddess Inanna, who punishes the friends
_‘for mocking her powers. Gilgamesh, distraught with
; grief, attempts to find a magical plant that will revive his
riend. He finds it at the bottom of a deep pool, only to
1ave it stolen from him by a water snake. In the end, he is
- forced to confront the futility of all human effort. He be-

j:_ECOmeS ‘The One Who Looked into the Depths,” the name

' by which his story was known to Sumerians. The larger
message seems to be that not even civilization can shield
humans from the forces of nature and the inevitability

of death.

{4
L]

Sumerian Religion

In the Uruk Period, the Sumerians identified their gods
With the capricious forces of the natural world. In the Early
Dynastic Period, however, they came to imagine their gods

as resembling the lugals who now ruled the city-§
these kings, the gods desired to live in the fin¢
and temples, to wear the costliest clothing and
to consume the tastiest foods. According to thifs ne
ology, which clearly reflects changes in Sumerian society, :
humans exist merely to provide for their gods. This was,
indeed, why the gods had created people in the first place.
There was thus a reciprocal relationship between humanity
and divinity. The gods depended on their human servants
to honor and sustain them; and in return, the gods occa-
sionally bestowed gifts and favors.

As the gods’ representatives on Earth, lugals bore spe-
cial responsibilities and also enjoyed special privileges.
Kings were thus set apart from all other men, including
priests. But kings were also obliged to honor the gods
through offerings, sacrifices, festivals, and massive building
projects. Kings who neglected these duties, or who exalted
themselves at the expense of the gods, were likely to bring
disaster on themselves and their people. And even kings
could not evade death.

Science, Technology, and Trade

The Sumerians’ worldview was colored by their adver-
sarial relationship with their surroudings. Precisely
because neither their gods nor their environment were
trustworthy, Sumerians cultivated a high degree of self-
reliance and ingenuity. These qualities made them the
most technologically innovative people of the ancient
world.

For example, despite the fact that their land had no
mineral deposits, the Sumerians became skilled metal-
lurgists. By 6000 B.c.E., a number of cultures throughout

SUMERIAN WAR CHARIOTS. The earliest known representation
of the wheel, dating from about 2600 8.C.E., shows how wheels were
fashioned from slabs of wood. (For a later Mesopotamian wheel with
spokes, see the illustration on page 51)
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