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Introduction

What is this?
 
This book is about the Ancient Middle East. More precisely, its focus is the Fertile Crescent, from Mesopotamia to Israel/Palestine/Syria to Egypt. It extends from prehistory to the Greek conquest in the 330s BCE.
 
The overall approach is the same as in my China Construction Kit and India Construction Kit. I’ll cover geography, literature, history, everyday life, and religion. Finally there will be a meaty overview of the major languages: Sumerian, Akkadian, and Hebrew.
 
I could easily focus only on Mesopotamia— many books already do. But inevitably they spill into the western region, because the Mesopotamians did. If you include Israel, you can hardly exclude Egypt. And we’ll have to cover Elam and Persia, because invaders went both ways.
What’s not here?
 
My original plan was to bring the region up to modern times. However, that adds a whole bunch of cultures— Greece, pagan and Christian Rome, the Arabs, Turks, and Iranians— and even more languages. It could be done, but any given topic would be as brief and breezy as an encyclopedia article. 
 
A cutoff had to be applied; I hope to cover the Muslim era, at least, in another volume. Look for Modern Middle East Construction Kit in a few years.
 
And the ancient era is already quite crowded! To keep things manageable, I’ve left out Anatolia, Greece, the Caucasus, and Arabia, though of course I mention them when they’re relevant to the story.
On antiquity
One of the fascinations of the Middle East is its overwhelming age.
 
To get a sense of this, let’s think about going back in time 4000 years, to 1980 BCE. That’s centuries before the Shāng started inscribing oracle bones. It’s centuries before the hymns and rites of the Rigveda. It’s a millennium before the Hebrew kingdoms, a millennium and a half before the rise of Greece.
 
And it’s merely the middle of Mesopotamian and Egyptian history. It’s just before Hammurabi, but after Sargon and the late Sumerian renaissance of Ur III. The Sumerians had started writing 1200 years before. The pyramids were nearly 600 years old, and Egypt was in its Middle Kingdom.
 
In no other place on the planet can  you go back four thousand years and find cities, civilizations, and writing, all of these already old.
 
Relatedly, this is the area of the world where we see the first agriculturalists, the first writing systems, the first states. And firsts are both inherently interesting, and of particular interest to conworlders.
A little people in Canaan
 
Many readers are likely to already know quite a bit about the Middle East from the Bible. That’s great, but it brings difficulties.
 
One is balance. Throughout our period, the Hebrews were an unimportant people off in the west, a football in the struggle between Egypt and Mesopotamia, and overshadowed even in their own region by Phoenicia, Damascus, and the Philistines.
 
And yet, two millennia later, four billion people— over half the planet— follow religions derived from theirs.
 
Two: the Bible gives us a valuable window on the region and its history— but the picture we get is highly partisan, and often quite unhistorical. That may not surprise you when it comes to Genesis, but it extends much further than that.
 
On the other hand, everything in this book is relevant for placing the Bible in context. So we’ll hear about who the Canaanites actually were, and what other peoples said about the Hebrews, and what was new and what wasn’t about Hebrew religion.
 
One last problem is names. If you know the Bible, you’ve heard of Shinar, Erech, Astarte, Ahasuerus, etc.— and you’ll meet them again here, only under different names. I’ll come back to this below.
 
We also hear about the Middle East in Greek and Roman history. This gives us another set of names, and a strange new perspective on the Persians, who were heroes in the Bible, villains in Herodotus. My intent here is to tell the story of the Middle East centering on its peoples, and resist the temptation to shift focus to the Greeks because they’re more familiar.
For conworlders
 
As in my other books, I’ve included a chapter for conworlders, on what you might apply to your own worlds.
 
For the Middle East, this is in particular an opportunity to consider some very basic questions: How does agriculture get adopted?  How does writing start? How do states get organized? How does religion get so powerful?
Typography
 
It’s a convention in Assyriology to cite Sumerian words in small caps. Though this is most useful in transcriptions, it’s also convenient in the historical/cultural sections, where I can write e.g. (ugula, aklu)
as shorthand for (Sum. ugula, Akk. aklu).
 
Defining technical terms, I’ll use boldfaced small caps.
 
If I cite someone you haven’t heard of, they’re in the bibliography. If a date is given (“Smith 2002”) it refers to a specific work listed there.
Dates
It’s extremely cumbersome to add BCE to all the dates, or even negative signs. Therefore, dates given without a sign should all be taken as BCE, except in the bibliography.
 
When CE dates are meant, I’ll use a +.  So I’ll talk about (say) the Persian conquest of Babylon in 539, and the Sassanian empire starting in +224.
 
An expression like 12C refers to the 12th century BCE— the 1100s. Naturally, +12C refers to the 12th century CE. Likewise 2M refers to the 2nd millennium BCE.
The cloud of unknowing
 
Your schoolbooks may give the impression (mine certainly did) that ancient history is well known: the dates are firm and we know what happened and why.
 
Well, there’s a lot we don’t know. Some of the more scholarly books (e.g. von Soden 1985) spend a lot of time telling us, in one subfield after another, how little we know, or what’s still buried in mounds of unpublished cuneiform tablets.
 
Or take Herodotus. Reading his book, the scholarly apparatus emphasizes that Herodotus isn’t always reliable, and that though he went and talked to people, he usually reported what they said uncritically, and without noting who they were. But then we come to Achaemenid Persian history, and our best source is… Herodotus. You would hope that the other side produced histories of its own, but no. The Achaemenids were so silent that the great epic celebrating pre-Muslim Persia, the Shahnameh, barely mentions them.
 
I’ll get into the problem in more detail below (p. 26), but it’s worth bearing in mind that we just can’t answer many of the questions we have, and many details are subject to dispute.
 
And if things are uncertain in the first millennium, they’re even hazier farther back.
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Abbreviations used
 
√(triliteral) root
1M (etc.)1st millennium BCE
2C (etc.)second century BCE
3sf (etc.)3rd person singular feminine
ablablative
absabsolutive
accaccusative
Akk.Akkadian
alltallative
BCEBefore the Common Era
BHBiblical Hebrew
CAHCambridge Ancient History
CECommon Era
Chron.Chronicles
consconstruct state
Cp.Coptic
CVconsonant-vowel
datdative
Deut.Deuteronomy
dudual
Dyn.dynasty
EAEl Amarna (letter)
Eg.Egyptian
equequative
ergergative
Ex.Exodus
ffeminine
gengenitive
Gen.Genesis
hhuman (Sumerian)
Heb.Hebrew
impfimperfective
Is.Isaiah
Jer.Jeremiah
JPSJewish Publication Society
Kgs.Kings
KJVKing James Version
Lev.Leviticus
mmasculine
midmiddle
MKMiddle Kingdom (Egypt)
nhnonhuman (Sumerian)
NKNew Kingdom (Egypt)
nomnominative
nomnnominalization
NPnoun phrase
OKOld Kingdom (Egypt)
perfperfective
PCprefixing conjugation
Ph.Phoenician
p, plplural
Prov.Proverbs
Ps.Psalms
ptparticle
r.reigned
ssingular
SCsuffixing conjugation
Ur IIIThird Dynasty of Ur
venventive
VCvowel-consonant
vocvocalic




Overview

Regions
 
First, let’s introduce the major players.
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Mesopotamia comes from Greek Μεσοποταμία, “between the rivers”— the Euphrates and the Tigris. To remember which one is to the west, think of the Euphrates being closer to Europe. It’s equivalent to modern Iraq.
 
The northern half can be called Assyria, the southern half Babylonia.
 
Canaan comes from Hebrew Kənáʿan. The Hebrews liked to contrast themselves with the “Canaanites”, but they were Canaanites— they lived in the same area, spoke the same language, and had a similar religion, only with fewer gods. Thus Canaan is most useful to describe the entire region bordering the Mediterranean, up through today’s Lebanon.
 
Palestine is an anachronism in our period— it’s the Roman generalization of Philistia, corresponding to the current Israeli coast.
 
Syria
comes from Greek Συρία, and seems to be a variant of Assyria. But from Herodotus on, it’s been convenient to use Syria for the region to its west. Arabic Sūrīyah, used for the modern state, is a modern borrowing.
 
Egypt is from Αἴγυπτος, itself from Ḫekuptaḫ ‘house of the soul of Ptaḫ’, a name for Memphis. To the west is Libya, to the south Nubia.
 
Anatolia is from Ἀνατολή ‘east’— modern Turkey. The Greeks called the same region Ἀσία, which has broadened to our Asia.
 
The Greeks, like the Germans, are known to foreigners by names they wouldn’t recognize. The Greeks called their own country Ἑλλάς. The Romans called them Græci, after the Greek colonists in Cumae, just south of Latium. The Persians called them Yauna, the Hebrews Yāwān, the Indians Yavana, all from Ἰωνία.
 
Irān can be used for the entire region east of Mesopotamia, though it was not filled with speakers of Iranian languages till quite late in our period. The Persians
were just one Iranian people and I reserve Persia for their empire.
 
The Caucasus, Greek Καύκασος, refers to the mountains separating the Black and Caspian Seas.
 
Arabia is from Greek Ἄραψ; cf. Hebrew ʿĂrābī and
Arabic ʿArabī. The earliest cite for the word is 9C Akkadian. There are various explanations for the term, but Michael Macdonald tentatively calls it an autonym.




Framework
 
Let’s look at key technologies:
 
	Permanent settlements


	9500



	Sheep, goats domesticated


	8000



	Agriculture


	5000



	Bronze


	3500



	Writing


	3200



	Camel domesticated


	2500



	Iron


	1200



	Coinage


	600







Here’s an overall schema:
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Egyptian history is easy to schematize: either a dynasty was in charge of the whole country, or it wasn’t. Overall dates:
 
	Naqāda culture


	4000



	Old Kingdom


	3000



	First Intermediate Period


	2150



	Middle Kingdom


	2050



	Second Intermediate Period


	1650



	New Kingdom


	1550



	Late Period


	1070



	Persian conquest


	525



	
	



Mesopotamia is way more complicated and needs a lot of caveats, which will be covered in the next chapters. Here are the major dates:
 
	Jarmo


	8000



	Halaf, Hassūnah


	5800



	ʿUbaid


	4000



	Uruk


	3500



	Jemdet Naṣr


	3000



	Early Dynastic


	2900



	Agade, Guti


	2350



	Ur III


	2100



	Isin


	2000



	Hammurabi (Babylon)


	1800



	Kassites


	1600



	Assyrian empire


	1300



	Neo-Babylonian empire


	612



	Persian empire


	539



	Alexander’s conquest


	333







The italicized names are based on typical sites rather than political control. “Early Dynastic” means that we’re in the period covered by the Sumerian King List (p. 365).
 
The linguistic divisions of Akkadian are also useful, and for convenience are sometimes applied to the politics and literature:
 
	Old Akkadian


	2000–1500



	Middle Akkadian


	1500–1000



	Neo-Akkadian


	1000–600



	Late Akkadian


	600–+100

 









Geography
 
[image: ]
Grays, light to dark: 200 m, 500 m, 1000 m, 2000 m
Probably hard to read on Kindle, so see http://www.zompist.com/ME%20topo.png
 
The terrain of the Middle East is simple overall: it’s nearly flat. You get high mountains to the north, in Anatolia, and to the east— the Zagros range— in Irān.
 
In Canaan/Syria, the land slopes up from the coast. In Palestine this creates two distinct regions, the coastal plain and the middle highlands, which fall back down to the Jordan valley in the east. To the north, in Lebanon, the highlands become a minor mountain range.
 
Arabia, plus the plains to its north, forms a small tectonic plate which is moving north into Eurasia, pushing up the Taurus and Zagros mountains. The Arabian plate was once part of Africa, but it’s been rifting away from it for millions of years, forming the Red Sea. The Jordan valley, the Dead Sea, and the Gulf of Aqaba are the northern extensions of this rift.
Vegetation patterns
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The map shows the type of plant cover after the retreat of the glaciers and before agriculture— thus, from 8000 to 5000. The overall division is into forest (green), steppeland (lined), semidesert (orange), and desert (yellow).
 
The most basic fact about the Middle East— contrasting with Europe, China, and India— is the rarity of good agricultural land. The most fertile areas are the eastern coast of the Mediterranean, the Tigris and Euphrates valleys, and the Nile. Naturally, these three fertile regions have been the centers of civilization and population.
 
To the north, the forest zone is also mountainous; it can support a mixture of agriculture in the valleys and pastoralism in the hills.
 
What we consider a typical “Mediterranean” landscape—  a dry, barren land with few trees— is the result of centuries of deforestation. The shaded area in the map really was woodland— “the trees large, thick and spreading and the undergrowth a tangled mass,” as R.J. Braidwood puts it. He is equally vivid in his description of the same area today:
 
Hardly a shrub remains. The scrub-oak is rarely allowed to reach more than six feet in height before it is hacked away by the charcoal-burners. With the trees and the bush-cover gone, and the grass beaten down to its roots each spring, the soil has largely gone too to silt up the rivers.[1]

 
In Neolithic times, elephants roamed Syria, and the hippopotamus could be hunted in Canaan.
 
The natural vegetation of the Euphrates and Tigris valleys is galeria woodland— forests of tamarisk, aspen, oleander, acacias, and date palms, along with seasonal grasslands. After agriculture, all the trees were lost except for the date palms.
 
The Nile valley in this period was a swampy thicket of rushes and papyrus.
 
Steppes are semi-arid grasslands, highly suitable for grazing animals. In the map, a portion of the vast cold Eurasian steppe is visible north of the Black Sea, as well as warm steppeland in Anatolia and parts of Iraq and Persia.
 
South of this is the desert proper, including most of North Africa, Arabia, and parts of Persia, as well as Central Asia, east of the Caspian Sea. The map distinguishes pure desert from semidesert, which supports some grass and shrubs at least seasonally. The desert was nearly uninhabited until the domestication of the camel in the late 2M.
The rivers
 
The Tigris and Euphrates begin in the mountains of Anatolia, not far from each other. Between them is the fertile land of Mesopotamia (Iraq).
 
The rivers flow southeast, but for simplicity I use north/south to describe relative location.
 
In the north, the rivers are relatively far apart, and separated by a barren plateau, al-Jazīrah ‘the island’.
 
	The northern Euphrates flows through a narrow valley and has never supported many large cities.




	The northern Tigris is supplemented by rivers flowing down from the Zagros; the hills create a mixture of farmland and pasture. This is the heartland of  Assyria. 



	Both rivers have cut deep riverbeds whose course has (here in the north) barely changed since ancient times. 




 


The rivers approach each other at modern Baghdad. This is a good place to control the whole region: Ctēsiphōn and Seleucia were just 35 km southeast of Baghdad, while Babylon was over on the Euphrates, 85 km from Baghdad.
 
South of this, the rivers are farther apart, and in between is a flat, fertile, easily irrigated plain. This region can be divided north/south into Akkad and Sumer, or grouped together as Babylonia. The Euphrates is slower, and allows navigation farther north.
 
Here the rivers deposit silt, so their beds rise over time. Frequently they overflow their banks and carve out a new course— this is why some ancient sites are no longer on the rivers. This process is inconvenient for humans, who therefore try to maintain the banks and dredge the riverbeds. The same flooding process occurs on a larger scale with the Mississippi, and the Yellow River in China.
 
South of Sumer, next to the Persian Gulf, the two rivers merge into the Shaṭṭ al-ʿArab. This is a marshy area, in ancient times called Māt tāmti ‘Sealand’, which was important in the development of settled life, but which was poorly integrated into the civilized states. In modern times it was the domain of the Marsh Arabs, till Saddam Hussein drained the swamps and forced them out.
 
West of the Euphrates is arid semidesert, except in the far north where a belt of arable land connects to the Syrian coast. East of the Tigris, the foothills of the Zagros are suitable for herding, and thus provided the perennial threat of invading nomads. East of Babylonia was Elam, which imitated and fought with Babylonian civilization, but had its own language, Elamite.
Travails of the Gulf
 
It’s sometimes suggested that the Persian Gulf once extended much farther north, and receded due to the deposition of silt. The idea dates back to ancient times: Pliny claimed that a city founded by Alexander on the coast was 200 km inland by his times, three centuries later. Though this was absurd, it was suggestive that no Sumerian sites were known east of Ur and Eridu, 150 km from the Gulf. Akkadian sources described the two cities as being on the sea.
 
Now, going much further back, the Gulf was spectacularly different, but in the other direction: it was nearly dry. We’re living in a glacial period, and the last maximum was 26,500 years ago. Ice covered northern Europe and North America, and sea level was 125 m lower than it is today.
 
The Persian Gulf has a maximum depth of 90 m, so it was then dry land, with the ocean beginning just past the Strait of Hormuz. Sea levels have been rising since; by 8000 the Gulf was about half full. The deepest parts are next to Irān, so the exposed sections were on the Arabian side, and south of Sumer. By 4000 the sea level was at modern levels.
 
During this process, siltation may have extended the shoreline. But in 1952 the geologists G.M. Lees and N.L. Falcon argued that siltation was more than balanced by tectonic subsidence. Though this was widely accepted, some scholars have gone the other way again. They point to evidence that sea levels may have been 1–2 m higher than today, which might be enough to bring the coastline back to Ur and Eridu.
 
On the other hand, fish sacrifices in these cities were largely freshwater rather than saltwater species; and if the local water table was salty, the staple cereals would not have grown there. The words for ‘sea’, aabba/tamirtu, also referred to lakes and marshes. Moreover, the swampy Sealand (kur aabba, māt tāmti) existed as early as the 1700s, and we now have archeological sites east of Eridu.
Languages
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The map shows languages and language families as of 1000. The picture it gives is representative for our period.
 
Most of the Middle East is occupied, then and now, by the Afroasiatic family (in gray). But Semitic hadn’t yet moved to North Africa, which was dominated by Egyptian and Berber. The specific Semitic languages represented are Canaanite (with Phoenician and Hebrew as dialects), Aramaic, and Akkadian. To the south, Semitic extended into Ethiopia, notably Geʿez, attested in the 5C.
 
The Indo-European family (in black) was represented by Greek, Phrygian, Anatolian (including Hittite), and Iranian. The Armenians must be on the map somewhere, but we don’t know where— probably near the Phrygians. (The first clear reference to them is in the middle of the 1M, and the earliest text is from the +5C, but as a major branch of Indo-European, Armenian must have developed far earlier.)
 
The Eurasian steppe at this time was occupied by Indo-Iranian groups, which we call Scyths in the west and Śakas in the east. The Turks were off the map to the east, though they dominate Central Asia and Anatolia today.
 
In the east, the Iranians had occupied northern Irān, but the south was still occupied by Elamite, which is now extinct. It’s a language isolate, though many scholars have pushed a connection with Dravidian.[2]
 
Elamite is not the only unaffiliated language in this area. Sumerian is an isolate. Hurrian and Urartian are related to each other but nothing else. Guti and Kassite are also unclasified. Finally, note that the North Caucasian and Kartvelian families are independent of any other.
Pronunciation
 
See the Languages section for details on phonology. Some quick explanations for reading:
 
š/ʃ/ as in ship
 
ḫ/x/ as in German Bach, Russian Balkh
 
quvular consonant, farther back in the throat than /k/
 
ʾglottal stop /ʔ/
 
ʿvoiced pharyngeal stop /ʕ/, a controlled choking sound
 
ħunvoiced version of the above
 
kʰaspirated (very forceful) /k/; pʰ and tʰ are similar. In our period, Greek φ θ χ are aspirates, not fricatives /f θ x/.

 
ā long a— that is, you prolong the sound twice as much

 
p̄ [p] in our period, fricativized [f] later on. Traditional renderings use h, e.g. Rəp̄āʾēl > Raphael.

Names
 
On one hand, names in this part of the world are easy— there are conventional names for almost everything. On the other hand, the conventions are extremely miscellaneous: a mixture of ancient Greek, Hebrew, scholarly Akkadian, and modern Arabic. On top of that, the Hebrew names passed through Greek and Latin, distorting in the process, e.g. Šəlōmōh → Solomon.
 
Scholars writing for the general public are not always consistent, but usually seize on Biblical or Greek names they assume the reader knows. An example: we read about Ξέρξης Xerxēs in Herodotus; he appears in the Bible as Ahasuerus (אֲחַשְׁוֵרוֹשׁ
ʾăħašwērōš). The Old Persian was Xšayaṛša.
 
The two great rivers of Mesopotamia offer a multilingual stew, all going back to Sumerian:
 
Euphrates: Buranun, Akk. Purattu, פְּרָת
Perāṯ, Εὐφράτης, Old Persian Ufrātu, Ar. Furāt.

 
Tigris: Idigna, Akk. Idiqlat, חִדֶּקֶל
Ħīddeqel, Τίγρις, Old Persian Tigrā, Ar. Dijlah. The Sumerian can be interpreted as ‘running river’.

 
As this book is intended for people interested in language, and contains grammatical sketches of some of these ancient languages, I’ve preferred to use correct transliterations… within reason. I’ve used traditional renderings for the most common names (e.g. Sargon, Hammurabi, Babylon). In case of confusion, see the Word List (p. 357).[3]
 
All the major languages of the region— Sumerian, Akkadian, Egyptian, Hebrew, Aramaic, Phoenician, Persian— have a š sound. Thus it’s singularly unfortunate that both Greek and Latin lack this sound. This resulted in names like Sargon, Sennacherib, Samaria, Sumer, Assyria, Susa, Samuel, Saul, Solomon, Hosea, Manasseh, Jesus, Cyrus, Darius, all of which have an s that should be an š.
 
Isaac is terribly inaccurate; the Hebrew is Yiṣħāq. This is often rendered Yitzhak, based on later European pronunciation. There’s no zh sound; the syllable division is yitz-hak.
 
Egyptian is a special problem, as its writing system (unlike cuneiform) doesn’t indicate vowels. So for instance the word ‘truth, order’ is mʾʿt. Egyptologists have to pronounce this somehow, and simply supply vowels— the word is often written maat. There are reconstructions of the vowels: Loprieno has Old Egyptian muʀdat, Late Egyptian meʾʿət, and Coptic meʔ; James Allen has Late Egyptian múʾʿa.
 
I don’t have reconstructed forms available for all words, and if I did you wouldn’t be able to find them in other histories. I’ve used the names Egyptologists use; just don’t take the vowels too seriously.
Region names
Some more on place names (see also p. 13).
 
Mesopotamia seems to have no native name; the north and south were perceived as separate countries.
 
The Sumerians called their country Kiŋir (ki
is ‘land’; ŋir
possibly means ‘native’), or alternatively kalam ‘the land’.
 
In Akkadian, there was a tripartite division:
 
	The north (Assyria) was Aššur, after their god and capital; but the Babylonians called it Subartu.




	The north of Babylonia was Akkadû, after Agade, the lost capital of Sargon. This gives us the name of the language, Akkadian.




	The south of Babylonia was Šumeru, of unknown origin, source of our Sumer.





 


It seems natural to refer to the speakers of Akkadian as Akkadians, and I sometimes do so as an alternative to the clunky “Mesopotamians”.
 
The modern name is Iraq, Arabic al-ʿirāq. Gertrude Bell chose the name for the British-dominated kingdom in 1921. The term had been used in medieval Arabic for southern Mesopotamia, the northern part being al-Jazīrah. The word can mean ‘border’ in Arabic, or it may come from Persian erāg ‘lowlands’.
 
Phoenicia comes from φοῖνῐξ, which referred equally to a Phoenician, to the date palm, and to the crimson dye produced there; it was applied only far later to the mythical bird. The Phoenicians called themselves Kenaʿanim (i.e. Canaanites), but more often they referred to their city (e.g. Tyrians, Sidonians).
 
Israel is from יִשְׂרָאֵל
Yisrāʾēl, the name of the patriarch Jacob. Gen. 32:29 explains it as ‘strives with God’, though scholars are more inclined to ‘God rules’.
 
Egypt is Greek; the Old Egyptian was Kʰūmat ‘the black land’; Late Egyptian Kʰēmət, Coptic Kʰēmə. The Akkadians called it Miṣru ‘the frontier’, thus Hebrew Miṣrayim and modern Arabic Miṣr.
 
Upper Egypt was ta šemau ‘land of reeds’, Lower Egypt was ta mehu ‘land of papyrus’— Arabic al-Ṣaʿīd and al-Buḥayra respectively.
 
Persia
is from
Old Persian Pārsa, Greek Περσίς, Farsi Fārs— these refer to the heartland of the Persians, what is now Fārs province. The Greeks tended to call them Medes anyway.
 
Irān: The Avesta refers to airyānąm, cognate to Sanskrit Ārya and Old Persian Ariya; the Middle Persian is Ērān, Farsi Irān.
How do we know?
 
It’s worth spending a moment discussing how we know the past, and how we balance sources. The major sources can be categorized as follows:
 
	Archeology— things people have physically dug up. This includes buildings, pottery, weapons, and graves. 




 


This is perhaps the most trustworthy type of knowledge, but it has two major caveats. One, physical evidence often doesn’t tell us what we want to know— e.g. the ethnic makeup or religous beliefs of the community.

 
Two, dating objects is inexact. Radiocarbon dating can be used for organic objects, but can’t give more than the century. Layers of excavation have characteristic styles, and these can be correlated across sites, but different researchers may date these styles to different centuries.

 
The Lara Croft style of archeology— grab an artifact and store it in a museum— is deprecated, not least because perhaps the most important information about an artifact is where exactly it was found, down to the centimeter. We need this information for building our database of styles, establishing the time order of those styles, evaluating the commonness of different types of artifacts, etc.

 
	Inscriptions— which range from dedications of temples to letters or receipts scrawled on potsherds. Their great advantage is their contemporaneity: e.g. a royal inscription testifies that the named king existed at that time and place. We have letters from an Israelite soldier during the final Babylonian assault that give precious details about that war. 




 


The fact that an inscription is in a particular language, or invokes particular gods, may be informative— though of course there were always travelers and displaced persons.

 
Royal inscriptions are boasts, and we don’t always believe that a king won all the battles he claimed to. But we assume that he was fairly honest about who and where he fought.

 
	Literature, including legends, myths, hymns, king lists, and the far more common catalogs of omens and magic spells. Outside the Bible, there is less of this than we’d like. 




 


We need to know what genre we’re looking at. Most of this material was not intended as “history” in our sense, or even in the sense of Herodotus, who at least collected stories in person from around the Mediterranean. When we do have narratives, they were usually written centuries later.

 
For instance, we have Sumerian legends about Gilgamesh, and a much longer Akkadian epic. He’s listed as king of Uruk in the king lists, but just at the junction between fantastic and believable reigns (p. 39). We have no inscriptions or letters from his time, no proof that he was a real king. (Which is not to deny that he existed; a real figure is often the grain of sand that the pearl of legend grows around.)

 
Texts may be highly partisan— though after millennia, it may take careful study to know who the parties were. One reason the Hebrew Bible reads to us as history is that it deeply criticizes rather than glorifies the Hebrew leaders. But one reason for this is that it was compiled after the kingdoms it describes were destroyed, and the editors were very interested in assigning blame for the disaster.

 
	Induction— we apply what we know of other cultures in the same area, or at (what we estimate is) the same level of development. 




 


This sort of thing obviously must be taken with large helpings of salt. E.g. we might compare the Gutians or Kassites, “barbarian” invaders of Mesopotamia, with the modern Bedouin. That’s instructive about how pastoralists may have military power far beyond their numbers, but probably misleading about almost all cultural specifics.

 
	The absence of evidence may just be an unfortunate gap; it may also be meaningful. Every first in history is deduced from a gap: before some point (or layer) there was no writing (or bronze working or agriculture), and later there is. 




 


If a style of artifact is associated with a particular people, and it’s absent from a site, that site may be presumed to be not occupied by that people, or not in close contact with it. Though sometimes we instead question whether the association with that people is valid!

 
Sometimes all we can do about a gap is make a note of it. E.g. a lot of Aramaic was written on parchment or leather, and it’s all lost. In the Persian period, we know a lot about events in the west because the Greeks recorded them; the east may have been just as busy, but we know little about it.

 
Descriptions of ancient sites show that buildings were erected on the ruins of earlier eras. Over the centuries, this means that a city would slowly rise in height; the Middle East is dotted by tells, artficial hills formed by this process, some of them 30 m tall.
 
A site is thus a three-dimensional puzzle; as you dig down you find yourself further and further in the past. How do archeologists map these structures?
 
	One way is to dig a hole vertically, cataloguing everything you find. This will identify the chronological layers but can’t tell you what the layout of the city at any given time was. 



	Another is to start at the top and remove everything as you go, possibly reassembling it elsewhere. This is the only way to map out all the structures at every level, but it’s expensive and highly laborious. 



	Occasionally nature has done the work for us; e.g. at Ashkelon, the sea has eaten away at the tell, beautifully displaying the layers of occupation.





 


Simply digging up the pots and exposing walls is no longer enough. You want to sift the soil to find seeds, and tiny fragments of things. Pots may have dried residues that can be examined. Tools can be viewed with an electron microscope to see patterns of wear, to get an idea of what they were used for. Since new techniques for finding data are always being developed, it’s now considered best practice to leave large portions of the site undug, for later investigation.
 
Often the pottery and other finds at a given layer share common characteristics and are identified as a culture, usually named after a prototypical site. We’ll meet several of these cultures below: Natufians, ʿUbaid, Naqāda, etc. Early peoples of course were not literate, so we can rarely say what the ethnic or linguistic nature of the culture was.
 
A culture can change dramatically, but we have to be careful interpreting this. It used to be common to associate this with an invasion, but styles change peacefully, too. What will future archeologists make of the sudden change of female fashion from Victorian layered skirts with bustles to simple flapper dresses?
 
It’s one thing to dig up a building; it’s another to decide what it was. A not entirely unfair joke has archeologists declaring any unusual find “religious”. The best version of the joke is David Macaulay’s book Motel of the Mysteries (1979),
in which an archeologist of the year 4022 excavates an American motel under the conviction that it is a funerary complex.
 
For more on the methods and disputes of archeology, see Renfrew & Bahn 2000, Purdy 1996, or the very entertaining Fogelin 2019.
 
Some examples of disagreements between scholars:
 
	For decades prehistoric European sites were tied to Egyptian chronology, which was well understood. Egyptian pots could be used to date Aegean sites, which in turn dated Balkan sites, which dated sites further north. Radiocarbon dating however showed that the Aegean/Balkan link was wrong; this has pushed dates in Europe back several centuries.




	Samuel Kramer and others say the Sumerians replaced an earlier people; the Cambridge Ancient History vehemently disagrees.




	How far north the Persian Gulf extended in ancient times.




	Who was the first pharaoh, Menes or Narmer? By the time the Greeks were asking, the answer was Menes. But the earliest king lists say Narmer. Most scholars think these were alternative names for one person, but some (e.g. Barbara Mertz) think Menes was Narmer’s successor Aha.




	Most scholars identify Meluḫḫa with the Indus Valley and Dilmun with Bahrain. But Kramer thinks Meluḫḫa is Ethiopia and Dilmun is the Indus Valley. Yet another source[4] has Meluḫḫa in eastern Irān… and Aratta (p. 49) in Pārsa! CAH notes an inscription from one of Sargon’s sons, who claims to have subjugated Meluḫḫa, in the context of a war against Elam. In the Amarna letters, Meluḫḫa refers to Nubia…




	We have some observations of Venus dated to the 10th year of king Ammiṣaduqa of Babylon. This puts constraints on the end of the dynasty to the years 1651, 1595, 1587, 1531— a period of 120 years! (However, there are arguments against using the highest or lowest dates.)




	Who succeeded Akhenaten? We have names but are not certain of Smenkhkare’s sex, and suspect Neferneferuaten was a more famous queen but aren’t sure which.




	When did Thera erupt? Based on pottery in the destroyed city of Akrotiri, in 1500 or 1450. Radiocarbon testing suggests a range of 1630–1530. Major eruptions reduce sunlight and thus are reflected in tree rings, and there is a significant narrowing in 1628, but the correlation is disputed. Ice cores become more acidic after an eruption; this has suggested dates of 1645 or 1390.




	Did the Philistines invade Canaan in the 1170s, while Egypt was still in control, or in the 1130s when they had gone? 



	Did David and Solomon really rule a minor empire, or were they simply highland chiefs?




	Did the Hebrews worship Asherah as a goddess, or simply revere asherim as holy symbols? 



	Did the Medes and Persians enter the Zagros from the north, through the Caucasus, or from the east, from Turkestan? In particular, did the Persians get to Pārsa through Elam (i.e. from the north) or through Karmania (from the east)?





 


On a lighter note, there’s the cautionary tale of Maatkare’s mummy. Maatkare was an 11C God’s Wife of Amun— a high priestess. Yet the +19C investigators found a small body mummified with her. They concluded that it was her baby— implying a minor ancient scandal, since at that time the high priestess was supposed to be celibate.
 
More recently the small body was X-rayed. It was a mummified pet babboon.
 
As some of the above examples illustrate, dating is a major preoccupation for archeologists and historians, and by no means easy.
 
	Many sources (e.g. king lists, site layers) offer only relative chronology. Obsidian forms hydration layers that grow over time, but not uniformly. 



	Tree ring dating is highly accurate, to the year, and can be taken back well into prehistory. But it varies by region, and the date a tree was cut down does not tell us when a wood structure was built, much less how long it lasted.




	Radioactive decay produces varying quantities of isotopes. Carbon-14 can take us back 50,000 years; potassium-argon goes back several million years. However, there is a wide range of error, due to things like varying ratios of 14C in the air.




	Iron particles in clay are magnetized in the direction of the earth’s magnetic field, which varies over the centuries; this position is fixed when the clay is fired. It can be measured— but only if the pot has not been moved.





 


You might hope that by the Persian period, when we have access to Greek histories, things are well known. Yet many very basic things about the Persian empire are disputed:
 
	whether Cyrus was a nobody or a son of kings




	the names of the satrapies




	what happened to Cyrus’s son Bardiya




	whether Darius was, as he claimed, part of the imperial family




	whether Darius was Zoroastrian or merely Mazdāist




	the size of Xerxes’ army




	the eastern border (e.g. did it include the Punjab)





 


It would be tedious, but probably enlightening, to describe anything hypothetical in gray text— the more uncertain, the grayer. Almost everything would be at least somewhat gray. I’ll point out some disputed information below, but I’ve tried to go easy on hedges (“it seems”, “probably”, “around X”), because I’d have to put them all over.
 




Literature

Rather than dive into the history, I’m going to start with literature, which is far more lively and accessible.
 
The disadvantage is a lack of context. But you shouldn’t need much, and if a reference is confusing it will be explained later on.
Mesopotamian literature
 
Here I will consider works both in Sumerian and in Akkadian, the language of both Assyrians and Babylonians.
Scribes and their libraries
 
We have two huge bodies of tablets from Mesopotamia: literary and administrative. Clay tablets were purposely baked if it was desired to preserve them; this is so effective that they are readable today, two to five millennia later. Some were accidentally baked in fires, and this gives a glimpse mostly into the administrative corpus.
 
The writing system (p. 304) was difficult. Like Chinese, it had semantic and phonetic determiners, but these were not distinguished graphically. There were graphemes that were originally pictographic, then used as puns. There was a tendency to use more and more phonetic signs, but the logographs were never eliminated. Plus, the whole system was adapted for an entirely different language, Akkadian, much as Chinese characters were adapted for Japanese. Then this dual system was adapted again for Hurrian and Hittite.
 
The literary texts are preserved thanks to a quirk of education: aspiring scribes were expected to copy existing texts. Schools (edubba) or individuals might amass a respectable library. Akkadian speakers learned and even wrote in Sumerian; many texts were thus preserved for two thousand years. Nonetheless, from tablets that list titles of works, it’s clear that we’ve lost a good fraction of cuneiform literature.
 
The literate were a small minority; even letters between merchants or kings were normally dictated to a scribe (dubsar ‘tablet writer’, ṭupšarru), and read by a scribe on the other end. A few kings, incuding Naram-Sin and Ashurbanipal, boasted of their literacy. We have a list of scribes with their parent’s professions: governors, officers, priests, bureaucrats, other scribes— so it was a solidly middle class profession.
 
There were specialized teachers for Sumerian and for mathematics. Indeed, one tablet criticizes a student for his inability to do surveying:
 
When you write a statement it makes no sense.  When you write a letter it is illegible. You go to divide up an estate, but are unable to divide up the estate. For when you go to survey the field, you can’t hold the measuring line.

translation: Kramer

A scribe could have an international career— scholars from Babylon were in demand across the Middle East. In 1280 the king of Babylon sent an asū (herblorist), Raba-ša-Marduk, to the Hittite king Muwattalli I. He married into the royal family and apparently never returned home.
 
Tablets customarily bore a colophon, which functioned as a title page. It incorporated the title (normally the first line of the tablet), the owner’s and scribe’s names, the date, and if the tablet was part of a series, the number or the first lines of the next text.
 
The last Assyrian king, Ashurbanipal, assembled a fine library in Nineveh most of which we still have. (He was interested in books probably because he was trained for the priesthood, before politics shifted in his direction.) The library included:
 
	300 omen texts. These were collections of one-line conditionals: if such an event happens, this will happen (to the country or an individual)




	200 lexicons of Sumerian and of rare terms in Akkadian




	100 Sumerian prayers and incantations with interlinear Akkadian translation




	60 texts of various conjurations




	40 or fewer tablets of narrative— the Epic of Gilgamesh, the creation story, etc.[5]





 


Eleanor Robson suggests that the library was more a matter of imperial loot, like the large collection of Phoenician ivory furniture discovered in Kalhu. And it still is: the British moved it all to the British Museum.
 
Strangely, we have few texts dug up in Babylon itself. The water table has risen there, and the site is difficult. We have plenty of texts from other Babylonian cities, though.
 
The predominance of the omen texts is echoed in the book of Daniel, set in Babylon though written centuries later: the palace of Nebuchadnezzar is depicted as full of “magicians, exorcists, sorcerers, and diviners”.
 
In bulk, the administrative corpus dwarfs the literary: as many as 200,000 tablets. It consists of records and letters, mostly from the temple and palace administration, but also private contracts. It’s been difficult to analyze all this data, partly because little of it has been published, partly because it’s frustratingly spotty. It’s as if future archeologists of America had a mass of receipts and ledgers to look through, but only from Boston in the 1600s, Des Moines in the 1800s, Salt Lake City in the 2000s, and half a dozen other sites and times.
 
Hasselbach-Andee 2019 gives an updated figure of 1 million texts for all of Akkadian and Sumerian.
 
There are hints of an oral tradition: love songs, poems praising kings, courtly legends. Some of these were written on tablets, enough to hint at a much larger corpus. It’s possible these were written on less durable media such as wax-covered tablets or parchment. One longer survival is a poem glorifying the campaigns of Tukulti-Ninurta of Assyria, and how the gods enabled him to punish Babylon for its sins.
 
The typical poetic form was couplets, each of which was divided into two segments by a caesura. There was no rhyme or alliteration; it’s unclear what other prosodic elements (e.g. stress) were relevant. The two lines were often restatements of the same idea, as in Hebrew poetry.
 
Hymns (sir) are classified in part by musical instrument, indicating that at least some of them were intended to be sung.
 
A minor genre, but of great interest because it anticipates parts of the Hebrew scriptures, is lamentations (gala). For an example see p. 93. Besides the destruction of cities, there are poems decrying the suffering of the god Dumuzi. Kramer notes a small number of funeral songs; also note the elegy for Enkidu in the epic of Gilgamesh.
 
The Sumerian text “A man and his god” expresses a righteous man’s bitter lament about injustice:
 
My herdsman has sought out evil forces against me who am not his enemy.

My companion says not a true word to me,

My friend gives the lie to my righteous word,

The man of deceit has conspired against me,

And you, my god, do not thwart him. […]

Tears, lament, anguish, and depression are lodged within me,

Suffering overwhelms me like one chosen for nothing but tears.

Evil fate holds me in its hand, carries off my breath of life,

Malignant sickness bathes my body,

My god, you who are my father and who begot me…

How long will you neglect me, leave me unprotected?

Kramer

Like Job, this particular story ends well— the god restores the poet’s happiness, though he offers no rebuke or indeed any word at all.
 
Another Biblical genre is represented in Sumer: lists of proverbs, or wisdom literature. A sampling:
 
Possessions are sparrows in flight which can find no place to alight.

 
Build like a lord— live like a slave;
Build like a slave— live like a lord.

 
Friendship lasts a day; kinship lasts forever.

 
The wife is a man’s future;
the son is a man’s refuge;
the daughter is a man’s salvation;
the daughter-in-law is a man’s devil.

 
A scribe who knows not Sumerian, what kind of scribe is he?

Edmund Gordon

One such collection is presented as given by Šuruppak, son of Ubartutu, to his son Ziusudra. The attribution may be an ancient scribal confusion, as Šuruppak is a city. Ubartutu is given in the King List as its only king; Ziusudra is another name for Atraḫasis, the hero of the Flood story, p. 38.
 
It’s tempting to think that the myths and even hymns represent “Mesopotamian religion”, but those who could read them were a small class, and though there were rituals where they were recited, that doesn’t mean that most people even heard them. (Hinduism is probably a fair comparison: the vast majority of people were not even allowed to hear the Vedas, and theology was for the elite.)
 
One genre is particularly interesting: royal inscriptions. Most of these were not, as one might expect, written on walls for the public. They were written on clay or stone objects to be buried in the foundation or walls of temples and palaces; in form, they are communications from the king to the gods. They mostly consist of hymns of praise, descriptions of the building the king is erecting, and boasts about victories. They’re useful for names of kings and places, but not so much for understanding even military history. They grow increasingly elaborate over time. Nabûnaʾid offers a dialog among gods, dead kings, and workmen, and also cites previous inscriptions excavated from the ruined temple he was rebuilding.
 
There aren’t histories per se, but we have annals from after 750, listing kings and wars, and some of these are supplemented by myths and legends of old times. E.g. an autobiography was supplied for Sargon of Akkad:
 
My high priestess mother conceived me, in secret she bore me. She set me in a basket of rushes, with asphalt she sealed my lid. She cast me into the river which rose over me. The river bore me up and carried me to Akki, the drawer of water. Akki, the drawer of water, took me as his son and reared me. Akki, the drawer of water, appointed me as his gardener.

Wikipedia

This is close to the story of Moses, and of Karṇa in the Mahābhārata, suggesting a literary trope rather than an epidemic of baby abandonment by high-born women.
 
Sumerians (and Babylonians) maintained lists of years, and this is at least a rudimentary form of chronicle. In Sumerian times, an event was given for each year. E.g. here’s the list of years under Šu-Sin of Ur III:
 
The year Šu-Sin became king

The year the boat Ibex of the Deep was caulked

The year Simanum was sacked

The year the west wall was built

The year following when the west wall was built

The year the Sublime Stele was set up

The year the land of Zabšali was ravaged

The year the Sublime Barge was made

The year the temple of Šara was built

A.R. George

The Assyrians listed years by eponyms— more exactly, by the name of an office, the limmu. The king would be limmu in the first or second year of his reign, which allows the lists to serve as king lists as well. We have reliable limmu lists back to the 11C, and king lists before that. Scribes also compiled tables synchronizing the kings of Assyria and Babylonia, which are highly useful for historians.
 
Some dynasties, such as the Kassites, simply numbered regnal years.
 
Sometimes we have astronomical data such as solar eclipses which tie the king list to specific dates.
 
By the 8C we have reliefs showing a pair of scribes making a record of military booty: one with a tablet writing Akkadian, one with parchment writing in Aramaic. But cuneiform survived for nearly a millennium more: the last known cuneiform inscription dates to +75.
Enḫeduana
 
The earliest named writer in the world[6] is Enḫeduana, the daughter of Sargon of Akkad, in the 23C. She was high priestess of Inanna and Nanna in Ur, though she was exiled from the city for a time during her brother Rimuš’s reign— her complaints about this make up part of her Exaltation of Inanna. Though the administrative language of Sargon’s kingdom was Akkadian, she wrote in excellent Sumerian.
 
A sample:
 
I, Enḫeduana, will recite a prayer to you. To you, holy Inanna, I shall give free vent to my tears like sweet beer! …[The rebel] Lugal-Ane has altered everything of his, and has stripped An of the E-ana. He has not stood in awe of the greatest deity. He has turned that temple, whose attractions were inexhaustible, whose beauty was endless, into a destroyed temple...

 
My good divine wild cow, drive out the man, capture the man! In the place of divine encouragement, what is my standing now? May An extradite the land which is a malevolent rebel against your Nanna! May An smash that city! May Enlil curse it! May its plaintive child not be placated by his mother! […]

 
[Nanna] stood there in triumph and drove me out of the temple. He made me fly like a swallow from the window; I have exhausted my life-strength. He made me walk through the thorn bushes of the mountains. He stripped me of the rightful crown of the en priestess. He gave me a knife and dagger, saying to me “These are appropriate ornaments for you.”

ETCSL

For names of gods see p. 194. Or just keep reading— the best way to understand the gods is through stories.
Atraḫasis
 
The Sumerian King List mentions the Flood. There’s no explanation for it there, but it seems to have dimished humanity: the kings before it reigned for about 20,000 years each; just afterward they reigned only 1000 years.
 
The story of the creation of man and the Flood is told in Atraḫasis. Before humanity existed, the gods had to do all the work— the main work described is digging canals and rivers. Exhausted, they go on strike.
 
Enki and the goddess Mami create humans out of clay and from one murdered god, Ilawela. They do the hard work now, but this creates a new problem: they’re too noisy.
 
The country became too wide, the people too numerous.

The country was as noisy as a bellowing bull.

The gods grew restless at their noise.

Dalley

They reduce the population by plague and by drought, but Atraḫasis, a man of Šuruppak, has the ear of the god Enki. Each time, Enki suggests and Atraḫasis implements a total ban on prayer and offerings. This makes the gods relent, but the problem recurs after 600 years.
 
Finally Enlil decides to eliminate humanity with the Flood. But Enki tells Atraḫasis to make an ark— a serious one, with six decks and a surface area of an acre. He puts his family on board, and wild and domestic animals. He thus survives the flood.  In the version of the story told in Gilgamesh, he sends out a raven to see if the waters have receded.
 
The gods are starved of sacrifices, and so repent of their decision. To keep the population down, they instead reduce women’s fertility.
 
In the Gilgamesh version of the story, Atraḫasis (‘extra wise’) and his wife are granted immortality. There he’s called Utanapišti ‘he found life’. In Sumerian he was Ziusudra.
 
Western readers may be surprised to see, in polytheistic form, a version of the Flood from Genesis. Some literalist Christians might get a little excited about this: ooh, confirmation that the Flood happened! Others might be disturbed, because the story starts to seem less like divine inspiration than a borrowing from a common stock of Semitic folklore.
Epic of Gilgamesh
 
Who was he?
Gilgamesh is named on the Sumerian King List as king (lugal) of Uruk. Curiously, he’s just at the transition from fantastical lifespans (his grandfather Lugalbanda ruled for 1200 years) to believable ones (his son Ur-Nungal ruled for 30 years). He himself is said to have reigned for 126 years.
 
He ruled sometime between 2800 and 2500. Centuries later, he was treated as a deity, especially by the kings of the Third Dynasty of Ur.
 
There are several Sumerian myths about him— separate stories about Bilgames, though most were later incorporated into the epic.
 
	Bilgames and Akka. Bilgames asks his councils whether to accept the king of Kiš’s demands for submission. The elders say yes; the young men say no. Bilgames goes to war and captures king Akka, but allows him to return to Kiš.




	Bilgames and Huwawa. Bilgames and his companion Enkidu confront the monster Huwawa. The monster is protected by seven auras; Bilgames offers him gifts for each aura. He and Enkidu then kill the monster. The god Enlil is not pleased.




	Bilgames and the Bull of Heaven. Uruk’s patron goddess Inanna attempts to seduce Bilgames and keep him from his kingly duties, but he refuses her. Angry, she releases the Bull of Heaven to attack the city. Bilgames and Enkidu defeat it, offering the meat to the poor, and offering the horns to Inanna.




	Bilgames and the Underworld. Here Bilgames is friendly with Inanna: he clears out the demons infesting a tree she has planted in Uruk. From the tree he makes furniture for the goddess and some toys for the young men. But these spend so much time playing that the gods cause the toys to fall down to the Underworld. Enkidu offers to go fetch them. Bilgames gives him the rules for entering the Underworld; Enkidu violates them all and is therefore trapped.[7] However, his spirit escapes long enough for Bilgames to inquire on what the Underworld is like. (It’s grim.) 



	The Death of Bilgames. Bilgames is dying, which presents the gods with a problem: is he god or man? His mother was a goddess, Ninsun. They decide that he is a man and must die, but will be appointed a judge in the Underworld. There are references to lost stories, including the one developed in the later epic, that he reached Ziusudra, the survivor of the Flood.







The epic
The Epic of Gilgamesh[8] is not Sumerian, but Akkadian. The epic was also translated into Hittite and Hurrian. There are two major Akkadian versions, the "Old Babylonian" version from around 1800, and a longer “standard version” from about 1000, the one in Ashurbanipal's library. We even have the name of the compiler, Sîn-lēqi-unninni.
 
Gilgamesh is the mighty king of Uruk, whose massive brick walls (which he had built) the reader is invited to examine. He is, strangely, “two thirds divine and one third human”; this is because his mother is the goddess Ninsun. In the epic, Lugalbanda is his father rather than his grandfather.
 
However, he has a deplorable habit of bothering the young men and women of the town. They complain to the gods, who decide that he needs a companion.
 
They create Enkidu, a shaggy-haired wild man who lives with the beasts outside the civilized world. A hunter complains that he is undoing his traps, preventing him from getting food. His father sends him to Gilgamesh with a plan: send a temple prostitute, Šamhat, to civilize the wild man with sex.
 
This works. After making love for a week, Enkidu is no longer attuned to the natural world (the beasts flee from him), but more reasonable. He talks with Šamhat, who convinces him to come to Uruk. There’s an amusing moment when she gives him bread and beer to eat, and he doesn’t know what they are.
 
After a quick fight, Enkidu and Gilgamesh become fast friends. Ninsun adopts him as a brother to Gilgamesh. 
 
They decide to find and kill Ḫumbaba, a monster who guards a forest in Lebanon. Before doing so, they ask for the counsel and blessings of the elders of Uruk, the young men of Uruk, and Ninsun. The elders at first counsel against the attempt, but relent; Ninsun also wonders why her son has such a “restless spirit.”
 
They travel to Lebanon and fight Ḫumbaba, who is defended by multiple auras. He is defeated not by trickery, but by the aid of the god Šamaš, who sends the winds to strip off the monster’s auras, allowing the heroes to kill him.
 
Now Ištar (the Akkadian name for Inanna), the goddess of love and war and patron of Uruk, asks Gilgamesh to be her consort. He refuses contemptuously, pointing out that most of her previous consorts have ended up dead or miserable. Angrily, she asks her father Anu to send the Bull of Heaven against Uruk. It kills several hundred of Uruk's warriors, but the two heroes manage to kill it.
 
This, however, is too much for the gods. They decree that Enkidu should die, and they send him a sickness that kills him. Gilgamesh mourns him, refuses to bury him “until a worm dropped out of his nose,” and decides that he must defeat death itself.
 
He leaves Uruk, letting his hair grow and wearing hides, and wanders in search of Utanapišti (Atraḫasis), who has the secret of immortality. When he is found, Utanapišti explains why: he survived the Flood and he and his wife were rewarded with immortality.
 
A theme of this section of the epic is self-sabotage. Gilgamesh keeps coming close to the secret of immortality, and messing up. E.g. Utanapišti asks him to stay awake for a week, and he falls asleep immediately. He is shown where a plant grows that regains one's youth and grabs it— but loses it to a snake. Now we know why snakes can shed their skin, rejuvenating themselves.[9]
 
There's not much epilogue: Gilgamesh returns home, and shows Utanapišti’s boatman the walls of Uruk, echoing the beginning of the epic. The idea seems to be that he has given up on immortality, and will be satisfied with lasting renown as a great king.
Analysis
If you like fantasy, mythology, or epic, I think you’ll find Gilgamesh interesting. It's not as polished as the Iliad or the Rāmāyaṇa... but you'd be kind of surprised and disappointed if it were, wouldn’t you? This is early stuff, from a culture we don't entirely understand.
 
The text makes a lot of choices we wouldn’t. E.g., it relies heavily on repetition: on the way to Ḫumbaba's forest, Gilgamesh has ominous dreams—five of them. The language is highly repetitive and yet breezy; a modern writer would surely be content with one dream, more vividly realized. There are a lot of details that take a surprising amount of the text: Gilgamesh’s consultations with the assemblies, Ninsun's prayer before the heroes’ trip, Enkidu's funeral. On the other hand, the actual fights are not described in much detail, and the ending is very abrupt.
 
What sticks in memory is the friendship of the two heroes, and Gilgamesh's bitter grief over his loss. He doesn't seem to recognize that taking on divine monsters was a bad idea... but arguably the text does. Gilgamesh is a big unthinking bruiser, exploiting his people until Enkidu comes along, then ignoring the duties of kingship to undertake various unnecessary quests. Almost everyone who talks to him explains with more or less politeness that he should be doing something else instead.
Translations
If you’d simply like to read the epic, without worrying about its numerous gaps and disputed words, try David Ferry’s rendering. If you want a more scholarly translation, try George 1999 or Dalley 2000. Avoid earlier translations— we’re always learning more about Akkadian, and getting better and more complete texts, so earlier translations will not be as complete or as reliable.
 
Here’s a sample, in Dalley’s version:
 
Look for the copper tablet-box,
Undo its bronze lock.
Open the door to its secret,
Lift out the lapis lazuli tablet and read it.
The story of that man, Gilgamesh, who went through all kinds of sufferings.
He was superior to other kings, a warrior lord of great stature,
A hero born of Uruk, a goring wild bull.
He marches at the front as leader,
He goes behind, the support of his brothers.
Son of Lugalbanda, Gilgamesh, perfect in strength,
Son of the lofty cow, the wild cow Ninsun.

George gives an example of the enormous difficulty of reconstructing Akkadian texts. One particular tablet is broken in three pieces. They were discovered separately: one piece in +1850, one in +1874, one in +1878. It was not until the +1920s that someone realized that two of the pieces fit together, and the third wasn't fitted to them until the +1980s.
 
And that's just one tablet! And it’s still a mess, with a huge chunk missing: only the left part of the column of text is readable. Fortunately there are other tablets that include the same text... one includes just the right-hand portion; another shows about 3/4 of the column, missing just the right-hand side. The texts have to be painstakingly collated, glyph by glyph, before you can even read the text.
 
By now we have over 80 versions of the epic. That still isn’t enough to restore the whole text; nor do they all belong to the standard version, that of Sîn-lēqi-unninni. Not infrequently, to get a coherent story we have to consult the Old Babylonian version, or even the Hittite translation.
 
A case in point on the slow improvement in our texts: in +2011 a new tablet was discovered which greatly restored Tablet V, on the fight with Ḫumbaba. If you read any of the above versions, check out al-Rawi and George 2014 for the new material.
Inanna and Dumuzi
 
Various hymns retell the love story of Inanna and Dumuzi. Curiously, Inanna at first rejects him, because he is a shepherd— she woud prefer a farmer. But Dumuzi, and her mother Ningal, persuade her to accept him.
 
Inanna sang: 
My honey-man, my honey-man sweetens me always.
My lord, the honey-man of the gods,
He is the one my womb loves best.
His hand is honey, his foot is honey,
He sweetens me always.

Dumuzi sang:
O Lady, your breast is your field,
Your broad field pours out plants and grain.
Water flows from on high for your servant…
Pour it out for me, Inanna,
I will drink all you offer.

Wolkstein

One hymn, more biitersweet, suggests that after the lovemaking, Dumuzi asked to be “set free” so he could concentrate on the kingship. (In hymns from Uruk, Inanna makes him king of Uruk; but he was also in his own right the city god of Badtibira.)
Inanna’s descent
 
One of the oddest texts is Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld. We have this in both a Sumerian form and an Akkadian one (featuring Ištar). The Sumerian myth is much longer and more coherent.
 
Inanna goes down to the Underworld, ruled by her sister Ereškigal, “where those who enter cannot leave.” Her intent is apparently to conquer it, though she tells the gatekeeper that she is merely paying her respects. Diane Wolkstein suggests that her motive is understanding, and that her quest parallels other myths of descent and rebirth.
 
Below: Inanna and a worshiper, from a seal impression.
 


 

 
She must pass through seven gates to enter. At each one the doorman removes a piece of her jewelry, and the last one takes her dress. Naked, she confronts Ereškigal and sits on her throne. But the judges of the Underworld kill her and hang her corpse on the wall.
 
Because of this, there is no sex or pregnancy on earth. Her servant Ninšubur asks the gods for help.
 
Don't let your daughter be killed in the underworld. Don’t let your precious metal be alloyed there with the dirt of the underworld. Don’t let your precious lapis lazuli be split there with the mason's stone. Don’t let your boxwood be chopped up there with the carpenter's wood. Don’t let young Lady Inanna be killed in the Underworld.

 
Enlil and Nanna refuse— they think she got what she deserved for coveting the Underworld’s throne. But Enki creates two godlings— “creatures neither male nor female”— and tells them to go to the Underworld. As with Enkidu, they are given strict instructions: do not accept any offers of food or drink. Unlike him, they obey, and have the opportunity to revive Inanna.
 
Her clothes are returned, and Inanna leaves the Underworld, but accompanied by demons (galla). The rule of the Underworld is that no one leaves unless they produce a substitute to stay there for them. Inanna checks some of her retainers, including Ninšubur; they are all in mourning for her. But her husband Dumuzi was in fine clothes, sitting on a throne. Angrily she tells the demons to take him down to the Underworld.
 
However, Dumuzi is saved by his sister Geštinanna. There is a long hunt to find him, aided by a fly— who is rewarded by being allowed to dwell among humans and listen to the wise. Inanna— now repenting her dismissal of her husband— decrees that half the year he will live on the surface with her, half with Ereškigal. His sister will take his place in the Underworld while he lives on the earth. Thus, the myth turns out to be an explanation for the seasons.[10]
 
The Akkadian version includes a vivid description of the grim conditions down below:
 
…the house where those who enter are deprived of light,
Where dust is their food, clay their bread.
They see no light, they dwell in darkness.
They are clothed like birds, with feathers.

Dalley

Feathers were associated with demons and creatures of the Underworld.
 
It’s been suggested that the story accompanied rituals enacted for the idols of Inanna and Dumuzi. The Akkadian myth ends with rites honoring Dumuzi— washing, anointing with oil, clothing in the red robes of the dead— and these might have been done with the god’s image.
The Epic of Creation
 
The Akkadian title is Enūma eliš ‘When above.’
 
The first gods were Apsu and Tiamat; he begets and she gives birth to other gods. Their son Lahmu begot Anšar, who begot Anu, who begot Enki.
 
Apsu was bothered by his children’s noise, and wanted to destroy them. Enki puts him to sleep, then kills him. Apparently Apsu was massive: Enki makes his palace on top of him, and also names it Apsu. There he has a son, Marduk— in the Assyrian version, Aššur.
 
But the newer gods disturb the older gods, and this time Tiamat is convinced to act against them, making the god Qingu her general, with the Tablet of Destinies as his artifact of power. (According to Robson, the gods needed the Tablet to control the future and communicate with diviners.)
 
Several of the young gods are asked to lead the defense, but only Marduk accepts. The other gods support him, and he kills Tiamat and defeats Qingu, seizing the Tablet of Destinies. He cuts Tiamat in half and makes half of her the sky, and the other half into the earth. He goes on to make the celestial bodies, dig out the Tigris and Euphrates, and as an afterthought, create human beings.
 
The rest of the myth is rather tedious; Marduk is given no less than fifty names, each offered with explanations and praise.
 
The epic was recited at the New Year’s festival in Babylon, where the king would grasp the hand of Marduk. It should be noted that as a creation epic, it’s quite late— around 1100— and the major intent is likely the assertion of the superiority of Marduk in a time of bitter conflict with Assyria.
 
Another myth, the Theogony of Dunnu, is notable for a cosmology that’s entirely different, and even more violent. The first gods are Plough and Earth. Plough is murdered by his son Cattle God, who is murdered by his son the Flocks God, who is murdered by his son the Herdsman God, who is killed by the god Haharnu.  For a change, his son Hayyašu deposes his father but only imprisons him. The text becomes fragmentary, but seems to go through a few more generations before mentioning the final all-father, Enlil.
Erra and Išum
 
This poem isn’t exactly a story: the god Erra, also called Nergal, considers going to war against Marduk, but is ultimately dissuaded by his counselor Išum. It’s mostly memorable for its vivid speeches in favor of and against war.
 
On the plus side:
 
Are we to eat women’s bread, like one who has never marched onto the battlefield?
Are we to be fearful and nervous as if we had no experience of war?
To go on to the battlefield is as good as a festival for young men!
…City food, however fancy, cannot compare with what is cooked on the embers.
Best beer, however sweet, cannot compare with water from a water-skin.
A palace built on a platform cannot compare with the shelters of camp.

 
But the devastation of war is also evoked:
 
Anyone who has not died in battle will die in an epidemic.
Anyone who has not died in an epidemic, the enemy will carry off as spoil.
Anyone who has not been carried off as spoil, thieves will murder.
Anyone not murdered by thieves, the king’s weapon will overcome.
Anyone not overcome by the king’s weapon, a prince will fell.
Anyone not felled by the prince, Adad [storm] will wash away.
Anyone not washed away by Adad, Šamaš [sun] will parch.

 
…The city governor will say to his mother,
“Would that I had been obstructed in your womb on the day you bore me,
Would that my life had ended and that we had died together,
Because you delivered me to a city whose walls were to be demolished,
Its people treated like cattle, their god turned smiter.

Dalley

Minor stories
 
A minor myth tells the struggle of the god Ninurta against the demon Asag, assisted by his sentient weapon Šar-ur. He defeats Asag on the third try, then judges the stones. You see, Asag had created all sorts of stones. Those which had assisted Ninurta are declared worthy of being made into statues and such; those which did not are relegated to menial service, such as grinding grain.
 
The “Dialog of Pessimism” is a scene between a master and a clever servant. The master gives various orders, which the servant answers with approving proverbs, even when the orders are contradictory. The owner eventually threatens to kill the servant, who replies “Then may my lord survive me by only three days!”
 
There are other dialog or debate texts; these may well have been written to be performed like plays. These are often fanciful disputations between inanimate things— silver and copper, summer and winter, pickaxe and plow. A few are more everyday, such as a text where two scribes trade insults, quoted on p. 33.
 
Another unusual text is “The Poor Man of Nippur.” The poor man Gimil-Ninurta has been swindled out of his only possession, a goat, by the mayor. He then engineers various schemes which each end in beating up the mayor. The form we have is probably a court poetic version of a popular story, and it offers a rare glimpse into popular speech and everyday life.
 
There are Sumerian poems in which Enmerkar, king of Uruk, has a rivalry with a far city, across “seven mountains,” named Aratta. Enmerkar sends a messenger to Aratta to demand submission, as well as silver, gold, lapis lazuli, and carnelian to decorate Enki’s temple. The en of Aratta demands grain, which Enmerkar provides. After some more exchanges of messengers, and talk of a duel between champions of each city, Aratta provides the requested goods.
 
Some scholars have worried about the location of Aratta, locating it in Pārsa, or near the Caspian Sea, and talked about Sumerian domination. This seems like overinterpretation. By the poem’s own account, by giving large quantities of grain the Sumerians received minerals they wanted that didn’t exist in Sumer. In other words, it was a trade relationship dressed up as an act of submission. The idea that their trade partners had cities like Uruk, ruled by an en and worshiping Inanna, is undoubtedly projection.
Hebrew literature
 
The cream of Hebrew literature is collected in the Tanakh— i.e. the Hebrew scriptures. I prefer to use a Hebrew term, rather than the Christian-centric Bible or Old Testament. The name derives from its three components: Tōrā (‘teaching’, the first five books) + Nəḇīʾīm ‘prophets’ + Kətūḇīm ‘writings’.
 
My heart sinks when I hear about “the Bible as literature”; it reminds me of a book by a very modern bishop that eagerly promoted the reading of the Bible, so long as one believed nothing in it.
 
There is an awful lot about God in there, and most of the early history is fanciful. But if you’re interested in ancient cultures, it’s a long and easily available witness, filled with eloquent poetry, fascinating stories, and glimpses into daily life. This section is mainly intended for people who don’t know much about what’s in it; I’ve concentrated on items of interest to secular readers. (For how the Tanakh was created, and all about God, see the Religion chapter.)
 
The story of Joseph (Gen. 37–50) is a little masterpiece of irony and psychology. Jacob has twelve sons, and his favorite is the second-youngest, Joseph. The boy has a dream where “the sun, the moon, and eleven stars” bow down before him; his brothers, who already hated him, were incensed.
 
When they are alone with him far from home, they decide to kill him.  They take off his cloak and throw him in a well, but then some Arab traders come by— their cargo is specified as aromatic gum, balm, and myrrh. The brother resolve to sell Joseph to them, but before they can act some Midianites come by, pull the boy out of the well, and make the sale. His brothers dip his cloak in goat’s blood and show it to Jacob, who is heartbroken.
 
Joseph is sold to an Egyptian official, Potiphar, and quickly becomes the house steward, as “the Lord lent success to everything he undertook.” However, Potiphar’s wife falls in love with him, and when he rebuffs her advances, accuses him of attempted rape. He is thrown in prison.
 
He interprets the dreams of two fellow prisoners: one of them is to be pardoned, the other executed. He asks the favored prisoner, the king’s cupbearer, to remember him, but the cupbearer forgets him.
 
After two years the king has a baffling dream, which his advisors cannot interpret. The cupbearer remembers Joseph, who is brought to the king and interprets his dream as a prediction of famine. The king makes him his vizier in order to prepare for the coming bad years.
 
The famine affects Canaan as well, and after some years Jacob’s sons travel to Egypt to find grain. They speak to Joseph directly, but do not recognize him. He has a little fun with them: he calls them spies, and demands that they leave one son (Simeon) with him, and fetch their remaining brother Benjamin from Canaan.  This they do, breaking Jacob’s heart again.
 
In the end, Joseph reveals himself to his brothers, who are properly contrite. He has them bring the whole family down to Egypt to live; there is a tearful reunion with Jacob.
 
The story depends on the reader, but not the characters, knowing who Joseph is— that he is still alive, and also that he is the future patriarch. Some hallmarks of the Tanakh’s storytelling may be noted:
 
	The humanity, often the pettiness, of its characters. The brothers are the founders of the tribes of Israel, but they behave criminally. Yet they are not pure villains, as shown by their reluctance to actually kill Joseph.




	The highly effective use of picturesque details (the cargo of the Arabs, the vivid dreams), and a novelistic use of unexpected reverses (the attempted seduction, the cupbearer’s bad memory).




	A surprising absence of theistic propaganda: Joseph’s story is no more religious than a picaresque chapter of the Arabian Nights. The compilers don’t seem to believe that every incident must be edifying. (Is Joseph right to toy with his brothers as he does?)





 


One of the most striking passages in the Tanakh is the prophet Samuel’s rant against kings. The Hebrews have asked him to appoint one, and he warns them:
 
This will be the practice of the king who will rule over you: he will take your sons and appoint them as his charioteers and horsemen… he will take your daughters as perfumers, cooks, and bakers. He will seize your choice fields, vineyards, and olive groves, and give them to his courtiers…

 
He will take your male and female slaves, your choice young men, and your asses, and put them to work for him. He will take a tenth part of your flocks, and you shall become his slaves. The day will come when you cry out because of the king whom you yourselves have chosen; and the Lord will not answer you in that day. [1 Samuel 8:11–18][11]

 
Moreover, the history portion of the Tanakh is extraordinarily critical of the kings. There’s a historical reason for this: the books were compiled in their final form after the Hebrew kingdoms were destroyed, by people who blamed the kings for the catastrophe. But it’s curious that the favorite religious text of so many monarchies is anti-monarchical, and it’s a rejoinder to those who claim that religion always supports power.
 
Along the same lines, a major theme of the Tanakh is concern for the poor and the oppressed:
 
When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap all the way to the edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall not pick your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen fruit of your vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and the stranger: I the Lord am your God. [Lev. 19:9-10]

 
If, however, there is a needy person among you, one of your kinsmen in any of your settlements in the land which the Lord your God is giving you, do not harden your heart… Rather, you must open your hand and lend him sufficient for whatever he needs. [Deut. 15:7-8]

 
The poor and the needy seek water, and there is none; their tongue is parched with thirst.  I the Lord will respond to them. I, the God of Israel, will not forsake them. [Is 41:17]

 
No, this is the fast I desire: to unlock fetters of wickedness, and untie the cords of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free; to break off every yoke. It is to share your bread with the hungry, and to take the wretched poor into your home; when you see the naked, to clothe him, and not to ignore your own kin. [Is. 58:6-7]

 
Your father ate and drank and dispensed justice and equity— then all went well with him. He upheld the rights of the poor and needy— then all was well. That is truly heeding Me. [Jer. 22:15-16]

 
I know that the Lord will champion the cause of the poor, the right of the needy. [Ps. 140:13]

 
Speak up for the dumb, for the rights of all the unfortunate. Speak up, judge righteously, champion the poor and the needy. [Prov. 31:8-9]

 
There’s also a marked absence of the sort of passages a Marxist might expect: encomiums to the rich and powerful and exhortations to support the kings.
 
One of the oddest books in the Tanakh is Ecclesiastes, Heb. Qōheleṯ (‘teacher’). It has a bracing sense of despair which some might think is confined to the modern era:
 
Utter futility!— said Koheleth— utter futility! All is futile! What real value is there for a man in all the gains he makes beneath the sun? [1:2–3]

 
All such things are wearisome:
no man can ever state them.
The eye never has enough of seeing, 
nor the ear enough of hearing.

 
Only that shall happen which has happened,

 
only that occur which has occurred.
There is nothing new beneath the sun! [1:8–9]

 
And so I set my mind to appraise wisdom and to appraise madness and folly. And I learned— that this too was pursuit of wind. [1:17]

 
Then I accounted those who died long since more fortunate than those who are still living; and happier than either are those who have not yet come into being and have never witnessed the miseries that go on under the sun. [4:2–3]

 
Somewhat similar is Job, which begins when Satan (this is his major appearance in the Tanakh) makes a bet with God that Job will lose his piety when he is stripped of his wealth, his family and his health.
 
Job indeed stays faithful despite these afflictions, but in a very argumentative and distressed way. He rebukes his friends for suggesting that his suffering is due to sin, and indeed challenges God:
 
Does it benefit You to defraud, 
to despise the toil of Your hands,
while smiling on the counsel of the wicked?

 
Do You have the eyes of flesh?
Is Your vision that of mere men?
…that You seek my iniquity and search out my sin?
You know that I am not guilty,
and that there is none to deliver from Your hand. [10:3–7]

 
God himself responds “out of the tempest.” God’s reponse is a hymn to his own almighty power. It’s eloquent— “Can you tie cords to Pleiades, or undo the reins of Orion?”— but offers no direct answer to Job’s challenge. Nonetheless God rebukes Job’s friends and— with no reference to the bet with Satan— restores Job’s fortunes.
 
Finally I want to highlight the Song of Songs (Šīr ha-ššīrīm). The more high-minded have read the book as an allegory of God’s love for Israel; but on its own terms it’s a beautiful love ballad, with a series of astonishing metaphors:
 
Ah, you are fair, my darling, ah, you are fair.
Your eyes are like doves behind your veil.
Your hair is like a flock of goats 
streaming down Mount Gilead

 
Your teeth are like a flock of ewes
climbing up from the washing pool;
all of them bear twins, 
and not one loses her young.

 
Your lips are like a crimson thread, your mouth is lovely.

 
Your neck is like the tower of David,
built to hold weapons,
hung with a thousand shields…
Your breasts are like two fawns, twins of a gazelle,
browsing among the lilies. [4:1–5]

 
Refreshingly, the woman is just as lovesick, and praises her lover with the same florescence.
Canaanite literature
 
For thousands of years, almost the only information about the Canaanites came from the Tanakh— which considered them the height of evil. In +1928, the ancient city of Ugarit was discovered on the Syrian coast, and in it over a thousand tablets in Ugaritic, which is closely related to Hebrew. All date before 1190, when the city was destroyed by the Sea Peoples. So now we can hear the Canaanites speaking in their own voice.
 
Only about 50 of these tablets are literary. A good selection of them is available in Coogan and Smith 2012.
 
Ezekiel says to the king of Tyre: “You are wiser than Danel” (28:3). Scholars have generally ‘corrected’ this to Daniel, but in fact there was a Canaanite hero-king Danel, who appears in the story Aqhat.
 
The story begins with Danel spending seven days in the temple of Baʿal, sacrificing and praying. “Baʿal approached with his compassion” and grants Danel’s prayer, which is for a son. A passage reflects on the practical advantages of a son:
 
For a son will be born to me like my brothers;
  an heir, like my kinsmen,

to set up a stela for my divine ancestor,

a votive marker for my clan in the sanctuary…

to shut the jaws of my abusers,

to drive off my oppressors;

to hold my hand when I am drunk,

to support me when I am full of wine…

to patch my roof when it gets muddy,

to wash my clothes when they get dirty.

Coogan & Smith

The translators also include a fragmentary tablet recounting how the chief god ʾĒl holds a banquet (mirzāħ) and becomes staggering drunk, so that he has to be held up by his sons. Amos describes similar festivities with the same word (6:1—7).
 
Danel’s son is Aqhat, and he is given a divine bow by Kothar-wa-Ḫasis (‘skillful and wise’), the craftsman god. He’s called “lord of Egypt”, and reflects an idea that fine craftwork is Egyptian. Ironically, centuries later, the Tanakh would consider the finest craftsmen to be those of Tyre and Sidon, not far from Ugarit.
 
The goddesss Anat asks for the bow, promising riches and immortality. Aqhat points out, reasonably enough, that Kothar would make her one, but she persists. He refuses, commenting scornfully, “do women ever hunt?”
 
Anat has recourse to her warrior Yatpan, who takes the form of a vulture and kills Aqhat. (Sadly for Anat, in the course of this the bow is broken.) There’s a rather gruesome scene where Danel kills various vultures in order to find pieces of his son in their stomachs, so he can bury them.
 
Danel has a daughter, Pugat:
 
she who carries water,
  who collects dew on her hair,
  who knows the course of the stars.

 
This sounds like poetic prettiness, but it’s part of the picture of a well-off but hard-working Canaanite woman: like the wife in Proverbs 31:15, she gets up to start her work while it is still night. But, as if to rebuke her brother’s notion that women could not fight, she prepares to do just that:
 
She put on a hero’s clothes,

she placed a knife in her sheath,

she placed a sword in her scabbard;

and on top she put on women’s clothes.

 
She proceeds to Yatpan’s camp, pretending to be a cupbearer. Unfortunately the last tablet is lost, but it’s clear that she would avenge her brother’s death.
 
Kirta tells the story of another king, in episodic form. He too is distraught because he has no heirs. But ʾĒl appears to him in a dream, and promises him a wife. He is instructed to take his army— three million strong— to besiege the city of Udm.[12] The king of Udm, Pabil, will offer tribute, but Kirta is to answer:
 
Why should I want silver or gleaming gold…?
You must give me rather what is not in my house: 
  give me Lady Ḫurriya,
  the loveliest of your firstborn offspring:
Her loveliness is like Anat’s,
  her beauty is like Astarte’s,
her pupils are lapis lazuli,
  her eyes are gleaming alabaster.

 
Pabil agrees, and the gods themselves attend and bless the wedding. But there’s trouble: on the way to Udm, Kirta had stopped at a shrine of the goddess Asherah, and promised her gold and silver if he was able to marry Ḫurriya. In the way of epic heroes, he forgot this vow, and Asherah punishes him with a debilitating illness.
 
Fortunately there is a divine intervention, though only ʾĒl, chief of the gods, is strong enough to heal Kirta’s illness. He does so by creating a divine, female physician, Šaʿtiqat (‘expeller’). Kirta’s problems are not over: his son Yaṣṣub thinks that the king’s illness has created chaos, and he should be king instead. He is blunt about the effects of a sick king:
 
When raiders raid, you talk,
  when there are invaders, you are idle.
…You do not judge the cases of widows,
  you do not preside over the hearings of the oppressed.

 
Underlining the idea that the king produces prosperity, there is a drought, and the stores of grain, wine, and oil all run out. Kirta responds to the suggestion with a curse, but the story breaks off here, so we don’t know what happened next.
 
The story of Baʿal is myth or theology rather than legend. The god Yamm (‘sea’, Hebrew yam) approaches ʾĒl and the other gods, demanding that the storm god Baʿal submit to him “to be humbled.” ʾĒl agrees, but Baʿal fights instead. Using two weapons made by Kothar-wa-Ḫasis, he defeats Yamm, then holds a victory feast.[13]
 
Due to damage to the tablet, the transition is unclear, but Baʿal’s sister Anat is shown fighting and killing soldiers:
 
She fashioned heads to her back,
  she tied hands to her belt.
She harvested knee-deep in soldiers’ blood,
  up to her thighs in warriors’ gore;
with a staff she drove off her enemies,
  with the string of her bow her opponents.

 
Baʿal asks her to stop fighting, and complains that he has no palace— the mark of a king. Anat asks ʿĒl, but he doesn’t seem amenable (his reply is lost). The two siblings then win the aid of Asherah, ʿĒl’s wife, by giving her gifts. She intercedes with ʿĒl, who allows Baʿal to build his palace. Baʿal does so and celebrates with a feast and some gratuitous warfare. It’s also mentioned that he, or Anat, kill sea monsters, Litan and the Twisting Serpent.
 
He had resisted having a window in his house, but now he allowed Kothar-wa-Ḫasis to build one. This turns out to be a mistake, for it allows Mot (Death, Hebrew māweṯ) to attack him. (Jeremiah 9:21 speaks of Death entering through windows.) Baʿal is killed— Death eats him.
 
ʾĒl laments, “Baʿal is dead; what will happen to the peoples?” He and Anat rend their own flesh in mourning. But Anat takes action and takes revenge against Mot:
 
She seized ʿĒl’s son Death:
  with a sword she split him;
  with a sieve she winnowed him;
  with fire she burned him;
  with millstones she ground him;
  in the fields she sowed him.

 
The gods have the Sun look for Baʿal— “Where is Baʿal the Conqueror?” This line was probably repeated in ritual, for it’s given as a name to a Sidonian princess— Jezebel, who married Ahab king of Israel.
 
Baʿal indeed returns to life. There’s one more fight with Death, but Death surrenders when the Sun (Šapšu, female in Ugarit) intervenes on Baʿal’s side.
 
In theme and plot, the story resembles Enūma eliš, but the death and resurrection of Baʿal also give it importance as an agricultural myth. His death does not represent an annual event— agriculture can continue year-round in Canaan— but the deadly intermittent droughts when the winter rains fail.
 
Most of the gods that appear in the stories also appear in the Tanakh. ʾĒl (Hebrew ʾĔlōhīm) is simply identified with Yahweh; Asherah appears in the form of the ‘sacred posts’ the Israelites and Judahites could not give up. Baʿal is the most hated of Yahweh’s rivals, but Yahweh also incorporated his powers and imagery as a storm god, and even his defeat of monsters associated with the sea:
 
In that day the Lord will punish,
with his great, cruel, mighty sword
Leviathan, the elusive serpent—
Leviathan the twisting serpent;
He will slay the Dragon of the sea. [Is. 27:1]

 
As the quotations above indicate, both Ugaritic and Hebrew poetry relies heavily on parallelism. There are even more similarities, such as a trope of using two ascending numbers in the two halves of a verse:
 
Let him bake enough bread for five months,
  enough provisions for six.

 
Compare Prov. 30:18: “Three things are beyond me; four I cannot fathom.”
 
The Tanakh contains some cryptic references to rəp̄āʾīm. The clearest is Isaiah 14:9, addressed to the king of Babylon:
 
Sheol below was astir to greet your coming—
Rousing for you the rəp̄āʾīm of all earth’s chieftains,
Raising from their thrones all the kings of nations.

 
The rəp̄āʾīm are divinized dead kings, and appear in the Ugaritic texts:
 
There were the rəp̄āʾīm of Baʿal,
  the warriors of Baʿal and the warriors of Anat,
There the forces circled about,
  the eternal royal princes.

Egyptian literature
 
In general, we have less Egyptian than Akkadian literature. This is largely because anything in the Nile valley itself is lost. We have what was left in tombs: a few papyrus scrolls, and writing painted or carved onto the walls.
 
Of the works discussed below, we have four Middle Kingdom scrolls of the Tale of Sinuhe, four of the Eloquent Peasant, just one of the Shipwrecked Sailor, just
one of the Dialog of a Man and his Ba. Almost the entirety of surviving Middle Kingdom literature, apart from Books of the Dead,  fits in a slim book, such as Parkinson 1998.
The Book of the Dead
 
A Book of the Dead was a papyrus scroll buried with the deceased starting in the New Kingdom. The name is modern; in Egyptian, some parts of it were called The Book of Going Forth by Day. The book developed from the earlier Coffin Texts, but the form allowed much more material.
 
It’s something of a notional book: no one scroll contains all of it. There was a set of over 200 chapters, and an individual scroll could contain as few as three or as many as a hundred chapters.
 
A relatively accessible modern rendering is O’Rourke 2016, which translates a papyrus prepared for one Sobekmose, around 1500. It contains 75 chapters, written on both sides of the scroll. Curiously the recto is written in cursive hieroglyphics, and the verso in hieratic.
 
The text is extremely obscure. Here’s a random chapter:
 
Allowing the Goldworker of Amun Sobekmose, justified, to go forth amongst his enemies. I have hacked up the sky. I have ripened the horizons. I have traveled through the earth (to) its edges. I have put the akhs (and) the great ones in an uproar because I am one who is equipped with his millions, namely with my magic. I eat with my mouth. I defecate with my anus because I am, indeed, a god, lord of the Duat. I was given these things fixed that make the Goldworker of Amun Sobekmose, justified, prosper.

O’Rourke

An akh is a transfigured soul, with superpowers. It’s the desired end state of the whole process of mummification, judgment, and going through the many ordeals of the afterlife. The Duat is the netherworld, both the place where the dead live and the place where the Sun (Re) travels after it dies in the west.
 
The overall purpose of the book is clear. It’s a collection of spells, hymns, and instructions which allow the deceased to get the best possible afterlife. The Duat turns out to be full of perils. There is the judgment of Anubis and that of the 42 gods to go through, of course. But there are also monsters who want to destroy you. There’s a ferryman who will take you where you need to go only if you can correctly name all the parts of his ship. And this means the poetic/metaphorical names, not the technical terms:
 
Tell me my name, says the mooring post. Lady of the Two Lands in the Shrines is your name. Tell me my name, says the mallet. Leg of Apis is your name. Tell me my name, says the prow-rope. Braid of the Mooring-Post of Anubis in the Work of Embalming is your name. Tell me my name, says the steering-post. Columns of the Path of the Necropolis is your name….

 
Plus, it’s a struggle merely to get your body together and working. There are spells to “open the mouth”– you need to speak in order to say the spells. There are spells to keep your organs working, to allow you to move around, to eat proper food. There are spells to turn into an animal temporarily (mostly birds) to avoid dangers or get around better.
 
Many of the chapters involve a claim to divinity. Sobekmose is supposed to not just invoke Osiris but become Osiris– or other gods. This must date back to the Book’s origin, the Pyramid Texts in the king’s tomb. The king was a god, the son of Horus, so of course he would assert his divinity in the Duat. Apparently this was taken as the birthright– excuse me, the deathright– of any Egyptian who could afford mummification.
 
When you do come before the 42 gods, you must declare your innocence, but also your knowledge of their names. E.g.:
 
O bone-breakers who came forth from Nen-nesut, I have not spoken falsehoods.

 
O lord of truth who came forth from the Two Truths, I have not stolen offering portions.

 
O traveler who came forth from Bubastis, I have not eavesdropped.

 
O pale one who came forth from Iunu, I have not run at the mouth.

 
O wammty-snake who came forth from the place of execution, I have not commited adultery.

 
O reciter of words who came forth from Weryt, I have not been hot-tempered.

 
And so on. Curiously, there’s not much instruction on what to do if you have sinned. Presumably you brazen it out. There are other spells which sound like the gods will purify you if you approach them correctly.
 
Now, a lot of the obscurity was probably not present for the original writers. It’s easy to create a similar text, full of metaphors and allusions, which would only be intelligible to Christians:
 
Bring me to the promised land, O Word of God. I have been washed in the Jordan. I have been redeemed by the Lamb. I have been through the valley of the shadow of death; I have seen the single set of footprints on the sand. I trust the Shepherd who was born of a virgin, the Carpenter who came riding on a donkey.

 
It’s also likely that the original writers were purposefully obscure. If Sobekmose is paying for a book of powerful spells, he might well be disappointed if he could actually understand it. Magic seems more convincing when it’s difficult and suggestive, when it seems to mean something but refuses to explain itself. One chapter (162) even contains a command to let no one else (besides the client?) see it.
 
There’s also evidence that the texts were difficult even for the scribes copying them, and they made errors as a result. E.g., the list of ferry parts gives the same name for the ferry and the ferryman (“the one who finds faces, who uplifts faces”). O’Rourke suggests that this is a copyist’s error.  Another example: the 42 gods are said to “swallow from their excesses”, which makes little sense. Other versions of the book have “who swallow truth”.
 
The Pyramid Texts of Unas, the last king of Dynasty 5, can be read in Dungen 2018. These are some of the oldest preserved religious texts in the world, dating to 2350 (just before Enḫeduana).
 
Surprisingly, they’re far more readable than the Book of the Dead. A good deal of it seems to record a physical rite— there are instructions for priests, both words to say and specific offerings to be made.
 
O Osiris King Unas,

I provide you with [the foam]

that comes from you.

—2 bowls of Bowland [Nubian] beer—

O Osiris King Unas,

take the breast of Horus, which they offer

—2 bowls of fig drink

O Osiris King Unas,

I part your mouth with it.

—2 [jars of] Delta wine

Dungen

And on and on— it was quite a spread.
 
There are many poems or spells which introduce Unas to the gods and reprimand demons who might wish him harm.
 
Compared to the civilians’ Book of the Dead, Unas’s texts are confident to the point of hubris. There is no judgment scene, only assurances that the gods have removed any remaining imperfections in him. Unas too addresses the ferryman, but tells him that if he is not ferried across, Thoth will come and fly him over. Unas is equated to Osiris and Horus— he has even become greater than them:
 
I, king Unas, acquire the sky,

and cleave its iron.

…He who settled the dispute comes to me bowing.

I have made the gods quiver,

being older than the Great One.

…I acquire authoritative speech,

eternity is brought for me,

and understanding is placed for me at my feet.

There is even a strange passage in which Unas eats the other gods.
 
Since their Ba is now in my belly, their effectiveness is in me,

as the surplus of my meal [with respect to] the gods,

in that it was boiled for me with their bones.

Literary works
 
Tale of Sinuhe
This story dates from the Middle Kingdom, about 1875; we have manuscripts from the reign of Amenemhat III (dyn. 12).
 
Sinuhe is a courtier, accompanying prince Senwosret on an expedition against the Libyans. He overhears messengers from the capital, then Itjtawy, saying that the king, Amenemhat I, has been assassinated. He is seized by a blind panic and flees the camp and Egypt.
 
He ends up in Canaan, dying of thirst, but he’s rescued by a nomad. He’s passed along between various chiefs, and ends up with Amunenshi, king of “upper Retjenu”, which the translator identifies with the Litani, the major river of Lebanon. Amunenshi hears his story, which includes effusive praise for the new king, and gives Sinuhe a good life, marrying him to his daughter and making him a chief.
 
In this capacity he wages war on the neighboring tribes, until he becomes so successful that Amunenshi turns on him. He is forced to kill the Canaanite “with his own axe.”
 
He grows old in Canaan, but he misses Egypt and prays to be buried there. He receives a letter from king Senwosret inviting him to return, and gladly accepts, leaving his holdings to his eldest son. He is forgiven for his desertion and given a high position. The story begins and ends in the style of autobiographies from tombs, so the implication is that he finishes his story— happy at last— in his well-appointed tomb.
 
There is an awful lot of praise for the king in the poem, which undoubtedly made it popular at court. But there’s also appreciation for the Egyptian good life. Sinuhe can hardly complain of his treatment by the Canaanites; he ended up with a family and plentiful cattle and serfs. But he apparently had to live in a tent, with long unkempt hair. Back home:
 
The years were made to pass from my limbs;

I became clean-shaven, and my hair was combed.

…I was clad in fine linen;

I was anointed with fine oil.

I slept in a bed.

I return the sand to those who are upon it

and the tree oil to those smeared with it.

Parkinson

A passage from the teachings of Merikare exemplifies what the Egyptians thought about the Canaanites:
 
The miserable Asiatic is wretched because of the place he is in: short of water, bare of wood, its paths are many and painful because of mountains. He does not dwell in one place, and food propels his legs. He fights since the time of Horus[14], not conquering or being conquered; he does not announce the day of combat, like a thief who hides for a (united) group.

Dungen

The story recalls nothing so much as colonial Britishers serving in India and yearning for a quiet retirement back in Devonshire.
Other tales
These and Sinuhe are conveniently collected in Parkinson 1997.
 
The “Tale of the Eloquent Peasant”, from the Middle Kingdom, concerns a commoner, Khunanup, who brings an assload of goods to trade in Nen-nesut. He meets a minor official, Nemtinakht, who covets his goods. He blocks the narrow road with a cloak, forcing the peasant to go into the fields so as not to “tread on his clothes.” The donkey eats from the grain, which the official uses as a pretext to seize it and its cargo. When the peasant complains, he is beaten.
 
The peasant then goes to the official’s boss, Rensi the High Steward, and begins a series of complaints, expressed in eloquent and forceful poetry. He starts with praise (“If you go down to the Sea of Truth, you will sail on it with true fair wind”), moves to moral exhortation (“Speak not falsehood, for you are great! Stray not, you are the standard!”), and ends in abuse (“Your neglect will mislead you, your selfishness befool you, your greed create you foes”).
 
Indeed, his eloquence is counter-productive: Rensi is so taken with the speeches that he says nothing, simply to provoke him to speak more. It ends happily: Rensi brings the miscreant and hands him and all his property over to the peasant.
 
It’s a curious piece. On one hand, it shows very clearly that writers were aware of the injustice and arrogance of the king’s officials, and not afraid to call it out to the elite itself (the only audience that could appreciate a scroll). Yet Rensi and the king are shown as amused, not touched, by the peasant’s imprecations. Their behavior is a more benign Dangerous Liaisons: they are playing with the peasant, though they do end up judging the case righteously.
 
The “Tale of the Shipwrecked Sailor” is a little fantasy. As they return from a sea voyage, a sailor tells a story to comfort his master (the mission has apparently gone badly). On an earlier expedition to mine in Sinai, the sailor’s boat was lost in a storm. He was the sole survivor, and found himself on an island in the Red Sea. It proves bountiful, and he soon learns why: it’s the domain of a serpent-god, 30 cubits long, with a human face, bearded in the way of gods and kings. Fortunately the god is benign, and sends him home with valuable gifts.
 
It’s not clear why this story should cheer up the master, and in fact it doesn’t— he responds dismissively, and the poem abruptly ends.
 
The “Dialog of a Man and his Soul” is a fanciful debate of a form more common in Akkad. We don’t have the beginning of the poem, so we don’t know the context— our scroll opens with the unnamed man already in full disagreement with his soul, more precisely his ba.
 
Surprisingly, the soul is far earthier, and advocates living this life to the fullest and ignoring the afterlife.
 
If you call burial to mind, it is heartbreak;

it is bringing the gift of tears, causing a man misery;

it is taking man away from his house,

and throwing him on the high ground.

You will not come up again to see the sunlight.

…Listen to me! Look, it is good to listen to men!

Follow the happy day! Forget care!

 
But the man is unconvinced. He finds his present life miserable— his reputation is gone, he has no companions; his only comfort is the peace of the Duat:
 
Death is to me today

like the smell of myrrh,

like sitting under a sail on a windy day.

Death is to me today

like the smell of flowers,

like sitting on the shore of drunkenness.

 
The ba capitulates, but suggests they work together: enjoy life while it lasts, but also prepare for the afterlife.
 
Reading about pyramids and the voluminous Books of the Dead, we can wonder if the Egyptians were “obsessed with death.” The usual Egyptologist answer is that the Egyptians loved life, therefore were anxious to keep enjoying it forever. This poem is a partial corrective: the ba openly dismisses the Duat and everything connected with it, while the man doesn’t love life at all. There was evidently no one way the Egyptians thought about life and death!
 
The “Teaching of Khety” is a paean to the scribal profession— and a favorite text to make young scribes copy. It’s most notable for the extended review of other professions, all of which are horrible. E.g.:
 
The gardener is bringing a yoke [with heavy water-pots]

and each of his shoulders bearing old age,

with a great swelling on his neck, which is festering.

He passes the morning watering the vegetables,

and his supper-time by the coriander,

having spent the midday in the orchard.

Because of this, it happens that he only rests when dying,

more so than with any other profession.

Wisdom literature
We have a fair amount of wisdom literature— short compilations of moralistic advice, usually attributed to a wise king or vizier writing for his son. The idea that the named person was the actual author should not be taken seriously— one of the kings, Amenemhat I, even discusses his own assassination, and offers excuses for allowing it to happen. (He was sleeping, and weaponless, and “no one is strong in the night.”)
 
Naturally, the teachings are written for the literate, male members of the elite. So there is a lot of advice on governing and judging, on dealing with nobles and the king. Much of it is as conservative as you would expect: you should be worshipful toward the king, not smart off to your noble, listen respectfully to your father, take your turn serving at the temple. There’s even the usual conservative belief that the poor man is self-interested and thus that the rich make the best judges:
 
He who has wealth at home will not be partial,

(for) he is a rich man who lacks nothing.

The poor man does not speak justly.

Dungen

There are constant admonitions to not steal from the poor, to not cheat, to speak honestly to officials, to not be greedy, to not oppress the widow nor expel a man from his father’s property, to not build tombs using the material from other people’s tombs. The teaching attributed to king Merikare takes care to criticize the king’s desecration of temples while fighting rebels.
 
These condemnations can be taken as evidence that such behavior was common, though it doesn’t tell us how common. (We don’t have the police reports; but some crimes are still detectable: kings did build using stones from previous tombs or temples.) Such misdeeds were always taken as individual sin, not as a reason to organize society differently.
 
There is a subgenre of lamentations or prophecy— e.g. the Dialog of Ippur and the Lord of All, where the sage Ippur bitterly laments the state of Egypt— robbery and bloodshed all over. The details are vivid: people throw themselves under the feet of crocodiles in order to die; robbers are themselves robbed of all they have. At the same time one of Ippur’s complaints is that the poor are doing too well:
 
O, but beggars have become lords of wealth;

someone who could not earn sandals for himself is a lord of riches…

O, but the wealthy are in woe;

the poor are in joy;

every town is saying, “Let us drive the strong from amongst us!”

Parkinson

The assassinated king Amenemhat understandably warns about the dangers of a palace coup:
 
It was someone who ate my food who caused trouble;

someone to whom I had given my help was raising plots.

A papyrus known as the “Loyalist Teaching” spends a lot of time praising the king, but also observes that the noble’s good life depends on his servants, who therefore should not be oppressed:
 
It is mankind who creates all that exists;

one lives on what comes from their hands…

Do not make a field-worker wretched with taxes—

let him be well off, and he will still be there for you the next year.

Equally vivid are the prophecies of Neferti, offered to king Sneferu; these may be a literary memory of the First Intermediate Period.
 
Bread will be asked for with blood;

a sick man will be laughed at out loud;

death will not be wept at;

the night will not be spent fasting for death,

for a man’s heart is concerned only with himself…

A man will sit and bow his back

while one person is killing another.

The Teachings of Ptahhotep are attributed to a vizier of Dyn. 5, though undoubtedly writen in the 12th, i.e. the Middle Kingdom. The maxims are purportedly addressed to his son, but are written conditionally, for situations ranging from serving the king directly, to being “vilely poor”. Though he starts with a full-blooded complaint about old age (“What age does to people is evil in every aspect”), he is full of canny advice for the Egyptian courtier:
 
	Don’t oppose a more powerful man; rather let his arrogance defeat himself, and your self-restraint seem the more impressive.




	Don’t grumble at what a noble serves at his table— be pleasant, for a rich man is at his most generous when he’s eating.




	If you’re “vilely poor”, follow an excellent man, and don’t look down on him if you happen to know he was once much poorer.




	Never give in to anger, which will turn people’s love into disdain.




	A petitioner wants to be listened to completely, even more than achieving what he came for.




	Don’t mess with the women in someone else’s house.




	Be kind and giving with your wife, but don’t let her be “under her own control.” 



	Don’t be too proud of your wisdom— “perfect speech” is often to be found with maidservants milling grain.




	Neither the sullen man nor the frivolous man will be happy.





 






History

Order of attack
 
This chapter is organized chronogically— with some slippage to keep some topics coherent.
 
If you’re new to the subject, the onslaught of names and people can be overwhelming. You’re welcome to skim, or to read the culture and religion chapters first. You could also read the chapter twice, once to get the general story, again to get the details.
 
Historians generally allow that their dates may be a century off around 2750, half a century at 1600, 25 years at 1000, and a year at 670. Then they cheerfully claim that, say, Khufu’s reign started in 2589. We don’t have four digits of accuracy at that time! I’ve tried to use round figures before 1000. That includes numbers like 1775— read that as “a quarter of the way through the 1700s.”
 
The first thing to absorb is where we are in time, so I’ve highlighted the date in the headers. In addition these are color-coded by location:
 
Mesopotamia     Egypt    Elsewhere/General

 
Our ancestors
 
Hominins developed in Africa, but spread out from it in three waves:
 
	Homo erectus emerged 2 million years ago, and quickly spread to western Europe, the Middle East, India, China, and Indonesia. H. erectus made and used stone tools and had a brain more than twice the size of a chimp’s, i.e. 70% of a modern human’s.
 




	Homo neanderthalensis dates to about 430,000 years ago. They’re found in Europe, the Middle East, and Central Asia. Though they were stocky and big-browed, they could probably pass unnoticed in a modern city. Their brains were as big or bigger than ours.
 




	Homo sapiens evolved in Africa 200,000 or more years ago, and spread over the world:

	Middle East100,000 years ago




	Europe40,000




	Asia60,000




	Australia50,000




	Americas15,000









 


It’s important to note the great variety of biomes all three groups settled: grassland, savannah, rain forest, temperate forest, mountains. There is no single “paleo” lifestyle or diet.
 
There is disagreement over whether H. sapiens evolved all over Eurasia, from local H. erectus, or only in Africa. The latter is more likely, as genetic studies show that humans experienced a genetic bottleneck about 200,000 years ago. We don’t show the genetic diversity that would be expected if the common ancestor was 2 million years back.
 
For the vast majority of our history, humans were hunter-gatherers. Or perhaps we should say gatherer-hunters. Hunting sounds sexier, but anthropologists have shown that gathering plants generated the bulk of calories eaten.
 
Linguists will want to know when language appeared. Anthropologists often point to the fact that humans, but not the other apes, have a descended larynx. This introduces a choking hazard, but allows greater control over vocalization. On the other hand, this has also been explained as a way of lowering the pitch of the voice to sound more imposing; and it should be pointed out that most phonetic distinctions are made via tongue, lip, and jaw position. It’s also sometimes forgotten that language can be sign-based as well, and signs require only the hand agility that apes possess.
 
The larynx had fully descended by 300,000 years ago; the Neanderthals have brain sizes larger than ours; we have painting and figurines dating to 30,000, and burials with grave goods from 21,000. Any of these things, or the emergence of H. sapiens, could be tied to language.
 
Compare the estimated date for Proto-Indo-European: 6500 years ago. Language has been developing for at least five times that length of time, and perhaps fifty times.
Our secret weapon: Fire
 
A nice trendy argument is when the Anthropocene began: the geological era dominated by humans. Was it when we noticed global warming, or when the industrial revolution began? James Scott makes a case that it began 400,000 years ago, when Homo erectus mastered fire.
 
Fire greatly changed our own bodies and brains, because it allowed us to cook both meat and vegetables, unlocking a great deal more nutrients. Our huge brains are the product of fire: the other great apes can’t support equally large brains with their diet of raw food. Fire has shortened our guts, which are about a third as long as those of chimps, because we don’t need as much digestion. We can eat a wider range of things; that, and the warmth of fires, allowed us to greatly expand our habitat.[15]
 
What’s less realized is that we also used fire to transform the landscape. Sometimes this was accidental, sometimes a purposeful hunting/foraging technique. Fire could be used to chase prey into a killing zone. More subtly, it encourages certain crops which we happen to find useful, and the animals that grazed on those crops. Just about every landscape we consider “natural” has already been modified by humanity, largely through fire.
 
A little fact which underlines the scale of this change: when Europeans reached the New World, their diseases killed off perhaps a majority of the natives, who for centuries had been using fire to clear the forest. The forests sprang back, absorbing so much CO2 that global climate cooled, from roughly +1500 to +1850.
And ice
 
The Earth goes through a very long cycle of ice ages (when one or both poles are covered by ice caps) and greenhouse ages (when both poles are ice-free). The last greenhouse age lasted for over 200 million years; average temperatures were 15° C higher than today.
 
The present Late Cenozoic ice age began 34 million years ago with the icing of the Antarctic. About 3 million years ago, a permanent ice cap formed over the Arctic.
 
Within an ice age, ice advances and retreats over millennia. The last (Würm or Wisconsin) glacial period lasted from 115,000 to 10,000.  During this period ice covered northern Eurasia and North America. However, the Middle East was more pleasant than it is today. The forest and steppe regions extended further south, and much of what is now pure desert was only semidesert. The lakes were much larger, and average temperatures were about 6° C lower than today.
 
Though we’re still in the ice age, since 10,000 we’ve been in an interglacial, a time when the glaciers have retreated.
Sedentism
 
Surprisingly, sedentism— residing in one place for the whole year— predates agriculture.
 
Permanent settlements appeared in Canaan and Syria around 12,000. They started out hunting, gathering, and fishing. This culture is known as Natufian, after one of the first sites investigated. The best known site, though not the earliest, is Jericho. A curiosity here is human skulls with their faces reconstructed with plaster, with sea shells for eyes. As only a portion of the skeletons found were treated this way, it must have been an honor.
 
There was sedentism at Shanidar in northern Iraq by 9000. This site also provides evidence for the raising of sheep, the first large animal to be domesticated. Raising animals would have encouraged sedentism and higher populations.
 
Though civilization started in Sumer, sedentism (and agriculture) did not. We find permanent settlements in Sumer by 6500.
 
There was cattle herding in the Egyptian desert by 8800, permanent settlements by 6600, and sheep and goat herding by 5600. We have settlements in the Nile valley itself by 7000, but evidence from this time is spotty— buried or destroyed by millennia of silt.
 
Wild grains were harvested by foragers, and once there were settlements, tools for processing grain developed: reaping knives, mortars, hand mills. Remnants of flatbread from wild grains have been found in a Natufian settlement in Jordan, dated to between 12,500 and 9500. Grains were harvested and processed at the Ohalo II site in Israel around 21,000.
 
There’s a relative lack of known sites in mountainous forest areas, but that doesn’t mean that they were uninhabited. In the plains, the obvious places to dig are tells, which slowly rise as rubble is used as a basis for new building. But in the mountains people built in wood, which doesn’t leave tells.
 
Sedentism coming first isn’t a pecularity of the Middle East. Native Americans in Florida and Oregon were sedentary without developing agriculture at all, in those cases because of the richness of aquatic resources.
AgriculturE 9500
 
Agriculture developed just about where we might expect it.
 
	To the north and east— Anatolia and Irān— the winters are too severe.




	To the south, and in Mesopotamia, there isn’t enough rainfall.




	The first crops grown— einkorn wheat, emmer wheat, and barley—occur naturally in Anatolia, northern Irān, and Canaan. Foragers utilized wild stands of these crops long before it occurred to anyone to plant them.





 


The intersection of these criteria gives you Canaan and Syria. There is clear evidence for agriculture by 9500 there. (However, many of the settlements were deserted around 6000, and the population apparently reverted to nomadism.)
 
The forested fringe of Anatolia and Irān soon followed (8900). One famous site is Çatal Hüyük (6700-5700), which covered 13 ha (hectares). Curiously, rooms were built without doors: you entered from the roof. Food included wheat, barley, peas, lentils, apples, almonds, acorns, pistachios, sheep, and goats; people hunted cattle, onager, deer, ibex, bear, and more. There’s evidence for trade: greenstone from the plains, volcanic rock and limestone from the mountains, calcite and alabaster from Kayseri, flint from Syria, cowries from the Red Sea, obsidian from Aksaray.
 
On the Turkish-Syrian border, Göbekli Tepe, occupied from 9500 to 8000, is notable for its limestone megaliths— about 160 of them, up to 5 m tall, arranged in circles. The pillars were carved from natural, thin beds of limestone on the site, with flint or wood tools. The site was once touted as a religious site only, but more recently signs of permanent settlement have been discovered.
 
Agricultural settlements are found in Egypt by 6000, in the hilly borders of the Nile valley. There was agriculture in the Fayyum oasis by 5450, and in the Nile valley by 4500. The food crops and flax, as well as sheep and goats, were all from the Middle East.
 
Some magic practiced by the Badārians of Upper Egypt: you could tie a gazelle’s bone to your ankle, perhaps to ensure speed or success in hunting. More mysteriously, you could paint your face green with malachite. Badārian graves already show a division between the more and less wealthy.
 
Sumer took longer: there’s evidence for agrarian villages by 5500, at Eridu, as well as the Ħajji Muħammad site near Uruk.
 
However, earlier settlement may be lost in the southern marshes. Agriculture may have proceeded northward. In the marshes of the Shaṭṭ al-ʿArab, the water level changes by six feet, twice a day, due to the ocean tides. In effect this provides automatic irrigation.
 
In Sumer proper, Scott suggests that the earliest agriculture was opportunistic planting on fields of silt— not much effort for forager/hunters.
 
The site of Eridu is now barren, but was marshy in ancient times. Fish and molluscs were an important part of the diet. Early houses were built from reeds; similar ones were built millennia later by the Marsh Arabs.
 
In Assyria, the natural levees are higher, the rivers are faster, and floods are more disastrous; urbanization came later here.
The older story
 
At some point, maybe in sixth grade, you probably read histories that suggested, more or less:
 
	humanity progressed from foraging, to pastoralism, to agriculture, the last being true civilization




	each of these steps was an advance in freedom and prosperity




	nomads and foragers did not understand agriculture, otherwise they would have immediately adopted it




	agriculture was necessary for large permanent settlements




	since agriculture developed, the world has been dominated by large agricultural states





 


All of these statements are wrong. A truer set of statements would be:
 
	People prefer foraging or pastoralism, but can be coerced into agriculture




	Agriculture (and to a lesser extent pastoralism) is a step backwards in freedom and prosperity




	Nomads and foragers understand how crops work and sometimes plant them, but prefer not to be tied down to a much more tedious and unhealthy lifestyle




	Large permanent settlements preceded agriculture by thousands of years




	For most of history, the bulk of humanity has lived outside the effective control of states





 


There’s a simple reason the state dominates history, as opposed to humanity: because that’s what generated the stone cities and writing that survived. It takes a lot more work to uncover what happened before states appeared, or in areas where the towns were built from perishable materials.
Co-evolution in the village
 
Scott likes to talk about “late Neolithic multi-species resettlement camps”… that is, farming villages. The jargon is meant to underline that a bunch of co-evolution was going on, as crops, weeds, domestic animals, uninvited vermin, and people all adapted to living together.
 
A lot of this was driven by humans, of course. In general we want crops with increased fruit or grain size, no toxins, no hard cases or spiky protrusions, and which are easy to harvest— e.g. heads that don’t shatter. For animals we want docility, increased fertility, tolerance for cramped conditions and a monotonous diet, and comfort around humans.
 
We also get some unintended consequences: less genetic diversity and robustness; and among the animals, neoteny, reduced sexual dimorphism, and a certain stupidity. (This even affected our vermin: rats and mice who live among us are smaller than their wild counterparts.) Many of our crops and domestic animals couldn’t survive without us.
 
The heavy wool of sheep is found only in domesticated varieties, and must have been an early mutation (by the 6M).
 
Something that affected all the species was disease. Cramped and unsanitary conditions spread diseases not only within but between species. Measles comes from sheep or goats; smallpox from camels; influenza from waterfowl. Lice date back at least to 6300 and were common throughout our period. And epidemics were one of the failure modes of this lifestyle: they could wipe out a settlement, a kingdom, or an army.
 
The increased labor of agriculture can be read from skeletons. There are stress fractures due to heavy labor. Theya Molleson observed deformations of the feet and legs due to countless hours spent grinding grain; these were found in female skeletons only, indicating the division of labor. People’s teeth were worn down due to the stone grit in their bread.
 
The farmers of Çatal Hüyük also hunted, and had a balanced diet; their condition worsened only when hunting ceased. So perhaps farming was prosperous— for a time.
 
Karen Nemet-Nejat confirms that epidemics could devastate a Mesopotamian city. The top killers were tuberculosis, plague, typhus, smallpox, and leprosy. Egyptians, rich and poor, had parasites, including those causing dysentery and bilharzia; by contrast hunter-gatherers are often parasite-free.
 
More subtly, living in villages affected us too. Evolution did not stop with the Cro-Magnons; we’ve become adapted not only to cooking but to grains and to large quantities of alcohol (historically healthier than the nearby water). We have some resistance to all those new diseases. Westerners are adapted to drinking milk in adulthood. Arguably we too are domesticated animals, subject to some of the same changes, including smaller size, duller teeth, neoteny, less sexual dimorphism, and tolerance for crowding and stress.
Why plant?
 
The big question is: if things were so good, why did people move to agriculture at all?
 
Ester Boserup posited that the change must be out of desperation: overcrowding, the loss of large game, climate change. For Mesopotamia, there doesn’t seem to be evidence for any of these. If anything, climate improved after the glaciation ended: more rain, more forest.
 
Another problem is that ecological stress must have happened many times over the 200,000 years that modern humans have existed. If a few bad decades led to agriculture, it would have happened eons ago.
 
A better idea may be aggrandizers, a precursor to the state; I’ll discuss this below, p. 82.
 
Of course, once it has happened, it has a huge inertia. You can support a much higher population with agriculture, by several orders of magnitude— which means that though individuals can and do retreat from the lifestyle, entire populations can’t.
 
Diet at Abu Hureyra in Syria has been carefully investigated; the site was inhabited in the 9M and again in the 8C, after agriculture. The paleolithic residents collected food from 160 species; the agriculturalists from 15. Grains and seeds already composed 2/3 of the paleolithic diet. However, the agricultural population was ten times higher.
 
Agriculture isn’t an either-or proposition. The same people could farm, hunt, forage, and raise animals. The same plants that were later cultivated grew wild, and foragers had the equipment to harvest them and prepare the seeds for cooking. The sort of opportunistic sowing described earlier (right after a flood) took little extra effort.
The problem with pigs
 
Both Judaism and Islam forbid the raising and eating of pigs. This is something of a mystery: what’s wrong with pigs? And why didn’t the Akkadians, Persians, or Canaanites share this aversion?
 
Maimonides suggested that God was protecting the Jews from some sort of illness. This is insightful— as we’ve seen, we get diseases from domesticated animals. But pigs are not more unhealthy than other farm animals.
 
Marvin Harris suggests that the problem is ecological. Both religions arose in semi-arid regions. Pigs don’t thrive there; they’re creatures of the forest. They eat what humans eat, which means that in marginal areas they compete with humans. And at high temperatures, they are literally unclean animals: they don’t sweat, so when it’s hot they roll in their own feces and urine to cool off.
 
And yet they’re extremely tasty. Religion thus underlined the dictates of ecology: this was a treat of the valley dwellers that pastoralists should not try to import.
 
As a partial confirmation, the Neolithic sites in the Negev desert, dated to about 4000, raised cattle, sheep, and goats, but not pigs.
 
An alternative explanation for the taboo is that omnivores function as scavengers (pigs are still used for this in Egypt), and scavengers are often taboo animals.
Cultures in Assyria 8000
 
Though agriculture was the big news in this period, there were other developments as well.
 
Archeologists define cultures based on similarities of artifacts within a region. They also frequently change or quarrel about these definitions. Very roughly, the Jarmo culture flourished in Assyria from 8000 to 6000, and after that Halaf on the Euphrates, and Hassūnah on the Tigris.
 
Pottery is found in this area from 7000. This is not a worldwide first— China had been making pots for millennia. Egypt didn’t get onboard till around 5200.
 
Stamps were pressed into clay to form ownership marks (e.g. on doors) or make amulets. The designs were geometric or pictorial. The example below is from Nippur.
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Other technologies that appear in this period: tools for carpentry (axes, adzes, door pivots), spinning thread; working copper and lead; damming and diverting streams for irrigation.
‘Ubaid 4000
 
The 4000–3500 period is named after al-ʿUbaid, an early site near Ur. Early centers included Eridu, Ur, and Uruk.
 
The potter’s wheel was invented in the ʿUbaid period. In general, productivity and specialization increased. Water management was local— large scale canal networks came later. Sailboats were used on the rivers.
 
The early cities were on two waterways: Nippur, Šuruppak, Uruk, Ur on the Euphrates, and Adab, Zabalam, Umma, Badtibira, Lagaš on the Iturungal-Sirara. Between these were either deserts or marshes, an impediment that may help explain the political disunity of Sumer.
 
Sites as far north as Tepe Gawra (near Nineveh) are considered ʿUbaid. Gawra featured several round buildings, including the Round House with a  diameter of 18–19 m. It contains shrines, storage areas, and dwelling spaces. After this, however, round buildings disappear.
 
Strangely, there is an abrupt transition from Halaf to ʿUbaid culture in Ugarit, on the Syrian coast, around 4200. Yet ʿUbaid artifacts don’t appear   in Syrian sites to the east. The ʿUbaid period here lasted for 500 years, then itself disappeared. The CAH suggests an invasion.
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Thousands of “eye idols” like these were placed in a temple at Tell Brak, 
in Assyria, dating to the first half of the 4M.
 
Hamoukar, in northern Assyria, was a center for producing obsidian tools, though the obsidian itself had to be imported from the mountains, 140 km away. Clay seals were used to mark ownership. The settlement was attacked and destroyed around 3500; curiously, the major weapon was clay balls fired from slingshots. Don’t be like Goliath and underestimate the slingshot: the ball travels faster and farther than an arrow.
 
Trade goods already came from afar: minerals and gems from Irān and Armenia, lapis lazuli from Afghānistān, turquoise from the Sinai, salt from the Dead Sea, cowrie shells from the ocean. (You can have trade without a trading profession: goods will travel very long distances so long as they are more valuable the farther they go from their origins.)
 
A few scholars, looking mostly at unusual words in Sumerian, posited that a different people developed agriculture, and were replaced by the Sumerians. But most historians seem to disagree; e.g. Lloyd points out that archeology does not support an invasion, and sees “overwhelming evidence for cultural continuity” between the ʿUbaid and Uruk periods.
The state 3200
 
Cue the Imperial March, because now our villain enters: The State. States appear in Mesopotamia around 3200, and everything goes to hell.
 
In brief: with the state, you get all the drudgery of agriculture, plus coercion and oppression. Someone evidently noticed that if 90% of the people were farmers, a quarter or half their produce could be taken from them, supporting an elite: kings, nobles, priests, soldiers, merchants, craftsmen. (To be precise: if left alone, the people wouldn’t produce this surplus; the state coerces them to produce more than they otherwise would.)
 
It’s a bad bargain for the farmer… which is why, to the extent of their power, the authorities kept them from leaving. And that’s if they were free to begin with: there was extensive use of slaves, and one of the main purposes of war was not to conquer territory, but to grab captives.
 
Scott’s particular insight is that states worldwide, up to at least +1800, were based on grain (including rice and maize), and that this was no accident. Grain is a tax collector’s dream: it ripens all at the same time, so you can go right in and take a large part of the harvest. (To ensure this uniformity, states often mandated that fields be planted at a particular time.) Grain can be stored for years, it’s easily transported, and it’s very high in nutrients.
 
Can you have a state based on tubers or manioc instead? Not nearly as easily. Tubers don’t have to be harvested all at once; indeed, the best place to store them is in the ground, till they’re needed. If the tax man wants a share, he has to go and dig them up, and if he does, he has a wagonload that’s heavy, easily spoiled, and barely worth transporting.
 
All the major empires, Scott asserts, are based on grain– and their effective area of control, as opposed to the lines they or we draw on maps, is the limit of grain cultivation.[16]
The misfits
Outside the state there remained two major populations.
 
One is the non-grain-growers: people who don’t fit, or don’t want to fit, into the tax man’s grain system. Scott has written another book, The Art of Not Being Governed, about the huge region that never quite fit into the East Asian states: southwestern China, Assam, northern Vietnam, Thailand, and Burma. These are largely mountainous areas where it was hard to grow grain, so the people grew other things, as well as raising animals. They simply melted away when the administrators and armies attempted to enforce control.
 
The other exception is the pastoralists, as well as mixed groups (like the ancient Germans and the Manchus) who farmed or herded as circumstances warranted. Though his picture of states is grim, he presents the nomads as far healthier, happier, and more egalitarian.
 
One reason, it must be said, is that the nomads found that the surplus of the peasants could be skimmed off as easily by themselves as by their own elites. So the peasants endured not only the depredations of the taxman, but that of the horselord.
 
States naturally fought back, but it’s not easy to defeat nomads, who after all have no cities to loot, and can easily disappear into the steppes. But cooperation was often preferable to war. Nearer nomads could be bribed to fight farther ones, or be co-opted as cavalry.
 
Most of our sources come from states, and we should be skeptical when states claimed that non-grain areas or nomads acknowledged their suzerainty. That was a way of saving face; the reality was often that effective control over either was impossible, and huge sums were spent to keep the nomads happy.
Collapses
The whole structure of states was precarious. States could collapse due to defeat in war, or ecological change, or epidemics, or by peasant revolts, or by the increasing toll of deforestation and salinization. In early Mesopotamia, states were particularly prone to collapse— as Scott puts it, the interregna outnumbered the regna. The Ur III dynasty (p. 94) was unusual in lasting a hundred years. In the late 2M, urban settlements had a quarter of the area they’d had previously. The Greeks famously collapsed around 1100, losing their cities and literacy for hundreds of years.
 
Such times are called dark ages, but given the general misery under state control, they may well have been a relatively pleasant breathing space for the people. They were certainly more egalitarian, and cultural output was probably not less; it simply switched from written to oral modes. (The Iliad and the Odyssey are products of Greece’s dark age.)
 
Political histories emphasize who took over after a state collapsed— e.g. the Amorites after Isin. As Leick notes, this should not be mistaken for causing the collapse.
 
If you put all this together, and try to look at humanity as a whole before +1500, it may well be that the majority of humans were outside state control, and all the better for it.
Big Men
Why, as Clark & Blake ask, do people “cooperate with their own subordination and exploitation”? A likely reason is that there were intermediate stages that were not exploitative.
 
Marvin Harris pointed out the existence of Big Men in some societies, e.g. the Kaoka in the Solomon Islands. A Big Man increases production, personally and by exhortation, enlisting friends, relatives, and allies. The results are given away in a huge feast. One Big Man and his allies amassed 250 pounds of dried fish, 3000 yam and coconut cakes, 11 bowls of yam pudding, and eight pigs. These were divided among over 200 attendees. The Big Man himself was left with almost nothing, but enormous prestige.[17]
 
Clark & Blake call such men aggrandizers, and give further examples. They note that aggrandizers may venture out of their local area or invent new processes in order to build their surpluses.
 
Another step is suggested by the potlatch, a festival organized by chiefs in the Pacific Northwest. Here the aggrandizer already has a social position, though a tenuous one. He invites not only allies but rivals, and gives away mountains of food and gifts, shaming the rivals and spurring them to plan potlatches of their own. Such feasts not only spur production, they redistribute resources from rich to poor areas.
 
Later on, a chiefdom proper emerges: the elite learns that it need not give everything away, and can keep an increasing proportion of the loot for themselves. Nonetheless, rulers from Viking chiefs to Persian emperors to Roman magnates knew the value of generosity, priding themselves on the number of people they fed. (Darius fed 15,000; Nehemiah fed 150)
 
These stages are not obvious in the archeological record, but they make much more sense than an unmotivated jump from egalitarianism to monarchy.
Naqāda 4000
 
The Naqāda culture flourished in Upper Egypt in the 4M, while the Maadi-Buto culture occupied Lower Egypt (the delta). The Maadians, like the contemporary Canaanites, used plenty of copper where the Naqādans were still using stone; at the same time, their graves show less inequality. After 3500, Naqādan sites appear in the delta alongside Maadi-Buto and even in Canaan. Maadian sites disappear by 3200.
 
By 3500, the Naqādans were building far more than villages. An enclosure at Nekhen, 30 m long, was used for slaughtering animals on a large scale; a trench ran along one side to collect the blood. A line of workshops at the same site produced quantities of pots, stone vessels, and flint knives. A dozen tombs 20 m long, with rich trade goods inside, contrast with a cemetery containing hundreds of graves. These point to a permanent elite, one that had more goods than the commoners and could organize large operations, though perhaps only locally.
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A Naqāda bowl, 3700–3500
 
We find Naqādan drawings of people holding bound prisoners, or threatening them with a stone mace. More disturbingly, some of the corpses in the Nekhen cemetery were killed by blows to the head, while others were buried with maces. The same pose— holding a prisoner while brandishing a mace— was later a favorite way to depict the pharaoh, one of several clues that the Naqādans are simply the prehistoric Egyptians.
 
Across five thousand years, it’s difficult to interpret these acts of violence. Romer points out that there is no sign of large-scale warfare, such as layers of ash or widespread devastation; on the other hand, early warfare may have been a matter of raids that didn’t leave much evidence.
 
There is evidence for chiefdoms or early kingdoms in the late Naqāda period, centering on Naqāda, Abdju, and Nekhen. At Abdju, there is a sequence of kings and tombs: Iry-Hor, Ka, Scorpion (the Egyptian reading is unclear), and Narmer. The names of these rulers are already written in the serekh or square box later used for kings’ names.[18] The earliest known hieroglyphics are found in a tomb at Abdju dated to 3150.
Sumer 3200
 
The periods of the early state in Sumer:
 
	Late Uruk, 3200–3000




	Jemdet Naṣr, 3000–2900




	Early Dynastic I, 2900–2700 (but Leick has 2600–2350)





 


Writing appears in the Late Uruk period, in Sumerian, mostly relating to accounting. Around this time stamp seals gave way to cylinder seals, which were rolled across the clay to form a small picture, and used as a signature. Later on, seals included written text.
 
From 3500, temples were the largest buildings in the city and organized economic life. Around 2800, wars broke out between the cities, creating a new center of power: the king and his army.
 
Note: the reference maps of various regions are intended to show places named in the text, rather than depict a particular date.
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The Sumerian King List gives an ordered list of rulers by city— see p. 365. It’s divided into kings before and after the Flood (p. 38). We have inscriptions from some of the post-flood kings.
 
	The very first post-flood dynasty, that of Kiš, includes three Akkadian names— Kalibu, Galumu, Zukaqipu (dog, lamb, scorpion). This suggests that Akkadians were part of Sumerian life from the beginning, especially in the north.




	Enmebaraggesi of Kiš is the first ruler for whom we have a conteporary archeological inscription. (CAH)




	The historical Gilgamesh is dated to 2700 by CAH. The one deed of Gilgamesh which is considered historical is his battle with Agga of Kiš, son of Enmebaraggesi.





 


The list is written as if Sumer was always united under one king (lugal), even if cities also had rulers (ensi). But the division by cities is simply an organizational convenience— the dynasties overlapped.
 
The Sumerians, like other rulers of Mesopotamia, needed to trade to get wood, metal, and the great treasure, lapis lazuli. Most of this could be found in Syria or the Zagros and floated down the rivers, but the main source of lapis lazuli in Eurasia is the mines of Badakhshan, in northeastern Afghānistān. (There are also some sources in India.)
 
The Harappā culture had an outpost near there, and brought the stone down the Indus and along the Persian coast to Sumer, where seals bearing Indus Valley symbols are found in good quantity. The Akkadians refer to lands to the east called Dilmun, Magan, and Meluḫḫa; the latter, the farthest of these, is probably the Indus valley. The references are usually to ships coming from these lands rather than going there— that is, the ships belonged to the easterners, including the Elamites.
Egypt’s Old Kingdom 3000
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Histories of Egypt often name the cities in Greek. I’ve taken the view that today’s readers are unlikely to know names like Sais and Abydos and therefore we can use the actual Egyptian names. Here’s a comparative table:
 
	Egyptian

	Greek

	Arabic


	Men-nefer

	Memphis

	Manf


	Waset

	Thebes

	l-Aqṣur (Luxor)


	Sa

	Sais

	Sa el-Ħagar


	Nen-nesut

	Heracleopolis

	Ihnasiyyah


	Abu

	Elephantine

	il-Fantīn


	Djanet

	Tanis

	Ṣān al-Ħagar


	Iunu

	Heliopolis

	Ayn Šams


	Nekhen

	Hieraconpolis

	el-Kōm el-Aḥmar


	Abdju

	Abydos

	Ebaidas


	Per-Ramessu

	Pi-Ramesses

	Qantir


	Hutwaret

	Avaris
 

	Tell el-Dabʿa





Upper and Lower Egypt were united around 3000. The early king lists give the first king as Narmer, and we have an exceptionally well preserved stone tablet, “Narmer’s Palette”, which depicts the king taking and threatening prisoners. On one side he wears the White Crown of Upper Egypt; on the other he sports the Red Crown of Lower Egypt; later pharaohs wore a crown combining the two motifs. The Palette contains a serekh depicting a catfish (nar) and a chisel (mer).[19] The rounded cartouche dates from Dyn. 4.
 
“Pharaoh” is an anachromism here; his title was nāčar ‘king’. By about 2000, pāruwʿaʾ ‘great house’ referred to the palace or court, and by 1350 to the monarch.
 
Millennia later, the Egyptian Manethō wrote a history, the Aigyptiaca, for the Greek rulers of Egypt. He divided the pharaohs into 31 dynasties, a system we still use today, though our criteria for a dynastic change (a new ruling family) are not necessarily Manethō’s.
 
The first dynasty built tombs at Abdju; all the tombs, except that of Narmer, contain large numbers of victims who were sacrificed to go with their king in death. King Djer’s tomb has over 300 of them. The remaining dynasties abandoned this practice.
 
King Djoser of Dyn. 3 built the first pyramid around 2600, a stepped structure 60 m tall, at Saqqāra.[20] But it was the fourth dynasty which built the pyramids everyone remembers.
 
The pyramid may have been inspired by the ziggurat, or simply developed from the mastaba, a type of tomb/monument dating back to the Naqādans. It consisted of a huge rectangular mud-brick wall with sloping sides; the interior was almost entirely filled in with blocks and rubble, leaving room only for a small temple. The burial chambers were far underground. Djoser’s pyramid was first built as a mastaba; then three smaller mastabas were built on top. Finally the entire structure was enlarged so that it had six stages.
 
Sneferu (Khufu’s father, first king of Dyn. 4) built no less than three pyramids, at Dahshūr. The first was originally stepped, then smoothed out. The second is notable for its major design flaws: it was built on sand, and with too high a slope; the bricks settled and twisted, and the builders instead started a third pyramid. Later they went back to the middle pyramid, adding another layer of facing, and finished the pyramid using a lower angle, producing what’s called the Bent Pyramid.
 
Khufu thus inherited a skilled workforce and an organizational structure able to handle millions of tons of stone and thousands of workers. Thus the perfection of his Great Pyramid, built with exquisite accuracy, around 2560, at Giza. At 147 m, it was the tallest man-made structure for the next three millennia. His successors Khafre and Menkaure built smaller pyramids nearby. All the tombs included temples which were used to offer sacrifices to the divinized king long after his death.
 
The Giza pyramids were built with limestone from the site itself, and faced with a finer white limestone from Tura, across the river. The inner chambers were made from granite sailed down the river from Abu.
 
Excavating the limestone, workers avoided an area of harder stone, leaving a large hill. Khafre had this sculpted into a human-headed lion with his face: the Sphinx.[21]
 
Manethō stated that “Menes” built a new  capital, Men-nefer (Memphis), at the border between Upper and Lower Egypt, about 25 km south of modern Cairo. The location is right: Saqqāra and Dahshūr are in the desert just to the west, and Giza is 20 km to the north. But we have no archeological traces of an Old Kingdom city at Men-nefer.
 
The Egyptians were not an urban people; their great cities, like Persepolis and the early Chinese capitals, were mostly palaces and temples. During the early dynasties, the royal court may well have been centered at the location of the current pyramid, the temporary habitation for thousands of workers, with Men-nefer as its port.[22]
 
A Middle Kingdom text (the Teachings of Merikare) offhandedly says that 10,000 men live in Men-nefer. Though this is not to be taken as an exact figure, the order of magnitude is probably right.
 
We have portraits of gods from the Naqāda period, mostly from depictions of gods traveling the Nile on boats. The gods have characteristic emblems. Some can be identified with the classic gods, e.g. Horus’s falcon, or the crossed arrows of the goddess Neith. The most popular was the “fertility goddess”: a head flanked by two cow horns, and breasts held up by the hands. (A similar pose, without the cow horns, was popular in Mesopotamia.)
 
The classic Egyptian gods— human figures with, usually, animal heads— do not clearly appear in archeological evidence until the reign of Sneferu. The gods are shown in close contact with the king; Romer speaks of them being invented, perhaps to enhance the king’s numinous power. But as he notes, no one was writing hymns or myths at this time, so we don’t know what the gods meant to the kings or anyone else.
 
From the fifth dynasty, the kings were focused on the worship of Re, the sun god. They continued to build (smallish) pyramids, but also temples to Re. These consisted of a temple in the valley and one on the desert cliffs, connected by a causeway.
 
The tomb of Unas, last king of Dyn. 5, contains our first example of “Pyramid Texts”, hymns and spells to facilitate his passage to the afterworld and his deification there (p. 61).
 
The natural southern border of Egypt is the point where boats could not pass— the rocky whitewater known as the First Cataract, at Abu, modern ʾAswān. Beyond this was Nubia or Kush, inhabited by Nilo-Saharan peoples. For the Egyptians, it was a source of gold, ebony, incense, minerals, and cattle— procured by trading or raiding, as appropriate. As early as Dyn. 6, Nubians served as mercenaries, mostly archers.
 
The overall story of the Old Kingdom, and the Naqādans before them, is one of increasing inequality and central control. Top officials were the king’s relatives, or at least depended closely on him. At its height the system was a Soviet-style command economy; long-distance trade (in Canaan and Nubia) was organized by the state.
Umma vs. Lagaš 2500
 
We have inscriptions that give us a narrow but detailed history of the 2500–2350 period, centering on the conflict of Umma and Lagaš, two cities along the lower Tigris just 30 km apart. The two cities had a bitter boundary dispute. The king of Kiš, Mesalim, negotiated a settlement. However, the ensi Uš of Umma repudiated the agreement and occupied the disputed territory.
 
Eannatum of Lagaš recovered the territory, and also fought with Elam (just to the east) and other Sumerian cities, successfully enough that he claimed the title of “lugal of Kiš”. By now this was simply a claim of supremacy.
 
His grandson Entemena faced a war with Ur-Lumma of Umma, and defeated him. However, Il, ensi of Hallab north of Umma, took over Umma and the war with Lagaš. The war was once again moderated by a third party.
 
A new ensi
of Umma, Lugalzagesi, not only renewed the conflict but conquered Lagaš, looting and destroying its temples. We have an inscription of Lugalzagesi, who claims to be lugal of Uruk and to control all of Sumer and indeed everything over to the Mediterranean.
 
It’s notable that the only one of these kings to make the King List is Lugalzagesi— not even Mesalim appears in it. Perhaps the compilers felt that only a lugal should be included— but it’s also evident that the lugals didn’t (or couldn’t) prevent major wars between the individual ensis.
 
For all this fuss, and despite Eannatum’s claim to universal rule, only the disputed territory actually shifted hands, until the final defeat of Lagaš.
 
Again, we retell this story because we have it. The inscriptions come from Lagaš— we don’t have Umma’s side of the story. See Cooper 1983 for a fuller account. Sumerian history was surely just as complex elsewhere, but we don’t have those stories.
Sargon of Akkad 2350
 
Around 2350 a Semitic lad, the son of a gardener, became cupbearer to Ur-Zababa, king of Kiš. The cupbearer replaced his king and took the name of Sargon (Šarru-ukīn ‘true king’).[23] In his inscriptions he is careful to ascribe his rise to the impiety of Ur-Zababa and the command of Marduk.
 
Sargon attacked and defeated Uruk, the capital of Lugalzagesi. The king was not present, and when he arrived, Sargon captured him and took him in a yoke to Nippur, the holy city. He then took Ur, Lagaš, and Umma. He claims to have destroyed the walls of all these cities.
 
He built a new capital— Agade, better known as Akkad, which gave its name to the dynasty and language. Its location is unknown, but it was near Kiš.
 
Sargon seems to mark the transition between city-states and kingdoms. He controlled the Sumerian heartland, and campaigned in upper Mesopotamia and Syria, probably to gain resources (wood, silver, and lead) rather than territory. One inscription offers the size of his army: 5400 men. He’s also said to have subjugated Elam and other countries of the eastern mountains.
 
A curious confirmation of his importance comes from omen texts, the lists of portents and their meanings that make up a huge fraction of Akkadian literature (p. 32). Sargon and his grandson Naram-Sin are mentioned frequently in various omens. We even have a clay model of a sheep’s guts, the lines of the intestines forming the face of Ḫumbaba, the demon slain by Gilgamesh and Enkidu; it’s labeled “the omen of Sargon who became master of the land.”
 
He was succeeded by his sons Rimuš and Maništusu, and his grandson Naram-Sin, who each had to put down extensive rebellions. Naram-Sin began to refer to himself using the deity determinative, and was called the God of Agade. This was perhaps taken as bad taste, as few later kings followed his example.
 
One indication of his empire is his fortress at Nagar on the upper Euphrates, now in Syria. Each brick is inscribed with Naram-Sin’s name. He also dominated Elam to the point that its documents were written in Akkadian rather than Elamite.
 
All three monarchs left commemorative statues and steles in Nippur. These are gone, but we have the inscriptions, because some unknown scholar carefully copied them down, even noting which parts came from the statues and which from the pedestals.
 
Naram-Sin’s son Šarkališarri, by contrast, was assailed on all sides: Elam was in revolt, the Amorites (a West Semitic group— martu ‘westerners’, Amurru) invaded from the west, and Guti from the east.
 
The King List suggests a period of chaos; it deadpans, “Who was king? Who was not king?” It has four kings ruling in three years, then two more kings with normal reigns. It then lists a Guti (or Quti) dynasty of 91 years.
 
The clearest way to make sense of this is that the Guti conquered the empire after the death of Šarkališarri, around 2200, but that Agade itself recovered, though it was a shadow of its former self. Kramer maintains that it was Naram-Sin who was defeated; but his major source is a lament over Agade from centuries later, and his account does not explain the period of chaos, nor why Šarkališarri would be fighting Amorites and Elamites.
 
The lament (“The Curse of Agade”) is notable because it attempts to find a theological explanation for the fall of Agade. It blames the impiety of Naram-Sin, who is accused of looting Nippur and desecrating the temple of Enlil. The gods therefore call upon the Guti to invade and destroy Agade. The author describes the deserted site:
 
Its canalboat towpaths grew nothing but weeds.

Its chariot roads grew nothing but the wailing-plant.

Moreover, on its canalboat towpaths and landings,

No human being walks because of the wild goats, vermin, snakes, and mountain scorpions….

Who said “I would dwell in that city”

found not a good dwelling place.

Who said “I would lie down in Agade”

found not a good sleeping place.

Kramer

Disappointingly, we know almost nothing of the Guti. The Indo-Iranians had not yet reached western Irān, and we don’t really know who preceded them. The Hurrians to the north, and the Elamites to the south (also conquered by the Guti at this time), are not convincingly linked to any other language family. The only evidence we have, the names from the king list, are too scanty to tell us much.
 
The Sumerians, and thus most historians, describe them as barbarians, greedy and destructive. There’s some evidence for this— e.g. at Aššur, full of temples and palaces from the Sargonid dynasty, there’s nothing but hovels under the Guti. But there are also temple dedications from Guti rulers. It’s worth recalling that the native kings were themselves rapacious, and if anything the peasants might have preferred kings who didn’t force them to build and support magnificent cities.
Egypt: First Intermediate Period 2150
 
The Old Kingdom lasted about 800 years. Even in Dyn. 6 (2350–2200) provincial rulers[24] had increasing autonomy, and after it they were hereditary lords with effective independence, except in the area of Men-nefer itself. We can trace the rise and fall of the kings by the tomb size of non-kings, which decreased when the Old Kingdom was founded, and increased again (while those of Men-nefer shrank) from Dyn. 6 on.
 
After this, around 2150, the kingdom split into two realms, ruled from Nen-nesut (Heracleopolis, 80 km south of Men-nefer) and Waset (Thebes, 500 km further south). This is known as the First Intermediate Period.
 
Histories tend to focus on the major kingdoms, but this was not a period of chaos; indeed, tombs are more numerous and have better goods than in the Old Kingdom. Bluntly, the wealth of Egypt was no longer going only to the king’s court. There’s an interesting tendency toward regional styles of art.
Sumer’s late surge 2100
 
The Guti dynasty ended suddenly, in a rebellion led by Utuḫegal of Uruk. We have his account, full of indignation at the people who had “filled Sumer with evil”, and invocations of the gods who had inspired him.
 
However, the last flowering of Sumer was the Third Dynasty of Ur (Ur III), established by Ur-Nammu around 2100. The dynasty lasted about a hundred years, and controlled most of Sargon’s territory, but still struggled with Guti and Amorites. The kings Šu-Sin and Ibbi-Sin (who have Akkadian names) built walls to try to keep the Amorites out.
 
Ur-Nammu wrote the first surviving law code. It was more lenient than that of Hammurabi later on: e.g. rather than an eye for an eye, the price of an eye was half a mina of silver.
 
Ibbi-Sin was hard pressed in Ur by the Elamites. A lieutenant, Išbi-Erra, was sent to buy grain for the Sumerian cities, and delivered it to Isin. We have a letter in which he asks to be put in charge of Isin and Nippur. This was granted, and next we hear that Išbi-Erra had rebelled and was running most of Sumer. Finally the Elamites succeeded in capturing Ur and Ibbi-Sin. A few years later Išbi-Erra quietly pushed them out, completing his coup and beginning the dynasty of Isin.
 
Isin was the last dynasty which ran its bureaucracy in Sumerian. By 1850 the language of law and administration was Akkadian. Scribes still learned Sumerian, well enough that they could revise texts and even compose new ones. It was studied as a written language for another 1500 years.
Egypt’s Middle Kingdom 2050
 
The kings reigning at Waset make up Dyn. 11. King Intef II launched a major northward push, capturing Abdju. However, Nen-nesut wasn’t fully defeated until the reign of Mentuhotep II, inaugurating the Middle Kingdom around 2050.
 
One of his projects was to reduce the independence of the sepats, which were now strictly supervised by the court; there was also a policy of increasing the power of town mayors, the level below the sepats. After some time lag, this is reflected in art by a retreat in regional styles. Kings after Mentuhotep consciously evoked the Old Kingdom by building pyramids.
 
There seems to have been a new emphasis on Osiris (the god of the afterlife) and Amun (chief god in Waset). A new element was the “democratization of the afterlife”, now seen as available to ordinary people rather than just kings. Middle-class tombs now contained “Coffin Texts”, spells to ensure a prosperous afterlife, adapted from the Pyramid Texts of kings, and attestations to the personal piety and virtue of their owners.
 
Amenemhat I began a new dynasty (12); as we hear of him leading an expedition to cut stone for Mentuhotep IV’s tomb, and we have records of military action, it seems that he took power in a coup. He built a new capital at Itjtawy near Fayyum (1980), partly to create a new power base, and partly to project Egyptian influence into Canaan.
 
At the same time, he extended Egyptian power into Nubia, to the 2nd Cataract (roughly the border of modern Egypt). Multiple forts were built in this region, suggesting that the Nubians were strong enemies. Their capital was Kerma, at the 3rd cataract.
 
There were expeditions to “Punt” for incense, malachite, and electrum. It’s not certain where Punt was: scholars have opted for northeastern Sudan, for Eritrea, or for northern Somalia.
 
The Egyptians treated Canaan as part of their sphere of influence, both trading and raiding. The ruler of Byblos, in modern Lebanon, had Egyptian feudal titles, wrote in hieroglyphics, and collected Egyptian statues. Lebanon/Syria provided timber, silver, oil, and wine. Palestine proper was apparently not very important.
 
At the same time Aamu (Canaanites) came to live in the Delta as workmen. (Egyptologists like to translate this as “Asiatics”, which gives their histories a strange Orientalist glow.)
 
Senusret II, in the 1800s, curbed the power of the sepats by giving their rulers lucrative positions in Itjtawy, and fine tombs near his own. Their provinces could then be ruled from the center.
 
In the late 1800s, Amenemhat III deepened the waterway leading from the Nile to the Fayyum oasis. This created a permanent lake (Moeris; the modern Birket Qarun is much smaller) and added a good deal of arable land; the canal could also be used to regulate the Nile flood. A town here, Shedet, worshipped the crocodile god Sobek, and was thus called Crocodilopolis by the Greeks.
 
Amenemhat III ruled for half a century, and neglected to provide a vigorous male heir. His son or grandson Amenemhat IV ruled for ten years, and his daughter Sobekneferu for five. After her came a chaotic succession of 50 kings in a little more than a century, Manethō’s Dyn. 13.
Canaan 2000
 
There was a millennial cycle of settlement and depopulation in the highlands of Canaan. About 100 sites flourished from 3500; most were abandoned after 2200. A second wave of 220 sites began in 2000. During this period the highlands were divided between kings based in Shechem and Urušalim (the later Jerusalem).
Rising powers 2000
 
The Isin dynasty lasted two centuries in Sumer, from 2000, but in the last century its power was only nominal. Its major rival was Larsa, which had been taken over by an Amorite named Gungunum. He later took over Ur, and his successor Rim-Sin finally conquered Isin (1800).
 
Elam was particularly powerful from 1900–1600 under the Sukkalmah dynasty. Their chief cities were Susa, just east of Babylonia, and Anšan in the mountains to the east.
 
The Assyrians were first known as long-distance traders, around 2000; we have extensive records from Kaniš, Boğazkale, Ališar, all in Anatolia.
 
Around 1810, Šamši-Adad I, of Amorite descent, established the Assyrian kingdom. He conquered Mari (the key to trade with Syria and points west) and installed his son Yasmah-Adad there. We have letters from father to son, mostly complaining about the son’s indolence:
 
Are you a child, not a man, have you no beard on your chin? …Who is there to look after your house? Is it not so that if an administrator does not carry out his functions for only two or three days, the administration collapses? Why then have you not appointed a man to this post?

Oates

Unsurprisingly, he favored his other son Išme-Dagan, who succeeded him (1780). But Išme-Dagan couldn’t retain his father’s conquests.
Hammurabi 1800
 
Babylon at this time was a small kingdom, with originally Amorite rulers, which controlled Kiš and the city of Sippar, important for its temple of Šamaš. Its king Sin-muballiṭ conquered Isin and Ešnunna, but his son Hammurabi (1800–1750) started out subject to both Šamši-Adad’s Assyria in the north and Rim-Sin’s Larsa in the south.
 
Šamši-Adad’s death (1780) opened up the situation, as his son Išme-Dagan was weak. Hammurabi defeated the Elamites, then defeated Rim-Sin, securing the south. Finally he subjugated Assyria, though the kingdom of Yamḫad in Syria was still a rival.
 
Hammurabi had his famous law code carved onto a stele (1760)— in his own words, in order “that the strong not oppress the weak, to give justice to the orphan and the widow.” For more on the law see p. 155.
 
The stele shows Hammurabi himself worshiping Šamaš, the sun god, specially associated with justice. However, the text mentions that the gods Anu and Enlil made Marduk the governor of the world. That is, in Babylon, the chief god now became Marduk. In Assyria the chief god was Aššur.
 
The empire dissipated after his death, though his descendants continued to rule in Babylon until 1600. By 1740 the south was lost to the people of the Māt tāmti (Sealand).
Salinization 1800
 
By this time salinization was a major problem in Babylonia.
 
The rivers started with a high saline content, which increased as the water evaporated in the fields, ruining soil fertility. Worse yet, prolonged irrigation raises the water table, bringing salt with it. We find evidence of salinization as early as 2400; by 1800 crop yields were 1/3 what they once were.
 
Salinization can be combatted by leaving lands fallow, but this was hard to do when a dense population depended on the fields. In practice, salinized fields would be abandoned and new fields with new irrigation works would be opened up.
 
Hammurabi resettled many people toward the capital; this had obvious tax and manpower benefits, but also was a response to overpopulation and salinization in the south.
 
Gradual salinization is likely to be behind the slow movement of political power north from Sumer to Babylon. The same change is behind the unusual trend toward deurbanization in Mesopotamia: early dynastic Sumer was highly urban, but in Akkad and Assyria more than half the people lived in villages.
 
The Nile does not suffer from this problem, because the river floods the entire valley, at just the right time to deposit new soil and fertilize crops. Some earthworks were built, but on a far lesser scale. When the floods receded, the water table was 3 m below the surface, so salts didn’t rise. Moreover, population density was lower than in Mesopotamia. As a result, Egypt is one of the few areas on earth which practiced entirely sustainable agriculture for 5000 years. Only in the +19C was artificial irrigation increased to the point that salinization became a problem here too.
 
Trigger notes that Nile silt is not particularly fertile. The Egyptians would alternate grains and beans within a field, and also leave fields fallow and pasture animals there, providing essential nitrogen with their manure.
Hittites 1740
 
The Hittites established kingdoms in Anatolia around 1740. They destroyed Kaniš, ending the power of the Assyrian traders there.
 
The Hittites were Indo-European, and called themselves Nasi. They are distinct from the Ḫatti, a non-IE, non-Semitic people. The Hittites named their capital Ḫattuša, and used Hattian as a sacred language. But what was the relationship between the two peoples?
 
	CAH has the Hittites moving into Anatolia in the 3M, and the Ḫatti conquering them, but being absorbed by them much as the Franks were absorbed by the Gauls.




	Wikipedia has the Hittites conquering the native Ḫatti.





 


Ḫattušili unified the Hittites, forming their Old Kingdom in 1650 and moving the capital from Kaniš (Neša) to Ḫattuša. He was dissatisfied with  his sons and made his grandson Muršili his heir— he took care to explain all this in a proclamation.
 
Muršili conquered Yamḫad, in Syria, then marched to Babylon and sacked it, in 1600, ending Hammurabi’s dynasty.
Egypt: Second Intermediate Period 1720
 
From 1720, Egypt was divided into at least three realms, whose capitals were Hutwaret in the Delta, Waset in Upper Egypt, and Kerma in Nubia.
 
The northern realm is named for the Hyksos, from Egyptian heqau ḫasut ‘rulers of foreign countries.’ The dynasty was apparently Canaanite, though some rulers took Egyptian names; they considered Seth as their chief god. (As a storm god, he perhaps reminded them of Baʿal.) Their southern border was Qis (Cusae), a bit south of the later Akhetaten. The Hyksos maintained direct trade links to Nubia through the desert oases.
 
They were the first to introduce horses and chariots to Egypt, and bronze in place of the softer copper. The Egyptians, male and female, also quickly adopted another Hyksos custom, the earring.
 
The remaining two thirds of Upper Egypt was controlled by a native Egyptian dynasty at Waset. One of the first compilations of the Book of the Dead dates from this time; its writing may have been motivated by the lack of access to the libraries of Men-nefer.
 
In the south, the Nubians had established a strong kingdom with its capital at Kerma, at the Third Cataract. (The kingdom is often called Kush, after its Egyptian name.) The Nubians were known as strong archers, and provided soldiers to both Egyptian states. The forts at the First Cataract once erected to keep them out were now occupied by the Nubians.
Kassites 1590
 
After Muršili’s sack, Babylon was briefly ruled by a Sealand king, Gulkišar.
 
The Kassites (kaššu, native galzu) took over soon afterward. Agum II ruled from Babylon, and recovered the statue of Marduk from the Hittites in 1570, which gave his dynasty legitimacy. Theirs was the longest lasting Mesopotamian dynasty, lasting 450 years. By 1475 they conquered the Sealand.
 
Their language is badly attested, and seems to be an isolate; the administrative language was Akkadian. Though they worshiped the Babylonian gods, they also retained their own, Šuqamuna and Šimaliya.
 
Assyriologists have generally discounted the Kassites— Oppenheimer calls this period a dark age, and it produced little literature. But the Kassites presided over a stable and peaceful state and ended the centrifugal tendency of Sumerian cities. They held up well in a new multipolar world; they exchanged ambassadors with Egypt, and engaged in a profitable trade, acquiring large quantities of gold for horses and lapis lazuli. The Hittites too coveted Kassite horses. Mesopotamia is not known for horse-breeding; the Kassites perhaps kept control of their homeland in the Zagros, or contacts there.
 
King Kurigalzu built a new capital, Dur-Kurigalzu, north of Sippar; Babylon (which they called Karduniaš) remained the religious and commercial center.
 
The state was well organized, and taxes were assiduously collected. Oppenheimer speaks of less royal authority and private enterprise, and a greater role for the palace bureaucracy.
 
Links to the east (Dilmun and Meluḫḫa) were lost for a millennium. For Meluḫḫa this fits with the sudden collapse of the Harappans in the 17C.
Indo-Iranians 1600
 
Around 1600, the Indo-Iranians developed the chariot, the superweapon of the Bronze Age. In the Middle East, one of their branches, the Mitanni, conquered Assyria and Syria. (The bulk of their state was however made up of Hurrians.) Curiously, the gods of the Mitanni were decidedly Indic rather than Iranian: Indra, Varuna, Mitra. Their capital, Wašukanni, has not been located.
 
The stirrup had not been invented, so chariots were the way to effectively use the speed of the horse. One man would handle the horse; another would shoot arrows or throw spears. Probably you would ride up to the enemy and then away, giving the archer an unobstructed view and protecting the horse.
 
In the east, the Indo-Iranians were known as the Ārya (cognate to Irān). Late Harappan sites (from 2000) indicate horses and Central Asian design motifs, suggesting that the Ārya were migrating even then. It was once fashionable to blame the Ārya for the collapse of the Harappans, but there is no evidence that the collapse was violent, nor any sign in the earliest Indic writings, the Rigveda, that the Ārya were taking over an advanced urban civilization.
 
The Rigveda refers to chariot warfare, which fits in with the Mitanni invasion, and its geographical references are almost entirely within the Punjab (the fan of rivers in the northern Indus valley). The Ārya would expand eastward into the Ganges plain— slowly, as it was then covered with near-impenetrable jungle.
 
The Indo-Iranians did not yet occupy the southern part of Irān, or even the middle Zagros, where the Kassites came from.
Egypt’s New Kingdom 1530
 
The kings of Waset began a long offensive against the Hyksos around 1560, culminating in the capture of Hutwaret by 1530 by Ahmose I. At the same time Waset secured its southern frontier by retaking the First Cataract forts. Thus began the New Kingdom.
 
A curiosity: after the sack of Hutwaret, palaces were constructed there with frescos in a distinctly Minoan style, with Minoan motifs: acrobats, people leaping over bulls, a labyrinth. There’s also a chronological puzzle here: this stratum in Hutwaret contains pumice which can be traced to the eruption of Thera (p. 30). However, it does not occur as ashfall, but as raw material used in a workshop, and could have been collected at any time after the eruption.
 
Though it took several reigns, Nubia was conquered, up to the 4th Cataract. This was completed by the reign of Thutmose III in the 1400s. Queen Hatshepsut famously made an expedition to Punt, bringing back gold, incense, ebony, and elephants.
 
The New Kingdom was notable for its powerful women, including Ahhotep, who was Ahmose’s mother and apparently regent while he was young and who once personally rallied troops to end a rebellion, and her daughter Ahmose-Nefertari, who had the title “god’s wife of Amun”, which included control of a major temple and its estates. The culmination of this trend was Hatshepsut, who was regent for Thutmose III from about 1475, but acted and portrayed herself as a king— see p. 178.
 
During the New Kingdom, the Coffin Texts developed into a papyrus scroll, which allowed a much larger collection of spells and hymns. This is the Book of the Dead; see p. 59.
Struggle for Canaan
 
Ahmose had pursued the Hyksos into Canaan as far as Gaza, but from 1460, Thutmose III established firm control over Canaan and campaigned in Syria, reaching as far as the Euphrates.
 
Thanks to Thutmose’s account written on the walls of Amun-Re’s temple in Waset, we have a good understanding of the key battle of Megiddo, which tells us something about Bronze Age tactics. The Egyptians had a choice of routes to attack the city. The king selected a risky mountain path which his troops could only pass in single file; but this placed them right next to the city, bypassing the defenders’ positions. He routed the enemy, but because his troops stopped to collect loot, the defenders were able to hole up in the city. It was captured after a seven-month siege.
 
By the reign of Amenhotep II (1425), the Mitanni were considered allies of Egypt, and assisted them against the Hittites. The same king built a temple at Giza for the sun-god Horemakhet— that is, the Sphinx, which a thousand years after it was built was now an object of worship.
 
The power of the Mitanni was ended by the Hittites’ Šuppiluliuma (1380-1340); the Hittites took over Syria. The Egyptians, as we’ll see, were preoccupied.
 
For unclear reasons, settlement in the highlands of Canaan collapsed again around 1550; only about 25 settlements remained.
Akhenaten 1350
 
Amenhotep IV was named for Amun, the god of Waset. But from the beginning of his reign he built temples for “the living one, the Re-Horus of the horizon, who rejoices in the horizon in his identity of light which is in the sun-disk.” For obvious reasons this god name was abbreviated to “sun-disk”, i.e. Aten. This was a recent god or god-aspect; he had become particularly important in the reign of his father, Amenhotep III.
 
A few years later the king decided to go much further. He changed his name to Akhenaten (“acts effectively for Aten”) and started to build a new capital midway between Men-nefer and Waset, Akhetaten (‘horizon of Aten’), better known as Amarna, after its modern name (el-ʿAmārna). Even later, he banned the worship of other gods; their temples were closed and their festivals stopped. He even had the names of gods removed from temples and monuments.
 
Though the monotheism of Akhenaten’s vision is usually emphasized, it was also a cult of personality underlining the power of the king. Rather than statues of the gods, his temples contained statues of himself. Instead of processions of the gods, there was a daily procession of the king in Amarna. Officials were to be judged after death not by their maat (‘virtue, truth, order’) but by their service to the king. It’s not clear how much all of this filtered down to the peasants. 
 
The revolution was also cultural. The standard language was changed to be closer to the spoken language, a transition to Late Egyptian. Aten was at first depicted in the same humanoid form as Re, but later as a circle with linear rays ending in hands (which offer blessings and receive sacrifices).
 
The royal family— Akhenaten and his wife Nefertiti— are depicted with a new intimacy, embracing under the rays of Aten. A new style develops: people are drawn with a thin face and limbs, a protuberant skull, and a prominent paunch. But sculpture was at its height, as evidenced by the two of the best known Egyptian works: the bust of Nefertiti, and the golden death mask of Tutankhamun. Both are beautiful and highly individual.[25]
 
[image: ] 


A stone portrait of Akhenaten, probably a rough study.
 
Akhenaten died in the 17th year of his reign. His immediate successors were Smenkhkare and Neferneferuaten, whose identities are disputed, particularly as they share the same throne name, Ankhkheperure. Neferneferuaten was a queen, who has been identified with Nefertiti or her daugher Meritaten. There is very little information about Smenkhkare, possibly a son of Akhenaten by his secondary wife Kiya.
 
These were succeeded by Tutankhaten, circa 1335, still a child. Very quickly he moved back to Men-nefer, changed his name to Tutankhamun, and ended the experiment with Atenism. He died as a teenager, and his renown is chiefly due to the fact that he’s the only king whose tomb was never despoiled. It was opened in +1923, and its rich treasures remain Egyptian property.
 
The city of Amarna soon withered away, a confirmation that Egyptian capitals were royal and court residences rather than vibrant cities.
 
One of the treasures of Amarna is a trove of 380 letters— the foreign correspondence of Akhenaten and his successors. These are written in Akkadian cuneiform, the language of diplomacy. They consist of letters from other rulers, concerned only with the exchange of gifts and brides, and from Canaanite vassals, all pleading for help against rebellions. (For more see p. 183).
 
The letters document the rise of Amurru (the Akkadian word for Amorite), a small kingdom in Syria, which under its chief Aziru slipped out of Egyptian control, and allied instead with the Hittites. Egypt’s ancient ally Byblos was lost to the Amorites. The letters do not depict Akhenaten taking a strong hand in Canaan and Syria, but some scholars think that he did send armies to secure the southern region.
 
Tutankhamun’s widow Ankhesenamun wrote to the Hittite king Šuppiluliuma proposing marriage and a union of their countries. The king was suspicious, but ultimately sent his son Zannanza to Egypt— but he was murdered en route, leading to war.
 
The vizier Ay named himself pharaoh, but died after only three years. The throne went to the army commander Horemheb. Though he had served Tutankhamun, he apparently resented his memory: he did his best to remove the names of the kings from Akhenaten to Ay from monuments and king lists.
 
Horemheb was succeeded by his vizier Ramesses I, who reigned briefly but was able to re-establish the hereditary principle, marking the start of Dyn. 19.
 
His grandson Ramesses II tried to reconquer Amurru, provoking a new war with the Hittites. We have a fairly full account of the resulting battle of Qadesh, in the 1280s. Ramesses moved north with only one of his four divisions, believing that the Hittite king Muwatalli was far to the north. In fact he was just outside Qadesh, and the Hittite army nearly destroyed his. However, the remaining Egyptian army arrived in time to save him, and fought the Hittites to a stalemate.
 
Ramesses returned home and wrote accounts of his “victory” on numerous temple walls, but given that Amurru remained in Hittite hands and Canaan with Egypt, the battle accomplished little. Around 1260, Ramesses signed a peace treaty with the Hittite king Ḫattušili III.
 
His throne name Usermaatra appeared in Greek as Ozymandias. Despite Shelley’s poem, statues of Ramesses are by no means forgotten ruins: the four colossal statues at Abu Simbel still remain, each 20 m tall. They were raised 65 m in the +1960s to save them from the ʾAswān High Dam.
 
We first hear of the Libyans as a powerful people at this time. Ramesses built a series of defenses against them. They invaded Egypt around 1210 and were beaten back by his son Merenptah; this was a foretaste of deeper trouble.
Rise of Assyria 1360
 
Assyria threw off Mitanni rule, under Aššur-uballiṭ I (1365–1330), who was first to be titled “king of the land of Assyria”. Over the centuries Assyria fought almost constantly to the east, to the south, and in Syria.
 
For about 750 years, the Middle East would be dominated by Assyria— though we could say it was not always the same Assyria. Over and over, the country would rise up, conquer everyone, and sink back into its homeland. There were some constants to the process:
 
	A notorious brutality, proudly recorded by the kings: “I caused their blood to run in the squares of their city like water in a stream; I piled up the corpses of their soldiers in heaps.” 



	A love/hate relationship with Babylon. The southern city was respected for its religion and culture, yet it was conquered and looted multiple times. (Don’t think of the Assyrians as louts: one of the things they liked looting was books, to take back to the palace library.)





 


It’s hard to think of a modern analogy— since Cyrus, empires have not tended to oscillate like this. Some combination of circumstances (location, access to horses, ideology?) produced a series of conquerors, but not the institutions needed to maintain the realm for centuries.
 
In 1345 the Assyrians intervened in Babylon, placing Kurigalzu II on the throne. Yet not much later that same Kurigalzu was fighting Assyria, near Aššur; he also conquered the Elamite capital, Susa.
 
Tukulti-Ninurta won a major battle against the Hittites. He occupied Babylon in 1230, taking the king Kaštiliaš IV to Aššur in chains. He assumed a grand and exaggerated title: “King of Karduniaš [Babylonia], king of Sumer and Akkad, king of Sippar and Babylon, king of Dilmun and Meluḫḫa, king of the Upper [Mediterranean] and Lower Seas [Persian Gulf].”
 
He built a new capital (Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta); his own son locked him inside his own palace and burned him in it, around 1200. Kaštiliaš’s son Adad-šuma-usur, who had taken refuge in the Sealand, returned to Babylon.
Greeks and Trojans 1250
 
The Greeks had an early flourishing in the 1200s, the major cities being Thebes, Mycenae, and Knossos. This Mycenean civilization wrote using a syllabary now known as Linear B. This was derived from Linear A, the undeciphered script used in the 16C by the earlier, non-Greek Minoans.
 
Around 1250, Mycenae led a coalition to punish Troy for blocking access to the Black Sea.[26] We don’t know what language the Trojans spoke, except that it probably wasn’t Greek. We have some letters in Hittite mentioning Wilusa as a Hittite client state which had clashed with Ahhiyawa; these are probably versions of Ilios and Achaea.
 
There was a good deal of maritime trade at this time. A shipwreck at Uluburun, off the southern coast of Anatolia, around 1300, contained 10 tons of copper, a ton of tin, ebony logs, terebinth resin, olives, amber, ivory, glass, ostrich shells, orpiment, and spices. The sources were a catalog of Mediterranean ports. But the prosperity implied by this cargo soon collapsed.
The Sea Peoples 1180
 
In the early 1100s there was an explosive chain of invasions, all trending east. We call the invaders Sea Peoples, after Egyptian sources, but they were known to be a mix of peoples, all coming from the west: Greece, western Anatolia, or farther west. Their styles of pottery and shipbuilding are related to the Myceneans, so they were probably Indo-European. Their secret weapon may have been the phalanx, a mass of infantry able to resist Middle Eastern chariots and archers.[27]
 
The root cause may be a continental-scale crop failure: we have records of the Hittites asking for and receiving Egyptian grain.
 
Unspecified Sea Peoples destroyed Ugarit (1190). The city may have contributed to its own destruction by sending a large number of troops to help the Hittites.
 
The invasion was catastrophic for the Hittites: their empire was destroyed in 1180. The Phrygians occupied the northern half of Anatolia and moved far enough east to threaten the Assyrians (who called them Muški). The southeast was occupied by the Luvians, leaving neo-Hittite remnants in the southeast. The Greeks took Cyprus, a major source of copper, whose name comes from that of the island.
 
Another group, the Peleset, invaded Canaan and occupied the lowlands, in the 1100s. The Hebrews called them Pəleštīm, giving us Philistines. The same word, coming through Greek and Latin, produced Palestine.
 
Their earlier pottery matches Mycenean styles, so it’s likely that the Peleset were Greek. However, they easily adopted styles from Cyprus and Egypt, and later on they spoke a Canaanite dialect, so the invading element assimilated.
 
Some Sea Peoples settled Cyrenaica and joined with the Libyans to attack Egypt from the west; they were defeated by Merenptah (1210). Around 1175 an even larger force invaded from the east, and was pushed back by Ramesses III.
 
Greece itself did not escape trouble. The Mycenean cities were destroyed in the period 1250–1180, and literacy was lost for centuries. There is hot debate over the culprits, but since the region spoke Greek before and after, it must have been an intra-Greek affair. In classical times, the affected areas (the Peloponnese and Crete) spoke Dorian dialects, as opposed to the Ionian of the islands and Attic of Athens; this led to the idea that the Dorians were the invaders. But there are alternative explanations, such as some form of civil war.
Israel 1200
 
From about 1200 to 900, there was a wave of settlement in the highlands of Palestine— about 250 sites, all very small; the average size was 50 adults. They kept sheep and goats, but also grew crops. Conditions were simple: no palaces or storehouses or temples, simple pottery, no recordkeeping, no fortifications. These were the early Israelites.[28]
 
A stele of the Egyptian king Merenptah, dated about 1210, mentions victories in Canaan: the cities of Ashkelon, Gezer, and Yano’am, and a people named Yzryʾr. This is widely read as Israel, though it’s hard to reconcile with the archeology: the Israelites hardly seem worth fighting. He claims to have destroyed them— “their seed is not.”
 
In a very few sites, an earlier stage of settlement is preserved, with an oval of connected houses surrounding a large courtyard. This is a common settlement pattern for pastoralists, though there is also evidence of grain cultivation.
 
The transition to grain cultivation in the highlands may be due to the disruptions of the Sea Peoples: the pastoralists could no longer buy surplus grain from the coast and had to grow it themselves.
What you learned is wrong
 
This is not what the Tanakh says. It has a dramatic but plausible-sounding story:
 
	The nation began from one man, Abram, who migrated from “Ur of the Chaldeans” (i.e. Sumer) to Haran (a city between Assyria and Syria).




	The Israelites were slaves in Egypt for 430 years (Ex. 12:40). When they fought their way out, the able-bodied men alone numbered over 600,000 (Ex. 2:32).




	Under Joshua, they invaded Canaan, and destroyed its cities and people with varying levels of severity. They were ruled by judges for another 400 years.[29]




	Around 1000, the Hebrews found strong kings in Saul, David, and Solomon, who created an empire comprising all of modern Israel, a good chunk of Jordan, Damascus, and even an extension to the Euphrates.





 


Now, the tiny clan of patriarchs would have left no archeological traces, and it was common for Canaanite groups to shelter in the Egyptian delta during hard times. But linguistically the story makes little sense. Hebrew is a Northwest Semitic language, closely related to Phoenician, Moabitic, and Edomite. The ancient Israelites could easily speak to their Canaanite neighbors.
 
The numbers of Joshua’s army are impossible— Egypt itself only had 2 to 3 million people in the middle 2M. Archeologists estimate a total highland population of 45,000 in 1000. Even at the height of Israel and Judah in the 8C, their combined population was only about 350,000.
 
Given the Tanakh’s dates, Joshua’s invasion would have been around 1400. The problem is that Canaan at the time was Egyptian territory: Ahmose occupied the region around 1460, allowing the Egyptians to maintain a long-running war with the Hittites of Anatolia. They didn’t leave till the disruption of the Sea Peoples in the 1100s, which left the Philistines in possession of the coast. The Tanakh never mentions the epoch of Egyptian rule— though it’s been suggested that the story of the Egyptian exile is a distorted memory of oppression by Egyptians.
 
As for David, the problem is that archeology gives no support for his empire. 10C Jerusalem was, at best, a tiny village of about 1000 people. (It was far larger half a millennium earlier.) Egyptian and Mesopotamian records make no mention of this empire.
 
Even if you’re not a Biblical literalist, this can be shocking. The Tanakh after Genesis doesn’t sound like legend. It’s full of novelistic detail, and it’s so critical of most leaders that it doesn’t sound like nation-building propaganda.
 
But there are clues within the text that that’s what it is. E.g., the books of Kings offer scathing portraits of all the kings of Israel and half the kings of Judah. Just one king is portrayed as wholly righteous: Josiah of Judah (639–609). Josiah reigned when Israel had been conquered by Assyria, but during a short period when Assyria had problems of its own. Josiah sought to extend his rule northward over the former Israel, and the Tanakh had just what he needed: a compelling claim that the house of David had once ruled over all of Palestine and should do so again; that Israel had been conquered because it rejected Yahweh; that the only licit worship of Yahweh should take place at the temple in Jerusalem.
 
The stories in the Torah are supposed to have taken place a thousand years before Josiah, but are full of anachronisms:
 
	Israel’s 7C neighbors are projected into the past: Moab, Edom, the Philistines, the Arameans. 



	Abraham is said to come from “Ur of the Chaldeans”, but the Chaldeans belong to the 9C and later. 



	Abraham is described as owning camels; domesticated camels didn’t appear in Canaan till the 900s. 



	Cities mentioned in Exodus— Pithom, Migdol, Kadesh-Barnea— were most prominent in the 7C.





 


K.L. Noll points out that, closely read, the stories of Saul and David suggest small kingdoms in the highlands— Saul in the middle highlands, the territories marked Ephraim, Manasseh, Benjamin on traditional maps; David in Judah, centered on his first capital, Hebron. Both are depicted as surrounded by strong enemies (Philistines to the west, Arameans to the north, Ammon and Moab to the east), and neither is depicted capturing any of the major cities of the time.
 
Solomon is sometimes depicted as ruling “from the Euphrates to the boundary of  Egypt” (1 Kgs 5:1), though the list of districts given in 1 Kgs 4 extends only from Galilee to Jerusalem, and excludes Philistia. The Tanakh admits that Solomon did not rule Edom and Damascus, but attributest this to rebels (1 Kgs 11:14-25).
 
Egypt had to conquer Gezer— 30 km from Jerusalem— for Solomon (as a dowry for his wife, the pharaoh’s daughter, 1 Kgs 9:16); that doesn’t say much for Solomon’s ability to expand his kingdom.[30] He’s said to have fortified Megiddo and Hazor, but there is not even a story of the conquest of these cities. (There are fortifications in these cities, but they are better dated to the 8C under the Omrides, below.)
 
For more, see Finkelstein and Silberman, or Noll. Note that many scholars still defend a powerful 10C “United Monarchy”.[31]

 
See the Religion section for how the beliefs of Judaism evolved.

Assyria 1100
 
The Assyrians and Elamites clashed over control of Babylonia. The victor was Elam, whose king Šutruk-Nahhunte I conquered Babylon in 1160, putting an end to the Kassite dynasty.[32] They took the statue of Marduk to Susa, as well as Hammurabi’s stele— the latter stayed there till it was rediscovered in +1901.
 
The Babylonian resistance was centered on Isin. The king Nebuchadnezzar I (Nabû-kudurri-uṣur) defeated Elam and recovered Marduk, around 1100. The compilation of Enūma eliš (p. 46) and the rite of the king grasping Marduk’s hand are probably products of this time, and represent nation-building. Nonetheless, the next two centuries were unstable; kings from various areas ruled, rarely seeing their sons inherit.
 
By the end of the 2M, the domestication of the camel, in Arabia, allowed nomads to colonize the desert. Among other things, this created a flow of spices and incense from southern Arabia.
 
Tiglath-Pileser I of Assyria (r. 1115-1070) defeated the Muški and Arameans, conquered Damascus, extracted tribute from the Phoenicians, and conquered Babylon, briefly making a large empire.
 
Wrought iron was smelted in Anatolia as far back as 2200, but became more common from about 1200. In the 12C, iron made up 3% of weapons; in the 11C 20%, and in the 10C 50%. The Hittites may have had a monopoly on iron for awhile— which made it easier to acquire when they fell. Iron was if anything more important for crafts and plowing than for warfare.
 
Another dark age followed. Assyria and Babylon held on as small kingdoms; the arc from Syria to the Euphrates was held by the Arameans. Their language, Aramaic, slowly took over from Akkadian over the next half millennium.
Phoenicia 1100
 
What is now Lebanon was valued for its timber from the earliest days: the epic of Gilgamesh mentions its cedars, and they were one reason for the Egyptian occupation of Palestine. The major cities in the 2M were Byblos and Ugarit; the latter was destroyed by the Sea Peoples.
 
The local language was Canaanite, distinct from the Aramaic spoken further north in Syria. The people also called themselves Canaanites; but as their maritime orientation gave them a special status, they were also seen as a separate group: the Phoenicians.
 
The Phoenicians, probably working from earlier Canaanite attempts, were writing their language in a consonantal alphabet by 1050; see p. 316. Their alphabet was later adopted by the Hebrews and by the Greeks.
 
Byblos was in turn eclipsed by Sidon and Tyre. Though these found it expedient to offer tribute to Assyria, they generally pursued their own policies, and traded across the Mediterranean. The two cities had a monopoly on Tyrian purple, a dye made from snails which was so expensive that it became a mark of royalty.
Trouble in Egypt 1070
 
In the last decades of the New Kingdom, there were incursions by Libyans, strikes by unpaid workers, the loss of control over Canaan and Nubia, and the increasing power of the high priests of Amun at Waset; thanks to previous royal donations, these controlled 1/3 of all arable land.
 
Finally, around 1070, there was a civil war. The viceroy of Nubia, Panehsy, moved north, and actually besieged the high priest at Waset, possibly to force him to supply grain. Ramesses XI’s general Piankh pushed him back, and managed to be named both vizier and high priest of Amun.
 
We often hear of the tomb robbers who despoiled the pharaohs’ tombs, but the major culprits turn out to be Piankh and other high officials, who systematically ransacked the Valley of the Kings, even unwrapping royal mummies to get at the trinkets secreted inside. There was some concern for the mummies, at least: most of them were reburied, stacked in hidden tombs near Waset. Once buried in enormous tombs with stacks of fine goods, they now had nothing but their bodies and sometimes their coffins, crowded in with other kings; no word came from the Duat as to whether this troubled them.
 
For a time Egypt was divided: a king ruled at Djanet in the delta, while Upper Egypt was administered by the high priests of Amun. The Nubians organized a new kingdom with its capital at Napata.
Libyan rule in Egypt 945
 
Large numbers of Libyans had settled in the delta, and the army made heavy use of Libyan mercenaries. In 945 the chief of the Mešweš tribe, Sheshonq, took power in Djanet, inaugurating Dyn. 22. He reestablished unity in Egypt, partly by making his son Iuput both high priest of Amun and commander of the army.
 
He made a spectacular raid into Canaan, sacking Jerusalem (926), an event recalled in I Kings 14:26— “he carried off the treasures of the House of the Lord and the treasures of the royal palace.” After this high point, however, the Egyptian state declined once again. By 800 there were multiple kings in Lower Egypt.
 
The Libyans were happy to adopt the splendor of Egyptian kings, but kept a sense of ethnic distinction— e.g. the use of feathers as decoration, the recital of long genealogies, and a careless attitude toward burials: even kings were merely buried in a common family vault.
Neo-Assyria 912
 
Adad-Nirari II (912–891) presided over an Assyrian resurgence: the Neo-Assyrian Empire. He exerted control over the Arameans and Neo-Hittites, and defeated Babylonia.
 
Despite this, the reign of Babylon’s Nabu-apla-iddina (870-840) was prosperous and peaceful; on the whole Assyria-Babylon relations in the 9C were cordial.
 
Ashurnasirpal II (d. 859) reached the Mediterranean and built a new capital, Kalhu (Biblical Calah). Shalmaneser III (Akk. Šulmānu-ašarēdu) fought a coalition of Canaanite and Syrian states at Qarqar in 853; though he boasted of a great victory, he was temporarily blocked in the west. Around 841, however, he humbled Hazael, the king of Aram (Damascus).
 
Šamši-Adad V took power in a struggle with his brother in 824, with Babylonian help. This created resentment rather than gratitude, and Šamši-Adad defeated the Babylonians and took their king to Nineveh.
 
From 810 to 783, his widow Sammuramat ruled on behalf of her son AdadNirari III. The Greeks knew her as Semiramis, and the 1C writer Diodorus made her into a Bactrian, married by a mythical Ninus, founder of Nineveh and supposed emperor of Assyria, Anatolia, and Irān. In 796 Adad-Nirari largely destroyed the power of Aram, then ruled by Hazael’s son Bar-Hadad III.
 
The Assyrians attempted to maintain control over Babylon, while respecting its gods (especially Nabu, who was popular in Assyria). As Oppenheim puts its, Assyria was subject to “an ever-deepening and embittering ambivalence” about Babylon, its senior in culture but its rival for power.
 
Around 900 the kingdom of Urartu emerged, centered on Lake Van; its language was a development of Hurrian.
Israel and Judah 884
 
[image: ] 


In the Tanakh, some of the most villainous kings of Israel are the Omrides (884-842), the dynasty begun by the general Omri. Archeology offers a very different picture: the Omrides created a strong state, with multiple cities featuring large palaces, including the capital, Samaria. (These palaces have been attributed to Solomon, but they fit the 9C better.) They ruled the lowlands and Moab, where Yahwist monotheism was weak, as well as northern territories that once belonged to Aram.[33]
 
The site chosen for the capital featured a small hilltop. This was surrounded by a wall formed of small rooms (casemates), then filled in, forming a 2-hectare flat plaza on which the palace could be built.
 
The writers of the Tanakh always wanted the kings to violently suppress the polytheists and their shrines (as Josiah did). The Omrides, like most kings everywhere, had no reason to suppress what was perhaps the majority of their subjects; they did their best to support all the religions of their people.
 
Ahab, son of Omri, participated in the anti-Assyrian battle at Qarqar in 853. Shalmaneser listed his enemies’ troop strengths, and it’s significant that Ahab is credited with the largest number of chariots (2000), though Aram supplied the most infantry. Ahab married a princess of Sidon, Jezebel, securing an important ally but outraging the prophets of Yahweh.
 
In 842 Hazael, king of Aram, won a war with Jehoram, last of the Omrides, and Ahaziah of Judah, recovering Hazor and Dan in the north, and devastating the valley of Jezreel.[34] The Tanakh describes this defeat (2 Kings 12, 13), and so does a monument erected by Hazael, which mentions Ahaziah as being part of the “House of David”. Nonetheless, Judah was still a minor kingdom, far outshadowed by its northern rival. The population of Israel was about 350,000.
 
More than a century after the Omrides, the Assyrians still referred to Israel as Bit Ḫūmrī, the House of Omri.
 
When the Assyrians defeated Aram in 796, Israel expanded again to the north, but was effectively an Assyrian vassal.
The Iranians 843
 
The first mention of the Persians (autonym Pārsa) is from 843, that of the Medes (autonym Māda), 835, both mentioned as antagonists of the Assyrians. Of these, the Medes were the stronger people, living on the western Iranian plateau and moving into the Zagros, whose non-Iranian peoples they absorbed. Assyrian sources depict the Medes as expert horsemen.
 
The Assyrians placed Parsua just east of Assyria, south of Lake Urmia. That is, the Persians had not yet reached Pārsa, their historical homeland, still ruled at this time by the Elamites.
Spain and Carthage 800
 
The Phoenicians, by 800, were able to navigate the open Mediterranean by celestial navigation, rather than hugging the shores. This allowed them to reach Sicily and then Spain, where they found an excellent source of silver in the Río Tinto region west of Gibraltar. They founded Gadir, modern Cádiz, in order to control the area.
 
Over the next centuries they founded a series of colonies in Spain, Sardinia, Sicily, and Tunisia. The best-known of these was Qart-ḥadašt ‘New City’: Carthage.[35]
 
There are two entirely separate religions associated with Carthage.
 
	One was associated with Baʿal Hammon and Tinnit; their worshippers erected temples (tophets) which focused on sacrifice of animals and occasionally infants. This cult seems to be limited to two sites in Africa (including Carthage), plus Malta, Motya in Sicily, and six sites in Sardinia.This cult was still flourishing in Roman times— there are tophets at 75 sites in northern Africa.




	An entirely different cult centered on the god Melqart (‘king of the city’), the main god of Tyre. Melqart was worshipped in Carthage, Cádiz, Utica, and a few other cities. The Greeks identified him with Heracles; they routinely did this with foreign gods, but the Carthaginians seemed to agree: they borrowed Heracles’ lion poncho for representations of Melqart.





 


At this time the colonies were not a “Carthaginian empire”; that occurred centuries later, after conflicts with Greeks and Romans. (And outside the period of this book.)
Nubians in Egypt 747
 
In the late 700s, the Nubian kings Piankhi[36] and his son Shabaqo took over Upper Egypt, ruling from Men-nefer. The Nubians generally ruled as overlords, letting the previous kings remain as vassals. To neutralize the priests at Waset, they promoted administration by a “god’s wife of Amun” instead, generally a celibate royal princess who chose her own successor. (Piankhi had the incumbent choose his own sister Amenirdis to follow her.)
 
Both the Libyans and the Nubians followed Egyptian cultural norms and supported the Egyptian gods, a model followed later by the Greeks. Foreign rule made little difference to the commoners.
 
When the New Kingdom had ruled Nubia, they had spread Egyptian religion, even declaring that the Nubian mountain of Gebel Barkal was the southern habitation of Amun. Perhaps ironically, the Nubians retained their devotion to Amun and parlayed it into a claim to sovereignty over Egypt itself.
Neo-Assyria 744
 
The general Tiglath-Pileser III (Pulu in the Tanakh) usurped power in 744. He defeated Urartu to the north and consolidated the Assyrian hold on Syria. His solution to Babylonian unrest was to name himself king of Babylonia (729) but he died two years later.
 
Israel, Damascus, and the Philistines allied to face him, but they were quickly defeated. Most of Israel’s territory was lost by 727.
 
His son Shalmaneser, accusing Israel of conspiring with Egypt, occupied the country and deported its elite (perhaps a fifth of the population) to Mesopotamia (722). Following Assyrian practices[37], other groups were brought to settle in Israel. Judah remained independent.
 
Chaldeans (Kaldu) are mentioned from the 800s, living in the Sealand, relying on date palms, fishing, and horse-breeding: Scott’s ungovernables. Some sources say they spoke a dialect of Aramaic; Oates says Akkadian. They were divided into tribes called bītu (houses), which changed allegiances easily and strove to stay independent from each other and from the northern kingdoms. They refused to pay taxes and indeed had to be bought off from raiding small settlements. This created a complicated situation where Chaldeans led the anti-Assyrian resistance (mostly with guerrilla tactics), while the big Babylonian cities, preferring stability to rebellion, were loyal to Assyria. Elam was also a refuge for anti-Assyrian forces.
 
The Chaldean king Marduk-Apla-iddina II ruled Babylon (721-10) as Assyrians under Sargon II fought with Elam. Sargon pushed him out but he remained king of Bit-Yakin. He allied with Assyria, pushed out a Babylonian king and reigned again briefly there (703). Then he tried to incite a wide-scale anti-Assyrian coalition— he even courted Judah (Isaiah 39:1, where he appears as Merodach-Baladan).
 
The Cimmerians (Gomer in the Tanakh)— also Indo-European— invaded Anatolia and raided Assyria. Sargon pushed them back into Anatolia.
 
In 705 Sargon was killed in battle and his body lost, which was considered shameful. His son Sennacherib erased his name from inscriptions and moved the capital back to Nineveh. Marduk-Apla-iddina had taken over Babylon after Sargon’s death, and Sennacherib pushed him out.
 
Sennacherib appointed as king a Babylonian noble who had been raised in Assyria, Bel-ibni. He then turned his attention to Canaan, where the Phoenicians and Philistines had rebelled, fomented by Egypt. He humbled Judah in 701 (see below).
 
Bel-ibni rebelled in 700 and was replaced by Sennacherib’s son Aššur-nadin-šumi. Sennacherib pursued Marduk-Apla-iddina into the Sealand— whereupon Elam took over Babylon.
 
Finally Sennacherib waged a successful war against Elam, and won after a long siege (691). He looted the temples and flooded the city to increase the destruction. Finally he was murdered by his own sons (681). His son Esarhaddon attempted to make amends, restoring the gods’ statues. He promised that one of his sons would rule Assyria and another Babylon.
 
Esarhaddon conquered the Nile delta and Men-nefer (674), but withdrew after exacting oaths of loyalty. The Nubians returned, so Esarhaddon’s son Ashurbanipal reconquered Egypt, sacking Waset in 663.
 
In 652 there was civil war between Ashurbanipal and his brother Šamaš-šum-ukīn, king of Babylon. Ashurbanipal won, but let his brother’s heir rule the city.
 
He also fought wars with Elam, ending with the occupation of Susa and the beheading of its king (646). This allowed the Persians to move into Anšan, the eastern half of Elam, which became known as Pārsa.[38] The Persians traced their dynasty to one Achaemenes (Haxāmaniš) dated to about 700.
 
To contain the Medes, Ashurbanipal allied with the Scyths (an Indo-Iranian people whose eastern contigent would become important in Indian history as the Śakas). He must have ended his reign (in 627) feeling that his empire was established better than ever.
Judah 727
 
For a century, Judah experienced a late flowering. The population swelled to about 120,000. Bureaucracy and literacy soared; there was a newly industrialized, probably state-led production of oil and wine. Judah was also a key way station on lucrative trade routes from Arabia.
 
King Hezekiah, who had come to power in 727, took two big risks. First, he “did what was pleasing to the Lord” (2 Kings 18:3)— that is, he tried to repress the country’s perennial worship of other gods. Second, he defied Assyria. In preparation, he built up the walls of Jerusalem and Lachish, and secured the capital’s water supply, building an underound tunnel to bring the water of the Gihon spring to a pool within the city walls.
 
Sennacherib himself narrates the outcome (701):
 
As to Hezekiah, the Judahite, he did not submit to my yoke. I laid siege to 46 of his strong cities, walled forts, and to the countless small villages in their vicinity, and conquered them by means of well-stamped earth ramps, and battering rams… Himself, I made prisoner in Jerusalem, like a bird in its cage… I reduced his country, but I still increased the tribute.

 
The Tanakh admits the tribute and the seizure of “all the fortified towns” (2 Kings 18:13), but paints the encounter as a great victory, as Jerusalem was spared and Sennacherib’s army was supposedly struck down by God. The text makes it sound as if Sennacherib was assassinated immediately, but it was actually 20 years later.
 
Manasseh, from 698, reversed both of Hezekiah’s policies: he returned to tolerance of non-Yahwist cults, and was a faithful vassal of Assyria. We don’t have any non-Yahwist accounts, but it’s not hard to imagine that Manasseh, and most of the populace, viewed both of Hezekiah’s gambles as disastrous mistakes. Judahite prosperity slowly returned.
The Medes 670
 
The Medes deserve to be more than a footnote in Assyrian (or Persian) history. By Esarhaddon’s time, the non-Iranian states in the middle Zagros, Ellipi and Harhar, had been absorbed by the Medes.
 
Their king Frawartiš (647–625) is said by Herodotus to have conquered “Asia” (i.e. most of Irān) and to have made the Persians into vassals. Herodotus claims that Frawartiš’s son Huwaxšatra (Cyaxares) was unable to conquer Assyria because the Scyths “conquered Asia.” At the least, Ashurbanipal’s alliance gave Assyria a long reprieve.
 
The Median capital was Ecbatana, modern Hamadān.
 
Herodotus tells us that the Medes were divided into six clans, including the Magi. These were the priestly class of Mazdāism, the monotheistic Iranian religion; they achieved such renown as sages that some were depicted as attending Jesus’ birth, and their name survives in magic.
 
The great sage of Ahura Mazdā is Zoroaster (p. 206), who lived in eastern Irān or Central Asia; his dates are highly uncertain. It’s debated whether the Medes and Persians were strict Zoroastrians, or another variety of Mazdāists.
Egypt’s late kingdom 660
 
One of the local kingdoms subject to the Assyrians was Sa, in Lower Egypt. Its ruler Psamtek, with the help of Greek and Phoenician mercenaries, took control of the delta by 660 and the rest of Egypt by 656— controlling Waset by making his daughter god’s wife of Amun. This was Dyn. 26, the second-to-last native Egyptian kingdom.
 
King Nekau II (c. 600) began, at least, a canal connecting the Mediterranean with the Red Sea. Herodotus claims that he sent some Phoenicians to circumnavigate Africa, starting from the Red Sea. Herodotus doubts the story for the same reason some modern scholars believe it: the Phoenicians reported that at the southernmost point of their journey the sun was to their right— i.e. to the north, as they would see it from the southern hemisphere.
 
Psamtek II sacked Napata in 591; the capital of Nubia was moved upstream to Meroë. Meroë was close to iron sources, which made it a powerful kingdom, lasting till the +4C.
Josiah 639
 
In 639 Josiah became king of Judah. He was the dream of the Yahwists— 2 Kings 23 contains a long account of his destruction of other gods’ idols and holy places. He even advanced to Bethel, in Samaritan territory, and defiled the altar there— a hated rival to the Temple in Jerusalem.
 
In 2 Kings 22:8 a scroll of the Torah is discovered in the Temple— apparently a version of Deuteronomy. Following it, Judah celebrates Passover; the text observes that this had never been done in either the judges’ or the kings’ times.
 
The best fit for the writing of the Torah and the Deuteronomic History (Joshua to Kings) is the reign of Josiah. The references— what kingdoms and cities were flourishing— fit this time. So does the message: that the house of David based in Jerusalem was the rightful ruler of Israel. It was a roller-coaster of a time: Israel had been conquered, but Assyria was reeling, and it seemed possible to play it against the rising power of Egypt.
The fall of Assyria 612
 
The Chaldean Nabupolassar (625–605), “son of a nobody”, founded the Neo-Babylonian kingdom. He had liberated Babylon from Assyria by 616.
 
He fought his way up the Tigris and threatened Aššur in 615. The next year the Medes under Cyaxares captured and sacked Aššur. The two nations made an alliance (sealed with a marriage arrangement) and conquered Nineveh in 612.
 
The Assyrians withdrew to Haran, on the Euphrates, where they were mopped up by 608.
 
Historians have offered many explanations for Assyria’s fall: giving officials too much autonomy, a lack of loot once the empire was no longer expanding, depopulation of rural areas, overbuilding, severe drought, a universal aggression that made many enemies and no friends. There’s probably something to all these theories, but they were recurrent problems for all Middle Eastern empires. The remarkable thing may be how Assyria, despite many reverses, picked itself up again and again and dominated the region for half a millennium.
Nebuchadnezzar 609
 
Nebuchadnezzar II succeeded his father Nabupolassar in 609, and quickly subjugated Syria, Phoenicia, and Israel. The Medes expanded to the west as well, taking over Urartu and Cimmeria.
 
Egypt’s Nekau seized the opportunity to take over Canaan, reaching the Euphrates.
 
Judah had reacted smoothly to the rise of Babylon, switching its tribute. For unclear reasons— perhaps in support of Babylon— Josiah marched an army to confront Nekau (609). The latter was surprised: 2 Chron. 25:21 has him say “I do not march against you this day.” But apparently Josiah insisted on battle, and was promptly killed— an ignomious end to the heady dreams of revival. The next two kings of Judah paid tribute to Egypt.
 
In 605 Nekau confronted Nebuchadnezzar at Carchemish, in Syria. It was a close battle, but the Babylonians won.
 
This gave them a free hand in Canaan, and Nebuchadnezzar sacked Jerusalem in 597, installing a new king, Zedekiah. Zedekiah eventually plotted against Babylon, apparently hoping for Egyptian help. Nebuchadnezzar conquered and burned Jerusalem (586) and deported the elite to Babylon. (See the chapter on Judaism, p. 217.)
 
He invaded Egypt in 566, but was repulsed by Ahmose II.
 
Nebuchadnezzar spent the remainder of his long reign building grandiose monuments in Babylon.
The last kings of Babylon 562
 
Nebuchadnezzar died in 562, and was succeeded by his ineffectual son and then his son-in-law. In 555 a palace coup brought Nabûnaʾid (Nabonidus) to power. He rebuilt the temple of Sin in Haran and dedicated resources to moon worship, which alienated the priests of Marduk.
 
For reasons no one understood, Nabûnaʾid lived for ten years at the oasis of Tayma in Arabia. This is far south of Canaan, in the Ḥijāz. His son Belshazzar (Bēl-šar-uṣur) ruled in his place. In the Tanakh, the idea of the arrogant and self-exiled king was transferred to the better-known Nebuchadnezzar II.[39]
Cyrus 550
 
Herodotus tells an unlikely story of Cyrus’s origins: that he was a Mede, a grandson of king Astyages. The king dreamed that his daughter urinated so as to flood all of Asia, which was taken as meaning the baby would supplant him. Astyages handed him to his vizier Harpagos to get rid of him. As always happens in these origin stories, he failed and the boy was brought up by a shepherd. When Asytages learned that the boy lived, he punished Harpagos by inviting him to dinner and serving to him his own child. (1.119. Herodotus loves a story of lurid brutality.)
 
Much more likely, though without juicy details, is the story implied by an inscription on a cylinder in Babylon: that Cyrus (Kūruš) was king of Anšan (i.e. Pārsa), as were his fathers before him, going back to his great-grandfather Teispes. (It’s Darius who supplies Achaemenes, father of Teispes, as the founder of the dynasty.)
 
He rebelled against Astyages in 550. By the account of Ctesias, the beginnings were rocky. At one point the Persians placed their women and children on the highest mountain of Pārsa, at Pasargadai; their own army lower down was surrounded by Astyages. Unfortunately the account breaks off here, and next thing we know, Cyrus has won. The Median empire became the Persian Empire.[40]
 
We have a text from Nabûnaʾid which recounts the rebellion of Cyrus, king of Anšan, against the Median king. “This was the doing of the Great Lord Marduk,” Nabûnaʾid assures us, to punish the Medes for attacking Haran. (The text calls Cyrus “his young servant”. The older view takes this as meaning Cyrus was a vassal of Astyages; the modern view is that he’s being called a servant of Marduk.)
 
The next target was Lydia, under Croesus, the same monarch who became proverbial for his wealth. Perhaps not coincidentally, the Lydians had minted the world’s first coins, in the late 600s.[41] The two sides fought an indecisive battle near the frontier, the Halys river, in late 547. Croesus then returned to his capital, Sardis, and released his mercenaries for the winter. However, Cyrus had followed him, and besieged the city. He captured it, gaining all of Lydia. He left the Median general Harpagos to reduce the Greek cities on the Anatolian coast.
 
After this he seems to have campaigned in the east, reaffirming the control of Irān and Bactria that the Medes had achieved, and perhaps pushing eastward to Gandhāra.
 
In 539 Cyrus took Babylonia; sources differ on the course of events.
 
	The Nabonidus Chronicle, an Akkadian text written after the conquest, describes a great battle fought at Opis, north of Babylon. The Persians won decisively and then peacefully entered Sippar and Babylon.




	Herodotus and Xenophon have Cyrus besieging Babylon, and succeeding only when he diverted the Euphrates, allowing his army to enter the city by the riverbed.




	Berossos suggests that Nabûnaʾid gave up before or during a long siege.





 


The Chronicle, and an inscription by Cyrus, emphasize the peaceful reception of Cyrus, and the impiety of Nabûnaʾid.
 
Cyrus made his son Cambyses king of Babylon, who enacted the important New Year ceremonies (akītu) to secure the favor of Marduk. Berossos reports that Nabûnaʾid lived a long life in exile in Persia.
 
Cyrus managed the difficult feat of pleasing his own people (Persians were given estates across the empire) and being accepted, even beloved, by the peoples he conquered. One reason must be his support for local gods— e.g. Nabûnaʾid had moved divine statues to Babylon, and Cyrus oversaw their safe return to their home cities. He treated the defeated Lydian king with respect, and was generous to the local priests.
 
According to Ezra 1:2-4, Cyrus allowed the Judahites, deported half a century before, to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the Temple (538). Archeology finds Jerusalem uninhabited till about 450, and even Ezra finds that the work was held up until about that time, supposedly due to the objection of nearby peoples. Nonetheless, the Jews remained grateful to Cyrus; Isaiah even calls him God’s mašiaħ, his ‘anointed one’ (45:1).
 
Cyrus preferred to appoint governors rather than rule through local kings; however, some of his governors and generals were locals.
 
The distinction between Medes and Persians was grasped by the subject peoples, but not very well. The Greeks and Egyptians called their rulers Medes, and during the Persian Wars the term for accepting Persian rule was Μηδίζω ‘to Mede-ize’.
 
Cyrus was killed in 530, in a campaign against Tomyris, queen of the Massagetai, a Śaka tribe. (Herodotus has him starting this war on the advice of Croesus; the Greeks loved this sort of fatal irony.)
Conquest of Egypt 525
 
Cyrus was succeeded by his son Cambyses (Kambūjiya). In 526 he marched on Egypt. He was aided by the Phoenician fleet, by Arabs bringing water across the desert, and by some key defections: the Egyptians’ Greek mercenaries and Ujahorresne, commander of the Egyptian fleet. The pharaoh Amasis helped by dying just before the war.
 
The new king Psamtek III was defeated in the Delta, retreated to Men-nefer, and was quickly defeated again there. The pharaoh was spared, but attempted to revolt and was killed; a Persian, Aryandes, was appointed as satrap. Cyprus had been ruled by Egypt and submitted with it.
 
Cambyses attempted to push on into Nubia, but apparently this didn’t go well; the border remained at the First Cataract.
 
The sacred Apis bull of Men-nefer died, and was interred according to custom, with a dedication by Cambyses. Nonetheless Herodotus tells a story that Cambyses went mad and murdered the sacred bull. Cook provides a motive for such stories: the king disapproved of the enormous revenues provided to the temples, and cut them in half. (Darius restored the original amount.)
 
Returning from Egypt in 522, Cambyses heard about a usurpation back home. Rushing back, he died accidentally— Herodotus has him accidentally stabbing himself as he leapt onto his horse.
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Persian Empire, 515
Darius 522
 
According to Darius’s inscription at Behistun, the usurper was a Magus named Gaumata, who claimed to be Cyrus’s son Bardiya, whom Cambyses had killed years before. Herodotus has a slightly different story, where Bardiya was with Cambyses in Egypt and killed on the way home— while the Magus usurper, the spitting image of Bardiya, seized power in Pārsa.
 
Historians find these stories quite suspicious, and suggest that the “usurper” was Bardiya himself, the rightful heir. In any case, he was killed by a conspiracy of seven Persian nobles; one of them, Darius, became king.
 
Darius (Dārayavauš) was of the imperial lineage, though fairly remotely— his great-great-grandfather was Teispes, son of Achaemenes. Following a fine Akkadian tradition, his inscriptions assure us that he was chosen for the kingship by his god, Ahura Mazdā.
 
Almost the whole empire immediately revolted. In the Behistun inscription, described below, no less than fourteen battles are listed. However, Darius had the center, and none of the rebels coordinated with each other; he beat them one by one, with a good deal more battle than Cyrus had required.
 
He expanded the fringes of the empire. In the west, he added a few Greek islands (Lesbos, Chios, Samos), as well as a good chunk of Thrace, the region just across the Hellespont in Europe. Macedonia also submitted. An expedition against the European Scyths was fruitless, but he defeated Śakas in the east. He claims to have conquered Nubia. Finally he pushed eastward as far as the Indus, which appears in his inscriptions as Hinduš.
 
He completed the canal from the Nile to the Red Sea that Nekau had started, though McEvedy says it was not a success, because the local winds were contrary. Merchants preferred to sail up to Waset and proceed overland to the Red Sea.
 
Around 520 he had the cliff face at Behistun (in Media) carved with inscriptions and a relief of himself hailing a symbol of Ahura Mazdā and simultaneously brandishing a bow at a line of defeated “rebels.” We owe a lot to this inscription, for the text was given in Old Persian, Elamite, and Akkadian. All were cuneiform, but the Persian script—the inscription claims that Darius had it created for the occasion— was basically alphabetic. This was the essential clue for the decipherment of cuneiform millennia later, so we owe our knowledge of Akkadian, Sumerian, and Hittite, and much of this book, to Darius’s vanity.
Persian administration
 
The Persian kings moved around, but mostly governed from Susa, the former capital of Elam. They built monumental capitals at Persepolis and Pasargadai in Pārsa, and also spent time at Ecbatana (the former Median capital) and Babylon. Ezra 6 tells of a royal search for Cyrus’s decree authorizing the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem; the decree was sought first in Babylon and found in Ecbatana.  (The Tanakh also remembers the name of the satrapy of Canaan: ʿAbarnaharā ‘beyond the river’, i.e. west of the Euphrates.)
 
A large trove of administrative tablets was discovered at Persepolis, mostly written in Elamite and Aramaic. It was once thought that Old Persian was only used for inscriptions, but some administrative documents have been found written in it. The bulk of the tablets deal with logistics: collecting and disbursing resources, and managing large numbers of workers.
 
One finding from these tablets: the royal women Irtašduna and Irdabama were large landowners, went on journeys, and comunicated with high officials. This does not match Greek accounts that the Persians sequestered their women.
 
The most powerful post apart from the king was the hazarapatiš ‘commander of 1000’, Greek chiliarch. He controlled who could see the king, and was at least sometimes the commander of his personal bodyguard (the 1,000 elitest among the elite 10,000 Immortals). From both Greek and Hebrew sources we hear of a council or court of seven nobles.
 
A King’s Road was built from Sardis to Susa (i.e. Lydia to Elam), a distance of 2600 km. Staging posts were built a day’s ride apart, and there were 111 of them, so the journey would normally take more than three months. However, couriers (angaroi) were stationed at each post to take messages in relay, and these could get a message from one end of the road to the other in under a week.
 
Travel must have been tightly controlled, as Herodotus records examples of ruses to send messages to avoid searches: one was tattooed on a slave’s scalp; one was written on the base of a tray, then covered with wax.
 
Large rivers were crossed by ferry or by boat bridges. Xerxes (below) had two elaborate boat bridges made to cross the Hellespont. Each was 1.3 km long and made of over 300 boats, each aligned parallel to the land. The boats were lashed together with cables and covered with planks and soil; hedges were placed on the sides so animals were not scared.
 
Satraps were responsible for local administration, for collecting tribute and taxes, for maintaining roads, and raising armies in case of war. They kept in close contact with the king.
 
The Persians introduced camels and cotton to Egypt— two things that would later be taken as emblematic of the country.
Marathon 490
 
Ironically, the first move in the Persian Wars was taken by a Greek serving the Persians: Aristagoras of Miletus, who suggested taking Naxos, a strategic island in the southern Aegean. This failed, and Aristagoras decided to rebel. He enlisted the support of Athens and Eretria (on Euboea). The Greeks managed to take the lower town of Sardis, but this was their high point; the Persians slowly beat them down, though it took several years.
 
While they occupied Sardis the Greeks burned much of the city, including the temple of Cybele. This unfortunately became a precedent: the Persians later burned the Acropolis in revenge, and Alexander burned Persepolis.
 
When the Ionian cities were reconquered, Darius sent a naval expedition under his son-in-law Mardonius to punish Athens and Eretria (490). The latter was duly captured, and its citizens sold as slaves.
 
The Persian and Athenian armies confronted each other at Marathon. The Athenians kept to the hills where the Persian cavalry could not easily operate. One morning the Persian cavalry was nowhere to be seen, and the armies were just a mile apart. The Athenians rushed to engage, with their strongest forces in the wings. The strong Persian center pushed forward, but were trapped by the wings and destroyed.[42] The Persian fleet took the opportunity to move on Athens, but the army reached it before them, and the fleet returned to Asia.
 
Athens was rightly proud, but it had only beaten a small expeditionary force. Darius must have sighed and taken comfort in his far greater resources and population figures. He began preparations for a major invasion, but died before it could be started (486).
The Greek War 480
 
After Marathon, the Persians had their hands full for a few years dealing with revolts in Egypt (486) and Babylon (484). There’s some evidence that the tax burden had increased to pay for the war. Both provinces were now satrapies; the polite fiction that they were kingdoms whose king happened to be the emperor was abandoned.
 
From a Persian point of view, these were far more serious than the need to punish a small Greek city-state. But perhaps emperors cannot simply shrug off challenges. Darius’s son Xerxes (Xšayaṛša) went all out, mobilizing armies from the entire empire.
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Just before Thermopylae, 480; Persian holdings and allies in black
 
The size of Xerxes’ army is disputed; no one now believes Herotodus’ 2.6 million. Cook has 300,000 for the land forces; Waters says 50,000 to 200,000. Both agree on a thousand triremes. Each ship had about 170 oarsmen, plus 30 marines, though Herodotus tells us that Xerxes doubled the marines for the expedition.
 
The army set out in spring 481, marched the King’s Road to Sardis, and wintered there. In Europe, it marched unopposed through Thrace and Thessaly. To put it another way, half of Greece submitted to Persia.
 
The Greeks made a stand at Thermopylae, where the space between the mountains and the sea was unusually small. The fight to the death by a thousand Spartans and Thespians was highly dramatic, but it was no more than a holding action while the real perimeter was hastily finished: an 8 km wall blocking the entrance to the Peloponnese. The Persians also won a naval victory at Artemisium.
 
Xerxes took the time to sack Athens and burn the Acropolis— but the Athenians had already relocated their army and their noncombatants to the Peloponnese. This was part of the naval strategy preached by Themistocles: in the ten years since Marathon Athens built 200 ships, more than the rest of the Greeks combined.
 
To defeat the wall, Xerxes needed control of the sea. The battle took place just off Salamis island (just west of Athens), where the allies had retreated. The allies occupied the narrow strait between the island and the mainland. The Phoenicians, the best of Xerxes’ fleet, moved in, and were pinned against the shore by the allies. The Greeks had the better of the fighting, and Xerxes’ fleet withdrew across the Aegean Sea to Samos.
 
This left Xerxes in a difficult position: his army was still blocked by the wall, and without a fleet there was no good way around it. His reaction was to take most of the army back to Anatolia, leaving a quarter of it in the hands of Mardonius. The Persians wintered in Thessaly, which allowed the Athenians to reoccupy Attica.
 
The next year came the final battle, at Plataea, a few miles north of the isthmus. The result was a decisive Greek victory, and the death of Mardonius. At about the same time the Greek fleet chased the Persian fleet from Samos to Mycale and won another victory.
 
If you look at the map before and after the war, not much seems to have changed. Athens created its own mini-empire, consisting of the islands, the Hellespont, and the Ionian coast. Persia looked as big and strong as ever.[43]
 
Why did the Persians lose? And why did they not try again? Several factors seem to apply.
 
	Logistics. Xerxes was operating over 2500 km from his center. Supplying an enormous army at that distance could only be justified by victory. Nor was Greece a reward worth all the effort.




	The terrain of Greece is mountainous, thus mostly neutralizing Xerxes’ best asset, his cavalry.




	The war demonstrated the superiority of Greek infantry. A phalanx was better armored than the Persians, was able to resist cavalry and archers, and was near irresistible when it attacked. (On the other hand, Greek performance for the next century was decidedly mixed.)





 


Chrysostom, a +1C philosopher, offers what he says is the Persian take: Xerxes conquered half of Greece, killed the Spartan king at Thermopylae, and sacked Athens. Egyptian kings would have declared victory for far more equivocal outcomes.
 
A good deal of nonsense has been written about this war, as it were the struggle of democracy vs. empire, or a “clash of civilizations.” It should suffice to point out that there were democratic Greek city-states on both sides of the conflict, that Sparta was hardly a democracy, and that Persia was, as empires go, far more relaxed than the Greek empires that succeeded it.
 
The Persians taxed Babylon heavily, especially to support Xerxes’ war, and Xerxes had to put down rebellions there. Elite families were suppressed and the post of šatammu (high priest) was abolished. Around 450 Herodotus reports that the city was still prosperous, but also paid the highest taxes of any satrapy.
The mature empire 478
 
Athens could hardly maintain the domination of its League— and the taxes paid into its treasury— if the war ended. It quickly moved to take control of the Ionian islands and portions of the Anatolian coast. It made several unsuccessful attempts on Cyprus (478, 460, 451).
 
Xerxes was assassinated in 465— by his son, a Babylonian inscription tells us. Ctesias tells us that Xerxes had three sons: Artaxerxes, Darius, and Hystaspes. A courtier named Artabanus convinced Artaxerxes that Darius was responsible, and Darius was executed. Artabanus then sought to kill Artaxerxes, but this was foiled and he was killed instead; Artaxerxes became king.
 
There was a serious revolt in lower Egypt in 464, not put down until 454. The leader, Inaros, claimed to be a son of the previous pharaoh Psamtek. The Athenians intervened in this war; according to Thucycides most of their ships were destroyed.
 
As noted, Jersualem was rebuilt around 450; the Tanakh has the priest Ezra rebuilding the Temple and the governor Nehemiah rebuilding the city’s walls. The Greek invasion of Egypt may have underlined the need for a strong Persian base of operations in Canaan.
 
Artaxerxes died in 424, and there followed the now-usual dynastic struggles. His son Xerxes II ruled for 45 days before being assassinated by his half-brother Sogdianos. Yet another half-brother, Ochus, is said to have convinced Sogdianos to give up power, and then killed him anyway. Ochus took power as Darius II.
 
Athens fought an inconclusive war with Sparta in 431–21. In 415 Athens directed the League in a major attack on Syracuse (a Greek colony founded in the 730s), which was a catastrophe, and led to revolts among the Ionians. The Spartans took the opportunity to occupy Attica (413).
 
By this time the Persians had learned that they could avoid any threat to their west by subsidizing one Greek faction or another. From 408, Darius put his son Cyrus in charge of Greek relations, and he consistently supported the Spartans. Sparta destroyed the Athenian fleet in 405, and occupied Athens in 404.
 
Darius II was succeeded by his other son Artaxerxes II in 405. In 401 Cyrus hired 10,000 Greek mercenaries to help him grab the throne. The army marched to Babylonia, and fought a battle at Cunaxa. Xenophon, who was part of this force, says that Cyrus wounded the king— but was then killed by a javelin. The Greeks had to fight their way back home.
 
Curiously, Artaxerxes II’s inscriptions invoke not only Ahura Mazdā but Mithra and Anahita.
Egypt lost 404
 
Rebellions started in Egypt beginning in the delta, in 404. By 399 the whole country was lost, but various Egyptian factions scrambled for control.
 
In the 390s, under Nepherites and Achoris, the Egyptians invaded Canaan.
 
By 379 Egypt was unified under Nectanebo I. He faced down an attempt by the Persians to retake Egypt, and his son Tachos counter-invaded Phoenicia in the 360s. Tachos’s nephew took this expedition as an opportunity to seize power, as Nectanebo II.
The last century 387
 
The Persian subsidies were switched to Athens, allowing it to recover. For a time Sparta was adventuring as far as the Hellespont and Sardis, but now a coalition of states (subsidized by Persia) threatened its position within Greece. In order to turn the subsidy tap on again, Sparta agreed to let Persia reoccupy the Ionian cities (387).
 
There was a revolt of the Anatolian satraps starting in 368; it was put down by 358.
 
Artaxerxes III became king in 359.  The +1C Plutarch has a lurid story in which Artaxerxes schemed to get two of his brothers killed to gain the throne, spurred on by his lover and half-sister Atossa; a Roman writer adds that he had Atossa buried alive. These stories seem like a rehash of Artaxerxes I, but dynastic troubles did plague the Persians.
 
In 345 Artaxerxes III was ready with a new invasion of Egypt; along the way he brutally sacked Sidon. He won a preliminary skirmish in the Delta, and the pharaoh Nectanebo II fled to Men-nefer, where he was captured by a small expeditionary force under the general Bagoas (343).
Macedon 338
 
Macedon had long been a backwater, but was transformed into a military juggernaut by Philip (359–336). He invaded the rest of Greece; a coalition led by Athens and Thebes (which had moved to top rank by defeating Sparta in 371) was beaten at Chaeronea in 338.
 
This was perhaps not the best time for a palace coup, but that’s what Persia got. Bagoas murdered Artaxerxes III and all but one of his sons; he kept one as a puppet monarch, Artaxerxes IV. When the puppet attempted to rebel, he too was killed (336). A remote Achaemenid, Darius III, was made king. Bagoas tried to make him drink poison, but Darius had been warned of this and made Bagoas drink it instead.[44]
 
But now he faced a larger problem. Philip was assembling an army to invade Anatolia. Before he could get going, he was assassinated. His son Alexander spent a year or so confirming Macedon’s mastery of Greece before continuing his father’s challenge.
 
He defeated the western satraps (and their Greek mercenaries) at Granicus in 334. The Persians were not idle; they continued to resist in Anatolia until 332. They even sought Spartan aid, but this became moot with Alexander’s victory at Issus, at the border of Syria, in 333. He conquered Tyre after a year-long siege, and Egypt with little trouble (332).
 
Finally he faced Darius at Gaugamela, near Nineveh, in 331. Here and at Issus, Darius had larger forces, but lost the battle and fled. He was killed by one of his own satraps in 330. Meanwhile Alexander was pressing on to the Indus, which he reached in 326. His own army refused to allow him to keep moving east to confront the Nanda Empire.
 
Alexander died of an illness in Babylon in 323; his generals then proceeded to carve up his empire for themselves.
Aftermath
 
We’re used to histories that glorify the Greeks and Romans. But the stories of modern empires should give us pause. Empires are no picnic for the conquered. There would never be an Akkadian state again; Egypt would not rule itself for a millennium. Cuneiform and hieroglyphics, and all the literature written in them, were lost. Babylon was slowly eclipsed by the Seleucid capital, Seleucia.
 
Irān did better: it threw off Greek rule around 190, under the leadership of the Parthians. (Not to be confused with Pārsa: Parthia is just east and south of the Caspian Sea.)
 
Politically eclipsed, the rest of the Middle East finally experienced a religious revolution, slowly adopting an offshoot of the tiny Jewish religion, Christianity. The ancient civilizations now seemed foreign even to their descendants.
 




Akkadian Culture

Much of this chapter applies to other areas of the ancient Middle East as well. But rather than adding subsections about Egypt to each section, I’ve covered Egypt in the next chapter.
 
Mesopotamian civilization encompasses over 3000 years, with significant regional differences, and huge gaps in our knowledge. Where my sources link a condition to a time period, I do too, but this may only be an indication that there’s where we have data, not that things were very different at other times.
Kingship
 
Early Sumerian kings had different titles in different cities: en, ensi, sanga. The term lugal
(‘great man’) was applied to the highest ensi. Oppenheim calls the ens high priests and says that their relationship to the lugal was complicated. The institution of autonomous ensis was ended by Hammurabi.
 
The Mesopotamian king was semi-divine. Kings had an aura (melammû) that (supposedly) terrified foes; royal apparel resembled that of the gods, and dead kings received a share of temple offerings. The temple and palace were run similarly; they were both households, the god being cared for much as the king was. Both had extensive lands used for farming, workshops, a large administrative staff, and slaves or serfs who did the menial work.
 
The king (šarru) of Assyria was high priest of Aššur and himself conducted sacrifices. By contrast the king of Babylon was allowed into Marduk’s interior sanctum only once a year, and only after having left his royal insignia outside— and being slapped by the high priest.
 
A few kings did attempt to claim divinity, notably Naram-Sin of Agade, but his example was only rarely followed. Trigger suggests that claims of divinity flourish when the king can be isolated from the people. The Mesopotamian kings, living among their subjects in city-states, could not achieve this.
 
The idea that the king is favored by gods, but is himself human, still seems obvious to us— but that may be because Western culture derives from nearby peoples (Greeks and Hebrews) who shared the Mesopotamian idea of kings. Other early civilizations— Egypt, the Incas, the Aztecs, the Maya, the Shāng— gave divine status to their kings.
 
In Early Dynastic times, when a king died, soldiers, court women, and animals were killed and placed in his tomb. Several tombs have been excavated in Ur, with death tolls ranging from 15 to 74, mostly women. In one case the tomb’s owner was a woman— from her cylinder seal, her name was Pu-abi. This practice died out— it isn’t found in later tombs, nor in literature.
 
In Assyria, someone else (šar pūḫi ‘substitute king’) could be made king for ten days, to protect the king from an omen, then executed. This was done for Esarhaddon no less than three times.
 
In the 2M the king was expected to protect the unprivileged and make laws, and sometimes to cancel debts and regulate interest rates. This social concern seems to disappear in the 1M, perhaps because the kings were chiefly concerned with empire-building.
 
Kings in Mesopotamia and worldwide claimed absolute power and a link to divinity. Indeed, people naturally treated their gods as kings, picturing them living in splendor and able, if they wished, to kill whoever displeased them. Yet it’s worth pointing out that royal power was severely limited, especially compared to a modern state, for several reasons:
 
	Distance. When it took days for a message to come from a remote dependency and weeks for the army to march there, it was impossible to maintain close control. Far-off areas often took advantage of any perceived weakness in the center to revolt.




	Insufficient personnnel, both for managing the economy and securing the peace. The fact that temples, government storehouses, and upper class residences were walled suggests that even the king’s city was not safe.




	Multiple power centers. Temples in Mesopotamia and Egypt accumulated vast wealth, and their leaders had considerable autonomy— Waset’s temple of Amun, which controlled a third of Egypt’s arable land, was virtually a kingship in itself. Kings had to be wary of being replaced by a son, a brother, a general, or an ambitious provincial leader.




	Non-grain-based areas and peoples. States preferred grain farmers, who were easy to tax. The same methods could not be used with nomads in the mountains, or fishermen in the Sealand, and these areas were also hard to conquer.





 


This sort of imperfect power is projected onto the gods as well. In myths, gods don’t always know what’s happening till a messenger tells them, and certain places (like the underworld) are hard to get to.
The city
 
City or town is uru, ālu, possibly cognate to Hebrew עִיר
ʿīr.
 
Cities had assemblies (ukkin, puḫru), and governed themselves under a official, the rubiānu. These assemblies communicated with the king (who they expected to confirm their privileges), made legal decisions, sold real estate, and took responsbility for murders and thefts which could not be pinned on an individual. In larger cities, there were districts associated with each gate of the city, and the assembly met in a plaza (rebītu) just inside the gate.
 
Both the Sumerian legends and the Akkadian epic about Gilgamesh feature these assemblies, when the king asks for their advice and approval. In the Sumerian stories, these are bicameral: one assembly for elders, one for young men.
 
The first level of court was the district or city assembly— i.e. the local elders. By Old Babylonian times we hear about judges, distinct from the assembly. There were no lawyers. Cases could be appealed to the king, and he normally tried murder cases.
 
There were contracts for real estate sales, employment, and business partnerships, and these were important in lawsuits; marriage contracts existed but were uncommon.
 
Mesopotamian cities were walled, and conquerors sometimes pointedly destroyed the walls of a city. Note the walling of Jerusalem in Nehemiah as a marker of national revival. Sometimes, especially in Assyria, the temple and palace were surrounded by an inner wall, forming a citadel (kirḫu); this may have been the original city, the outer wall being constructed as the city grew. The citadel was placed on a terrace the height of the lower city’s walls; its entrance was always within the lower city.
 
Sennacherib’s walls in Nineveh were 12 m thick and 13.5 m tall. He also built a 10-km aqueduct to supply the city with water.
 
Most cities were roughly square, but a few were round, especially in the late period— e.g. Hatra of the Parthians, and Ctēsiphōn. There’s not enough archeological evidence to be sure, but it seems that streets were mostly in a grid pattern.
 
Southern cities were divided by canals (for transport and irrigation); thusthey appear to the archeologist as multiple tells rather than a single large one.
 
The harbor (kar/kāru) was physically distinct from the main town, and dedicated to overland trade. Foreign traders concentrated here.
 
Cities had parks where fruit trees and imported plants were carefully tended; these were attached to palaces and temples, though lesser households could have gardens.
 
Cities operated at the subsistence level, or even below it given problems of disease, salinization, and debt. But war offered a temporary prosperity, due to loot, tribute, and captives; the successful city would build sumptuous palaces and temples and import luxuries. Such golden ages were the exception for most cities, but of course provide us with most of the ruins and texts we have.
 
Assyria had a policy of creating (or re-creating) cities: the aim was to convert restive semi-nomadic populations into ones that could be taxed and provide labor and troops. The Greeks and Romans continued this process.
 
In the late 2M and later, a few cities (Nippur, Babylon, Sippar, Aššur, Nineveh, and Haran) had a special
status (kidinnūtu) which included freedom from providing labor and troops. This was symbolized by a kidinnu, a stele placed at the gate.
 
One text mentions that drawing a sword within Nineveh was “a godless thing”.
Population sizes
 
For Mesopotamia as a whole, McEvedy estimates 750,000 in 2250, and 2 million in 1275. Trigger has 200,000 in 2500,  and 400,000 in 2000.
 
McEvedy cites an inscription of king Ashurnasirpal which gives us one of the only estimates of city size from antiquity— 16,000, for Kalhu in 879.
 
Scholars differ spectacularly on city size. For Ur, McEvedy has 5000 in 2250, Nemet-Nejat has 10,000 in 3200, and Kramer gives an astonishing 180,000. It’s hard not to feel that the larger estimates come from assuming that antiquity was much like today, when 10,000 people barely form a town.
 
The temple of Baba in Lagaš supported about 1200 people, and it was not the city’s main temple, nor was all land owned by temples. Given that, we might give 12,000 as a rough figure for Lagaš as a whole. Sumerian figures are especially large because most farmers lived in town.
 
We can more easily measure city area. The table below gives the area in hectares (1 ha = 1/100 km2 = 2.5 acres) and an estimate of population based on that of Kalhu. As McEvedy falls on the low end in estimates, you could easily double the population figures.
 
	
	As of

	Area (ha)

	Population


	Ur

	30C

	55

	2,750


	Uruk

	21C

	450

	22,000


	Hattuša

	20C

	180

	9,000


	Nineveh

	9C

	750

	37,000


	Aššur

	9C

	50

	2,500


	Kalhu

	9C

	360

	16,000


	Babylon

	6C

	1000

	50,000


	Athens

	5C

	225

	35,000


	Rome

	+1C

	1380

	200,000 (McEvedy)
450,000 (Renfrew)




Slavery
 
Slavery could be institutional or private. The first source of temple/palace slaves was raids on the mountains: the Sumerian glyph for geme
‘female slave’ combines the graphs for ‘mountain’ and ‘woman’. (ir ‘male slave’ worked the same way.) They were used to construct roads and fortifications, build temples, dig canals, create crafts, and farm.
 
The major source of institutional slaves continued to be prisoners of war. As this was a limited resource, and only available to the most successful states, slavery was not as pervasive as it was for the Greeks and Romans.
 
Slaves (wardu) could be born in house, purchased, or distributed as booty. As noted below, a debtor could sell his family and even himself into slavery.
 
A slave cost 20 to 90 shekels, while a peasant’s income was 10 shekels a year. Clearly only those with a good cash flow could buy slaves.
 
There were no laws protecting slaves from mistreatment. There were laws about runaways: these could be branded on the forehead “A runaway, seize him!” In some places slaves had to wear fetters outside the house. In the 1M the master’s name was often branded on the back of the hand.
 
Sometimes slaves were adopted to care for the masters, and freed upon their death.
 
In the 1M slaves might work on their own, remitting monthly payments to their masters. Other private slaves, however, were mostly domestic servants, rather than (say) craftsmen.
 
Hammurabi’s laws distinguished two other classes: awīlu and their inferiors, muškēnu. The awīlu was at least a householder, or even a landowner. The texts describe muškēnu as working for the palace; in later Akkadian the term simply meant ‘the poor’.
Economy
 
In early civilizations it’s useful to distinguish alienable and inalienable wealth. We’re used to a society where almost anything is alienable: it can be bought and sold and thus used to buy goods and services. The Akkadian elite had splendid palaces, temples, and tombs, but these were not economic assets (though of course they were the fruit of assets). Land was often not alienable: it belonged to the king, to temples, or to families. Over the millennia, however, it became possible to sell land. This was not really a positive, as families tended to lose their land to large landowners.
 
There were guilds (ugula, aklu) of craftsmen, e.g. brewers, smiths, carpenters, long-distance traders, exorcists. Oppenheim thinks they had little power, as there was no market economy. In the 1M some professions (tanners, metalworkers) had their own neighborhoods.
 
In all periods, city dwellers included agriculturalists, and contrasted with people who drifted, following herds or other resources, and resisting taxation and incorporation into the state. City dwellers might join them, forced out of the cities by debt, power struggles, ecological strain, or over-taxation. People from the mountains or deserts could also swell their ranks. Several times, these outsiders took over cities and became the new rulers.
 
Alternatively, kings would coerce people to dig canals, build cities, and settle down in communities that provided taxes, corvée labor, and troops. The Assyrians were notorious for this.
 
There was extensive land owned and managed by temple and palace, and these left extensive written documentation. Private land didn’t, so its extent is hard to reckon.
 
We have extensive information on the temple of Baba, in Lagaš, from the period of the wars with Umma. It was a formidable operation, controlling 2.5 km2 of territory. It grew crops, raised cattle, sheep, goats, and pigs, and even employed 100 fishermen. The surplus maintained the priests and servants of the goddess; the organization was run by the wife of the ensi. The workers as a whole were liable for military service, and the temple could supply over 500 men. And Baba was only the consort of the city god, whose temple would accordingly be larger. (CAH gives 1200 as the number of its servants and staff, but it isn’t clear if this includes the farmers.)
 
We have huge caches of accounting documents: registries of cattle, tallies of various types of workers with their hours and pay. Pay was in the form of beer, bread, oil, onions, and fish.
 
The temples and the palace must have managed a great fraction of the city’s land and economy, but there was also private land, often owned by families. We don’t know the proportion, nor do we know for sure that the situation in Lagaš was the same in other cities.
 
I.M. Diakonoff studied the Lagaš documents carefully and concluded that the city’s territory amounted to 3000 km2, of which about 600 was held by temples. Another large fraction was owned by nobles— the ruling family and important priests and officials. That left a large amount of land owned by commoner families.
 
The temple and royal estates mostly grew grain, which was easily stored and readily exported; they were also best equipped to plow the land and manage irrigation and crop rotation. If left to themselves, small farmers preferred orchards and gardens.
 
Mesopotamians were accustomed, from at least the 3M, to loaning out money for interest. This was rejected both in Israel (נֶשֶׁךְ
nešeḵ ‘bite’) and Ugarit.
 
In the early 2M, merchants organized naruqqu ‘sacks’, essentially a joint-stock company. They pooled capital for a particular business venture, with rules for distributing the profits.
 
Kramer makes much of the reforms of Urukagina, the last king of Lagaš before Lugalzaggesi took over. He likes to depict Sumer as “relatively free”, and so emphasizes the king’s reforms:
 
	banning the seizure of animals and land by the authorities




	ending or reducing fees paid to officials for divorces and funerals




	temple properties seized by previous kings were returned




	the rich could not force the poor to sell their donkeys or houses




	citizens imprisoned for debt were freed




	boatmen, fishers, farmers, and herders did not have to pay taxes in silver, and inspectors over them were curtailed





 


Good for Urukagina! But, sorry to be a glass-half-empty person, the existence of a reform also reveals the oppression before it. All these evils existed for an unknown stretch of time.
 
Debt was a serious and frightening proposition for the poor. The debtor would have to sell off his animals, furniture, and land to pay the debt, followed by his servants (if any), his children, his wife, and ultimately himself. Nehemiah (5:5) hears about the same problem in the Persian period: “Behold, we are forcing our sons and daughters to be slaves… and we are helpless because our fields and vineyards belong to others.”
 
No wonder kings followed Urukagina’s example, declaring a debt-canceling mišaru at the beginning of their reign, and sometimes during a period of distress. The jubilee in the Tanakh (Lev. 25) is the Hebrew version.
 
By the 1M, land in the south was normally held by the palace or by large landholders who rented it out to poor tenant farmers. In the north, farmers lived in small villages which were themselves owned by local lords. Small land-owning farmers were rare.
 
Institutions sometimes contracted a task to middlemen— e.g. the production of bread; the middleman hired the individual bakers. The institution was spared the logistics of management and also the responsibility of permanent employment. With agricultural production, the institution got the first cut, so in bad years producers were hard hit. The landowners always pressed for increased production and thus overstressed the land.
 
Trigger says that taxation was lower, and slaves were far fewer and less brutally treated, than in the Roman Empire. Time is not always progress!
 
The currency of account was silver (but in the late 2M, also gold; and in Assyria, tin). In the oldest times texts don’t worry about the quality of the metal, suggesting that it didn’t actually change hands. In dowry lists and wills, we see few gold or silver objects. In the 1M, there was a careful terminology for silver quality. The word for ‘pay’ (šaqālu) literally meant ‘weigh out’.
 
There are references to copper coins by 700, an import from Lydia; previously silver was handled by weight.
 
We have a half century of tablets from Persian times (450—400) of the Murašu family of Nippur, a sort of combination bank/agribusiness. Three generations of the family are involved, and the firm also operated in Babylon and Susa. It lent money, managed estates for landowners (including Persian nobles), and provided seed, traction animals, and water pumps for farmers.
 
There were taxes on land, on goods entering or leaving the city, on shepherds, farmers, scribes, tavernkeepers. There was a special annual tax on the well-off (merchants, priests, officials). Above we saw government fees for divorces and burials.
 
Many cultures have disdained trade— to the Hebrews it was attributed to “Canaanites”, especially the Phoenicians (cf. Ezekiel 27); Roman moralists decried the money spent on Eastern luxuries. But trade was a necessity fo the Akkadians, who absolutely required certain resources— wood, stone, metal— and strongly desired luxuries. However, this was not a modern market; there was no trade in basic staples. In the 2M there are many references to the kāru (literally ‘harbor’), a merchant guild with its own neighborhood and legal status.
 
We have extensive documents from the Assyrian merchants of Kaniš, in Anatolia, in the 2M. They exported textiles from Mesopotamia and imported iron and copper, and had high freedom of movement and no fear of bandits or harrassment. This seems to have been atypical: usually the roads were unsafe for individuals, being limited to the army, large caravans, and envoys with military protection.
 
Trade may have been eclipsed for many centuries before a renaissance around 750. Sargon II was sufficiently proud of forcing Egypt to allow trade to mention it in inscriptions; his grandson Esarhaddon allowed rebuilt Babylon to trade with all countries. After a long gap, mentions of Dilmun (Bahrain) reappear, and Sennacherib planted Indian cotton in his garden. At this time Sidon and Tyre were flourishing as traders and colonists.
 
However, there’s little written evidence of 1M trade. This may be because it was mostly conducted by Arameans on papyrus and leather.
Houses
 
Houses consisted of mud brick rooms facing a court, used for cooking and socializing. The houses of the rich could be 2 or 3 stories, with the walls plastered and whitewashed. There might be a family mausoleum under the house; there were also cemeteries outside the city.
 
Local trees— date palm, tamarisk, poplar— were used for roofing and doors but not construction. The roof was tree trunks or wood planks covered with mud. Walls were plastered (Leick says “mud plaster”); floors were bare earth, but covered by reed mats or carpet. Mud brick lasts indefinitely, especially in rainless Sumer, but must be kept repaired: once the wall crumbles it’s best to tear it down and start over. Windows were just under the roof line, to avoid the hot sun and keep the walls strong.
 
The well-off could have baked-brick bathrooms sealed with asphalt, with a clay cistern. Asphalt could be found naturally in Mesopotamia.
 
Cooking could be done in a clay tinūru (cognate to tandoori); there were also small ovens used to steam flatbread.
 
In Canaan, though mud brick was also used, stone and wood were much more widely available. Limestone was used in the hills, sandstone along the coast, while the hard volcanic rock basalt was found in Galilee and used where resistance to wear was important: steps, doorframes, stelae.
Temples
 
Temples were complex compounds, organized around an open courtyard (kisalmahu). The cella or sanctuary itself (kissu or kummu) was an oblong chamber, with a niche for the god’s statue. The complex was enclosed by thick walls and usually had only one entrance.
 
A typical temple is shown below— that of the deified king Šu-Sin, built during the Ur III dynasty in Ešnunna. The temple is 30 m wide.
 
[image: ] 


(Only the base of the temple remains; the reconstruction of the roof follows Seton Lloyd. The temple immediately adjoins the governor’s palace; the connecting walls are shown to the left.)
 
Like other buildings, temples were made of mud bricks. As this made for a certain monotony, builders, rather like Minecraft artists, learned to add recesses and columns to add visual interest. The plastered walls were decorated with frescos, or with patterns made by thousands of painted clay cones.
 
More important temples were built as a stepped pyramid— a ziggurat. The levels were solid— only the last, highest part was an enterable building.
 
A boon to archeologists: a document was usually buried within the foundation giving the name of the temple’s deity and the king responsible for the (re)building.
 
Temples, like palaces, were primarily organized for the benefit of their chief resident, the god. The statues were wood plated with gold, with jewels for eyes; they were sumptuously clothed, and fed twice a day. Meals included broth, drinks, meat, and fruit, and musicians played during the meal. The meal was then sent to the king. (It’s not clear if he ate the whole meal or shared it with others.) There is no idea of burning the sacrifice, as in the Tanakh or the Vedas.
 
Less regularly, a god and his spouse were placed together; and at least one god (Nabu) was taken to the game park to hunt. Some gods had servant gods, who were placed in subordinate positions before them.
 
Serving the god was seen as benefiting the community. However, there was no provision of individual services (ceremonies for birth, burial, or exorcism). Individuals might make offerings to the gods. There were processionals where the god was paraded through the city, and occasional public festivals. Kings were expected to donate land or goods to the god through the temples.
 
During the New Year (akītu), the god would be taken in procession to a shrine outside the city. The year began with Nisānu, the month following the spring equinox.
 
In Sumer, the gods were served by priestesses and the goddesses by priests, but this seems not to be the case for the Akkadians. The highest priest was the en; the en of the temple of Nanna in Ur was usually the daughter of the lugal. There was also an administrative head, the sanga. There were various classes of priests; we know their names (guda/pišišu, mah, išib, gala/kalu, nindingir) but not the functions. In Akkadian times the high priest of a large temple was a šatammu, of a smaller one the šangû.
 
Some but not all roles could be time-shared (iqsum), divided between multiple holders. This tended of course to be work that could be easily divided: sweeping, door-keeping, taking care of equipment. As such offices had a share in the temple income, they were bought and sold by rich families.
 
Temples had a role in enforcing and modeling equity. In the 2M, they established standards of weights and measures and interest rates, and even made small interest-free loans. But this element disppears later. During famines, parents might give their children to the temple to serve (and be fed).
 
Temples had a large income of food, which was distributed to their staff. This was distinct from the god’s meal. At first special fields were maintained for producing it. Later, a fraction of the temple’s income became a good one could sell, bequeath, or give as a dowry.
 
The Greeks would happily build a new temple wherever they liked, but the Mesopotamians preferred to rebuild in place, simply building a platform above the previous constructions.
 
There were temple prostitutes (ištaritu, harimtu ‘set apart’), both male and female (and also secular ones). Herodotus claims that “every woman” had to have sex with a stranger in Ištar’s temple at least once; Leick calls the story “most implausible.”
 
Leick mentions that kings could “siphon off” some of the surplus produced by the temples, but doesn’t give details. Kings also built or rebuilt temples and shared war booty with them; and as we’ve seen, temples were looted if a city was conquered.
Babylon
 
In Neo-Babylonian times, the city of Babylon looked like this. The inner city is about 2.5 km wide.
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The outer wall was constructed by Nebuchadnezzar— really three walls plus a moat. It extended in the north to the mound of Babil where there was another palace.
 
Nebuchadnezzar is also responsible for the spectacular Ištar Gate, 23 m tall, made of glazed brick, featuring white animals— dragons (mušḫuššu),  bulls, and lions— in relief on a blue background. The Processional Way south of the gate was also lined with glazed brick. The palace (ekallu, from e-gal ‘great house’) was entered from this street. Reliefs were also made for the interior palace walls.
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One of Babylon’s lions
 
The heart of the city was the Esagila (‘house of the raised head’), the temple compound of Marduk. This included a large temple as well as the Etemenanki (‘foundation of heaven and earth’) ziggurat, which is 91 m in width and height. Only its lowest platform survives. In the Babylonian creation epic, Enūma eliš (p. 46), Marduk specifically has the Esagila built, as well as the rest of Babylon; this is likely the inspiration for the story of the Tower of Babel (= Babylon) in Genesis 11.
 
After Babylonian revolts, Xerxes destroyed the stairs of the Etemenanki— effectively closing it down.
Omens
 
The Akkadians were known for divination— their omen texts were translated into Hittite, Elamite, and Hurrian. Diviners traveled with the army so they could interpret omens en route.
 
The largest category of Akkadian literature (p. 32) was omen texts. These were written as conditionals, e.g. “If a serpent falls on a sick person, it draws his sickness out; he will regain health.” Tens of thousands of omens were systematically edited to group similar cases together and allow easy consultation.
 
One bad omen was not final; it could be averted by the proper actions or ritual. In practice diviners (bārû) looked at various signs and judged whether they were favorable or unfavorable as a whole.
 
Most divination was proactive: the king had a question (e.g. the outcome of a battle, the loyalty of a general, the suitability of someone for a position) and wanted a yes-no answer. Methods included:
 
	Examining the entrails of a sacrificed animal (extispicy). There were many technical terms for the unusual shapes or colors that marked the divine message. Clay models were made to illustrate normal or abnormal organs.




	Pouring oil into water and watching the patterns (lecanomancy).




	Holding a censer and watching the smoke patterns (libanomancy).




	Observing the behavior of birds— a specialty of Assyria and also Syria and Anatolia.





 


Casting lots was used for random selection (e.g. for dividing an estate, or the Assyrians choosing an official to name the year). It was not used for divination in Mesopotamia, though it was among the Hittites.
 
The gods could also choose to send omens via malformed or monstrous animal births, or occasionally strange animal behavior. Dreams could contain omens, and there were books organizing the various types and their meanings.
 
People (often women) could speak for gods, but this was mostly seen in Palestine and Syria, and the practitioners were low in status. However, Assyrian priestesses of Ištar in Arbaʾil (raggimtu) could do this.
 
Our sources deal almost entirely with the king’s divination. One king (Naram-Sin) was angry when the gods did not reveal their will to him, and declared, “Like a robber I shall proceed according to my own will!” He later repented of his outburst, showing by contrast the usual behavior of a civilized king: to do nothing important without consulting the diviners. At the same time kings sometimes worried about the diviners’ honesty— e.g. Sennacherib once divided them in groups to make sure they didn’t collude.
 
There were medical texts which listed symptoms and prognoses. The appearance and behavior of the patient were important, but also things the diviner (āšipu) observed walking to the patient’s house. E.g. if he saw a black pig, the patient would die; if he saw a white one, the patient would live.
 
Sometimes a specific problem was diagnosed:
 
If a man is striken with a stroke of the face and his whole torso feels paralyzed, it is the work of the stroke; he will die.

 
But treatments were rarely provided, and they were exclusively magical.
 
This was not the only form of medicine— we also have texts which give treatments based on herbs, minerals, and animal parts. One tablet lists 150 medicinal plants and their effects. Like most traditional herblore, some of it was effective and some was pure fancy. The herblorist was an asû. However, this tradition died out in the 1M— the diviners won. For what it’s worth, Herodotus admires Egyptian but not Akkadian medicine.
 
We have tablets from Mari, around 1780, about the spread of a skin disease, simmu, in king Zimri-Lim’s palace. This is the first record of a contagious disease, but the matter-of-fact tone of the letter shows that the problem was well understood, and addressed with quarantining. Of one sick woman, the king writes, “Give strict orders that no one drink from the cup she uses, and no one sit on the seat on which she sits, and no one lie on the bed on which she lies, so that it should not affect many women.”
 
Less reputably, there were devotees of kišpū, dark magic used to harm others. A practitioner was m. kaššāpu, f. kaššāptu, ‘warlock/witch’. There were spells to remove their curses, but no evidence that they were considered an important threat.
 
Astrology (using eclipses, new moons, planetary movements, and the weather as omens) goes back to the early 2M, but horoscopy per se— predictions based on the date of birth— dates only to 400 or later. Nonetheless it was greatly influential outside of Mesopotamia.
 
The Sumerians had a passion for making lists: kings, gods, trees, medicinal plants, geographic names, stars, omens, numerical series, grammatical forms. The Eblaites and then the Akkadians supplemented these with translations into their own language.[45] Lists are a preliminary way to organize knowledge— at least you know what things there are.
 
Strangely, these were never elaborated into descriptions, much less theoretical analyses. But apparently the method sufficed for the Akkadians. (It’s been suggested that they were supplemented by oral information, but in that case it’s curious that no one ever wrote the oral part down even in note form.)
Women
 
The position of women trended downward. In the early 2M, women could be witnesses, scribes, diviners, merchants, or physicians, but this freedom seemed to be lost. There was an emphasis on a bride’s virginity only in the 1M. In Ur III, the legal position of men and women in marriage law seemed to be equal.
 
Innkeepers and brewers were normally women. (Inns also served as brothels.) Priestesses might have their own female scribes. Women could run businesses.
 
As in medieval Europe, cooks were male, and probably for the same reason: it was dangerous work around open flames.
 
One woman appears in the king lists: Ku-baba (Kug-bau), an innkeeper who founded the third dynasty of Kiš in the 25C. Wikipedia says she was later worshiped as a goddess.
 
Both Akkadian and Egyptian kings often installed their daughters as high priestess in the major temples, which can be seen as an indirect way to control the temple. There are records of brewery inspections by an Akkadian princess. In Mesopotamia the tradition ran for two millennia, from Enḫeduana, daughter of Sargon, to Enigaldi-Nanna, daughter of the last Babylonian king Nabû-naʾid. In a patriarchal system, daughters are better agents for the king than sons, who might use an office to try to supplant their father.
 
Princesses might seal an alliance; in such cases they also acted as spies for their original country. The Tanakh complains of their propensity to spread the cult of their original gods.
 
Monogamy prevailed, but the wealthy could have a second wife. Slaves could be used as concubines. A marriage involved both a dowry and bride-price, equal in value— in effect, the groom paid the bride’s family in silver, and in return received useful goods: jewelry, silver, furniture, kitchen equipment, fields, slaves. The real estate portion of the dowry was controlled by the husband— but women controlled the monetary parts, and could invest it on their own.
 
In general men had the right to divorce for cause (such as adultery or barrenness) while women did not; but some individual marriage contracts in both Babylonia and Assyria allowed either party to divorce.
 
At least in Assyria, the palace women were kept apart, guarded by eunuchs. Oppenheim says that the Assyrian king’s mother and chief wife had large political influence; Nemet-Nejat says this was rare.
 
Women were veiled in Assyria (except prostitutes); Babylonian women were not. Assyrian kings could have a harem, but Babylonians did not.
 
A woman from the elite could become a priestess (nadītu). She was responsible for providing meals to the gods on festival days, but lived in luxury with servants. She received a dowry for this, but on her death it reverted to her family. (But she could adopt a daughter; Nemet-Nejat says this led to “much litigation”.) Trigger suggests that the arrangement helped keep wealth within the family. A nadītu could lend silver or grain, or invest in trading expeditions.
 
The town of Nuzi (in Assyria, east of the Tigris) was notable for the equality of its women. They inherited like their brothers, they could own land and run businesses, and they safeguarded their rights in the courts.
 
There are three Akkadian terms for ‘family’: kimtu was the nuclear family, salātu was the household, including slaves, and nišūtu was the extended family or clan.
Death
 
The dead were washed and anointed with oil, clothed in new clothes, and buried in a coffin or (for the poor) a reed mat. The mourners would go unbathed and ungroomed during the mourning period, remove their jewelry, and wear sackcloth. A fast was appropriate as well.
 
The dead went to live in the Underworld (šaplātu), ruled by a queen and king, Ereškigal and Nergal. Their life was sometimes described as being much like ours, and sometimes as gloomy and barren. There doesn’t seem to have been much idea of post-death punishment or reward.
 
The dead were given food and drink— a pipe into the grave was provided for the latter. There was a general return of the dead in the month of Abu. Spirits could not feed themselves, and those who were not buried and fed could become dangerous ghosts. There were rituals to protect against these.
 
In Sumer, estates were not divided at death; the eldest son inherited everything, but was obliged to support his brothers. Later, the estate was divided, but (in southern Babylonia at least) the eldest son received a larger share, partly because he was expected to maintain the vault where the ancestors were buried.
 
Daughters received their share as their dowry; if their father was dead, their brothers were obligated to pay it. A widow controlled her dowry— unless she had no children, in which case it went to her brothers. A widow could continue her husband’s business, but only till she remarried.
Foreigners
 
Diplomats, traders, and political refugees lived under royal protection. There were enclaves for foreign traders, often in the port (kāru), separate from the city. These often lived in a particular area— e.g. Sippar had a “Street of the People from Ešnunna”; it’s unclear if this was due to their preferences or to regulation.
 
Hospitality seems not to have been a great virtue– unlike Israel.
 
Nomads are despised and feared. They are regularly depicted as eating raw meat and knowing nothing of grain and beer. (This is undoubtedly a calumny, but shows the literati’s pride in city life.) The successful invasion of the Guti and Kassites, as well as perennial trouble with the Amorites, show that the fear was not misplaced.
 
The transition from Akkadian to Aramaic was however not mediated by conquest, but by slow immigration. “Barbarians” assimilated with no great difficulty; undoubtedly, like all nomads, they started with far greater knowledge of the agriculturalists than the latter had of them.
Hammurabi’s laws
 
Some examples:
 
L1. If a man has made allegations against another man, and he has laid a charge of homicide against him but is unable to substantiate his guilt, the one who made the allegations against him shall be killed.

 
L5. If a judge has conducted a trial, given a verdict, had a seal placed on the document, but some time later modified his verdict… he shall pay 12 times the amount of the loss which had occasioned that trial.

 
L7. If a man has bought silver, gold, a male slave, a slave-girl, an ox, a sheep, a donkey or anything else from a man’s son or a man’s slave without properly witnessed receipts, even if he has accepted them just to look after them, that man is a thief, and shall be killed.

 
L23. If a [robber] has not been caught, the injured man shall declare in the presence of god what he has lost and the citizens of the state or the leader of the province … shall repay to him anything he has lost.

 
L42. If a man has rented a field to be cultivated but does not produce grain from the field, they shall charge him with not having worked the field, and he shall pay the same amount of grain to the owner of the field as his neighbor does.

 
L53. If a man has been careless regarding the maintenance of his field dyke and he has not maintained the ditch and a breach has opened up in the dyke so that water has destroyed the cultivated area, the man in whose dyke the breach occurred shall restore any grain that may have been lost.

 
L110. If a temple-woman [nadītu], a priestess who has not been living in the communal house, opens a drinking house or enters a drinking house for a drink, they shall burn such a woman.

 
L117. If a man is gripped in poverty, and he has sold his wife, or his son, or his daughter for silver…, they shall work in the house of their purchaser or of their bond-master for three years but in the fourth year their liberation shall be agreed.

 
L129. If a man’s wife has been caught copulating with another male, they shall tie them up and throw them into water.

 
L130. If a man has restrained another man’s wife, who has known no other male, and has actually copulated with her and they have caught him, that man shall be killed, but that woman shall be innocent.

 
L132. If a finger has been pointed at a man’s wife because of some male but she has not been caught copulating with another male, she shall leap into the River for the sake of her husband.

 
L195. If a son has struck his father, they shall cut off his hand.

Richardson

Jumping into the river (L129) was a form of ordeal: if you survived, you were innocent. The very idea suggests that most people did not know how to swim.
 
We have letters from Hammurabi and his officials which suggest that concern for injustice was not mere rhetoric: anyone could appeal to the king, including residents of conquered cities.
 
Oddly, though we have thousands of tablets recording court cases or contracts, only one refers to the stele. Perhaps, like the book of Manu in India, it was more a statement of ideal reality than law.
 
There are references to judges (diku, dayyānu) as far back as the Early Dynastic period. They seemed to rely on their own principles more than on written law. Parties could call witnesses, who testified under oath— sometimes an idol of their god was fetched from the temple to make this more momentous. There is no mention of lawyers.
Clothing
 
Unlike Egypt or India, nakedness was not much in evidence. In art, Sumerian priests are represented as naked.  Prisoners of war were often shown naked.
 
In Sumer, men wore sheepskin skirts reaching the ankles, while women wore a “toga-like garment” (Nemet-Nejat). Kramer says men also wore a “big fringed shawl” over the skirt, the end tossed over the left shoulder. Women wore dresses like “big tufted shawls” covering the whole body except the right shoulder. Von Soden notes that early clothing was of skins; as people learned the tanning process, they switched to leather.
 
Leick describes Akkadian men wearing knee-length skirts or kilts, or a full-length robe. A wrapped cloth or cloak could be worn on top. Women wore long robes with a cloak covering the shoulders.
 
Most of these were wool or leather, but the elite wore linen. Shoes were made of felt, but the poor went barefoot. Cotton was available from 700. Clothing was an important Babylonian export.
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Sumerian statues of worshipers, from Ešnunna
 
In the 23C, men wore woolen robes draped over one shoulder. The edges were fringed; those who did not have a seal could press the fringe of their robe into the clay in its place. The robe might be secured by a belt. Women’s robes were often draped over both shoulders now.
 
In the 1M, men wore a tunic (short-sleeved, and reaching the knees), with a cloak over it. A poncho could be added to this. The Assyrians often went barefoot even in war, but sandals and boots were also made.
 
Elite women had long hair, but plaited or piled on top of the head, with elaborate headdresses studded with jewelry.  Assyrian but not Babylonian married women were veiled.
 
Both men and women wore jewelry, as much as they could afford. We also find unguents, perfumes, combs, mirrors, kohl, and rouge.
 
Akkadians frequently bathed; you would wash your feet on entering a house and wash your hands before eating. The poor could bathe in the canals. (Enkidu is depicted as naked and unwashed when he lived in the wilderness; when he comes to the city he applies oil and wears clothes.)
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Ashurnasirpal II, from a relief.
Canaanites
 
From Bibles and movies, everyone knows what the ancient Israelites wore. But all this illustration is based on surprisingly little evidence. As King & Stager put it, “the portrayal of Israelite clothing depends on the art of neighboring cultures.” That is, we assume that it was similar to the better documented Mesopotamia.
 
Some of the best evidence comes from reliefs commemorating Assyrian victories— because at least the artist was attempting to depict Hebrews. E.g. here is a depiction of an Assyrian guard and a tribute-bearing Israelite from a stele of Šalmaneser (9C).
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These accord with Biblical descriptions, so that we can name what we’re looking at: the man is wearing a kuttōneṯ (an ankle-length robe made of wool), with a fringed salmā (a knee-length mantle or cloak).
 
The artists shows the Israelites wearing shoes while the Assyrians wear sandals. But so far as we know, the Israelites routinely wore sandals (naʿalāyim).
 

 
Priests and kings wore a meʿīl, a long loose-fitting robe. When Saul had a witch fetch the dead Samuel to talk to, he recognized him because he was weraing a meʿīl.
 
At left is a depiction of two Judahite women fleeing Sennacherib’s capture of Lachish. They are wearing a long robe as well as a shawl which drapes down as far as the robe.
 
(King & Stager say women’s robes bared the right shoulder, but don’t provide evidence, except an Egyptian painting that shows menial Egyptian dress with bared breasts!)
Architecture
 
The universal material was clay. Using clay bricks was an improvement over massed earth, allowing thinner and thus higher walls.  But builders at first rarely used mortar (though it was known), which limited how high they could build. The bricks were covered with a mud facing, and this in turn was decorated with mosaics or colored plaster.
 
Eventually mortar and fired bricks were used, allowing much higher buildings. For really impressive works the bricks were glazed. Assyria had and used more stone; in Babylonia the effect was imitated using molded glazed bricks.
 
From Ur III, temples were decorated with stepped towers (ziqquratu), made of earth, walled with brick. Palaces did not have this tower.
 
In Babylon, the image of the god was visible from the temple courtyard; in Assyria, you had to enter the cella, make a 90° turn, and face the god across the narrow room. The same arrangement was imitated for the king’s throne in each country.
 
Berossos, writing around 290, claimed that Nebuchadnezzar had built a stepped palace with trees and plants on each level— the Hanging Gardens. Supposedly he built it for a queen who was homesick for Media. There is no evidence for such a building in Babylon, but we know that Sennacherib built lush gardens in Nineveh, irrigated through aqueducts and water screws.
 
Trigger says the Mesopotamians had the true arch.
 
Leonard Wooley, who excavated the ziggurat of Ur-Nammu in Ur, said that the building used very slight curves rather than straight lines— entasis, once believed to be a Greek invention. The effect, he said, was to lead the eye to the temple at the top of the structure.
Mathematics
 
One aspect of Akkadian mathematics was so influential that we keep traces of it today: it was sexagesimal, i.e. base 60. Or to be precise, bases of 10 and 60. This is why we divide hours into 60 minutes and minutes into 60 seconds, and why we divide the circle into 360 degrees.
 
60 can be neatly divided by 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 10, 12, 15, 20, 30— no other smallish number is quite as divisible. As a corollary you hardly need to worry about fractions: almost all your arithmetic can be done with integers. Base 60 is also quite compact: you can express numbers up to 215,999 with just three digits.
 
The Sumerians at first used a sharpened reed to write; numbers were formed by pressing the unsharpened end into the clay, either obliquely or head-on. Two different sizes of reed were used— both were needed to write certain numbers. When writing switched to cuneiform (p. 304), these glpyhs were imitated.
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The numbers from 1 to 9 were formed by iteration:
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Tens were formed similarly, but made use of the symbol for 60:
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The numbers from 1 to 59 were formed by concatenation, e.g. 42 was
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(The Sumerians wrote 60 with a big stroke, 1 with a small one. They could still be confused, so the Akkadians also wrote 60 with six ten symbols.)
 
The Akkadians had no less than three ways of expressing numbers. First, for an old-fashioned effect, they could continue the Sumerian system of drawing the multiples of 10 and 60 shown above. E.g. this is 3600×3 + 60×4 + 50 + 3 = 11,093:
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Second, they could use base ten, using the words meat (100) and lim (1000) as multipliers. This was used for arithmetic and business.
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Finally, astronomers and mathematicians used base 60 in a positional system. For instance:
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That’s 1×603 + 24*602 + 51*60 + 10 = 305,470. For convenience we can represent this 1,24,51,10.
 
The decimal point— sorry, the sexagesimal point— could appear in  any position, so the same sequence could also represent 1×602 + 24*60 + 51 + 10/60 = 5091 1/6. This is of course 1/60 of the previous number. We use a semicolon for the sexagesimal point, thus: 1,24,51;10.
 
Or it could be 1;24,51,10. In fact that’s what the above sequence is: it was the Old Babylonian representation of . The sexagesimal expansion, like the decimal expansion, is infinite, but these are in fact the correct first four sexagesimal digits. As Carl Boyer notes, the notation gave the Akkadians the same facility with non-integer numbers that decimal notation gives us, and which the Romans and Egyptians lacked.
 
By the 2M, scribes would indicate a missing sexagesimal digit with a space. E.g. 3651 (1,0,51) would be represented
 
[image: ] 


You had to be careful to keep your digits separate, and sometimes scribes used the separator symbol to do so:
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(This glyph was also used to separate word from gloss in glossaries, or to mark the change of language in bilingual texts.)
 
In the late 1M, the separator was used instead of a space to indicate a missing digit. That is, it was a true zero. E.g. 1,0,51 was now:
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Some sources still claim that the separator character was only used medially, but in fact it is also attested in initial and final position.[46]
 
To see how the mathematics works, let’s look at an example. A tablet from Nippur dated to the Old Babylonian period has this museum description:
 
As rough work, a student appears to have multiplied the number 16;40 by itself to yield its square 4,37;46,40. This square was in turn imagined as the sum of two numbers 4,37;40 and 0;6,40, with the latter represented as its reciprocal 9. Ancient scribes computed the reciprocal of a quantity that is the sum of two numbers a and b by using the formula
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This seems to have been the student’s intention. However, when performing the operation 1 + b/a, he added the digit 1 to the wrong sexagesimal position, resulting in the mistake 42,39 instead of the correct answer 41,40.

 
via Twitter user tamizdatum

And you hoped your high school math mistakes would be forgotten.
 
So we have:
 
a = 0;6,40 which is 6/60 + 40/3600 = 400/3600 = 1/9, so 1/a = 9

 
b = 4,37;40 which is 4×60 + 37 + 40/60 = 277 

 
We want to apply the formula
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Do b/a first. Bear with me, we're going to convert both to 1/3600s.
 
b = (4×21600 + 37×3600 + 40×60) = 999600/3600

 
a = 6×60 + 40 = 400/3600

 
b/a = (999600/3600) / (400/3600)

 
which reduces to 999600/400 which is 2499

 
Our Babylonian dude expressed that correctly as 41,39. The next step is what should be the easiest part: add 1 to that. We should get 41,40 which is 2500.
 
But, oops, he added 1 to the wrong part, giving 42,39 which is 2559.
 
The formula should go 1/a × 1/2500. Remember 1/a is 9, so this is 9/2500. That means b+a is 2500/9. Instead the dude got 2559/9.
 
What a dumbass, you say. But as noted above, there was no decimal point in Babylonian mathematics. If you see 41,39 it might be 41×60 + 39 or it might be 41×3600 + 39×60 or it might be 41/60 + 39/3600, etc. So it's an easy mistake to make.
 
Addition and subtraction could be done with symbols, or perhaps a form of abacus. For multiplication, you consulted tables; division was handled by multiples of fractions. There were also tables of powers and roots, as well as curiosities like lists of integers satisfying the Pythagorean theorem a2 + b2 = c2.
 
The Akkadians never wrote an equation or a proof, and almost never used variables— their mathematical problems were set with concrete numbers. Nonetheless, as Nemet-Nejat says, “Examples of first or second degree equations in Babylonian mathematics show that the scribes had all the necessary algebraic tools, such as reduction of similar terms, elimination of the unknown by substitution, completing the square, and, in second degree equations containing two unknowns, using ± in a single algebraic statement.” They were good with planar areas but not angles. They normally approximated π as 3, though a tablet from Susa uses 3 1/8.
 
Knowledge of geometry was principally applied to surveying. Fields or estates were carefully measured on all sides to find their area; diagrams were drawn to record the results. Irregular polygons were handled by dividing them into rectangles and triangles.
 
Sometimes rough city maps were drawn; but we also have a scale plan of Nippur, possibly made for military purposes.  A 2M “Road to Emar” lists towns on a route from Assyria to Anatolia, with stops a day apart (25 to 30 km).
Measures
 
SumerianAkkadianHebrew
 
šusi ‘finger’ - 1.67 cm - ubānu - אֶעְבַּע
ʾeṣbaʿ
kuš ‘cubit’
= 30 šusi - 50 cm - ammatu - אַמָּה
ʾammā
gi ‘reed’
= 6 kuš  - 3 m - qanû
gar(du)
= 2 gi - 6 m - nindanu
eš ‘line’
= 10 gar - 60 m - aslu
danna ‘league’
= 1800 gar - 10.8 km - bêru
sar ‘garden’ - 35 m2 - mūšaru
iku
= 100 sar - .35 ha - ikû
bur
= 18 iku - 6.3 ha - būru
šar = 1080 iku - 378 ha
gin - 14.2 ml - šiqlu- הִין
hin
sila
= 60 gin - .85 liter - qû
gur
= 144 sila - 104 l - kurru - כֹּר
kōr
gur-lugal
= 300 sila - 255 l
gur7
= 3600 sila
še ‘grain’ - 46 mg - giru - גֵּרָה
gerā
gin ‘shekel’
= 180 še - 8.3 g - šiqlu - שֶׁקֶל
šeqel
mana ‘mina’
= 60 gin - 500 g - mina - מָנֶה
māneh 
gu ‘talent’
= 60 mana - 30 kg - biltu - כִּכָּר
kikkār
The values shown are approximate— they may vary over time, or there is uncertainty over how to interpret the weights and rulers we’ve found.
 
The basic Hebrew area measurement was the צֶמֶד
ṣemeḏ of .13 ha, said to be the area two oxen could plow in a day. (1 ha = 2.47 acres.)
Astronomy
 
As far back as the Hammurabi dynasty, Babylonians observed the moon, planetary motions, and eclipses. Star charts were made, with stars’ position measured with water clocks. Lunar eclipses could be predicted, as well as the motion of the planets.
 
Von Soden thinks real progress was made in the Hellenistic era when Greek theory and mathematics were joined to Babylonian recordkeeping. Thales of Miletus was able to predict the eclipse of 585 using Babylonian observations; in 129 Hipparchus used Babylonian measurements to discover the precession of the equinoxes.
 
Indeed, present-day astronomers sometimes use Babylonian data. Records of the solar eclipse of 136 confirm the modern discovery that the length of the day is increasing by 17 ms each millennium. (The length of the day has a huge effect on eclipses: it would have been seen in Mallorca instead, 48° west, if the days were always the same length as today.)
 
Here are the months of the year, with zodiac signs. I’ve also included the Hebrew months, as they’re borrowed from the Akkadian. The Hebrew civil year begins with Ṭišrey, the religious year with Nīsān.
 
Nisānu sanctuary—Agru Aires—נִיסָן—Nīsān
Ayyaru bull—Gu Taurus—אִיָיר—ʾIyyār
Simānu—Maštaba Gemini—סִיוָן—Sīḇān
Dumuzi god name—Alluttu Cancer—תָּמוּז—Tāmūz
Abu—Nešu Leo—אָב—ʾĀḇ
Elūnu, Ulūlu—Sisinnu Virgo—אֲלוּל—ʾElūl
Tašrītu beginning—Zibānītu Libra—תִּשִׁרִי—Ṭišrey
Kinūnu —Zuqaqīpu Scorpio—חֶשִׁוָן—Ħešwān
Kislīmu—Pabilsa Sagittarius—כִּסִלֵב—Kislēḇ
Ṭebētu coming winter—Suhurmāšu Capricorn—טֵבֵת—Tēḇēṯ
Šabāṭu—Gula Aquarius—שִׁבָט—Šəḇāṭ
Addaru—Zibbātu Pisces—אַדַר—ʾAḏār


Twelve lunar months are 10 to 11 days short of the solar year. Intercalary months— an extra Elūnu or Addaru— were periodically decreed to keep things in sync. In the 5C it was realized that seven added months in a 19-year cycle brought the solar and lunar cycles into fair agreement. (It still accrues an error of 1 day every 219 years.) The extra month was now added automatically on years 3, 6, 8, 11, 14, 17, and 19 of the cycle.
 
The zodiac, from Greek ‘animal (cycle)’, was systematized in Babylon in the 5C. The constellations divide the ecliptic (the apparent path of the sun in the sky) into 30° regions; during the month associated with each sign, the sun rose in that constellation. (Roughly speaking, due to the solar/lunar mismatch.)
 
Due to the precession of the equinoxes— itself due to the Earth wobbling in its rotation— the sun is off today by more than a sign: at the vernal equinox the sun rises in Pisces, not Aires. Indian astrology, but not Western, corrects for this.
 
Von Soden notes that astrology proper (the belief that one’s birth month influences one’s destiny) couldn’t get going till the astronomy was well established.
Technology
 
In the ʿUbaid period, farming tools were made of clay, with sharp vitrified edges; the tools however shattered easily. In the Early Dynastic period, tools were wooden, with flint cutting surfaces. By Ur III, copper tools were used.
 
Pottery is known from 8000, and kilns that could reach 1000° C existed by 6000. The potter’s wheel was invented by 4000.
 
By 3000 craftsmen were producing glazes from lime, soda, and silicates, and were making true glass by 2500.
 
A document might be protected from alteration by enclosing it in a clay envelope. A whole or partial copy was written on the outer shell.
 
The wheel was known by 3000, but it was solid and probably made for a bumpy ride. Around 1500 spoked wheels were invented.
 
Weapons were made of copper and bronze by the Agade era. Iron took over by 1000. Iron was not only stronger, but more more plentiful: iron ore is more prevalent than tin, which is required to make bronze.
 
Horses were not native to Mesopotamia or Egypt; people rode donkeys or mules. The onager, a heavier form of the donkey, was never domesticated, but onager-donkey hybrids could be ridden. As late as the 18C, the king of Mari, Zimri-Lim, was advised that riding a horse was below the royal dignity; he should appear in a chariot pulled by mules.
 
Horse and chariot warfare was introduced to Mesopotamia by the Mitanni (an Indo-Iranian people), around 1600.
 
Siege warfare was important. Cities were built with walls, with towers for defenders to attack from, and convoluted gates. Besiegers built ramps to get up the walls, and used battering rams.
 
Rafts covered with skins were used for heavy transport, while smaller vessels were made of wickerwork covered by skins. An Assyrian relief shows a man fishing seated on top of an inflated goatskin.
 
Rivers were normally crossed at fords or by boat. The Assyrians made pontoon bridges in the same way as the rafts. Stone bridges were built after 700.
 
Assyrians used signal fires for quick communication. The hapless Yasmah-Adad, ruler of Mari, was admonished by his brother Išme-Dagan for misusing the system by lighting two fires during a minor raid.
 
Navigation, as Clifford Conner points out, involves an immense body of knowledge, about ports, currents, weather, and astronomy, worked out by mariners who rarely wrote any of it down. The association of the tides with the moon was understood by the late 1M and probably far earlier. The Phoenicians navigated by the Pole Star, which allowed them to sail the open sea— the Greeks called Polaris “the Phoenician star.”
The agricultural package
 
The water cycle in Babylonia:
 
	Sumerian winter (enten) starts in September. No rain falls in the north, so the rivers end up as sluggish brown trickles. 



	The summer (emeš) begins in February. In April or later, the rivers swell from melting snow and may break their banks and flood.





 


This is not as favorable for agriculture as the Nile, especially as crops are planted around May and harvested the next year. Earthworks are created to retain the waters and distribute them as needed. The canals require ongoing maintenance: silt builds up and the channel must be re-dredged.
 
The typical food triad in Mesopotamia was barley, beer, and sesame oil; to the west (Syria and Palestine), wheat, wine, and olive oil. Wheat was important in Sumer, but barley is more resistant to salt. 
 
	Most frequently mentioned vegetables: onions, garlic, leeks




	Less popular: chickpeas, lentils, peas, sesame, lettuce, cabbage, cucumbers, radishes, beets




	Spices and herbs: watercress, mustard, cumin, coriander, fennel, mint, marjoram, thyme, fenugreek, rue




	Fruits: dates, apples, pears, grapes, figs, plums, apricots, quince, cherries, mulberries, pomegranates, melons, pistachios





 


Date palms are very tolerant of salt. Dates were an essential source of sugar. Honey was rare, but beekeeping was practiced— we have an 8C stele from a governor who claims to have invented it.
 
The major alcoholic drink was made from sprouted barley; in the 1M another was made from date palms. Wine was rare in the south, but common in Assyria. Note that beer was safer to drink than water from the rivers or canals.
 
Ancient beer was not flavored by hops. Solomon Katz attempted to brew Sumerian beer, following a recipe that involved baking the barley into bread, then mashing and fermenting. He reported that it was not bad, similar to hard cider.
 
The first wool fabric was probably felt (i.e. fibers mashed and pressed into a pliable sheet). Later simple looms were used , with one heddle. Multiple heddles came over the Silk Road only in Seleucid times.
 
Animals:
 
	Goats, sheep, pigs, cattle. Milk was made into cheeses, yogurt, and ghee. Cattle manure was an important fuel source. The traditional beast of burden was the donkey. Horses were mostly used in the military, from the middle 2M, and mostly came from Armenia, NW Irān, and the Levant.




	Fowl: In Mesopotamia, geese were known from the 3M, and ducks from the early 2M. Chickens were brought from India in the 1M— it was called “the bird from Meluḫḫa”. None of these birds were known in Canaan.




	Fish were widely eaten, though not much mentioned after the 15C. Fish sauce was an important condiment.




	Kings liked to hunt (and be depicted hunting) lions. Elephants were once found in Mesopotamia.




	The locust was apparently a delicacy. You served them on skewers.







Amusements
 
We have references to boxing and to a form of “polo” with one man on the shoulders of another (rather than on a horse).
 
There were several board games which involved moving pieces according to a dice roll, on boards of 20, 58, or 84 spaces. Nemet-Nejat says the latter game, asha, “is still played today by women in the Jewish community of Cochin in southern India”.
 
Quite a few toys have been found: tops, rattles, hoops, juggling balls, and toy weapons, vehicles, dolls, and furniture.
 
Musical instruments included lyres and harps, reed pipes, drums, bells, and cymbals. Animal horns were used more for signals (as in battle) than for music.
 
Some texts name the strings of the harp, up to nine of them. Akkadian music was apparently heptatonic, like modern Western music, rather than pentatonic, as in Greece.
Dog names?
Assyriologist Moudhy al-Rashid suggests that you name your dog one of these titles, found on clay dog figurines from Nineveh:
 
dan rigiššuloud is his bark
munaššiku gārīšubiter of his foe
mušēṣi lemnūtiexpeller of evil

 
The Mesopotamians were fond of dogs, but did not seem very attached to cats, though they used them to control mice. In this role they were rivals of the mongoose, which was stronger and could also kill snakes.
 




Egyptian Culture

Kingship
 
Where Akkadian kings were semidivine, Egyptian kings were gods. The king was the son of Horus, and referred to as the ntr nfr, “beautiful god.” The mere presence of the king caused the land to prosper. No priest dared slap the king to teach him humility before the gods.
 
The king had many wives, but one was his chief consort (“great royal wife”). Normally her eldest son succeeded, and not infrequently she served as regent till he was old enough.
 
The king theoretically owned all land and controlled all labor. We can see his power steadily rising in the Naqāda period and the early dynasties.
 
Over time, this was eroded by an increasing recognition of individual ownership of land that could be inherited, or contested in the courts; and by the practice of granting land to temples. By the New Kingdom, the temples collectively controlled more land than the king.
 
In the early Old Kingdom, the royal family directly manned the bureaucracy, but by its end, official posts were held by non-royals, usually on a hereditary basis.
 
In the Middle Kingdom, there was a vizier in charge of administration— later, two viziers, north and south. There were overseers for building, for the treasury, for the army, and for the royal household and estates. There were officials in charge of each sepat (province or nome), and mayors for the major towns.
 
There was not a professional standing army until the New Kingdom.
Economy
 
Egypt was a command economy. The state organized expeditions to acquire cedars, silver, and lapis lazuli from Lebanon, ivory, ebony, gold, and hides from Nubia, cattle from Libya, myrrh from Punt. It also quarried minerals (especially copper) in the desert. Merchants from Canaan came to Egypt, but had to deal with Egyptian officials.
 
Large projects were undertaken with corvée labor. Around 1150, Ramesses IV sent 9000 men on a quarrying expedition to Wadi Hammamat east of Waset— a mixure of civilians and soldiers. An inscription was carved in commemoration, noting that 900 men died during the expedition.
 
Where the same artisans served royalty and the rich in Mesopotamia, fine art was a royal monopoly in Egypt, produced in the capital. Provincial leaders might be given fine items as royal gifts.
 
Small markets existed for food and locally produced crafts like baskets and pots. Only in the New Kingdom do we see a class of traders.
 
According to Brier, tax rates on peasants averaged 10%.
 
In the Old Kingdom, the majority of the population was serfs— i.e. people tied to a particular estate. (Unlike slaves, they could not be sold.) You could acquire free status by a noble’s manumission, by marrying a free person, or by valor in the military. By New Kingdom times less than half the population was serfs.
 
Slaves were war captives, or debt prisoners, or criminals. Slave status was hereditary, so this class grew over time.
 
Every culture has a standard class whose interests are assumed to be those of the nation as a whole: e.g. for the US the businessman, for the Hindus the brahmin. In Egypt, it was the government official. Manuals were written to advise on his conduct, which should be calm, polite, honest, and moderate in his appetites. He was an organization man, loyal to his superiors, preferring to let them fail on their own rather than confront them.  He was generous to underlings but expected to be obeyed. His ultimate ideal— depicted on the walls of his tomb— was to retire to a country estate to relax, hunt and fish, and supervise the peasants.
 
The king was shown conducting war— indeed, a favorite depiction was the king alone in his chariot, somehow managing both to control the horses and mow down enemies with his bow. But generals were not depicted in military garb; they were depicted as scribes and officials.
Clothing
 
The simplest Egyptian clothing item was a loincloth. This was a triangle with strings on two ends. You held the triangle behind your butt, one point facing down, and tied the two strings together. Then you pulled the dangling point between your legs and tucked it into the waist.
 
The next step up from the loincloth was a sort of kilt or skirt, a rectangle of fabric wrapped round the body and fastened with cords or a belt. There could be a flap of fabric that created a triangular flap in the front.
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Women wore a longer robe, covering the legs and abdomen but ending just below the breasts; it was held up by shoulder straps. (The figure above is a wooden statuette from the Louvre, from the 19C.) A variation was to add a sort of shawl, a rectangle thrown over the shoulders and tied below the breasts.
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King Horemheb greets the goddess Hathor, from 1290.
 
More formal gowns, for both men and woman, covered the torso— the dead are usually depicted wearing these as they navigate the Duat. The overall process was to wrap the gown around the waist once, throw the other end over the shoulder, and pleat the remaining material and tuck it into the waist. This is almost exactly the way you wear a sāṛī— see the India Construction Kit.
 
The usual material for clothing was linen, made from the flax plant. Linen is durable, and based on the time of harvesting, could make cloth of various thicknesses, from gauzy near-transparent fabric to tough matting. Wool and leather were also used.
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Above: Queen Nefertari, around 1390, meets Hathor. Both wear a vulture headdress and the modius crown. In addition, Hathor wears a sun disk flanked by cow horns.
 
If you could afford it, you accessorized with bracelets, necklaces, rings, earrings, amulets, and complex pectorals. Both sexes used eye makeup:  at first green malachite, and later black kohl or galena. Lipstick was made from red ochre and fat.
 
Perfume was made from oil or fat infused with flowers, spices (e.g. cinnamon, cardamom), and incense (e.g. balsam, frankincense, myrrh). In pictures we see a little cone of perfume worn on the head; as it was warmed by body heat it would slowly release its aroma.
 
In art, even kings and gods are depicted barefoot. However, sandals were commonly worn. (On the Narmer Palette, a sandal-bearer is depicted next to the king— who is not wearing sandals. An inscription of Amenhotep II declares that “all lands were beneath his sandals”, though he too is depicted wearing none.)
 
Men went clean-shaven; however, kings are shown with false beards— paintings even show the strings holding them on.
 
In war, soldiers received very little protection: no armor, just a shield and, if they were fortunate, a quilted leather jacket. They wore sandals to march, but fought barefoot.[47] Weapons included the bow (in the New Kingdom, this was a powerful composite bow), slings, spears, clubs, axes, swords, and daggers.
Nudity in art and life
 
There’s a good deal of nudity in Egyptian art:
 
	People working in the delta marshes or on boats, or baking bread




	Women giving childbirth




	Young children, especially commoners




	Acrobats, dancers and sometimes musicians




	Prisoners and defeated enemies




	Gods, occasionally, especially small figurines of goddesses




	Erotic art





 


See Asher-Greve & Sweeney 2006 for an overview and caveats.
 
Some Egyptologists have claimed that nudity was unremarkable, but this seems incorrect— showing captives as naked (this also appears in Mesopotamian art) implies some amount of shame. Significantly, the elite are consistently shown as more covered up than commoners. Clothing the naked, like feeding the hungry, was listed as a good deed.
 
The first few categories can be explained as practical. E.g. the poor would have saved a good deal of material and effort by not clothing children.
 
However, some of this must have been artistic convention. If you looked only at European paintings, you might think that European women frequently went around naked. We have physical samples of children’s clothing, yet the infant Horus, a privileged child if there ever was one, is commonly shown naked. Perhaps Egyptian nobles enjoyed pictures of naked dancers exactly as Victorian painters did.[48]
 
On the other hand, Western prudery shouldn’t be read into different cultures, especially ones in tropical climates. Compare southern India, where women went bare-breasted well into the colonial era. There does seem to be a difference from Mesopotamia and Canaan, where women are almost always depicted well-covered.
 
In art, women are usually shown with a body-hugging dress, with the outline of the body clearly visible beneath. These are, to put it neutrally, highly stylized. For one thing, they’re shown as flexing to accommodate walking and kneeling: the Egyptians didn’t have spandex. For another, no such dresses have been found; the robes found in tombs are much looser. Such paintings are, like drawings of superheroines, more about showing the female form than about realism.
 
On the other hand, the Egyptians evidently valued near-transparent linen. The pictures of Hunefer and Naša from his Book of the Dead very naturalistically show the limbs underneath their robes, along with the more opaque wrinkles characteristic of linen fabric. As these are formal portraits and apply to both sexes, this is more likely to reflect how (well-off) people actually looked.
Women
 
Women were more important and had greater freedom in Egypt than in Mesopotamia. Women were not restricted to their homes; they could own and manage property, initiate lawsuits, and divorce their husbands. They are far more prominent in art. All Egyptian kings were married, and most prominently feature their wife in their art; it seems that the queen had a necessary ritual or ideological role, along with her husband, the semideity and guarantor of maʾat.
 
The king normally had one main wife (“King’s Great Wife”), the mother of his heir. She often had estates and building projects of her own. He also had subsidiary wives, who would be elevated in status if the only possible heir was their son. Many of these were foreign wives, acquired for diplomatic reasons, shunted off to a separate palace. There is a letter of complaint from Kadašman-Enlil of Babylon that his sister had been married to Amenhotep III and no one knew if she was “alive or dead”.
 
Some high-ranking women had their own household staffs, mostly female; these might include overseers, scribes, and physicians. Upper class women had few duties (housekeeping and child-rearing could be delegated), and one outlet for their talents was to serve in the temples; the Middle Kingdom lady Thuyu, for instance, had the titles Singer of Hathor, Singer of Amun, and Chief of the Entertainers for Amun and Min.
 
It was common, especially in Dyn. 18
(the height of the New Kingdom), for kings to marry their sisters. This might have been ideological (it might demean the royal blood for princesses to marry nobles or foreigners), or practical (queens often served as regents, and if they grew up in the palace they could be educated for the role).
 
The modern reader will wonder, didn’t this cause genetic problems? It did, including infertility and fragility. E.g. Tutankhamun suffered from bone necrosis and was unable to walk without a walking stick.
Hatshepsut
 
There are many interesting queens in Egyptian history. Indeed, its first king, Narmer, may have been succeeded by his queen, Neithhotep, acting as regent for a young Aha. A very large tomb near Naqāda may be hers. But it will be most informative to focus on one.
 
Hatshepsut was the wife and half-sister of Thutmose II, and already God’s Wife of Amun, a position she inherited from her mother Ahmose. As this was the preferred title of those who held it, it must have been prestigious and powerful, involving control of a large institution. In art, the God’s Wife is shown performing rituals before the god’s statue— recall that it was a privilege simply to enter the god’s chamber. Joyce Tyldesley suggests that the role had a sexual connotation: a woman was needed to arouse the god.
 
When Thutmose II died in 1479, Hatshepsut became regent for the infant Thutmose III. Curiously, he was not her child but that of a subsidiary wife, Iset. Perhaps Iset was not sufficiently trained, or was perceived as not royal enough— or perhaps Hatshepsut was the better politician.
 
Around 1473, Hatshepsut was crowned king in her own right, with the full panoply of royal titles. She had an explanation carved into the walls of temples: she was the daughter of Amun himself, who fell in love with the queen Ahmose and disguised himself as her husband, Thutmose I.
 
Hatshepsut sent expeditions to Sinai for turquoise and to Canaan for cedar, and most importantly to Punt for African treasures. (The carved record of this expedition is unusual in showing the queen of Punt as obese— a rarity in the highly stylized art of Egypt.)
 
She gives a good deal of prominence to her own daughter Neferure, who became God’s Wife of Amun after her. This underlines the importance of a visible queen, a role Hatshepsut could not assume once she became king.
 
The courtier Senenmut designed her magnificent mortuary temple at Deir el-Bahari, its elegant colonnades enhanced by the huge cliffs behind it. Unusually, he was allowed to have his image sculpted in her temple. It’s possible he was her lover; a marriage would not have been acceptable. He also tutored Neferure.
 
We have quite a few statues and paintings of Hatshepsut, which show that depicting a queen regnant was something of a puzzle for Egyptian iconography. She could not simply be shown in the sheath dress and feminine crowns of a typical queen, but had to be shown with kingly crown and kilt, as in the statue shown below. Here she has an obviously female face and body, but in some art she is drawn identically to a male (e.g. Thutmose III, often depicted next to but behind her).[49]
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Hatshepsut died after 22 years of her reign. This finally allowed Thutmose III to act as king— and quite successfully; he solidified Egyptian power over Canaan.
 
Thutmose erased Hatshepsut’s name from monuments and temples and destroyed her statues. He replaced her name sometimes with his own, sometimes that of his father or grandfather. This created a puzzle for archeologists— before this story was accepted, it was assumed that a pharoah would only replace hated names with his own, which produced a strange chronology where Thutmose I for some reason deposed his own grandson.
 
His purge was not complete, and moreover it was not done early in his reign, when one might expect his rage to be greatest, but toward its end. Perhaps it’s relevant that he also posthumously promoted his mother Iset to King’s Great Wife. His resentment is easier to understand than his taking decades to express it.
Homosexuality
 
We know almost nothing about homosexuality in Egypt, but a tomb at Saqqāra, dated to around 2425, may belong to a gay couple, the first in history where we have names and pictures.
 
Their names were Khnumhotep and Niankhkhnum, and they are shown nose-to-nose embracing. Both men were married and had children, but they are often shown together where other tombs would show man and wife. They jointly had the title “overseer of the manicurists of the palace of the king”, merely one of the workshops dedicated to maintaining the king’s appearance.
 
Some have argued that they were brothers, but no other tombs in the necropolis show same-sex embraces in this way.
Houses
 
An elite house had a threefold structure. The entrance (in the north, to catch breezes) led to a garden with a pool. Beyond this was a roofed portico, and then apartments for sleep and work. This plan could be repeated several times, e.g. one compound for servants, one for the family. Windows were small, and placed high in the wall to let heat escape. Kitchens and grain silos were separate structures.
 
The building material for everyone, from the poor to the king, was adobe bricks: Nile mud mixed with sand or straw, shaped in wood frames and baked in the sun. Roofs were made of palm logs, covered with smaller slats and then plastered with mud. The interior walls were also plastered.
Temples
 
Old Kingdom temples were small and modest, made of mud brick rather than stone. From the Middle Kingdom, they became huge.
 
Temples were built to the same basic plan: open courtyard, roofed portico, and small cells— entered only by priests— for the gods. The front wall of the temple was made extra high— up to 30 m tall— and topped with banners for extra grandeur. The temple compound also included housing for priests, storage bins, and bakeries; the entire compound was walled, and the path leading to it might be lined with statues.
 
Temples to Aten, unlike those of the other gods, had no roofs, as they must be open to the divine rays of the sun.
 
The kings loved to build or rebuild temples, or add to them. This process reached its extreme in the temple of Karnak outside Waset, dedicated to Amun: thirty kings from the Middle Kingdom to the Ptolemies contributed to it. The site occupies 240 ha, larger than the entirety of Themistocles’s Athens. Kings also commemorated their victories with illustrated accounts carved onto the walls of temples. Or they decorated the god’s home with statues of themselves: Hatshepsut erected six huge statues of herself in the temple of Amun-Re.
 
Kings also created mortuary temples, where they would be worshiped after death. In Dyn. 4, the king’s pyramid, at the edge of the desert, would be connected by a causeway to the mortuary temple in the valley. Hatshepsut’s magnificent mortuary temple at Deir el-Bahri (near Waset), contained not only sculptures and paintings of the monarch, but a row of a hundred sphinxes carved with her features.
 
The ḥmw nṯr ‘servant of the god’ was responsible for taking care of the idol. Subordinates included a lector (ẖry ḥbt) who read prayers, a stm priest who washed and clothed the idol, and a wʿb ‘purified’ who cleaned the temple. Priests were part-time, serving for a month at a time. Full-time priests appeared in the New Kingdom.
 
Goddesses, especially Hathor and Neith, could have female ḥmwt nṯr. They could serve as funerary priests (ḥmwt kʾ) or as musicians and dancers. (Ḥmwt is the feminine of ḥmw.)
Amusements
 
Tomb paintings often depict the daily life of the well-off, as a hint to the gods as to what sort of life to provide in the Duat. These reveal the preferred diversions of the elite: hunting, spear-fishing, banquets, listening to music, watching bulls fight.
 
Musical instruments
included harps, drums, oboes, mandolins, and reed pipes. Female dancers accompanied the performance.
 
Boys played at wrestling and tug-of-war. Girls had athetic games too, such as one where two-girl teams faced each other, one riding on the back of the other. The riders would throw balls at each other, presumably losing points for dropping the ball.
 
There were several board games: mehen, senet, tjau. These included marked boards and small carved pieces, but the rules are unknown.
Art
 
In Egypt, the skin color of paintings is often symbolic rather than realistic:
 
	red  - masculine




	yellow – feminine




	blue or black – people resurrected in the afterlife





 


Northern and western foreigners are also depicted with yellow skin; that this is mostly symbolic is suggested by the fact that Libyans, after taking over Egypt in the 700s, are shown with red skin. Nubians are shown with black skin.
 
Brier and Hobbs point out that paintings and sculptures were made by workshops, with no recognition for individual artists. This may have contributed to the conservatism of Egyptian art: the same tropes and styles were used from the Old Kingdom to the Ptolemies.
 
Figures were almost always stylized: shoulders and eyes drawn from a frontal perspective, everything else from the side. More oddly, the two hands were often drawn in identical poses; to modern eyes the effect is having two right or two left hands. But the Egyptian artists have nothing to apologize for: the paintings are engaging today, more so than the rather stiff work done in Mesopotamia.
 
Part of this is because the colors in tomb painting remain vivid today, up to four thousand years later. One reason is that the colors were minerals: white from chalk or gypsum, brown, red, and yellow from iron oxide, blue from ground glass. Only the black, made from soot, has faded over the centuries. The minerals were mixed with a type of tempera— we’re not sure if it was glue, acacia gum, or egg whites.
 
Stone walls were smoothed with sandstone, and prepared with gesso, a mixture of gypsum and glue. If the scene was carved, artists would outline the figures, and sculptors would cut out the backgrounds, leaving a relief of only 0.5 cm. The scene was painted, then protected with a layer of beeswax or resin.
The king’s mailbox
 
The Amarna letters, dating to the realms of Amenhotep III and Akhenaten, are a fascinating glimpse into the day-to-day concerns of kings and vassals. William Moran has translated the whole lot.
 
The letters are written in Akkadian cuneiform— but bad Akkadian, according to the translator, with a heavy substratum of Canaanite. A few are in Hittite or Hurrian. So far as we know, it never occurred to anyone, even Egyptian vassals, to write to the Egyptian king in Egyptian.
 
If you are a Middle Eastern king, how do you start a letter to the king of Egypt? Like this:
 
Say to Nimu’wareya, the king of Egypt, my brother: Thus Kadašman-Enlil, the king of Karaduniyaš, your brother. For me all indeed goes well. For you, your household, your wives, and for your sons, your country, your chariots, your horses, your magnates, may all go very well.

Moran (EA 3)

I like the nod to the king’s horses and chariots. It’s like telling a modern president that you hope his nuclear weapons are in working order.
 
Nimu’wareya is an attempt at Nebmaʾatre, the throne name of Amenhotep III. Karaduniyaš was the Kassite name for Babylon.
 
What did the kings talk about? Overwhelmingly, gifts and marriages. They rarely talk about peace or borders or trade, though they assure each other that they love each other.
 
The Kassites knew how to be diplomatic about their requests. One king, Burra-Buriaš, assures Amenhotep, “In my brother’s country, everything is available and my brother needs absolutely nothing. Furthermore, in my country everything too is available and I for my part need absolutely nothing.” That said, he sends Amenhotep four minas (2 kg) of lapis lazuli and five teams of horses. For his part, he is “engaged in a work” and needs “much fine gold.” He complains that the last gift of 40 minas of gold, when put into the kiln, yielded “not even 10 minas”. He discreetly suggests that the king did not personally check the shipment, so some minor official altered it.
 
The Assyrian king Aššur-uballiṭ is more direct:
 
Gold in your country is dirt; one simply gathers it up. Why are you so sparing of it? I am engaged in building a new palace. Send me as much gold as is needed for its adornment. (EA 16)

 
Egypt didn’t produce the gold it was famous for. It had a near-monopoly because it had exclusive access to sources farther south in Africa. Similarly, the Kassites produced neither horses, which came from the Iranian mountains, nor lapis lazuli, which came from Afghānistān.
 
There’s an almost comic series of letters from Tušratta, the Hurrian king. He claims that Amenhotep had promised him two solid gold statues. However, he received only wooden statues plated with gold. He repeatedly asks for the missing statues, writes to the Queen about it as well, and when Amenhotep dies he writes to his heir, Tutankhamun.
 
We may not be able to get to the bottom of the mystery after 3300 years, but I suspect this mess rests on a misunderstanding. Even for their own use, the Egyptians didn’t make large statues of gold. The famous mask of Tutankhamun is hollow, the gold being no more than 3 mm thick. Even so, it weighs 10 kg, or 20 minas.
 
Tušratta feels particularly entitled because he sent his daughter as a wife for the king. I feel for these princesses, sent to live forever in a foreign land— though they went with a retinue of servants. Kadašman-Enlil even complains that a previous princess was never heard from: “no one has seen her [to see] if she is alive or if she is dead” (EA 1). For what it was worth, the marriage with Tušratta’s daughter sealed an alliance with the Hurrians, though the Hittites were still a problem.
 
Kings sometimes complain that their messengers are detained, sometimes for years. One even threatens to detain an Egyptian messenger until his own are freed. Surely everyone would have benefited if their messages could go through faster? Perhaps it was a matter of prestige: having some foreign ambassadors at court showed that you were a formidable world power.
 
The bulk of the letters are from Egyptian vassals in Canaan. The initial salutation is simpler, though humbler:
 
Say to the king, my lord: Message of ʿAbdi-Aštarti, servant of the king. I fall at the feet of the king, my lord, seven times and seven times, here and now, both on the stomach and on the back. (EA 65]

 
As it happens, this same ʿAbdi-Aštarti began the rebellion that conqurered Byblos; his son Aziru defected to the Hittites. There are several dozen increasingly frantic letters from the lord of Byblos, Rib-Hadda, recalling the ancient alliance with Egypt, complaining that the Amorites are closing in on him, e.g.:
 
May the king, my lord, know that the war of ʿAbdi-Aštarti is severe, and he has taken all my cities for himself. [Byblos] and Baṭruna remain to me, and he strives to take the two towns. …I am unable to go out into the countryside, and I have written to the palace, but you do not reply. …I was the one who said to [the peasants], “My god is sending archers.” Since they now know that there are none, they have turned against us (EA 81)

 
Rib-Hadda asks for 300 archers, and other vassals often ask for far less.
 
The vassals never name the king, and don’t date their letters, which has made reconstructing the chronology impossible. The impression the letters give is that Egypt was neglecting its empire, but this may not be the case; if the king did sent an army, this would not necessarily be reflected in the letters. It’s also notable that all the leaders acknowledge Egypt’s suzerainty, and only Amurru was lost.
 
The rebels are usually described as ʿapiru, with the sense ‘outlaws’. This word has excited some scholars, as it resembles ʿiḇrī ‘Hebrew’. But the words are probably not cognate, and the ʿapiru are not an ethnic group.
Technology
 
Papyrus. This is a reedy grass that grows up to ten feet high. In addition to its use as paper, it could be used to make punts or houses. To make paper, you sliced the reed lengthwise, then into foot-long ribbons. These would be laid in strips in one direction, then the other. Finally you’d beat the layers, which flattened them and released a sap that served as glue.
 
Copper. Early Egyptians used and re-used tiny nuggets of naturally occuring copper. The Maadians used large mounts of refined copper. The ore was mined in the Sinai and processed near the mine. You would dig a pit two feet deep, lined with clay, with a crucible at the bottom connected to a bellows. You fill the pit with copper ore, wood, and charcoal, set it ablaze, and pump air into the crucible with the bellows. This furnace melted the contents at 1000 °C. The liquid copper was heavier than the slag and sank to the bottom, where it could be accessed by breaking the clay, and poured into molds.
 
Copper statues. At first, copper statues were made by nailing copper sheets onto a wooden core.
In the Middle Kingdom, Egyptians used the lost wax method. You made your sculpture in wax, then covered this in wet clay. The clay was fired, and the heat melted the wax, which escaped through a hole left in the bottom. Now you could pour molten copper into the hole. At first, the clay was broken to release the statue, but by the New Kingdom sculptors had learned how to re-use the mold. Hundreds of thousands of such sculptures were produced.
 
Faience. Many goods, from statues to tableware, were made not of clay but of faience, an Egyptian invention. This was a mixture of quartz and natron; it was soft while modeled, and hardened by firing. A glaze of natron and malachite (copper ore) was applied on top.
 
Natron is sodium carbonate, a whitish alkali salt which is found in large beds in the desert; our name derives from Egyptian nṯry, and also underlies the abbreviation Na for sodium. Natron has drying and antiseptic properties; it was used in large quantities for mummification. Combined with sand, it produces glass, which was used extensively during the New Kingdom.
 
Ships. We make ships by laying down a keel, adding ribs, and nailing planks on top of those. The Egyptians simply used wood planks with no keel or ribs, sewn together with rope. The ropes shrank when wet, keeping the ship watertight. Rather than an upright mast, sails might be attached to two diagonal beams in a ∧ shape, a design which derives from reed boats which could not support a single mast.
 
We’re familiar with a raised pointed bow, but Egyptian ships also had sterns of the same shape. There was no rudder— oars were used to steer.
 
Ships are of course used where they’re most likely to be lost with time— by the water. But we have one in excellent condition: a 44 m long ship buried next to the Great Pyramid. Its planks were cedar, six inches thick and up to 21 m long. It’s been carefully rebuilt.
 
The cedar came from Lebanon. Egyptians were never great seafarers— they got to Lebanon by hugging the coast. Later trade with Phoenicia and Cyprus was handled by mariners from those countries.
 
For most of the year, the prevailing winds are from the north; this allowed boats to sail upstream.
 
Weapons included the composite bow, slings and javelins, stone maces, axes, and swords. Bronze swords were probably frustrating things, apt to break or bend just when you needed them. As late as the Middle Kingdom, spears and arrows were tipped not with metal but with shaped flint.
 
Brier and Hobbs estimate the size of the Egyptian army as 20 to 30,000 troops.
 
Farming tools were made of wood, bone and stone. Copper tools were used by stoneworkers, but this was a royal extravagance. Farmers only adopted metal tools in the New Kingdom.
 
Alcohol: Beer was drunk by commoners, wine by the elite.
 
Egyptian medicine was widely admired by the ancients, but Egyptologists are less impressed. There was good knowledge of caring for wounds, including battlefield injuries. However, there was no effective cure for infections, or parasite infestations— e.g. schistosomiasis, caused by a tiny flatworm that infests rivers and other water sources. Thus most treatments were religious or magical. (Sample treatment: because mice were considered to be created by the Nile, they were a symbol of life and vigor. So if you were critically ill, you could eat a mouse.)
 
Physicians believed that the womb could wander through the body. There was a treatment to bring it back to its proper place: drink a combination of beer dregs and ship’s tar. You could also check for proper placement by inserting an onion into the vagina: if the woman’s breath smelled like onions, she could conceive.
 
A few traditional treatments, however, had merit. E.g. green malachite, the same material used for eye makeup, has antibiotic properies; so does honey.
 
Egyptian seasons:
 
akhet (ʾḫt) — inundation — July to October
peret (prt) — emergence — November to February
shemu (šmw) — summer — March to June

 
Each contained four months of 30 days; an intercalary period of 5 days was placed at the beginning of the year, about June 20. A month was divided into three 10-day weeks.
 
The civic calendar was 365 days and was allowed to fall behind the sun. For everyday life, a lunar calendar was used, with an extra month added every three years to keep it in sync with the sun.
Building a pyramid
 
Everything about Khufu’s Great Pyramid is daunting. It was originally 146.6 m tall; the sides are 230 m long. It contains 2.6 million m3 of stone, a little more than the concrete making up Hoover Dam. It’s made from 2.2 million blocks of limestone, as well as 100,000 limestone casing blocks. The blocks range from 1000 to 14,000 kg. And this was all done with manual labor, without even such aids as pulleys or wheels.
 
If it took 20 years to build, and if the workers worked every day for 12 hours, a stone would have to be placed at a rate of one every two minutes.
 
It seems challenging. But as engineer Craig Smith has shown— see his How the Great Pyramid was Built– it was quite doable, and with far less than the 100,000 people claimed by Herodotus, and no need for aliens.
 
Khufu reigned for 23 years, so a 20-year project is reasonable. His father Sneferu built three pyramids in 24 years, but they were smaller: in terms of raw rock moved, Sneferu only built 1.22 times as much.
 
Smith estimates the basic workforce as follows:
 
821 quarry workers

5400 stone haulers

1800 ramp constructors

4000 stone masons

 
That’s 12,000; add another few thousand for overseers, carpenters, artists, cooks, brewers, and so on. This is compatible with the worker’s village and cemetary which have been excavated by Zahi Hawass and Mark Lehner. The workers were not slaves; they were highly skilled craftsmen, and their esprit de corps seems to have been high. As Hawass notes, they were divided into groups of 200, with names like The Great Ones and The Green Ones. They were fed meat and many lived with their families.
 
How do you move a huge limestone block with muscle power? A painting in the tomb of Djehutihotep, a 12th century nomarch, suggests the answer. It shows 172 workers hauling an enormous statue, which is mounted on a sled. If the statue is to scale, it weighed about 60,000 kg. Workers are shown pouring water in front of the statue, which would have significantly reduced the effort required.
 
This is far heavier than the pyramid stones. The largest, those 14,000-kg monsters, were used only on the first level of the pyramid; 84 men could handle them. The vast majority of the blocks were much smaller: a 1000-kg stone could be wrangled by six men.
 
Getting the stones up the pyramid was still a challenge. There is no evidence for cranes, seesaws, or other mechanical aids. There are ancient references to ramps, as well as what seem to be the ruins of ramps, so this is probably what was used. Ramps were built with stone walls, filled in with sand and rubble. (Once the pyramid was finished, the material was simply pushed into the quarry; the debris is still there.)
 
Now, a ramp that reached the top of the pyramid would be nearly a kilometer long, and require almost as much material as the pyramid itself. But this was not necessary. The pyramid has 218 courses, but gets smaller as you go up: the first 55 courses contain half its bulk.
 
Smith therefore proposes that the ramp only goes to course 55, which is 46 m above the ground; this would only be 300 m long and comprise just 30% of the volume of the pyramid. The ramp would have been 75 m wide, allowing multiple teams to bring stones at once.
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To build the higher levels, a ramp could spiral up the sides. This would require several turns along the way, but the blocks were smaller up here, averaging about 50 cm per side. When the inner blocks were done, the fancy facing blocks were added. This was done from the top down, and the ramps removed at the same time. Over the last four millennia the facing stones were stolen for use in other buildings.
 
There are other proposals, but they often have a single narrow ramp, which would be a bottleneck: remember the requirement to lay a stone every two minutes.
 
The blocks were made with small holes or bumps which allowed them to be placed precisely. Great care was needed with the outermost blocks, which had to closely adjoin, with the outer face slanted at a 51.9° angle. The inner blocks— the vast bulk of the pyramid— could be placed with far less care, with rubble inserted between them. Every few courses, the builders would ensure that the level was flat.
 
Khufu’s pyramid has a complicated internal structure. There’s an entrance (once hidden by the facing stones) 17 m above the ground. It leads down to a subterranean crypt 30 m underground, but another passage branches from it upward to two inner chambers, lined with granite blocks. These had to be built as the pyramid was going up— to build their ceilings, the rooms were temporarily filled with sand. The granite blocks forming the ceiling were larger than the rooms, spreading the weight. The work was done admirably, as the rooms are still standing; but they must have been viewed as an unnecessary hassle, for all subsequent pyramids have tombs only below, in the bedrock.
 
The stone of the pyramids was carved and finished with copper chisels. Copper is relatively soft, and these wore away quickly. Djoser’s pyramid required 70 tons of copper; Khufu’s was six times larger.
Mathematics
 
Egyptian mathematics was not as advanced as Mesopotamian, in part due to notational differences. There were separate symbols for each power of ten, repeated as necessary; thus 122,368 was represented
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(The higher powers of 10 are representational: 100,000 is a tadpole, 10,000 is a bent finger, and 1,000 is a lotus flower.)
 
The repetition was reduced by Middle Kingdom times by the use of special digit characters, e.g. = for 8.
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Reciprocals (i.e. 1/n) were marked by drawing an almond-shape over the number. There were special signs for three fractions, shown above.
 
As Carl Boyer puts it, where we see a fraction like 2/5as an irreducible fraction, the Egyptians saw it as a problem to be solved. That is, they re-expressed it as a sum of simple reciprocals, in this case 1/3 + 1/15. The Ahmes papyrus, from the Middle Kingdom, gives a table of such equivalents for n/10 (up to n = 9) and 2/n (all the way up to 2/101 = 1/101 + 1/202 + 1/303 +1/606).
 
Multiplication was done by repeated doubling. Suppose we want to multiply 45 by 37.
 
	Express the second number as a sum of powers of two. Here, 37 = 32 + 4 + 1. 



	Multiply 45 by 32— that is, double it five times. This gives 1440.




	Multiply it by 4 (double it twice) to give 180.




	Multiply it by 1— that is, just take another 45.




	Add the sub-results: 1440 + 180 + 45 = 1665.





 


The Egyptians could solve certain problems in algebra, expressing the unknown as aha ‘the heap’. E.g. the Ahmes papyrus asks for the value of the heap if the heap plus a seventh of the heap is 19— in our terms, x +  = 19. 
 
The method to solve this was curious. You started with a guess— e.g. x = 7. Now 7 + (1/7)*7 = 8, which is 8/19 of the right answer. So multiply our guess by 19/8, giving (7+19)/8 = 16 5/8. Or in Egyptian fashion, 16 + ½ + 1/8.
 
They had a good grounding in practical geometry, especially finding the areas of triangles and rectangles. One manuscript gives.a rule that the area of a quadrilateral is the product of the means of the opposite sides. This is not correct, but sometimes a good approximation is all you need.
 
One problem in the Ahmes papyrus states that the area of a square whose sides are 8 units long is that of a circle with a diameter of 9 units. This is equivalent to estimating π as 3 1/6.
 




Religion

For Mesopotamian, Canaanite, and Egyptian religion, we know very little about what the religion meant to the individual. Most temple rites were unseen by the public. We have religious texts, but these were read only by the small literate minority. Analogies based on the great monotheistic religions are likely to be misleading.
 
K.L. Noll somewhat cheekily defines a god as “an invisible supernatural agent who possesses a human type of mind and is deeply concerned about the very things that deeply concern us.” There are theologies that emphasize the inscrutability or alienness of God, but these tend to be later developments.
 
Some general remarks, from Bruce Trigger:
 
	The gods need us as we need them. Though their power is obvious, the gods are fed by sacrifices, and (somehow) weaken if these are withheld. The Mesopotamians are clearest about this: humans were created to do work that the gods used to have to do.




	The supernatural was not systematically divided from the natural in any domain. Spirit permeated everything, including ‘dead’ matter. If people could do something on their own (cure an illness, mitigate floods…) they did so, but this didn’t mean that gods were not involved. Asking for supernatural help was always in order.





 


Stories about the gods appear in the Literature section.
Theophoric names
 
A constant across the whole region is theophoric names— personal names which reference a god.
 
Inim-Enlilak-andabHe obeys Enlil’s command
Abi-enši-MardukMarduk is the father of the weak
Adad-erišI have asked of Adad
Ana-beltiia-taklatuI trust in my lady
Liltambir-ŠamašMay he reach old age, Šamaš
ʿAbdi-AštartiServant of Ištar
Kadašman-EnlilRefuge of Enlil
MordecaiServant of Marduk
SetnakhtSeth is strong
AmenhotepAmun is satisfied
NebmaʾatreRe is lord of truth
SobekneferuThe beauty of Sobek
ElijahMy god (ʾĒlī) is Yahweh
DanielGod (ʾĒl) is my judge
MichaelWho is like God?
JosephYah(weh) will increase
JoshuaYah(weh) will save
AsarelahAsherah is goddess
HannibalMy grace is Baʿal
As you can see, the Hebrews followed this tradition.
 
We don’t know why particular names were chosen; siblings’ or parents’ names often referred to different gods. Sometimes people had “servant of (god name)” as a title or surname; this could differ from the god in their personal name. Individuals seemed to choose a particular god to worship.
Mesopotamia
 
Oppenheim suggests that religion made few real demands on the believer. The ceremonies at the temple were not for the public. Prayers and fasts and visions were duties of the king, not individuals.
 
Gods, like kings, were seen as emitting light— there are multiple terms for this.
 
Mesopotamians liked making lists of gods, and there were over 2000 of them. Many of these are duplications. Sumerians confuse things by referring to the ‘lord (or lady) of the city’ rather than naming the god. One reason for the numbers is that gods required a swarm of officials and artisans, who were themselves lesser gods.
 
Gods can be classified into old or young. The older gods represented the earth and sky; the younger ones were associated with astronomical bodies and the weather.
 
Older gods:
 
	Anu (‘sky’)/Anum— Sumerian sky god and chief god. His consorts were Antum (rain was her milk) and Ki (the earth, which gave birth to plants)




	Enlil (‘lord wind’)— the benign god of the spring wind, but also of storms. His consort was Ninlil (‘lady wind’). He’s called “king of heaven and earth.” Particularly associated with Nippur.




	Ninḫursag (‘lady of stony ground’), based in Kiš, who watched over pregnant animals. Her status went down in the 2M.




	Enki/Ea[50] (‘lord of earth’), god of Eridu; ruled the sea around and beneath the world, and presided over arts, crafts, and magic. 




 


In more than one myth, Enlil is depicted as cold or distant, while Enki is helpful. In the story of the Flood, it’s Enlil who wishes to destroy humanity for being too noisy, while Enki saves it (p. 38). When Inanna is trapped in the Underworld Enlil won’t help, but Enki will (p. 44).
 
Younger gods:
 
	Nanna/Sin, god of the moon and of Ur and Sippar. He was more important than the sun, who was his child. His wife was Ningal.




	Ninurta (‘lord plow’), son of Enlil, god of the spring storms; a lion-eagle hybrid, based in Nippur, but also in Girsu as Ningirsu.




	Utu/Šamaš, god of the sun and judge for gods and men; god of Larsa and Sippar. His consort was Ayya.




	Inanna/Innin/Ištar, Utu’s sister, goddess of Venus, was a warlike goddess who gives victory to the king, but also personified sexual desire; goddess of Uruk. First the daughter and later the spouse of Anu. By the 2M, the most widely worshiped goddess.




	Dumuzi, god of Badtibira, husband of Inanna, who ended up as a prisoner in the Underworld half the year.[51]




	Nabu, son of Marduk; resided at Borsippa. He was the god of scribes, taking over from the Sumerian goddess Nisaba. In Assyria his consort was Tašmētu, but in Babylonia Nanaya.




	Adad, storm god.




	Nergal was city god of Cutha, but also lord of the underworld; in this office he had a consort, Ereškigal.




	Gula, originally goddess of death; became the goddess of healing.





 


The Akkadian gods, like their people, are urban. They may be associated with the sea or planetary bodies, but they live in human cities; they are not associated with the wilderness, like the Hebrew and Greek gods.
 
As Babylon and Assyria grew, their gods (Marduk and Aššur) rose in status and were interpreted as the chief of the pantheon. Marduk was son of Enki and, amusingly, defers to the old man on matters of magic. The Assyrians naturally resisted worshiping Marduk, but in the 1M he was respected as a god of healing.
 
The status of Nabu rose considerably in the 1M. In Babylonia he was associated with the crown prince; note the abundance of Nabu names for Babylonian kings (e.g. Nebuchadnezzar, Nabû-naʾid). In Assyria he was asociated with scribes and scholarship.
 
The Semites seem to have first associated Venus with a male god— e.g. the South Arabian ʾAṭtar. In Syria we find both male ʿAštar and female ʿAštart; in Mesopotamia only female Ištar, identified with Inanna.
 
An intriguing curiosity: a Sumerian hymn to Inanna describes a procession in which “the women adorn their right side with men’s clothing… the men adorn their left side with women’s clothing.”
 
People had personal spirits or daemons, which could also be taken as a quadripartite representation of the soul:
 
	ilu (m), lit. ‘god’, who gives luck (ilānû ‘with an ilu’ = ‘lucky’)




	lamassu (f), perhaps a likeness or a reification of individuality




	šedu (m; alad), associated with vitality or sexual potency




	ištaru (f), lit. ‘goddess’; Oppenheim thinks she manifests one’s personal fate (divinely allotted nature, achievements, and death)





 


Finally, there were several demons:
 
	Lamaštu, daugher of Anu, who attacked pregnant women and babies




	Pazuzu, who could be invoked to neutralize Lamaštu




	Ardat-lilî, who made men impotent and women infertile




	Lilū (m) and lilītu (f), really ghosts of unmarried people, who tried to steal living people 




 


Sickness was seen as caused by demons. The Sumerians did not see sickness as a punishment for sin; they asked the gods for healing but not for forgiveness. The Babylonians however thought that a person was given over to demons for sin, and asked the gods for forgiveness.
 
The temple was not a place for public worship, but the Ludlul bel nemeqi (‘the Babylonian Job’) mentions various ways its hero shows piety:
 
	being sprinkled at the Gate of Pure Water




	kissing the foot of Sarpanitum at another gate




	prayer and supplication




	placing incense




	offering gifts




	pouring out beer and wine





 


In the Early Dynastic period, men and women would make little statues of themselves in prayer, which were placed in the god’s cella— see p. 157 for examples.
 
An interesting bit of cosmology was the me, which seems to be a set of rules or natural laws governing some aspect of life. These are explained in a poem. Inanna wishes to make her city Uruk the heart of Sumer. She therefore goes to the house of Enki. The two have a feast together, and Enki, drunk, gives her the me in the form of tablets. She puts them on her boat and leaves.
 
Now Enki notices that the me are gone. He sends his messenger Isimud after her, armed with sea monsters. But Inanna is able to resist the monsters with the aid of her follower, the warrior goddess Ninšubur. Finally she arrives at Uruk and unloads (or implements) the me. They include:
 
en high priest
the crown
the sceptre
the throne
kingship
išib priest
lumah priests
guda priests
the flood
weapons
sex
prostitution
law
music
eldership
war
wisdom
falsehood
metalworking
scribeship
terror
peace
counsel
basket weaving


The concept seems quite close to the ‘technologies’ in Civilization and other video games.
 
The Akkadians had a robust concept of sin: there were long lists of sins, and one poet concludes, “Who has not sinned, who has not transgressed?” There was no real concept of salvation or enlightenment, in this world or the next. You could ask the gods for forgiveness or to relieve suffering, but there was no guarantee they would answer.
Egypt
 
For Egyptian, Coptic, and Greek forms of the god names, see the Word List.
 
The best overview I’ve found is Meeks & Favard-Meeks. There is no one ancient text that lays out the myths; the authors piece it together from the Book of the Dead (p. 49) and other texts, iconography, and Greek sources.
 
One caveat: we don’t know how much of this was known to (say) the peasants. Perhaps it was all common knowledge. But the public did not watch the rites in the temples, and it’s not clear if even those who commissioned a Book of the Dead for their burial were allowed to read it beforehand.
 
All this detail took time to elaborate— e.g. the full story of Osiris did not exist till the Middle Kingdom.
Cosmology
 
Origin stories have to explain how things arose out of nothing. The Egyptians helpfully list what was not present: humans, gods, night and day, earth and sky, death, anger, and noise.
 
But of course something has to be there, and in this case it’s the creator-god Atum, and the primordial ocean Nun. Atum tells us of this time: “I was alone with the Primordial Ocean in the inertness, and could find no place to stand.”
 
Atum’s children the gods somehow exist within him. His son Shu “rouses his spirit” and allows Atum to speak. This rouses Nun too, who tells Atum to raise his daughter Maat to his nostril and inhale, “that your heart may live.” Though this is the tale of creation, the rousing of the heart and gaining speech are also key events for the dead waking up in the afterlife.
 
The creator brings forth dry land, and his children, and gods— in some texts, by masturbating, as he has no consort. He expands the dry land, but the primordial chaos is still out there, with monsters that threaten creation.
 
There is a family tree of sorts: Atum creates Shu (the air) and Tefnut (water); they create Geb (the earth) and Nut (the sky), and these in turn engender the well-known gods: Seth, Osiris, Isis, Nephthys, and Horus. These five, with their parents and grandparents, are sometimes called the Ennead (the Nine).
 
Some important gods were not part of the Ennead:
 
	Anubis was the jackal-headed god. He protected tombs and presided over mummification, and led dead souls to their judgment.




	Thoth was the moon god, with the head of an ibis. He was the creator’s canny vizier: he was consulted on edicts, he wrote them down in their final form, and he communicated them to the other gods. He established the calendar and the writing system.




	Hathor was a sky goddess, represented as a cow; she was the consort of Horus.




	Sekhmet was the eye of the sun, with the head of a lioness. She was a fierce warrior, instrumental in putting down a rebellion of humanity against the gods. She did this too well, in fact, almost destroying them all; she was stopped by supplying her with beer and making her drunk.




	Bastet was the peaceful form of Sekhmet, with the head of a cat; she was protective of pregnant and birthing women.





 


Gods have a life in heaven which is an idealized form of Egypt. Their flesh is made of gold; they eat mostly bread; they are not quite omnipotent (some tasks are difficult for them) or omniscient (messages between gods can take time). They can even die, though this is not permanent.
 
A curious detail: when a god was conceived, it stayed in the womb ten months rather than nine.
Who’s in charge?
 
I’ve referred to the creator as Atum above, but it’s more complicated than that.
 
First, once the sun was born (from an egg), it was itself a god, Re or Ra, shown with a falcon’s head and a red sun-disk above it. Gods had aspects or distinct personalities, kheperu. The creator god had at least three: the dawn god Khepri, the vigorous noonday sun Re, and the senescent and sometimes cranky Atum.
 
If this were not enough, there was a succession of kings among the gods. Atum was the first king and always remained high king. But Shu took over after suppressing a rebellion of chaos gods. After a long reign, there was another attack; at this point the gods withdrew to the heavens, and Geb became king. Next came Osiris, and trouble, as we’ll see below.
 
But all this is the mythology of Iunu. In other cities the chief god was different.
 
In Men-nefer the creator was Ptah. His wife was Sekhmet. He had a special role as the god of craftsmen. The temple of Ptah at Men-nefer was highly important, and its name Ḫekuptaḫ ‘house of the soul of Ptaḫ’ gave the Greeks (and us) the name Egypt.
 
The patron god of Waset was Amun. His wife was the lion-headed Mut. When Waset became the capital, Amun became the chief god and creator, and was also known as Amun-Re.
 
The Greeks called him Ammōn and identified him with Zeus. Salts found near the temple of Ammon in Cyenaica were called sal ammoniac, which is a combination of ammonia (NH3) and chlorine. This in turn gave us the word ammonia. Fossil ammonites take their names from Ammon, because they look like ram’s horns; these were associated with Amun during Nubian rule, as the Nubian chief god had a ram’s head. (The country of Ammon in Canaan is unrelated.)
 
Finally, in Sa the creator was a goddess, Neith. In some myths she is the mother of both Re and his enemy Apep. She was associated with war and with the sky.
 
Even before Christianity, the Greeks abstracted Egyptian religion to fit their own ideals. +19C European scholars, who shuddered at the “barbarism” of multiple gods, decided that it was covertly monotheistic. But there’s no need for such dodges. Polytheism needs no defense; it’s a good system for keeping multiple places and classes with differing spiritual tastes happy, and it makes for satisfying stories, full of character and conflict.
The death of Osiris
 
The key Egyptian myth is that of Osiris, because it not only explained kingship, but the afterlife.
 
Osiris had succeeded his father Geb as king, and gave the arts of civilization to the Egyptians; but his brother Seth coveted his role.
 
Seth is depicted with a strange black head with a curved narrow snout and long ears— Egyptologists simply call it the Seth animal. He seems to have been particularly worshiped in the Delta, and the Hyksos considered him their chief god, apparently as an equivalent of Adad.
 
Seth invited his brother Osiris to a banquet, and tricked him into entering a wooden coffin with the same shape as his body. He killed him and disposed of the body. It washed out to sea, surfacing at Byblos.
 
Isis was Osiris’s sister and wife, and extraordinarily resourceful. She recovered her husband’s body and buried it, but Seth exhumed it, chopped it into fourteen pieces and scattered them across Egypt. Isis found them all— reburying imitations to fool Seth— except the penis which had been eaten by a fish. No matter, she made an artificial one.
 
She resurrected him, had sex with him, and bore a child, Horus. Osiris was still fragile, and technically dead, so he was made the king of the Duat (dwʾt, the afterlife). He’s often depicted as a man with green skin. The Duat was isolated from the rest of creation— even the gods had some difficulty communicating with Osiris.
 
The role of Isis in the myth suggests the ideal Egyptian queen: a supportive background figure when her husband is alive, but a capable and canny ruler if events warrant. She remained in the heavens, but at the same time she’s often depicted attending Osiris next to her sister Nephthys.
 
She was the most exportable Egyptian god: she spread to the Greek and Roman worlds and had temples all around the Mediterranean.
 
Isis hid in a papyrus swamp to raise Horus away from his dangerous uncle. Grown up, he is depicted with a falcon head. He fought several duels with Seth for the kingship; in one of these he lost his eye, while Seth lost a testicle. Thoth restored his eye, which as the wadjet
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became a powerful protective symbol. The distinctive marks below the eye derive from the black feather markings on falcons.
 
The fate of the kingdom was not decided by this, but by an assembly of the gods; Thoth was the presiding officer. The proceedings of this court were almost comic. Osiris’s rights were clear, but Atum favored Seth (apparently feeling that he was stronger) and kept intervening to prolong the trial. Other gods were consulted: Ptah, Neith. At one point the minor god Babi insulted Atum, who retired to sulk; his daughter Hathor cheered him up by showing her naked body to him.
 
There’s a story that Seth forced himself sexually on Horus. Horus did the same back— or, in another story, he masturbated and Isis added the semen to Seth’s food. During the trial, Seth brought this up as a proof of his greater strength. Thoth then commanded both gods’ semen to appear: Seth’s appeared from the river where Horus had disposed of it, but Horus’s appeared from Seth’s body.
 
Finally a message was sent, with difficulty, to Osiris. Osiris of course argued for Horus, and for good measure threatened to unleash the spirits of death. Atum was finally convinced, and Horus was made king.
 
There are various stories of what happened to Seth: that he was killed, that he was banished, or that he was given the task of assisting Re on his nightly journey through the underworld. His consort was Nephthys, but the foreign goddesses Anat and Ištar were also taken as his wives.
 
On the earthly level, the kings of Egypt were the successors and sons of Horus. The death of Osiris and his replacement provided a divine model and justification for the succession of kings.
The journey of Re
 
Re, the sun god, traveled daily across the back of the sky— the goddess Nut. At his height, he saw all and there were few limits to his power.
 
His night was more difficult. On one metaphorical level, he traveled through the body of Nut, entering her mouth at sunset and being reborn from her vagina at sunrise. (You may recall from the medicine section, p. 188, that Egyptians were not too clear on female anatomy.)
 
On another level, he descended below the earth, into the Duat. He briefly illuminated each cavern below, giving life to the dead there. The journey is dangerous: he must repel the serpent-god Apep, who threatens to eat his ship. The other gods (including Seth) help fight the serpent, and rejuvenate the sun for his re-emergence in the east.
Graves
 
At first only the king was believed to share in the afterlife (the Duat), but gradually this became available to everyone. The afterlife was located in the far west— the dead were even called “westerners.”
 
People needed goods in the next world. You’d bury them with food, clothes, jewelry, and furniture. However, pictures or clay models were provided as well, to make it clear to the gods what sort of afterlife to provide.
 
Over time real grave goods were increasingly replaced with magical ones. E.g., at first tombs contained jars of aromatic oils; later, simply jars filled with clay, which the gods would turn into oil for the resurrectee. Similarly, the sacrificed retainers of Dyn. 1 were replaced by ceramic statues (ušabtis).
 
Spells were written on the walls of kings’ tombs (the “Pyramid Texts”); from the First Intermediate Period they were written on the sides of ordinary people’s coffins (the “Coffin Texts”). These became so voluminous that (by New Kingdom times) they were written on papyrus scrolls; this is the origin of the Book of the Dead.
Rites and temples
 
Temples were not for public worship— only priests went inside. The people could watch rare outside festivals. Priests might serve part time: one month on duty, three months off. Strictly speaking the celebrant in every rite was the king; priests were only his delegates.
 
Wab priests actually handled the statues, and had to be extraordinarily clean. They shaved all body hair in order to avoid lice, and wore only pure white linen.
 
The statues of the gods were said to be able to nod or talk. They were taken on trips— e.g. in the New Kingdom Opet festival, Amun, his wife Mut, and his son Khonsu all left their temples at Karnak to visit Waset. Hathor of Dendara took a trip up the Nile every year to visit her husband Horus in Edfu.
 
If a king reigned for 30 years, he celebrated a Sed festival, which was supposed to rejuvenate him. As a marker of this, he might marry his own daughter. These are important for chronology, as reports of a Sed imply a long reign.
Judgment and soul
 
After death, you would be judged twice. First, Osiris would weigh your heart against a feather— this was the symbol for maat ‘truth, virtue’.[52] The god of scribes, Thoth, recorded the results. If you failed, your heart was eaten (by the crocodile-headed goddess Ammit) and your journey was over.
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The judgment illustrated in a Book of the Dead. Left to right: Isis, the client Nany, Anubis, and Osiris. Thoth is the baboon on top of the scales. Rather than a feather, the scale contains a tiny figure of Maat.
 
Otherwise, you went before a tribunal of 42 gods (one for each sepat) and had to assure each one that you had not commited the sin they cared about. E.g. Provider-of-Mankind wanted to know that you had not cursed the gods; White Teeth was concerned that you had not killed the sacred cattle.
 
There were two types of soul, ba and ka. The ba is represented as a human-headed bird; offerings were left to feed the ba. Both needed to be reunited with the body eventually. However, if the body was destroyed you could provide a ka statue of yourself to house them.
 
The ka was associated with fertility, eating, and perception. Life was lost when the ka left the body, but reunited with the mummy in the tomb, the pair was able to travel the Duat.
 
The ba ferried food and drink to the body, and itself traveled both the Duat and the sky. Ascending, it became an akh (transfigured soul) in the form of a star.
 
Sometimes the Duat is depicted as pleasant, a recreation of the pleasures of the Egyptian middle class; other times it’s grim and gloomy, and interrupted by menial labor in service to Osiris. It was possible, though apparently difficult, to journey as a ba to join Re’s boat and live instead in heaven.
 
The Book of the Dead is written with extreme confidence that the client will succeed in navigating the dangers of the Duat. On the other hand, paintings in the tomb of Ramesses VI show graphic depictions of dead souls being tortured and destroyed— so a bad fate was possible.
Mummification
 
The steps in mummification:
 
	Remove the brain, thought to be useless.  (A tool was inserted through the nose and agitated; the brain pieces could be shaken out through the nose.)




	Remove the stomach, intestines, liver, and spleen through a small incision. Store them in separate canopic jars. Leave the heart, as it is needed to speak and think.




	Dry out the body with enormous quantities (about 300 kg) of natron.




	Wash out the body cavity with palm wine.




	Fill it with resin-soaked linen, to preserve its shape. The face could be filled out as well.




	Anoint with oil, frankincense, and myrrh (these are resins).




	Wrap the body in linen bandages. Amulets could be included in the wrapping.





 


The whole process took about 70 days.
 
According to Herodotus (2.87), there were two cheaper processes. In one, a “cedar oil” is injected into the abdomen, and dissolves the stomach and intestines. The cheapest method simply dries out the body with natron.
 
He also maintains (2.89) that beautiful women were left to decompose for three or four days before being handed to the embalmers— so the latter were not tempted to have sex with them. Modern researchers confirm this, at least in part: many female mummies were already decomposing before they were mummified.
 
If you’re interested, Google some pictures of mummies. When well done, as it was for kings, the process was successful in preserving skin and hair for over three millennia, though the results fall short of the “only sleeping” look favored by modern mortuaries.
Zoroastrianism
 
If you’ve read the India Construction Kit you have already encountered the Zoroastrians, in the form of the Parsīs (‘Persians’). There are presently more Zoroastrians in India (about 60,000, mostly in Gujarāt) than in Irān (25,000). There are at least 20,000 in the US.
 
However, the focus here is on Zoroastrianism in Irān, and in ancient times.
Zoroaster
 
Very little is known about Zoroaster (Avestan Zaraθuštra, modern Farsi Zartošt[53]). He lived in eastern Irān or Central Asia.
 
He was trained as a priest, until the angel Vohu Mana stood behind him, then conveyed him to the supreme god, Ahura Mazdā, who made him his prophet. He spoke against dead ritual, polytheism, and animal sacrifice, and against the custom of sending young men in raids against other tribes.
 
At the age of forty he had only one convert, his cousin Maidyōi-māŋha. His fortunes improved when he cured the favorite horse of the king Vištāspa, and the king and his court accepted his teaching. He was opposed by traditionalists, and is said to have been assassinated by a priest of the old religion.
 
By the time of the Persian Empire, Zoroastrianism had become the predominant religion of Persia. The emperor Darius wrote inscriptions praising Ahura Mazdā.[54] Alexander persecuted Zoroastrians and destroyed fire temples; he’s called “the accursed” by Persians.
 
The Greeks called the priests of the Persian empire mages (μάγοι, from Old Persian maguš); the “magi from the east” who attended Jesus’ birth were thus Zoroastrians. Magi is also the source of the word magic. Herodotus says that they were a tribe of the Medes, yet they seemed to have served as the priests for all the western Iranians, at least.
 
The Parthians restored the fortunes of the religion in the 2C, without imposing it on anyone. The Sassanians, who took over in the +3C, were less tolerant, making Zoroastrianism the state religion, and standardizing its practice.
 
The scripture attributed to Zoroaster is the Avesta, written in a distinct language (Avestan), an older sister to Old Persian. It mostly consists of hymns of worship; the oldest part is the Yasna ‘worship’.
 
There are also later additions in Middle Persian, including plenty of cosmology, stories of the prophet’s life, and commentaries.
 
Multiple conquests— Greek, Arab, Mongol, Turkish— took a great toll on the Avesta. The present-day book is considered to be about a quarter of the original text. Even a well-copied and influential book was easily lost in the pre-printing world.
Dates
 
Zoroaster has been dated anywhere from the 17C to the 6C. This is very unsatisfactory, but it seems we just have to live with it.
 
Later dates are based on associating his patron Vištāspa with Hystaspes, Darius’s father. But the location is wrong (Pārsa vs. Bactria) and the other relatives named in the Yasna do not match the Achaemenids at all.
 
A very early date is supported by the archaic nature of Avestan, compared to the Old Persian inscriptions we have. But languages don’t change in a uniform rate within a family (consider English vs. Icelandic).
 
The first firm date we have is Darius’ inscriptions invoking Ahura Mazdā.
Beliefs
 
Theologically, Zoroaster seems to have reformed a polytheistic system related to the Indic gods into a dualistic opposition of a supreme god Ahura Mazdā (Farsī Ormazd)
and his evil opponent Angra Mainyu (‘destructive mind’), better known by his Middle Persian name Ahriman. This is very similar to the relationship of God and Satan in the book of Job, and as the Jews were freed from their Babylonian exile by the Persian emperor Cyrus, this is probably not coincidence.
 
More properly the opposite of Angra Mainyu is Spənta Mainyu (‘holy mind’, the first creation of Ahura Mazdā. Ahura Mazdā is responsible for the creation of good things alone; evil things are the responsibility of Ahriman.
 
In addition there are six aməša spəntas or benevolent spirits, archangels or aspects of Ahura Mazdā, as well as spiritual aspirations for believers:
 
	Vohu Mana

	good purpose


	Aša vahišta

	best righteousness


	Xšaθra Vairya

	desirable dominion


	Spənta Ārmaiti

	holy devotion


	Haurvatāt

	wholeness


	Amərətāt

	immortality





In the Vedas there was an opposition between suras (or devas), the gods, and the asuras ‘anti-gods’. Zoroastrianism reverses this; an ahura is a benign deity, opposed by the daēvas or demons.[55]
 
Though Ahura Mazdā is described as the sole god, there are other ahuras: Miθra (cognate with the Vedic Mitra) and Apam Napāt ‘son of the waters’. There are also minor deities or angels called yazatās (‘worshipped’). These do not appear in the oldest texts, but in the yašts, hymns of praise in a younger form of Avestan.
 
Despite Zoroaster’s monotheism, Miθra and the yazatā Anāhitā take equal prominence with Ahura Mazdā in Achaemenid times, especially in the inscriptions of Artaxerxes II. Anāhitā was originally a river goddess, but also provided arms and armor and thus victory in battle. Her cult spread to the Greeks as Anaïtis.
 
Later Zoroastrianism is strictly monotheistic, but the Achaemenids were not: we have inscriptions from Persepolis regarding worship of over a dozen Iranian, Elamite, and Akkadian deities. Of course, Persepolis was not inhabited only by Persians, but the kings tolerated or even encouraged this religious diversity.
 
The universe is considered a battleground between aša ‘truth, order’ and druj ‘lies, chaos’. Humans have free will and can choose either side, and go to heaven or hell after death, another belief that the Jews may have borrowed. 
 
At the end of time a saviour (saošyant) will appear and defeat the forces of Ahriman. Molten metal will cover the earth, killing the evil but leaving the righteous unharmed. The world will be recreated, and the dead restored (including the redeemed inhabitants of hell).
Practice
 
For ordinary believers, ritual is less important than the three elements of good thoughts (humata), good words (hūxta), and good deeds (huvaršta). There is no ascetic or world-renouncing tradition; instead believers should participate in the world and make it better. Parsīs are well known for works of charity, including establishing schools and hospitals.
 
There is no weekly service: though priests (mobed[56] in Irān, dastur in India) hold rituals daily, these are not usually attended by laity. Individuals may say a prayer from the Avesta five times a day.
 
There are six festivals each year (gāhānbārs), which include prayer, a shared meal, singing and dancing. Each lasts five days, but most of the observances are on the last day, generally corresponding to the Gregorian day listed.
 
May 4—Maiδyōi-zarəmaya—mid-spring
Jul 3—Maiδyōi-šam—mid-summer
Sep 16—Paitiš-hahya—harvest-time
Oct 16—Ayāθrima—herding-time
Jan 4—Maiδyāirya—mid-winter
Mar 20—Hamaspaθmaēδaya—(uncertain meaning)
 
There is one more festival, Nowrūz (‘new year’), held just after the last gāhānbār.
 
Boys and girls become members of the community in the navjote ceremony. They receive a white muslin garment (sudreh) and a woolen cord (kustī) that is wrapped round the body. It’s striking that the Hindu dvija ceremony also involves giving a sacred cord (yajñopavīta), though in ancient times this may have been a garment rather than a cord.
 
Zoroastrian temples include fire (ātar) and water (āpas, cognate to Sanskrit ap- as in Panjāb). A fire is kept burning perpetually, and rituals are conducted in the presence of fire. There are several grades of fire, and thus fire temples; the highest (ataš behram ‘fire of victory’) must be combined from sixteen sources and requires 32 priests to consecrate in a year-long series of rituals. Fire altars have been found by archeologists throughout Irān dating to the 2nd millennium.
 
There are presently just ten ataš behram temples, eight of them in India and two in Irān. (Though there are many Zoroastrians in the US and UK, they have no fire temples because the fire cannot be transported over the sea. The Parsīs came to India by ship, but the sacred fires had to come overland.)
 
Priestly worship includes the preparation of parahaoma, made by pounding twigs of haoma and
pomegranate with water. This produces a bit of liquid which is combined with milk and drunk. Haoma is made from a plant of the genus Ephedra. Its mild properties as a stimulant are consistent with descriptions in the Avesta. It’s cognate to Vedic soma, but the latter seems to have been a stronger intoxicant— see the India Construction Kit p. 96.
 
Indian Parsīs consider that corpses will defile earth or fire, ruling out both burial and cremation. Traditionally they exposed their dead in high towers (dakhmas), where vultures would eat them.
 
After death, the dead soul meets Daēnā, the personification of his conscience, on the Činwat bridge. A virtuous soul sees a beautiful maiden and is taken across the wide bridge to paradise; for a sinner, Daēnā is an ugly hag and the bridge narrows to a knife-edge, whereupon the sinner falls off into hell.
In India
 
By their own accounts, the Parsīs descend from Persians fleeing the Muslim conquest, somewhere between the +8C and +10C. (It took centuries for Persia to Islamize, but even if the majority was still Zoroastrian, Muslim rule was uncomfortable.)
 
According to the Qissa-i Sanjan, an account written in Persian around +1600, the refugees applied to a Hindu king named Jadi Rana. He showed them a full pitcher of milk, implying that his land was already full; the Zoroastrian leader added a pinch of sugar, to indicate that his people would be a tiny but useful addition. The king accepted, on the condition that they speak Gujarātī, that the men must not bear weapons, and the women must wear Indian dress.
 
During British rule, the Parsīs readily took to the educational and employment opportunities offered, and became influential businessmen in Mumbai. The pioneering entrepreneur Jamsetji Tata was Parsī.
Judaism
 
As noted in the introduction, half the planet now follows religions derived from Israel, a minor region of the ancient Middle East. At the same time, most of those people are Muslims or Christians who will be tempted to see Judaism as merely a way station on the route to their own religion.
 
In this section I’ll concentrate on what is less well known:
 
	How the idea of God resembles or differs from its neighbors




	How Judaism itself developed, from ancient to medieval times





 


Some of this takes us beyond our period, since Greco-Roman times are a key part of the story, and some basic elements of Judaism are medieval.
What the Tanakh says
 
It’s extremely easy to project a later theology back into Biblical times. The Tanakh itself encourages this: the viewpoint throughout is that at least some people were true at all times to the worship of God alone.
 
However, if you ignore the moralistic condemnations, the Tanakh is itself evidence that Israel and Judah followed a mixed religion. The Canaanite gods and goddesses were worshiped by everyone, including the kings.
 
	Even when Moses was around, the people were easily seduced into worshiping idols.




	The prophets constantly complain that the people are worshiping other gods. They are constantly erecting ʾăšērīm, which are shrines to the goddess Asherah (see below).




	The kings tolerate this and refuse to take down the “high places”, perhaps because of their sinful foreign wives (1 Kgs 11:4, 16:31).




	Kings built shrines to other gods in Jerusalem (2 Kgs 23:13); Manasseh built altars to them in the Temple itself (2 Kgs 21:4).




	The territory of Israel (though not Judah) included non-Hebrew (“Canaanite”) cities, and the kings (understandably) tolerated them and their gods.





 


Archeology confirms this. Figurines of Asherah are found all over, including Judah— e.g. in the town of Mizpah, every dwelling had one. We have inscriptions referring to “Yahweh and his Asherah”, indicating that many people conceived of Asherah as Yahweh’s wife.[57]
The cultural context
 
Some things the Hebrews shared with their neighbors:
 
	belief in a powerful God who is behind them as a people




	belief that God enjoins personal and communal morality




	a strong feeling that God hates injustice and inequality




	general cosmology (a firmament above, where God lives; water surrounding the world)




	belief that a god created the world and humanity




	the flood story (down to specific details; see p. 38)




	worship in temples where gods demand animal sacrifice




	an inner sanctum where only priests can enter, and a courtyard where the people can gather




	God is specially located in one city, attended by his favored people




	specific genres: hymns of praise, proverbs, wisdom literature, prophecies, lamentations (see the Literature section for examples)




	a poetic style emphasizing parallelism




	theophoric names





 


Some of these things may seem like human universals, but they’re not. E.g.:
 
	Vedic religion had no temples, nor did early Chinese religions




	Hinduism posits the universe as eternal, with creation as an intermittent event




	Buddhism does not, at root, require any gods at all




	Theophoric names are far less common in (say) Germanic or Chinese culture







Canaanite gods
 
Canaan was a region and a language family, never a nation. Still, it’s worth looking at its ideas about the gods.
 
Details differed by town, but the overall picture was of a hierarchy:
 
	A chief god, the creator




	His consort




	Major gods, such as those associated with the sun, moon, love, and war




	Minor gods, e.g. those associated with particular professions




	Messengers (angels) and a few demons





 


The chief god was initially ʾĒl, which is simply the word for ‘god’, cognate to Akkadian ilum, Hebrew ʾĔlōhīm, and Arabic ʾAḷḷāh. (Hebrew -īm is plural,[58] and the Arabic derives from al-ilāh ‘the god’.) He was often represented as a stone pillar.
 
His wife was Asherah (אֲשֵׁרָה
ʾăšērā), sometimes called Qudšu (‘holy place’). She was often depicted in the form of a tree or a wooden pillar, and her presence in English translations is often hidden by translating ʾăšērīm as ‘groves’ or ‘sacred posts’. King Asa of Judah deposed the queen mother, Maakah, for erecting a statue of Asherah (1 Kgs 15:13). Addressing the Jews of Egypt, Jeremiah finds that the women proudly pour out libations to the Queen of Heaven and make cakes with her likeness (Jer 44:19).
 
Though the Tanakh rejected Asherah directly, she may survive as the personification of Wisdom (Proverbs 8-9— “The Lord created me at the beginning of His course as the first of His works of old.”)
 
The storm god was Adad or Hadad, as in Mesopotamia; more commonly he was called Baʿal ‘lord’.
He sometimes took the role of chief god in place of ʾĒl. His consort was a warrior goddess, Anat. For the myths told about them in Ugarit, see p. 54.
 
Other gods included Dagan (grain), Yerakh (moon), Šamaš (sun), Aštoreth (= Ištar, Venus), and Kamoš (who fricativizes in Moab and Ammon to Chemosh).
 
There were minor household gods, tərāp̄īm. Rachel stole her father’s tərāp̄īm (Gen 31:19). One of the most popular was the very ugly god Bes, perhaps because he scared away demons.
 
In parts of Canaan as well as the Punic colonies, human sacrifice (mlk) was sometimes practiced. This included Judah, though the prophets condemned it (Jer. 7:31). Philo (a late source, +1C) claims that “among ancient peoples” kings would sacrifice children during a crisis, to appease the gods.
 
The Tanakh speaks of children being offered la-mmōleḵ, which has traditionally been interpreted “to (a god) Moloch”, but is perhaps better read “as a mlk”, that is, as this type of crisis sacrifice.
Poly, mono, and heno
 
The obvious difference between Judaism and its neighbors’ religions is monotheism.
 
This seems easy and neat, especially if you’ve just looked at a list of Akkadian or Egyptian or Hindu gods, or considered the ease the Greeks and Romans felt adopting foreign gods or deifying emperors.
 
However, if we look closer, we often find that each god has their own chief city: Ištar in Uruk, Enlil in Nippur, Enki in Eridu, Marduk in Babylon, Aššur in Assyria, Ptah in Men-nefer, Amun in Waset, Re in Iunu. A pantheon may well accrue by syncretism: the easiest way to keep the country together is to affirm everyone’s gods.
 
What did these believers think about the other gods? If you were Babylonian, you presumably believed that Marduk was the universal chief god; you didn’t believe that the creator god was different in Assyria. Most likely your belief was some linear combination of these positions:
 
	That the other gods were lesser.




	That the other gods were aspects of your god.




	That the other gods were false.




	That the other gods were real, but they were simply not yours.




	That it didn’t really matter.





 


One way of putting this is that most people were henotheists, which can be somewhat cynically defined as believing in one god at a time. The idea applies nicely to Egyptian or Vedic religion, where a specific hymn to a specific deity acclaimed him or or her as supreme— but didn’t rule out using similar hymns at another time with another deity.
 
Later Judaism (like its offshoots) is strictly monotheistic, but frequently the Tanakh seems to be henotheistic: God is praised as being above or better than all other gods— which isn’t something you need to say if the other gods simply don’t exist.
 
	“You shall have no other gods besides Me.” (Ex 20:3). 



	“Now I know that the Lord is greater than all gods” (Ex 18:11)




	“In the heavens above and on the earth below there is no god like You” (1 Kgs 8:23)




	“Ascribe to the Lord, O divine beings, ascribe to the Lord glory and strength” (Ps 29:1)




	“Praise the God of gods” (Ps 136:2)




	“Happy the people whose God is the Lord.” (Ps 144:15)




	“The House that I intend to build will be great, inasmuch as our God is greater than all gods.” (2 Chr 2:4)




	Jacob and Laban seal their friendship by “the god of Abraham and the god of Nahor— their ancestral deities” (Gen 31:53)




	An Israelite judge tells the Ammonite king, “Do you not hold what Chemosh your god gives you to possess? So we will hold on to everything that the Lord our God has given us to possess.” (Judges 11:24)




	The Most High (עֶלְיוֹן
ʿelyōn, a title of ʾEl) divided up the world, giving the people of Jacob to Yahweh (Deut. 32:8–9). This may be a survival from a period when ʾEl was not yet identified with the Hebrew national god, Yahweh





 


It’s also not exactly polytheism to conceive of your god as having a family. In modern Hinduism, people believe that either Śiva or Viṣnu is the only god, all the others being his aspects or avatars. Yet both are provided with wives and children. As we’ve seen, the people of Israel (if not the priests) seem to have pictured Yahweh as having Asherah as his consort.
Whence monotheism?
 
The Tanakh places as much distance as it can between the Israelites and the people of Palestine, the “Canaanites.” Abraham is presented as an outsider, and the Israelites as invaders opposing the idolatrous, corrupt Canaanites.
 
But even if the monotheists were a small faction of prophets and priests, they were still a fascinating anomaly in a landscape of polytheism that ran from Greece to Egypt to Mesopotamia to India. Where did the insistence that there were no other gods come from?
 
Michael Grant has an interesting observation: polytheism seems to be the natural religion of agriculturalists. Farmers are subject to natural forces they cannot control: the rains or floods; the cycle of winter and summer, or monsoon and drought. A satisfying explanation for these oppositions is that they are controlled by opposing gods.
 
Pastoralists do not experience nature in the same way: they care for animals year round, and move them according to where the pasturage is. The Tanakh and archeology both suggest that the Israelites were originally pastoralists. (Abel, the righteous son of Adam, was a herdsman, while his killer Cain was a farmer. The patriarchs are depicted as pastoralists, and archeology agrees that the earliest Israelite settlements depended heavily on pastoralism.)
 
It’s worth emphasizing that monotheism was rare but not unknown in the Middle East, as we’ve seen above:
 
	In the 1380s Akhenaten banned the worship of Egypt’s many gods in favor of one god, the sun-disk Aten (p. 103)




	Persia had long ago adopted the religion of Zoroaster, with a single god Ahura Mazdā (p. 206)





 


Neither example can be the source of Jewish monotheism, but it may well have been influenced by Persian sources. The character of ‘the Adversary’ (ha-Sāṭān) in Job, written during Achaemenid times, resembles Ahriman.
 
However, we hardly need sociological or foreign sources for the origin of a deity. The simplest explanation is that prophets and poets heard the god’s word directly. That is, they had the words, and believed that they came from the god.
 
It’s easy to miss if you don’t believe in gods, but claimed divine communications are common worldwide. Mesopotamian gods, Greek oracles, Yoruba orishas, and Allah all spoke to humans; within the Christian tradition ecstatic utterances are vouchsafed to saints and charismatics. If they’re eloquent enough— and often they’re very eloquent— such communications are accepted by other people.
 
So what seems clear is that there was a core of Yahwists in the two Hebrew kingdoms, especially priests and prophets, who were not only fiercely devoted to Yahweh but fiercely opposed to any recognition whatsoever provided to other gods.
 
In the pre-exile kingdoms the majority listened respectfully, then went back to worshiping multiple gods. But the monotheistic message was honed during the Exile, keeping the Judahite exiles together and motivating the reconstruction of Jerusalem and the Temple under Persian rule.
Exile and return
 
Only a portion of Judah was exiled. The population of the kingdom before the conquest by Babylon was about 75,000, with 15,000 living in Jerusalem. 2 Kings 24:14 gives the number of exiles as 10,000; Jeremiah 52:30 gives 4600.
 
Archeology confirms that Jerusalem was destroyed and unoccupied, but life continued; the Babylonians ruled Judah from the small town of Mizpah. The population included priests, prophets (e.g. Jeremiah, Haggai, and Zechariah), and scribes.
 
Ezra 1:2-4 records that in his very first year after conquering Babylon (thus 538), Cyrus allowed the exiles to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the Temple. The book relates that many enthusiastically returned and began the work, but it was opposed by nearby peoples, who bribed officials (4:5) to keep the work from finishing.
 
Ezra 4 has Artaxerxes ordering the rebuilding to stop; then Darius orders it to continue, after finding Cyrus’s original decree in Ecbatana. (This bureaucratic detail is a nice touch.) This is hard to relate to Achaemenid history (p. 371), particularly as there are four kings named Artaxerxes and three named Darius.
 
Archeology tells us that Jerusalem was reoccupied around 450. This falls within the long reign of Artaxerxes I (465–424). The first Darius is too early to have ordered the rebuilding, and the other two are too late.
 
Ezra the priest came to Jerusalem to finish the Temple and read the people the Law, in the 7th year of Artaxerxes (Ezra 7:8)— that’s 458 if the first Artaxerxes is meant. Nehemiah is said to have arrived as governor in 445 and supervised the rebuilding of the city wall. However, as Nehemiah mentions a priest Eliashib (13:4), while Ezra mentions one who is son of Eliashib (10:6), some historians conclude that Nehemiah preceded Ezra! Yet others suggest that Ezra is Nehemiah, given higher status by being made into a priest.
 
Nehemiah (7:66) claims that over 42,000 exiles returned to Judah, of which one out of ten (11:1) lived in Jerusalem— i.e. 4200. This is probably an overestimate, but it’s the right order of magnitude— Noll says Jerusalem didn’t exceed 1500 people.
 
The exiles self-identified as Yəhūdī, people of יְהוּדָה
Yəhūdā ‘Judah’. This produced Aramaic Yehūdāy, Greek Ioudaios, Latin Jūdaeus. Romance languages generally lost intervocalic voiced stops, so the Old French was giu, thus English Jew. From this point, historians follow the exiles’ practice and talk about the Jews rather than Israelites/Judahites or Hebrews.
Other Yahwist groups
 
The returned exiles were only part of the landscape of those who worshiped Yahweh. None of them looked like the Judaism of even the Roman period— not least because none of them had the Tanakh yet. (See below.)
 
It should be noted that not all the exiles returned: there continued to be a Jewish community in Babylonia (indeed, it remained until modern times).
 
To the north, in Samaria, the Samaritans spoke Hebrew and worshiped Yahweh, with a temple on Mt. Gerizim (near Shechem) built around 450.
 
The Samaritans exist to this day, though in small numbers— less than a thousand. They consider themselves descendents of the tribes of Ephraim, Manasseh, and Levi. They accept the Torah but not the rest of the Tanakh.
 
The book of Ezra hints at a long story of conflict: in 4:2 the “people of the land” offer to help the exiles build the Temple, and the Jews refuse. Jewish tradition held that the Samaritans were descended from foreigners settled there by the Assyrians. By the time of Jesus, Jews and Samaritans largely ignored each other.
 
Inscriptions from the city of Makkedah in Judah refer to a local “House of Yahu”, i.e. Yahweh. This is notable since the exiles strongly pushed a narrative where only worship in the Jerusalem Temple was valid (at least if one could reach it).
 
Finally, we know of a colony of Jews in Abu (Elephantine), on the southern border of Egypt, who had built a temple for Yahweh in the 500s, before the Persian conquest. There was trouble with Egyptians, and the temple was burned down in 410. We have letters the colony sent to the governors of Judah and Samaria (in Aramaic) asking for permission to rebuild it, and a reply granting permission.
 
There is also a letter dated 419 which refers to proper procedures for either Passover or the feast of Unleavened Bread or both— the text is too fragmentary to be sure. (See Lindenberger for the letters.)
 
The most striking aspect of the Abu Jews is that their Yahweh had a consort, named Anat-Yahu. This little group may well have preserved the popular version of Yahwism from before the exile.
Writing the Tanakh
 
Sources
It’s said that you should never watch how they make sausage or legislation. Perhaps scriptures should be added to the list. If you have read the Tanakh religiously, it can be disturbing to contemplate that it was written by fallible humans, people with an agenda, that it contains inconsistencies and anachronisms, that many of the books had multiple authors and were edited over a period of centuries.
 
The Tanakh was not written or compiled as a single work; it's a collection of writings created over many centuries. The earliest bits are hymns and prayers, which date to before 1000. The earliest written scripture we have is an amulet found at Ketef Hinnom near Jerusalem, dated to 600, written on silver and worn within an amulet. The amulet’s texts are not all Biblical, but include this blessing, which is expanded upon in Numbers 6:24-6:
 
May Yahweh bless and keep you, may Yahweh shine his face on you and may he give you peace.

 
The process of compiling (including a good deal of additional writing) began during the Babylonian exile and was complete by about 200.
 
Each individual book has a complicated history. E.g. the Torah itself is composed of four strands:
 
	J, which uses YHWH for God, and is particularly concerned with the territory of Judah




	E, which uses ʾĔlōhīm or ’El for God, and is more concerned with the kingdom of Israel, especially the territories of Ephraim and Manasseh




	P, for “Priestly”, which is mostly concerned with the temple rites




	D, for Deuteronomy, which is distinctive in many ways and is continued in the “Deuteronomic History”, Joshua through 2 Kings





 


Besides the names, the sources subtly differ on the nature of God. J’s YHWH is highly anthropomorphized— he walks about in Eden, and personally clothes Adam and Eve. E’s ʾĔlōhīm is more distant, preferring to appear through angels or dreams. D is remoter yet, insisting that God has no shape at all (Deut. 4:12) and that God does not dwell in the Temple, only that he has “established his name” there (12:11).
 
Not infrequently we have different versions of the same event, which the editors spliced together without eliminating contradictions. E.g. Genesis 1, from E, has the animals created first, then man and woman together; in Genesis 2, from J, the order is man, animals, woman. Exodus 7 seems to derive from two sources which differ in whether the blood plague affected only the Nile (24) or all water sources and containers in Egypt (19).
 
At a deeper level, it’s been suggested that the succession of patriarchs melds earlier, geographically based heroes into a family tree. Abraham’s stories focus on Hebron, in southern Judah; Isaac’s on Beersheba; Jacob’s on the kingdom of Israel.
 
The Tanakh places the patriarchs at least 800 years before the kingdoms of Israel and Judah; but it projects into that time the peoples that surrounded the Iron Age kingdoms: the Philistines, the Aramaeans, Ammon and Moab. The patriarchs own camels, though camels didn’t appear in Canaan until past 1000.
 
These are all clues that the sources mostly derive from the time of the kingdoms. The Deutoronomic History in particular may be best understood as propaganda for king Josiah (r. 639–609): he is the only king of Judah or Israel described as wholly righteous, as he persecuted all non-Yahwist practice. The Deuteronomic History, with its invocation of a united Israel under the house of David, was the perfect ideology for Josiah’s dream of expanding Judah once Israel had been conquered by Assyria. This dream ended abruptly when Josiah was killed by the Egyptians.
 
The scribes must have taken as many scrolls as they could, or reconstructed them from memory. There was a push to preserve every bit of poetry and lore that they could, and slot them into an overall narrative. Consistency and citation etiquette were lesser priorities.
Responding to catastrophe
A catastrophe can be a great motivator, and the exile was a hell of a jolt, both physical and spiritual.
 
Spiritually, the overall concern was to explain the catastrophe. A chief god who oversaw the prosperity of the kingdom was near universal in the Middle East. But how could a supreme god allow his kingdoms to be destroyed and his people exiled? The answer was provided by the prophets. These must have been annoying dissidents when the kingdoms existed, but now their words seemed, well, prophetic. Their message was that God had permitted the conquest to punish his people for their sin.
 
The contrast with, say, Enūma eliš (p. 46) is stark: the struggle is not between the old and new gods, but between God and his people. The chief sin of the kings and the common people was in permitting worship of gods besides God. This criticism was easier given that the kings were gone and the people had been left back in Canaan; still, it gives the Tanakh a bracing quality. At all points the sense of possible loss is present; one could say that Judaism is a religion built for and during the long dark night of the soul.
 
Jack Miles points out that the Exile changed or deepened the character of God, in two other ways. One is a new emphasis on God’s inscrutability. The Torah and the histories had not insisted on this— rather, Moses emphasizes the approachability of the Law (Deut. 30:11-14). But the world now seemed far from just, and the mystery of evil is in effect transfered to God— as Isaiah says (45:7): “I form light and create darkness, I make weal and create woe.” 
 
Secondly, God explicitly condemns idolatry. The histories are full of denunciations of Israelites worshiping other gods— but this is because they were commanded to worship him and not them. Secure in their own country, they could, in effect, leave the Ammonites to Chemosh. But in Isaiah, God is mockingly sarcastic about idols:
 
The craftsman… sets aside the trees of the forest;
…He takes some to warm himself, 
And he builds a fire and bakes bread.
He also makes a god of it and worships it,
Fashions an idol and bows down to it!

 
Part of it he burns in a fire:
On that part he roasts meat,
He eats the roast and is sated…
Of the rest he makes a god— his own carving!
He bows down to it, worships it…
“Save me, for you are my god!” [Is. 44:14-15][59]

 
Part of this must be due to a new familiarity with the pageantry of Babylonian religion in its own capital. On a deeper level, living in Marduk’s city, under kings who had dispossessed them from their own land in Marduk’s name, the exiles could hardly maintain their earlier toleration or dismissal of foreign gods.
 
The fact that the Samaritans accept the Torah but not the rest of the Tanakh suggests that the Torah was completed first. This is consistent with Nehemiah 8, in which Ezra reads the people “the scroll of the Teaching of Moses.”[60] The Abu Jews had a library but no book of the Tanakh. Noll states that archeological evidence of Jews living according to Torah rules does not exist in the Persian period. Our very earliest actual copies of the books of the Tanakh are the Dead Sea Scrolls, from the 2C to the +1C.
 
Even once the scrolls were widely distributed, some apparently found them unsatisfactory and produced new revisions and redactions— e.g. the Book of Jubilees, the Reworked Pentateuch, and the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, all found among the Dead Sea Scrolls.
Hasmoneans and Herod
 
By this point “Canaan” is an anachronism, and I’ll refer to the overall region as Palestine and the Jewish lands as Judea.
 
After Alexander’s premature death (323), his generals divided up the empire: Lysimachus and Cassander in Greece, Antigonus in Anatolia and Syria/Palestine, Ptolemy in Egypt, and Seleucus in Mesopotamia and Persia. Antigonus managed to make enemies of all of them; he was defeated in 301, and his territory carved up. Palestine went to Ptolemy. For a century the Jews seemed to have lived peacefully, though Greek colonies now dotted the region. The high priest was still their highest official.
 
We have a Greek witness, Hecataeus, soon after Alexander’s death. He seems to have admired the leadership of the priests, which he dates back to Moses, and he adds that “the Jews never have a king.” Obviously he didn’t look closely at their history, but his statement is a witness to the centrality of the priesthood in this period.
 
In 200 the Seleucid king Antiochus III defeated Egypt and took Palestine as his reward. He had also taken Anatolia: the Seleucid state had never looked better. He started to meddle in Greece, though this was now in Rome’s sphere of influence. The Romans defeated him soundly and forced him to relinquish Anatolia (190). The Parthians under Mithradates I took the opportunity to conquer all of Persia.
 
Little of this affected Judea, except that Hellenization seemed to offer great rewards. In 175 the high priest Onias was deposed by his brother Jason— he had taken the Greek name in place of his birth name Joshua. Jason won the approval of Antiochus IV with a large bribe, and built a gymnasium in Jerusalem. Jason perhaps got what he deserved when an even larger bribe induced the king to give the high priesthood instead to one Menelaus.
 
While Antiochus IV was fighting the Ptolemies (he did well, but Rome didn’t allow him to conquer the country), Jason took control of Jerusalem. Antiochus violently recaptured the city and looted the Temple (169).
 
Antiochus now decreed, according to 1 Maccabees, that his kingdom must be “one people” with one set of customs and one set of gods— the Greek ones. He sent officials to suppress Jewish observances, from Sabbath worship to circumcision. An idol of Zeus was set up in the Jerusalem Temple.
 
From later history it is not at all surprising when a king persecutes the Jews; but this can blind us to the strangeness of Antiochus’s actions, unlike any king up to this point.[61] It seems a grotesque overreaction to Jason’s coup. Perhaps it was an outlet for his rage over Rome preventing his conquest of Egypt.[62]
 
In the small town of Modiin, a Seleucid official set up a pagan altar. A priest named Mattathias killed the officer (as well as a Jew who was preparing to sacrifice using it), then took to the hills with his five sons.
 
He died soon after, and the guerrilla movement was led by his son Judah, known as the Maccabee (possibly meaning ‘hammer’). The Seleucid state was not what it once was, but it still included Syria and Mesopotamia. Yet Judah defeated the forces sent against him and captured Jerusalem (164).
 
In Jewish tradition, when the Temple was rededicated there was only oil on hand for one day, but the oil miraculously lasted for eight days until new supplies came in; this is what the holiday of Ħanukkah celebrates.
 
We call Mattathias’s dynasty the Hasmoneans, after an ancestor Hāšmonā’i. At first they ruled as high priests, with the support of Antiochus’s successors (he died in 163). But the Seleucids ceased to be a factor when the Parthians conquered Mesopotamia in 141. The Parthians had troubles in the east and failed to take Syria, which fell to the Armenians instead.
 
John Hyrcanus, grandson of Mattathias, took the opportunity to conquer Samaria to the north (and destroy the hated rival temple on Mt. Gerizim) and Edom to the south. The Edomites, or Idumeans, were forcibly converted to Judaism. After John’s death his successors styled themselves as kings, and conquered Galilee, north of Samaria, and the Greek cities of the coast.
 
The last powerful Hasmonean was a queen, Alexandra Salome (76–67). Both Josephus and the rabbis speak well of her, largely because she favored the Pharisees.
 
A small state on the edge of an expanding empire must take pains to avoid a succession dispute. Judea did not, and the struggle between Alexandra’s two sons Hyrcanus II and Aristobulus II provided the pretext for the Romans to intervene: the general Pompey occupied Jerusalem in 63. Hyrcanus II was allowed to rule as a Roman vassal.
 
It’s also dangerous to ask the empire’s rival for a favor. Antigonus, son of Aristobulus II, got the Parthians to intervene and put him in power in Judea (40). Rome was distracted with its own civil wars, but the victor of the moment in the east, Marc Antony, chased the Parthians out, and put an Edomite, Herod, in charge.
 
Herod managed to keep his kingdom as Marc Antony was replaced by Augustus, and became rich and powerful, a friend to the emperors and a patron of the Olympic Games. He lavishly rebuilt the Temple, covering the exterior with gold, and for balance built a temple in honor of Augustus in the city of Caesarea he founded on the coast.
 
When he died in 4, his territory was divided between his sons; in +6 Augustus exiled Archelaus, the ruler in Judea, and brought the province under direct Roman rule— where it would remain for the next 600 years.
 
During the Hellenistic period the Tanakh, plus some later books such as Maccabees, were translated into Greek. Josephus and the Talmūd claim that this started when Ptolemy II had 72 Jewish scholars translate the Torah. The idea of 72 scholars gave the translation the name Septuagint, from the Latin for 70. This edition was widely read in the Diaspora, and both Josephus and the New Testament writers relied on it. Aramaic translations (targumīm) were made a bit later, finalized in the +5C.
The three or four schools
 
What did Judaism look like in the early Roman period? Our best sources are Josephus, a +1C Jewish writer, and the New Testament. (There would shortly be an explosion of Hebrew and Aramaic sources, but they contain only anecdotes from this time.)
 
The Jews were already widely dispersed. They were most concentrated in Palestine, Syria, western Anatolia, Egypt, and Babylonia, but also found in the rest of Anatolia, Parthia, Greece, and Rome. The size of the diaspora cannot be due only to migration; Judaism was a proselytizing religion at this time. (Matthew 23:15 refers to the Pharisees “traveling about on sea and land” to make converts.)
 
By this time the Tanakh was widely available, read either in Hebrew or in Greek or Aramaic translation. There was not yet an official canon— notably, the Septuagint has additional books, and opinion was divided on the sacredness of the Song of Songs— but what we know as the Tanakh was known and esteemed.
 
Jews celebrated Passover, avoided pigs and other unclean animals, and circumcised their sons— all prescriptions from the Torah.
 
Though we hear about apostate Jews, such as the one murdered by Mattathias, we hear no more about the common people worshiping other gods, or even the asherah.
 
For Jews in Palestine, the center of worship was the Temple. The complex was a hierarchy of restrictions: gentiles could enter the main courtyard, but were restricted from entering the Temple itself; women were restricted to the forecourt; only priests could enter the innermost chambers.
 
Any Jew could bring sacrifices— animals were available for purchase in the portico. Three times a year, the huge courtyard was filled with pilgrims from the entire diaspora:
 
	Passover (פֶּסַח
Pesaħ), 15 Nīsān, just after the spring equinox, celebrating the Jews’ delivery from Egypt; followed by two weeks of abstention from leavened bread




	Pentecost (שָׁבוּעוֹת
Šāḇuʿoṯ), 6 Sīḇān, seven weeks later, marking the first wheat harvest as well as the giving of the Torah




	Tabernacles (סֻכּוֹת
Sukkōṯ), 15 Ṭišrey, in the fall, celebrating the fall harvest; for a week people lived in sukkōṯ, little huts made of plant material.





 


Acts 2:6-11 gives a picture of the multilingual stew of these festivals (in this case Pentecost). The Temple was important even to the Diaspora, and it was a tradition for all Jews to pay half a shekel a year to the Temple.[63] The Samaritans also had a diaspora and a temple tax, sent of course to Mt. Gerizim.
 
All of this was supervised by priests (kōhănīm), a profession accorded to the male descendents of Levi, and supported by offerings. If they did not serve in Jerusalem, they might still teach the Torah or offer other religious services.[64]
 
Josephus tells us that there were three schools of Jewish thought plus a shadowy fourth one. These probably mattered only to the educated elite; the Talmūd speaks of the ʿam ha-ʾareṣ ‘people of the land’ who did not study the Torah and could not be trusted to follow its rules.
 
The first two schools were the Pharisees and Sadducees, who frequently clashed and are thus most easily defined in relation to each other:
 
	The Pharisees believed in life after death, with punishment for the evil and rewards for the good; the Sadducees denied this. 



	The Pharisees accepted “tradition”, including many customs not derived from the Torah. The Sadducees insisted that laws derived only from the Torah.




	According to Josephus, the Pharisees were more popular with the common people; they apparently had the reputation as religious experts, and their support for tradition went over well.





 


Both Josephus and Paul were Pharisees. Paul describes them as “the strictest sect of our religion,” though we’ll find stricter ones below.
 
The rabbinic texts talk about the perušīm ‘separatists’, though what they separated themselves from is unclear. The rabbis do not describe themselves as perušim (and indeed distinguished themselves from them; Goodman p. 121) but as talmidei ħaḵamīm ‘sages’.
 
The Gospels depict the Pharisees as hypocrites, but the specific charges (e.g. “tithing mint, dill, and cumin”) aren’t supported by other sources.
 
‘Sadducee’ may derive from Zadok (Ṣādōq), a priest under David; Zadokites held the high priesthood before the Maccabees. Bītūsīm “Boethusians” in the rabbinic texts (after the 1C high priest Boethus) probably also refers to them. Josephus describes them as rude even to each other; the New Testament tends to link them to the Pharisees, but mentions their denial of the afterlife. We have no source that speaks for them or even approves of them.
 
The Essenes were notable for living in community; their fame even reached the Roman author Pliny, who wrote:
 
They are a people unique of its kind and admirable beyond all others in the whole world, without women and renouncing love entirely, without money, and having for company only the palm trees….

 
The +1C Jewish philosopher Philo was similarly impressed:
 
Not only do they have a common table, but common clothes also… None of them can endure to possess anything of his own; neither house, slave, fields, nor flocks, nor anything which feeds and procures wealth. But they set down everything in a heap in their midst, and enjoy in common the resources of them all.

 
Josephus describes them as keeping the Sabbath rigorously; they prepare all food the day before, and do not even allow themselves to move a pot, nor to “go to relieve themselves.”
 
The community which hid its scrolls at Qumran on the Dead Sea seems to be a separatist cult something like the Essenes. It called itself the Yaħad, and separated itself from other Jews. The group traced itself to a “Teacher of Righteousness”— they don’t give his ordinary name. Other figures from their history are named allegorically— the Wicked Priest, the Scoffers, the Men of Lies— but scholars think that the cult originated in the 2C, perhaps in opposition to the Maccabees. They interpreted certain books of the Tanakh as secretly referring to their own history.
 
Josephus did not name his fourth school, but we can call them after one of their components— the Zealots. He reports that they have “a passion for liberty that is almost unconquerable, since they are convinced that God alone is their leader and master.” In particular they were against the Romans, and ready to use violence to oppose them. One subgroup was the sicarii, who used daggers (sicae) to assassinate people even in crowds. A group of sicarii held the fortress of Masada from +66 and raided nearby villages; the Romans besieged them in +73 and broke through the walls, only to find that the defenders had all killed themselves rather than submit. (However, there is no archeological evidence for this.)
 
In +66, seemingly trivial conflicts between Jews and Romans multiplied. In response to these the Temple ceased making prayers and sacrifices on behalf of the emperor, and the Roman procurator Gessius Florus entered the Temple and appropriated 17 talents of silver (1000 kg). This led to rebellion and the massacre of the Roman garrison. The revolt soon spread to the rest of Judea— Josephus himself was a commander in Galilee. However, he attributes the excesses on his side (including frequent inter-Jewish massacres) to the Zealots. The rabbinic tradition is no more favorable; the Talmūd accuses the Zealots of purposely setting grain storehouses on fire in order to force the besieged people of Jerusalem to attack the Romans.
 
The Roman forces were led by Vespasian, and after he became emperor, his son Titus. Titus besieged Jerusalem for seven months. As was common in ancient sieges, he and the troops behaved with cruel ferocity once they breached the walls. The city was burned, the Temple was destroyed, and thousands of Jews were killed or sold into slavery (+70).
 
Thus once again the Jews had lost Jerusalem and the Temple, and this time the Temple was not rebuilt. Judaism would have to re-invent itself again.
Messiahs
 
The kings of Israel and Judah were anointed with oil; an anointee is a מָשִׁיחַ‎
māšiaħ, Greek χριστός. Cyrus was called a messiah for his role in ending the Exile.
 
There were predictions of redemption for Israel in the prophets, but these solidified by the 2C into an expectation that a specific Messiah would return. He would re-establish the kingdom of Israel, which would endure forever.
 
In the 1C and +1C, quite a few men proclaimed kingship and divine assistance, effectively messiahhood— Josephus mentions five (Harris p. 171) besides Jesus. We can add Simon bar Kochba, who led a revolt against Rome in +132, and was acclaimed as Messiah by Rabbi Aqiva. There has been a long line of claimants through the centuries, the most recent being Menachem Schneerson of the Ħabad movement (d. +1994).
 
Some believed that there would be two messiahs— the Yaħad thought there would be Messiah of David and a Messiah of Aaron. In the +18C, one Moshe David Valle called himself the Messiah of David, acknowledging Sabbetai Zevi as the Messiah of Joseph.
 
Thus the claims of Jesus were not unusual— nor his end; all the other rebels mentioned by Josephus were put down by the Romans. Usually that was the end of it, but in Jesus’ case the disciples were convinced that he had been resurrected, and Paul came along to spread the story to the gentiles, along with the startling theory that he was not only the Messiah, but God himself incarnated as a human being.
 
Josephus mentions Jesus… perhaps. He begins with what seems to be cautious approbation:
 
Now, there was about this time Jesus, a wise man, if it be lawful to call him a man, for he was a doer of wonderful works— a teacher of such men as receive the truth with pleasure.

 
But then the text goes on to say “He was the Christ” and affirms his resurrection “as the divine prophets had foretold.” This is tantamount to a profession of faith, and is completely inconsistent with the rest of the book (e.g., Josephus never mentions Paul); it must be a pious insertion by an early Christian copyist. 
 
From the perspective of mainstream Judaism, Jesus was only the most annoying of that long series of unsuccessful messiahs. Maimonides, in the +12C, expresses the modern Jewish view: the Messiah is coming, though he’s taking his time:
 
I believe with perfect faith in the coming of the Messiah; and even though he may tarry, nonetheless, I wait every day for his coming.

 
As late as the +4C there were Jewish Christians, e.g. the Ebionites, who followed the Torah, rejected Paul’s letters, and believed that Jesus was a human who received the Holy Spirit when he was baptized. Nor were they the only Christians who differed from the later orthodoxy— there were the Gnostics, and there was Marcion, who believed that the God of the Tanakh was separate and inferior to that of the New Testament.
 
But all that is a separate story. (For an introduction, see Bart Ehrlich’s Lost Christianities.) For the most part, both Jews and Christians soon considered the other a separate religion.
 
Linguistic note: from now on the Hebrew transliteration I’m using, designed for Biblical Hebrew, increasingly diverges from medieval and modern pronunciations. But we’ll just live with that, as I don’t want to introduce a new transliteration just to cover a few pages!
The rabbinic tradition
 
Living according to the Torah, it’s not always clear what to do. Some laws seem contradictory, and many are vague. Starting in the +1C, the sages (חָכָםיִם
ħāḵāmīm) worked it all out logically; the end result was an onion of meta-commentaries:
 
	The Mišnā (מִשְׁנָה
‘repetition’) is a commentary on the Torah.




	The Talmūd (תַּלְמוּד
‘instruction’) is a commentary on the Mišnā.




	In the +11C, the French Jewish scholar Rashi wrote a commentary on the Talmūd. That and another commentary, the Tosap̄ōṯ, by his successors, are included in editions of the Talmūd.




	A modern edition, naturally, offers its own comments, and often a translation into the students’ language.





 


The sages believed that alongside the written Torah was an oral one, transmitted from Moses to Joshua to the prophets, passing through Hillel and Šammai (both died in the +1C) and down to themselves. This almost but doesn’t quite fit the description of the Pharisees in Josephus and the New Testament— the Pharisees are described as accepting “tradition”, not an orally transmitted explanation/clarification of the Torah. But it’s definitely in opposition to the “Torah-alone” position of the Sadducees.
 
The transmission of the oral Torah owes much to one ħāḵām, Yoħanan ben Zakkai. He was a leader of the peace faction in Jerusalem, and thus opposed by the Zealots defending the city. However, his nephew happened to be the Zealot leader Abba Sikkara. Sikkara agreed to smuggle ben Zakkai out of the city, by hiding him in a coffin. Once outside the city, ben Zakkai found Vespasian and— aided by a few miracles— got safe passage for a few students to join him. Ben Zakkai and his students founded an academy in Yavne, known as the Kerem (Vineyard), either because it met in or near a vineyard, or because the students sat in rows like grapevines.
 
Ben Zakkai’s action was as consequential for Judaism as the writing of the Tanakh after the exile: the religion was no longer defined by Temple worship or questing for political autonomy, but by study and personal devotion to Torah and lovingkindness (gəmīlūt ħăsāḏīm).
 
In the +2C, the discussions on the Law started to be written down; there were versions by Aqiva and his student Meir. The final redaction, the Mišnā, was compiled in the early +2C by Judah ha-Nasī (that is, the Prince, the title for the leader of the rabbinic community). It’s a single volume, and though it often quotes arguing rabbis, it usually comes down to one answer.
 
Material that didn’t fit into the Mišnā was placed in the Tosefta ‘supplement’, attributed to Judah’s disciple Ħiyya.
 
There are two Talmūds, the Jerusalem (Yərūšalmī) and the Babylonian (Baḇlī). The latter is the longer, more advanced, and more influential work, and I’ll simply call it “the Talmūd” below. It’s a massive work: nearly two million words, in 37 volumes. You may know that for many Jews, the ideal life is one of lifelong study. What they’re studying is the Talmūd.
 
The method of the Talmūd is to quote a passage from the Mišnā, then discuss it in detail. Various rabbis are quoted, often disagreeing with each other. The result seems to reproduce a session at a rabbinic academy (יְשִׁיבָה
yəšīḇā = yeshiva)— the very places in Babylonia where the Talmūd was elaborated. But it’s an artful editorial creation: the rabbis lived in various places over several centuries. The text was elaborated and transmitted orally for centuries, then written down starting around +500.
 
To read the Talmūd you need to know both Hebrew and Aramaic: the Mišnā and Torah are quoted in Hebrew, while the discussion is largely in Aramaic.
 
Why Babylonia? It had a healthy Jewish community, and it was far safer for Jews than Palestine, where both pagan and Christian Romans were dangerous. Egypt was no better: Jews were exiled from Alexandria in +117. However, Jews continued to live across the empire, and though they were forbidden from living in Jerusalem there was a large Jewish community in Galilee. Babylonia itself was under the direct rule of the Persian king (till +225 the Parthian king), which largely allowed the Jews to rule themselves (under the Rēš Gālūṯā, Aramaic
‘head of the exiles’) without interference from the Magi.
 
A ħāḵām could be called רַבִּי
rabbī ‘my lord’; rabban ‘our lord’ was reserved for specially revered figures, such as Gamaliel and ben Zakkai in the +1C.
 
The rabbis who wrote the Mišnā are known as tannaim ‘repeaters’, while those who worked out the Talmūd are amoraim ‘speakers’. The leaders of the Babylonian community during Islamic times (from +637) were the geonim ‘illustrious.’
 
The rabbis’ fundamental problem was to take a vague and seemingly contradictory set of laws from the Torah, and turn them into a coherent set of rules— at the same time applying them to a very different society, an urban and mercantile culture where the Temple was gone and most Jews did not even live in Israel.
 
We can see how the process worked by looking at the beginning of the tractate נְזִיקִין
Nəzīqīn ‘Damages’. The first stop is the Torah, e.g.:
 
If, however, that ox has been in the habit of goring, and its owner, though cautioned, has not controlled it, and it kills a man or woman— the ox shall be stoned and its owner, too, shall be put to death. (Ex. 21:29)

 
The Mišnā takes this and a few more verses and creates what we’d call a theory of torts.
 
There are four main categories of damage: ox, pit, consumer, and fire. …The common factor they share is that they are hazards, that you must keep them under control, and that if they cause damage, the person responsible for the damage must pay compensation from his best-quality land.

 
That is, ‘ox’ is taken merely as an example of a category of hazards that can cause damage if the owner doesn’t control them. The Talmūdists then examined each of the Mišnā’s categories in depth. E.g. the problem of an open pit:
 
What are the subcategories of ‘pit’? Perhaps the main category is a 10-palm-deep pit, and the subcategory is 9 palms deep. But neither 9 nor 10 is written in Scripture! That is no problem, for Scripture says, “The carcass shall be his” (Ex. 21:34), and the rabbis assume that [a depth of] 10 would kill the animal, whereas 9 would injure but not kill.

 
In another section, the rabbis discuss cleansing the house of ħāmēṣ (food with leaven) before Passover. First they clarify that though Ex. 12:15 says “on the very first day you shall remove leaven from your houses”, Torah actually means you do it the day before, since it goes on to say “no work at all shall be done [on the first day]”.
 
Next they discuss what to do if there are two houses that are already pure, and a mouse takes a bundle of ħāmēṣ into one of them, but we don’t know which one. This sounds faintly ridiculous, but it’s also memorable, and no more silly (and perhaps no more serious) than modern ethicists telling stories about trolleys. In any case the rabbis tried to avoid being too onerous— e.g. you don’t have to worry about a bundle of ħāmēṣ smaller than the size of an egg. [Solomon p. 153]
 
It’s also notable that the Talmūd treats as unthinkable that one should interpret “an eye for an eye” literally; the rabbis treat it as meaning monetary compensation. One points out that the literal meaning would make it impossible to punish a blind man if he caused someone else to be blinded.
 
Often disagreements between the rabbis are recorded, and even particularly juicy scholarly putdowns, such as this one from Rabbi Ħiyya:
 
If you learned [Scripture] you did not review it; if you reviewed it you did not go over it a third time; if you went over it a third time they never explained it to you.

 
And then there’s this nice story about the +1C rabbis Šammai and Hillel:
 
A heathen presented himself to Shammai saying, Convert me on condition that you teach me the whole Torah while I stand on one leg! Shammai drove him away with the builder’s measure he was holding.

 
He came to Hillel with the same request, and Hillel accepted him as a convert. He said to him, “Do not do to others what you would not like them to do to you! That is the whole Torah. The rest is commentary; go and learn!”

 
Hillel not only avoids the pagan’s trap, but contrasts with the irascible Šammai— all of which makes the statement of the Golden Rule more memorable. The rabbis usually sided with Hillel in his few disagreements with Šammai, thus the slightly negative picture of the latter.
 
Only about half of the Talmūd is law proper (הֲלָכָה
hălāḵā); the rest is אַגָּדָה
ʾaggādā: theology, exegesis, historical anecdotes, speculation, general teachings.[65]
Medieval developments
 
Rabbinic Judaism was at first largely restricted to where it had developed, in Palestine and Babylonia. But as soon as the Talmūd was available in written form (c. +600) it spread, and ended up authoritative in almost the whole Diaspora. The Talmūd and the Hebrew scriptures replaced the Greek-speaking tradition entirely.
 
It was greatly aided by the spread of Islam, which made all of the Middle East, North Africa, and Spain accessible. For some centuries the rabbis of Babylonia enjoyed great prominence, as Jews elsewhere asked their opinion on various matters; but by +1000 yeshivas were established in Europe. The culmination of this trend was Rashi, whose +11C commentary was soon seen as essential in understanding the Talmūd.[66]
 
Though Jerome translated the Tanakh from Hebrew, Christians generally ignored Hebrew and Jewish scholarship until medieval times. Some Christians thought they could learn something, but for others the new knowledge was a weapon to use against the Jews. Some authorities were convinced that the Talmūd was full of anti-Christian propaganda, and rounded up copies to burn them, or insisted on censoring them. 
 
There were also important non-Talmūdic developments:
 
	In the +8C, Karaism arose as a reaction against the Talmūd, traditionally traced to Anan ben David of Baghdād and Benjamin ben Moses al-Nahawandi, called Kara’i. The Karaites rejected the Talmūd, believing only the Tanakh to be authoritative. (One corollary was that Karaites did not celebrate Ħanukkah, which does not derive from the Tanakh.) Karaites spread to Europe as well, and still exist today.




	The rabbis were little interested in philosophy, but this changed in Islamic times. The kalām (theology) school incorporated falsafah, i.e. Greek philosophy— using reason to talk about God, free will, and justice. 



	The Kabbalah (below) started as esoteric reinterpretations of the religion in the +13C, and ended up more or less taking it over.





 


The zenith of the philosophical approach was Maimonides (+12C), whose Guide for the Perplexed anticipated and influenced Aquinas by shoring up belief in God with Aristotelian reason.[67]
 
Maimonides also wrote the Mišnēh Tōrā, a complete Jewish law code, which he imagined might supplant the Talmūd. Perhaps inevitably, it ended up as another classic text to study along with Talmūd.
 
Maimonides is also responsible for finalizing the Anno Mundi (‘year of the world’) year reckoning, in which the world began in 3761 BCE. The Talmūdic rabbis used the Selucid reckoning, which begins in 311 BCE.
 
Christian persecution of Jews was appalling, and intensified in the +13C: they were expelled from England in +1290, from France in +1306, and from Spain in +1492. As Stuart Rosenberg points out, one result was an intense sense of community: Jews took care of their poor, created schools, and formed charities to help persecuted Jews, in many ways anticipating the far later welfare state.
Kabbalah
 
Kabbalah (קַבָּלָה
qabbālā ‘reception’, as in ‘received wisdom’) involved finding a hidden meaning in both Torah and Talmūd. Though there are precursors, the key text is the Zohar (זֹהַר
‘splendor’), written by Moses de León in the +13C, though he attributed it to Šimon bar Yoħai, a +2C rabbi who is prominent in the Mišnā. It’s written in what Joseph Dan calls “an artificial language, an Aramaic that is not found in the same way any-where else, innovating a vocabulary and grammatical forms.”
 
The teachings involve several ideas:
 
	God as אֵין סוֹף
ʾAyn Sūp̄, the Infinite— a divine entity that is perfect, changeless, and not reducible to language.




	The סְפִירוֹת
səp̄īrōṯ ‘enumerations’, which can be considered as aspects of God, or stages in the transition of divine energy from the ʾAyn Sūp̄ down to the mundane.




	The שְׁכִינָה
šəḵīnā, a sort of feminine divine spirit. The term goes back to references to God dwelling in the Temple or in the Jewish people, and was used as a name of God. Rav Saadia Gaon in the +10C conceived it as a being in order to explain how the eternal God could be described in the Tanakh as having a physical form. In the Zohar she becomes a female figure, patroness of the lowest səp̄īrā, the weakest one but the closest to humanity.




	Explicit evil powers, led by Samael (Sammāʾēl ‘poison of God’) and his consort Lilith (Līlīṯ). According to Rabbi Isaac ben Jacob ha-Cohen in the +13C, evil did not arise from human sin, but was a distortion originating in the third səp̄īrā.





 


The ten səp̄īrōṯ:
 
	1

	כֶּתֶר

	kēṯēr

	Crown


	2

	חָכְמָה

	ħoḵmā

	Wisdom


	3

	בִּינָה

	bīnā

	Understanding


	4

	חֶסֶד

	ħeseḏ

	Kindness


	5

	גְּבוּרָה

	gəḇūrā 

	Discipline


	6

	תִּפְאֶרֶת

	tip̄ʾereṯ

	Beauty


	7

	נֶצַח

	neṣaħ

	Eternity


	8

	הוֹד

	hōḏ

	Splendor


	9

	יְסוֹד

	yesōḏ

	Foundation


	10

	מַלְכוּת

	malḵūṯ

	Kingship
 





The mood of the times, in both Christianity and Islam, favored spirituality over matter; God became perfect and remote, a far cry from the irascible and verbal God of the Tanakh. Judaism, by contrast, had long valorized physical action: the rabbis taught that even prayer was not properly done without moving the lips.
 
Kabbalah not only introduced the desired spirituality to Judaism, it suffused the rules of the rabbis with a new and cosmic significance. The səp̄īrōṯ are not fixed, but move about, causing them to accentuate or retard the flow of divine power (šep̄aʿ). And human actions can affect their positions and thus their effectiveness.
 
What actions? As it turns out, following the rabbinic commands. Prayer, charity, the Sabbath, keeping kosher, and all the other practical duties of Judaism helped bring the səp̄īrōṯ into their best position.
 
The +16C rabbi Isaac Luria proposed a more radical vision. The səp̄īrōṯ were something like vessels into which the divine light is poured. However, the seven lowest vessels could not contain the flow and broke (šeḇiraṯ ha-kelīm ‘breaking of the vessels’). This led to evil, or even revealed an imperfection in the Infinite which needed to proceed in this way in order to be eliminated.
 
The purpose of creation is the mending (tīqqūn) of the vessels. This is, again, to be done by Jews observing the commandments.
 
You might expect that new religious movements would rebel against rather than celebrate the rabbinic rules. And there have been such movements. But when the practice and beliefs of the Jews were constantly subject to criticism and persecution from Christians, the felt need was for ideologies that reinforced those practices.
 
Luria’s ideas can also be said to have encouraged messianism, because the work of mending seemed to be overwhelming, and thus might require a divinely appointed messiah to finish.
Then what happened?
 
It’s hard for a historian to stop telling the story, but modern times get complicated, plus they’re way out of the period of the book. So I’ll merely mention the major developments:
 
	The invention of printing, which made the Talmūd as well as old and new commentaries easier to get hold of, and had a standardizing effect on practice.




	Hasidism (from ħăsīḏuṯ ‘piety’), founded by Israel ben Eliezer (d. +1760), better known as the Baal Shem Tov (‘master of the name’). Originally it was a revival movement in East Europe, heavily steeped in kabbalah, and emphasizing joy in worship and direct acccess to the Torah by all Jews. 



	Rationalism applied to religious belief, and textual criticism applied to holy texts. One of the giants here is Baruch Spinoza (d. +1677 in the Netherlands); he was banned from the Amsterdam Jewish community as well as by the Catholic Church. In general rationalism was resisted as hard by Jews as by Christians. In the +18C the ħaredim or ultra-Orthodox emerged as an intensification of traditional practice in the face of the Enlightenment.




	The Reform branch of Judaism originated in Germany in the +19C; it forms the plurality of  U.S. Jews. Conservative Judaism emerged later as a middle ground.




	The Holocaust in Nazi Germany, where six million Jews were murdered, devastating a community that had lasted more than a millennium.




	The independence of Israel (+1947), the first Jewish state in a thousand years.[68] This produced a huge exchange of populations as Arabs were forced out of Israel and Jews out of Arab nations, and a consequent embitterment of the former relative amity between Judaism and Islam.





 


See Goodman for an account of all of these developments and more.
 
For many modern Jews, being Jewish is a matter of culture and ethnicity, not belief; even belief in God is optional. This is a position that would have astonished medieval and Renaissance Jews.
What God is like
 
Maimonides laid out 13 fundamental principles of the Torah, which can be taken as a summary of Jewish belief in medieval times.
 
	God is the Creator of all other things




	God is one, with “a oneness that is absolutely unique”




	God has no physical form




	God existed before the universe




	God should be worshiped




	God is behind prophecy




	Moses is “the father of all the prophets”




	The Torah as we have it is from God




	No other Torah will be revealed




	God knows and pays attention to how humans behave




	God rewards following and punishes breaking the Torah




	The Messiah will come




	The dead will be resurrected





 


A Christian or Muslim could agree with almost all of this— the major point of disagreement, of course, is on the supremacy of the Torah. Nonetheless, there is little disagreement on the nature and character of God, and broad agreement on his activities depicted in the Tanakh. (Moses— Mūsā— is the person most often mentioned in the Qur’ān.)
 
Jews of course deny that Jesus was the Messiah, much less an incarnation of God. More subtly, Christianity emphasizes the idea of redemption (brought through Jesus), and this is not seen as necessary in Judaism. You don’t “get saved”; you follow the Torah. Forgiveness and atonement are however important in Judaism, and are the focus of the yearly holiday of Yom Kippur.
 
Despite Maimonides, the importance of belief is much less important in Judaism than in Christianity; the focus is on correct practice.
 
Christians read the Tanakh largely as a prequel to the New Testament— Paul was clear that “the Law”, i.e. the Torah, was superseded by the Gospel. For Jews, the Torah is still to be followed, and exactly how to do so is the work of the Talmūd.
 




For conworlders

Respect
 
Michael Kupperman has an amusing bit about “Hercules, the Public Domain Superhero.” In the same vein we could say that the Sumerians and Akkadians are the Public Domain Civilization. No one identifies as Sumerian or Akkadian any more, and it’s unlikely anyone will object to your using Marduk or Gilgamesh in your conworld.
 
(Well, there are a few million people who identify as Assyrians. They’re speakers of Neo-Aramaic languages living on the borders of Syria and Iraq, and they are almost all Christians.)
 
Still, I hope you won’t treat your para-Akkadians as villains or heathens. There’s a genre tradition of Oriental empires: big dusty cities inhabited by cruel potentates, corrupt viziers, outlandish gods, and unusually sexy women. Think of the Conan stories, or Barsoom. It’s cheap writing to characterize any of your ethnic groups as inherently awful, especially if they contrast with viewpoint characters who are much more pleasant and Nordic.
 
H.P. Lovecraft loved to create words with a pseudo-Semitic feel: shoggoth, Kadath, Azathoth, Nyarlathotep. I hope that you will quickly move past “non-English sounds are disturbing” and move to “non-English sounds are neat.” The idea that evil people have “harsh-sounding” words (Ash nazg durbatulûk…) is way past its sell-by date.
The Originators
 
Looking at the ancient Middle East is a good way to think about origins in your conworld. These were the first people to develop agriculture, cities, states, and writing.
 
You certainly don’t have to imitate the details of how these things developed in the Middle East. But you should think about the issues that come up.
Agriculture
 
Some questions about agriculture:
 
	Why did people settle down and raise crops at all? 



	What crops did they grow, and why? How much adaptation did this involve?




	What animals were available?




	What areas were first settled? 



	How did they get their water? How much work was that?




	What options remained for people who didn’t grow grain?





 


As discussed in the history section, there are some old, received ideas that you should try to avoid:
 
	That agriculture is inevitable destiny, or progress. Foragers are often quite aware of how plants grow, and smartly choose not to tie themselves down growing them.




	That early states are “hydraulic empires”, dependent on large-scale irrigation. Agriculture can get going without irrigation; it would be truer to say that as states get larger, they can do more water engineering. Trigger considers Mesopotamia one of the weaker monarchies in his survey of early civilizations.




	That all regions are suitable for agriculture. Some are simply not. Some can be irrigated, but become desert due to salinization.




	That how a region looks today is how it’s always looked. Areas that are either green fields or barren hills today were once thick forests.




	That nomads are either brutish characters, or particularly manly warriors. There is a tradition, literally millennia long, of city-dwellers idolizing “warrior nations.” These writers generally have never even met a nomad; they’re creating a fantasy image as a contrast to the “decadence” of their own countrymen.[69]





 


Both crops and animals may require a good deal of adaptation for humans to make use of. Nature, to be blunt, has its own goals. Grains, for instance, usually release their seeds slowly; humans want the grain to stick with the stalk till harvest time. Many fruits are small or bland till humans start adapting them; seeds may start out poisonous. (Plants are happy to let animals eat the fruit— it’s how the seeds get dispersed. It defeats the purpose if the seed itself is digested.)
 
If you invent your own set of crops, think about what the wild type is like and how easy it is to domesticate. E.g., why are almonds but not acorns a valuable food source?
 
	The bitterness of almonds is controlled by a single gene, that of acorns by several. This made the chance mutation of non-bitter seeds rarer and less inheritable in oaks.




	Almond trees may bear seeds in three years; it takes more than a decade for oaks.




	The dominant factor in spreading oak trees is squirrels; human efforts will have little effect on oak evolution.





 


A good introduction to such stories is Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel.
 
The best animals for exploitation are herd animals already adapted to living in groups; the process of adaptation tends to make them more fertile and slightly stupid.
 
All this takes time. The period of pre- and proto-agricultural sedentism lasted 1500 to 2500 years. It took a further 2000 to 3000 years to develop states.
States and big men
 
For the first states:
 
	Where do they develop? 



	Who’s in charge? Elders, warriors, priests?





 


The easiest crops to base a state on are grains, which provide a good yield at a particular time, easy for the taxman to come by and transport. Contrariwise, tubers are a pain for the state. They can be kept in the ground indefinitely, and if the taxman digs them up he’ll find them hard to transport and quick to spoil.
 
It’s easy to assume that the first rulers are tyrants whose every word must be obeyed. Yet hunter-gatherers are normally quite egalitarian, and even Neolithic villages don’t show much social hierarchy. Why were people so eager to submit to these bad boys, much less give them a huge fraction of their crops?
 
It’s worth noting that the Sumerian city-states seem to have had councils which the king consulted. For that matter, the omen texts imply that Akkadian kings deliberated with experts rather than deciding everything by whim.
 
Most likely it took many centuries for leaders to learn the arts of exploitation. In many cultures we find Big Men, people who spur high production not to enrich themselves, but in order to distribute it all to the whole tribe and nearby allies. This might have been done first for prestige, then to intermix the produce of different areas (e.g. marshes, plains, and hills), then to recruit allies for raids. A further step is for the Big Man to become a permanent chief, but whose redistributive feasts still benefit the whole community. Later yet, the chiefs learn that they can take more than they give out. (Or more precisely, that they can give out to a smaller group than the whole community. As late as the Achaemenids— or Beowulf— kings boasted of the number of mouths they fed.)
 
It’s also easy to focus on the more successful states. But for any given Mesopotamian city, success was fleeting and there were long periods where there was no strong king and no bureaucracy that required writing. For the peasants, these might well have been less onerous than the times of great kings.
Territories or city-states?
 
As it happens, our area contains contrasting examples of these two types of early civilizations. See Bruce Trigger for more on this.
 
The units of Sumerian and Babylonian civilization were cities, packed closely together and sparring for dominance. In Sumer 90% of the people, including the farmers, lived in or next to cities. Kings had to share power with other institutions: councils, temples. Other examples include the Maya, the Aztecs, the Yoruba, and the Greeks.
 
A city could conquer the entire area, but it depended on strong kings and the ability to win loot from foreign wars. If the founder died, or his luck ran out, the cities tried to regain their independence. It was a rare dynasty that lasted more than a hundred years.
 
Egypt was territorial, and had kings long before it had cities. Most people lived in villages. From the start kings enjoyed near-absolute power with few internal rivals. Shāng China and the Inka Empire are other examples. These states are longer-lasting, and periods of division ultimately give way to reunification. The larger territory also encouraged a more vertiginous social structure: there might be several levels of nobles, clearly demarcated from commoners and from each other.
 
(Both China and Egypt eventually developed large cities, but only after more than a thousand years of development.)
 
In the Middle East, the difference may be ecological. The Mesopotamian cities required constant maintenance of canals, and overproduction would destroy fields with salinization. Both problems were best solved on the spot, by local landowners. In contrast, the floods of the Nile distributed water and new soil every year, nationwide, allowing intensive cultivation for millennia on end.
Where’s my Ur?
 
Egypt and Sumer are the first human civilizations, and it’s sometimes been assumed that a semi-arid region with a river running through it are key prerequisites.
 
This is certainly wrong: agricultural packages independently developed in the mountains (New Guinea), temperate woodlands (North America), and tropical rain forest (West Africa, Mesoamerica).
 
Yet besides the Middle Eastern examples, there’s Peru (with multiple rivers traversing the coastal desert) and the Harappans of India. It does seem that rivers-in-a-desert are, though not necessary for civilization, unusually good places for the transition from Big Man societies to coercive states.
 
	The river allows high population density, and thus a concentration of power.




	The surrounding desert or semidesert means that it’s hard for the peasants to escape.




	The river facilitates long-range trade: everything is reachable.




	Aridity favors annuals, especially grasses: plants which put all their resources into stalks and grains, both useful to humans.





 


An arid river valley has no resources beyond plants and mud. This sounds unpromising: wouldn’t you want a rich land full of resources? But a hunger for resources is a powerful motivator for trade and exploration.
 
An echo of this comes millennia later: it was the trade-hungry Europeans, not the self-sufficient Chinese, who colonized the world.
 
One more caveat: civilization need not first appear where agriculture first appeared. (In the Middle East, agriculture developed in Canaan and Syria, civilization in Egypt and Sumer.)
Before the market
 
If you’re picturing the earliest stages of civilization, or settlements before or outside the state, it’s easy to fall into a huge anachronism: assuming that there was a market economy. Or an economy at all, if you’re thinking in terms of money, payments, and systems of exploitation.
 
The best corrective is David Graeber’s Debt: The First 5,000 Years, especially the anthropological stories in the first half. They are too various and complicated to explain fully here. But his main point is that the origins of money, debt, and slavery are all tied to the state, and that the market was once a small part of life, and has expanded to take over more and more of it.
 
He points out that all societies have a combination of three ways of organizing economic relationships:
 
	Communism. This is how a family works, and often a village: each person contributes as they can, and takes as they need to. Things are owned in common, and it’s offensive or simply absurd to think about payment. Perhaps ironically, this is how companies work internally.




	Hierarchical conventions— economic relations between superiors and inferiors. These are often one-way: e.g. a winery must provide 50 casks of wine a year to the king. This is why you should be wary of offering the king a gift: he comes to expect it as a regular thing forever. Sometimes you can ask the king for a favor, and you may even get it. 



	Exchanges between equals. The money economy is part of this, but it can take other forms— e.g. the gift exchanges between kings we read about in the Amarna letters.





 


If you want to picture a pre-state economy, you have to throw out your conceptions based on market transactions. If you want a pot and you know your neighbor makes good ones, the usual method is this: you ask them and they give you one. Many a culture, well into historical times, needs no more than this for everyday items. You do not have to find a currency and pay for them. If you have a surplus of hides or something, you don’t need to pay with that either.
 
That isn’t to say that the exchange is entirely free. Someone else may come to you for those hides, and you give them some. In such a village, you do not want to be marked as a freeloader; you would rather in fact have a reputation for generosity.
 
In very egalitarian cultures, such as those of many hunter-gatherers, whatever you have, you share, and it’s unseemly to make a big deal about it. In modern times this can cause friction with “development experts”, because the process of wealth accumulation is hindered when anyone who does well is expected to share with their friends and kin.
 
Some cultures have more of a sense of obligation: you get your pot and, some time later, you make sure to give your neighbor hides. But never in strict proportion: you give them either too little or too much, so that the sense of obligation is never completely extinguished. Village life is an ongoing relationship, so it’s absurd to think that you can be completely free of debts and thus responsibilities.
 
Often there’s an entirely separate set of exchanges used for more important things: acquiring wives, paying blood debts, joining secret societies. There are often special currencies for this, e.g. oxen, or laboriouly woven cloth, or imported luxuries. These are not market transactions, however: your twelve oxen, or whatever, do not actually buy a wife. They simply acknowledge the seriousness of the transaction and build relationships. (Only supplying a woman of your own clan in return would be adequate compensation.)
 
Finally, there are outsiders to deal with, and there may be rituals to exchange goods with them. Often these are accompanied by feasts, music, drinking, and sex. All this rigmarole is because ritual exchanges are an alternative to war— and if the ritual doesn’t proceed to everyone’s satisfaction, it may lead to it anyway.
 
I’ve discussed the formation of the state above, p. 80. Very early in Mesopotamia and Egypt, we see hierarchical systems rather than markets: temples and palaces are both large economic ventures, with their own farmers, craftsmen, and traders. The king has to commandeer goods, or organize military expeditions, precisely because there are no markets where he can buy them.
 
In Mesopotamia, we soon see traders, caravans, private companies, and consumers outside the palace. All this was done without coinage. There was a currency— usually silver— but often it didn’t even change hands; the exchange economy was small and could often operate on credit, or by changing values in a ledger.
 
As Graeber points out, the coin economy was of the greatest advantage to the state. Villagers don’t need it. But a state had soldiers, often placed among strangers where traditional credit-based exchange was not possible. Pay the soldiers in coins, and they can buy the fairly marginal things they need (beer, food, entertainment). The first Persian emperor to mint coins was Darius, mostly to pay his Greek mercenaries.
 
Another step in the expansion of the market was to require taxes to be paid in coins, rather than accepting (say) wagonloads of barley. Now the peasants need coins, so they have to participate in the money economy.
 
This was a trick used as late as the 1920s in Kenya. The British needed cheap labor for their plantations. The Kenyans, farming with traditional methods on the land left to them, weren’t interested. The British imposed a poll tax and a hut tax, paid in cash; to pay it, the Kenyans needed to work on the plantations. They were squeezed so hard that nearly half of the population died. And some people wonder if colonialism was bad.
 
Graeber also points out two contradictory things about debt:
 
	Debt is a powerful metaphor for social obligation, and becomes part of religious language (“redemption”, “forgive us our debts”). 



	Cultures worldwide despise creditors, those who loan money and thus create debts.







Borders
 
In modern times borders are lines fixed on maps, with guards and gates, and sharply delimit one state’s authority from another’s.  None of this should be assumed for ancient times— except for agricultural states in dense areas; cf. the conflict between Umma and Lagaš (p. 91).
 
At the frontier, especially in nomadic areas, an empire’s authority simply peters out, with no formal recognition of this. The series of forts Egypt built on the Nubian frontier is an example. Given that these extended over a stretch of 60 km, where exactly is the “border”? Certainly not at the southernmost point, or else the northern forts would not be needed.
 
An emperor’s claim to have subjugated distant peoples should be read skeptically. The emperor tends to speak of “tribute”, as well as his generous gifts in return— hiding the fact that the nomads are essentially being paid to stay away.
 
The Amarna letters are also revealing: where was the Egyptian border? Did it extend to Byblos, a loyal ally whose lord sought in vain for Egyptian military aid? His enemy ʿAbdi-Aštarti established his own state, Amurru, but his own lettters to the Egyptian king, and even those of his son Aziru, follow the deferential style of a vassal.
Religion
 
Another thing we see in the Middle East, and which directly applies to your world: the origin of religions, and of monotheism.
 
I should warn you: everyone’s got a theory, and they all conflict, and there’s hardly a subject where more scholars have gushed out such grand theories with so little evidence. (Consider that the transition we’re most interested in— from agricultural villages to highly organized kingdoms— comes before writing was developed and thus before people could explain what they were thinking.)
 
The early civilizations were all agricultural, and peasants see the world differently from nomads. Michael Grant points out that peasants deal with very specific, calendar-based phenomena: the floods or rain, sun and night, summer and winter. It’s quite natural to reify each feature separately: a storm god, a river god, a sun god, a winter god. Nomads are not tied to the calendar; perhaps that’s why the Hebrews, Arabs, and Persians were drawn to monotheism.
 
The religious and social differences between Egypt and Mesopotamia may be due to hydrology. The Nile flood was regular and manageable, and this may have suggested gods who were just as stable, and a state that was country-wide and long-lasting. The Tigris and Euphrates were far more volatile, and subject to floods that were unpredictable and disastrous (recall Atraḫasis and Noah). This may have suggested gods in conflict, and contributed to a social system where kings and cities were in conflict too.
 
Or we can look at small gods, pantheons, and God. All the civilizations Bruce Trigger looked at had many gods, with one god ruling them as king. Only much later do we have universalizing religions— Christianity, Buddhism, Zoroastrianism— which are better suited to huge empires. Marvin Harris posits that the universal religions make up for the increasing injustice of society: at least you’ll get a good life when you’re dead. (The timing doesn’t quite work out with Zoroaster, who lived a millennium before the other sages, and in a remote area— eastern Irān.)
 
Also recall the section on henotheism, p. 214: a pantheon may accrue by syncretism, and individuals or cities may have a single favorite god.
 
What seems more incontrovertible is that gods are a heavenly analog to kings. They are usually depicted the same way; they both have the power of life and death; they are both strong believers in hierarchy and convention; they act the same, claiming universal benevolence and yet being more likely to smite than to bless. The gods of egalitarian hunter-gatherers may be just as human, but not as authoritarian.
 
Both in Egypt and Mesopotamia, religion was directly associated with the king, not so much with the individual. The temples and rites underline his authority and supposedly keep the universe going— but they’re not even open to the public. You don’t ask Enki to save your soul or find you a spouse.
 
That leads us to a quasi-Marxist view: gods are just an imaginary cabal adding supernatural threats to the exploiters’ game. And this is not entirely wrong! Religion definitely uplifted the king’s authority and depicted kinglessness as a time of chaos.
 
Recall also that the temple, in most of the Middle East, was an institution. It was the household of the deity, but it was also a landowner, entrepreneur, and employer for hundreds of people.
 
On the other hand, dismissals of religion are kind of anti-human. The evidence is that people love their gods. A poor man could pray to Enki, a poor woman to Hathor. Who else was going to find you a spouse, cure your kid’s fever, or make your business prosper? It also seems priggish to deny that the common people had any real spiritual leanings.
 
Against the Marxist view, I’d point to the “high places” in Israel and Judah— the shrines to Asherah that the prophets denounced, and yet which never seemed to disappear. Here’s a clear example of a religious practice that stemmed from the people and offended the authorities.
 
The ethical side of religion by no means favored the powerful at all times. Both Mesopotamian and Egyptian religion instructed the powerful to take care of the powerless, and wisdom literature warned against pride, greed, and cruelty to the weak. The Babylonian “Poor Man of Nippur” and the Egyptian “Eloquent Peasant” show that ancient religion, no less than Marxism, gave people a mental framework for criticizing the evils of the world.
 
Religious systems often include small gods, godlings who have less power but who are far more approachable by the humble. Just because the literary sources concentrate on Enlil or Amun doesn’t mean that the common peasant did. Often they had their own gods.
 
The idea of gods explains things, and offers levers of power, in a world where most things were not understood and not changeable. In modern societies, even people who believe in the supernatural accept that there’s a “natural world” which can be dealt with by non-supernatural means. If your kid gets sick you take him to the doctor; if the rain doesn’t come you consider irrigation or cloud-seeding. Bruce Trigger points out that no early civilization had this sort of dualism. Supernatural things didn’t have their own sphere; they pervaded everything. Rivers and animals and even stones and clouds didn't seem to be different kinds of things than human beings.
 
If you’re creating a monotheism, be wary of simply copying the Abrahamic God. (Unless that’s what you intend! But even there, review the section on Judaism, and consider which stage or version of God you’re after.)
 
As Jack Miles points out, the God of the Tanakh is an extremely distinctive personality— unfailingly confident, yet impulsive and dangerous, and seemingly nonplussed by the actions of humanity. He is sometimes an imperious king, sometimes a terrifyingly amoral warrior, sometimes an enraged social critic, sometimes a tender parent. He takes something from various Near Eastern gods— ʾĒl, Adad/Baʿal, even Tiamat. What would be conflicts between gods in a polytheistic system (cf. the quarrel of Enki and Enlil in Atraḫasis) become conflicts within God in the Bible.
 
Perhaps inevitably, the active, miracle-wrangling God of the Torah becomes distant and even silent. God himself leads the Israelites out of Egypt and dwells among them in fire and smoke, but Ezra and Nehemiah lead the exiles to Jerusalem on their own initiative; they constantly refer to God but seem to expect little of him. God recedes further when he is merged with the First Mover of Aristotelian philosophy, both in Catholicism and in Kabbalah.
 
If you have your own planet, things needn’t proceed exactly the same way. One way to start is to make what-if stories about the Abrahamic God:
 
	What if his ‘component gods’ were not Canaanite but something else?




	What if the religion arose in a place like Uruk, where the chief deity was female?




	What if his ‘chosen people’ never lost their land and their temple?




	What if Egypt had retained its early empire, so there was no deportation to Assyria and Babylon?




	What if Ezra had allowed the “people of the land”, and indeed anyone, to join with the exiles in creating a universalistic religion, centuries before Jesus?




	What if Persia, and not Rome, had controlled Judea in the first century?




	What if Greek ideas of a distant and eternal God were rejected?





 


A final question, which I have to put differently for believers and non-believers.
 
For non-believers: what if the God of your world is real? It’s not hard to picture what that would look like, if you read Genesis, or for that matter the Iliad, or the Rāmāyaṇa. What if that level of interaction continued: God continuing to inspire prophets and intervene in human wars? N.K. Jemisin’s The Hundred Thousand Kingdoms explores this idea (though with multiple gods).
 
For believers, the question is how God would act in another world— and what he would look like within that world. This isn’t at all easy to do, though C.S. Lewis gave it a good try. Presumably you will start with your modern conception of God, rather than (say) trying to reproduce Iron Age Yahwism.
 
What I’d suggest you think about is that how God acts in your world is a story, and stories are local. In Narnia, for example, God is a lion, and the central event of Narnian history is surely the reign of the White Witch and how Aslan ended it via some very unlikely helpers. Though it was intended as a version of the Christian story, it’s very different from it. In my conworld Almea, an elder species is already monotheistic, and teaches its religion to a powerful early civilization. The effect is as if monotheism had developed not in Canaan but in Babylon itself.
Pitfalls
 
Some easy errors to make if you’re creating preclassical civilizations:
 
Lack of change. Yes, these regions were slow to change by modern standards. But no culture is unchanging. Some of the developments in our period:
 
	a movement from kin to individual land ownership




	revolutions among the gods (e.g. Anu to Enlil to Marduk)




	deforestation and environmental degradation




	the invention of the chariot




	the iron revolution




	domestication of the camel, allowing desert settlement




	introduction of the chicken, cotton, and beekeeping into Mespotamia




	faster writing: hieratic, the Phoenician alphabet




	the more powerful compound bow




	effective fighting from horseback




	coins and the market economy 



	monotheism (invented three times)





 


Corruption. How many stories involve fat idle kings and scheming evil viziers? Not that the Akkadians or Egyptians were angels, but there’s no reason to think they were worse than any other group of humans.
 
At the same time, they’d be baffled by our egalitarianism! Every early civilization had an entrenched elite which lived off the peasants and took its superiority for granted. Simply living well wasn’t considered corrupt, any more than most people begrudge a modern CEO his billion-dollar income.
 
Brutality. All premodern states could be miserable for the peasants. But arguably Rome, with its slave-based economy and public gladiatorial contests, was more brutal than Assyria or Babylon.
 
Perversity. Babylon has long been a symbol of depravity. The Jews bore an understandable grudge, since Babylon deported the elite of Jerusalem; but the metaphor then took on a life of its own, and merged with Orientalist notions that non-Western nations were full of forbidden vices. Again, there’s no evidence that the Babylonians or other peoples were especially licentious.
Technology
 
If you’re aiming at a preclassical civilization, you want to avoid technological anachronisms. Some things you’d find in classical Rome but not Egypt or Mesopotamia:
 
	water mills and windmills




	the efficient, earth-turning moldboard plow 



	the compass




	distillation, and thus pure alcohol




	glassblowing and clear glass




	cranes (the first ones were treadmill-powered)





 


And as noted above, compound bows, iron, coins, camels, and cavalry all apeared late in our period, and shouldn’t pop up in the first couple thousand years of your civilization.
 
At the same time, early civilizations had some things that might not be obvious:
 
	sophisticated financial instruments, including banks, interest, credit, debt, and ways of pooling risk




	high competence in materials science, especially glazing and ceramics, cosmetics, perfumes, and non-iron alloys




	schools, often large institutions with specialist teachers




	soap, colored glass, plaster, the rudder




	mathematical abstraction, e.g. the quadratic formula or the Pythagorean theorem (known in Mesopotamia by 1900)





 


Recall that you can do a lot with massed human labor, such as building pyramids (p. 188) and canals. As a corollary, there was excellent project planning, management, and logistics.
 
On our planet, at least, early civilizations all had slavery, but did not depend on it to the degree that ancient Greece and Rome did. Slaves were generally war captives, and not even Assyria could find enough of these to maintain a permanent slave underclass.
 
You can switch things up— after all, in our world the Inkas had a huge empire but no writing system (though they had an impressive accounting system in the khipu), while China came up with paper, porcelain, the compass, the padded horse collar, printing, and gunpowder many centuries before the West.
 
If you do change the order, consider that inventions depend on each other. Distillation, for instance, appears soon after blown glass vessels. Steam power requires strong steel for the boilers. European printing made use of experience with the olive press.
 
I should also mention that the Akkadians didn’t have our idea of science. If they could join the conversation, they would undoubtedly insist that their major contribution to scholarship was magic. This was the bulk of their literature, and they had painstakingly catalogued lists of omens by subject, and exquisitely precise ways of describing the appearance and peculiarities of a sacrificed animal’s liver. Similarly, the Egyptians would draw attention to their methodical and voluminous guides to the afterlife.
Language death
 
The Middle East provides some spectactular instances of language replacement. In Mesopotamia, Sumerian gave way to Akkadian, then Aramaic, and then Arabic.
 
There are lessons for conworlders here, the most important being that language replacement doesn’t neatly correlate with conquest.
 
There are clear cases where it does, of course: Hittite replacing whatever preceded it; Persian replacing Elamite; Arabic succeeding all over. There are obvious benefits to learning the conqueror’s language.
 
On the other hand, Canaan never adopted Egyptian, Akkadian, Persian, or Greek; Mesopotamia didn't adopt Kassite or Greek or Persian; Egypt didn’t adopt Libyan or Nubian or Greek. Some of this is due to the smallness of the elite, or the elite coming to speak the language of the people. (Cf. also the failure of French to take over England.) The case of Greek is still surprising, as Greeks established settlements in the Middle East and even the Indus valley.
 
The change to Aramaic is perhaps the strangest of these changes. There were Aramaic states in Syria, but they never conquered Canaan or Mesopotamia. Yet their language took over from Canaanite and Akkadian. Perhaps Aramaic was perceived as more useful; perhaps its easy alphabetic writing helped it.
 
The other lesson for conworlders is just how long this process can take, and how incomplete it may be. Scribes continued to learn Sumerian for at least 1500 years— for that matter, in the Hellenic period, learning to write in Mesopotamia meant learning two dead languages, Akkadian and Sumerian. Aramaic is still spoken today; Hebrew took on a second life as the language of scholarship for the Jewish diaspora; Egyptian was replaced by Arabic 1300 years ago but lives on today as the liturgical language of Egyptian Christians.
 




Language
Overview
 
See also the language map, p. 22.
 
My favorite way to show language families is to give the numbers from 1 to 5. I’ve given modern languages only when ancient or reconstructed languages are not available.
 
This is hard to read on Kindle; see also
 
http://zompist.com/numbers.shtml 

 
Sumerian
Sumerian—diš —min—eš —limmu—ya
Elamite
Elamite—ki——atbazash——
Hurrian
Hurrian——šin—kig—tumni—
Afro-Asiatic
Semitic
East
Akkadian—ištēn—šinā —šalāš—erbe—ḫamiš
Central
Arabic—wāḥid—iθnān—θalāθah—ʾarbaʿah—χamsah
Canaanite
Phoenician—ʾ-ḥ-d—š-n-m—š-l-š—ʾ-r-b—ḥ-m-š
Ugaritic—ahd—t-n—t-l-t—arb-’-t—h-m-s
Moabite——t-n—š-l-š—ʾ-r-b-ʿ—ḥ-m-š
Hebrew—ʾaḥat—štayim—šâlôš—ʾarbaʿ—ħameš
Aramaic
Biblical—ḥaḏ—tərên—təlāṯā—ʾarbəʿâ—ḥamšâ
Samaritan—ʽǣd—tārẹm—tāḷāta—ærbǣ́—ʽæmša
Syriac—ḥaḏ—trēn—tlāṯā—ʾarbʿā—ḥamšā
Mandaic—had—(e)trin—tlata—arba—hamša
South
S Arabian—ʾḥd—θny—θlθ—rbʿ—xms
Harsusi—t’ād—θərō—śə’layś—ʾʔōrba—’xayməh
Ethiopic
Geʾez—ʔaħadu—kɨlʔe—šelestu—ʔarbaʿɨttu—xammɨstu
Amharic—and—hulät—sost—arat—ammɨst
Egyptian
Ancient—wuʿʿuw—sinuwwaj—xamtaw—jifṭaw—ṭījaw
Coptic—wa—snau—šomn̥t—fṭou—ṭīu
Berber
Proto-—*yn—*sn—*krad—*okkoz—*fuss
Cushitic
Proto—*mitto—*lamo—*sase—*shoole—*omute
Oromo—tokko—lama—sadii—afur—shan
Kartvelian
Georgian—erti—ori—sami—otx̣i—x̣uti
Nilo-Saharan
O Nubian—ouer-—ouo-—tousko-—kemso-—dij-
Indo-European
Proto-I-E—*oynos / *sem—*duwō—*treyes—*kwetwores—*penkwe
Greek
Mycenean—*hemei—*dwo—*tri-—*quetro-—*wex-
Classical—heīs—dúō—treīs—téttares—pénte
Armenian
Classical —mi—erk’u—erekh—čorkh—hing
Anatolian
Hittite—*ānt-—dā-—tri-—meiu-—
Luwian—*a-—duwa-—*tarri-—*mawi-—*paⁿku
Iranian
Proto-
Iranian—*aiwas—*dvā—*trayas—*k’atwāras—*pank’a
Avestan—aēuua-—duua—θrāiiō—čaθβārō—panča
Śaka—śśau—duva—drai—tcahora—paṃjsa
Parthian—ēw—dō—hrē—čafār—panǰ
O Persian—aiva——— —*panča
Pahlavi—ēvak—dō—sī—chahār—panch
Farsi—yek—do—se—čahār—panj
Indic
Sanskrit—éka—dvá—trí—catúr—páñca
Prakrit—ekkō—dō—taō—chattāri—pañcha
Ardha-magadhi—ege—do—tao—cattaro—paṃca
Sketches
 
The grammatical sketches below will help you learn the structure of Sumerian, Akkadian, and Hebrew.
 
A word of warning: you can’t absorb an entire language in one sitting. At some point, probably when you get to the verbs, your eyes will glaze over and your brain will rebel.
 
That’s fine! Just count on multiple readings, perhaps interspersed with creative activity. Each time you’ll pick up more.
 
For full grammars of the language, see the biblography. I’ve also provided a Sumerian lexicon on zompist.com, as I expect that every conlanger has a secret urge to use Sumerian for something.
 




Sumerian

Sumerian is an isolate. People have tried to link it to everything from Indo-European to Turkish to Chinese, but none of these attempts have been convincing.
 
The native name of Sumer is kiŋir (possibly ‘native land’ or ‘civilized land’) or kalam ‘land’, and the language is eme-ŋir (where eme = ‘speech’). The Akkadians called the country māt šumerim and the language šumeru, of unknown meaning; this, with the usual carelessness about š, gives us Sumer.
 
Sumerian has one of the longest literary traditions in the world— three thousand years. For most of that time, however, it was a literary language only.
 
Even in the earliest times, Sumerians lived alongside Akkadians, with the latter more numerous in the north (Akkad proper). It’s not clear when Sumerian was no longer spoken. It was vigorous enough in the Ur III dynasty (2100–2000) to be the preferred language of the state, but by 1800 it was no longer used for administration, and we can presume that it had died out on the street before then.
 
The first written texts, found in Uruk, date to 3200; these are almost entirely administrative records, though there are also word lists, presumably for teaching scribes. These texts are difficult to read, and it’s even disputed how many distinct signs there were; estimates range from 700 to 2000. Another group of tablets, a little easier to read, date to 2800 in Ur.
 
Then we have a large number of texts from multiple sites from 2500, and these finally include literary texts, such as poems and legends. The cuneiform script was also adapted at this time to write Eblaite and Akkadian.
 
Once administrative writing switched to Akkadian, scribes still learned Sumerian, and indeed composed literary texts in it. As we’ll see below, it was necessary to learn Sumerian even to write Akkadian, so the language was studied so long as cuneiform lasted. Sumerian texts were edited as late as the 2C.
 
Akkadian and Sumerian influenced each other deeply, especially in phonology and lexicon, but extending to syntax: e.g. Akkadian borrowed the ventive and SOV order from Sumerian, while Sumerian borrowed noun+adjective order from Akkadian.
 
Curiously, though Sumer bordered Elam and there were economic and political connections, no Elamite borrowings have been found in Sumerian.
 
There are indications of a northern and southern dialect. More strangely, there is a variety or register called Emesal (‘thin tongue’), used in literary texts, mostly when goddesses are speaking. It involves about fifty non-standard words: e.g aŋ ‘thing’ for standard niŋ, ibi ‘eye’ for igi, zeb ‘sweet’ for dug.
A substrate?
It’s been suggested that there are foreign, non-Akkadian elements in Sumerian vocabulary.
 
Benno Landsberger found that many agricultural words were anomalous for Sumerian: engar farmer, nimbar palm, tibira metalworkers, išbar weaver, simug smith, pahar potter, šuhadak fisherman, šidim mason, apin plow, apsin furrow. Oppenheim adds geographical and divine names to the substratum, and even suggests that the Sumerians borrowed writing from it.
 
On the other hand, the CAH emphatically rejects the idea. E.g. it points out that Idigna for the Tigris has a Sumerian etymology (‘running river’; it flows faster than the Euphrates). Lloyd points out that archeology does not support any discontinuity in culture. Michalowski states that current knowledge “does not support” any non-Semitic substrates.
 
Note, even if there are foreign elements, they need not all derive from a single language.
Transliteration vs. reconstruction
 
To a linguist, the spoken language is primary, and the writing system is secondary, not least because it is arbitrary (you could use a different writing system) and often centuries out of date.
 
Sumerian is more or less the opposite. All we are sure of is how it was written, and the writing system leaves out a good deal of information. Most words were written in part logographically. The nice morphemic representations below are really a reconstruction.
 
It’s even worse, because we have to reconstruct Sumerian based on how we’ve reconstructed Akkadian.[70] Moreover, both languages coexisted for centuries, influenced each other, and underwent sound changes.
 
Worse yet, the writing system is limited.  As a random example:
 
dNIN-ŋír-su-ke4
IRI-KA-ge-na-ra KI-GUB mu-na-PÀ.

Ninŋirsuk-e Irikagenak-ra kigub mu-nna-n-pad.

Ningirsu-erg Irikagena-dat position ven-3h.dat-3sh -find

Ningirsu found a position for Irikagena.

 
The first line is what the scribe actually wrote. The words in lower case are phonetic; those in caps are logographs. (We only know their pronunciation from other tablets where they’re written phonetically.) The superscript d is the determinative diŋir ‘god’; it marks deity names but is not pronounced.
 
Cuneiform glyphs are collected in a standard list. By convention the glyphs for ni are transliterated ni, ní, nì, ni4, ni5, etc.; this allows Sumerologists to refer to a particular glyph without having to draw it.
 
The second line is our morphophonemic analysis. Points to note:
 
	Syllable-final consonants were rarely written.




	A written syllable can span morphemes.





 


Though the first transcription is our primary data, it’s of use only to people who read or are studying cuneiform. The examples below will be of the second type, which is best for understanding the structure of the language. But be aware that it’s a theoretical model.
 
I’ll talk more about the writing system below, p. 304.
Phonology
 
The consonants are transliterated as follows:
 
	
	bilabial

	dental/alv

	velar


	stop

	p

	t

	k


	
	b

	d

	g


	fricative

	
	s, š

	ḫ


	
	
	z

	

	nasal

	m

	n

	ŋ


	liquid

	
	l, r

	



In the 3M, the two series of stops were voiceless, with a difference of aspiration: b = [p], p = [pʰ]. In the 2M, the plain stops were voiced, giving the opposition b = [b], p = [pʰ].
 
z is an affricate, [ts] in the 3M and [dz] later. It had an aspirated partner [tsʰ], transliterated ř, which was lost.
 
ŋ is likely the velar nasal [ŋ]; it’s sometimes transliterated ǧ, ĝ, or ng.[71]
 
Early Sumerian had a glottal stop [ʔ] and fricative [h], but these were lost. An approximant [j] (English y) was also lost. (See Jagersma for the evidence for the lost consonants.)
 
r was pronounced as a tap [ɾ], not a trill, and not American retroflex r.
 
Final consonants are often not indicated. This is now seen as a consequence of the writing system rather than reflecting pronunciation. However, words cited outside grammars may not reflect this— e.g. the goddess Ningirsu should really be Ninŋirsuk; ensi ‘ruler’ is really ensik.
 
The vowels were /i e a u/, as in Akkadian. Akkadian /e/ was marginal or allophonic, and Akkadian scribes had trouble distinguishing Sumerian /i e/; very likely we preserve their errors and write /i/ in many words that originally had /e/.
 
The vowels could be long or short, but this is not shown in the standard transliteration. Scribes used two methods to indicate length, but only sporadically:
 
	extra vowel signs, e.g. ge-e-en6
for /gēn/




	a consistent use of different signs, e.g. né for /ne/, ne for /nē/.





 


Syllables were at first restricted to CV and CVC; when /ʔ h j/ were lost, V and VC became possible as well.
 
Jagersma argues that words were stressed on the last syllable, based on the fact that Akkadian (which does not have fixed stress) always stresses Sumerian loanwords on what would be the final syllable in Sumerian.
Morphology
 
Sumerian is agglutinating, meaning that the morphemes within a word generally have just one meaning. E.g. bandankar ‘took her away from him’, which breaks down into these morphemes:
 
	ba

	n

	da

	n

	kar


	mid

	3s

	with

	3s

	take







Compare with the inflected Spanish llevó ‘took’ where the ó all at once indicates 3s subject, past tense, and indicative.
 
Some caveats: the distinction doesn’t preclude affixes modifying each other (sandhi); and as we’ll see the personal affixes (like n-) have fairly complex meanings.
 
Sumerian has semantic gender, mostly governing agreement; the classes are human and non-human, which I’ll abbreviate in glosses as h, nh.
 
	Gods are human.




	Groups of people (‘guards’, ‘priests’…) are non-human.




	Slaves (m. saŋ, f. geme) are often treated as non-human.




	Animals are non-human.







Ergativity
Alignment affects both nouns and verbs, so it’s best to start there. Sumerian is partially ergative; this is simple enough, though unusual to speakers of English. (If you’ve read the India Constrution Kit, we met it in Hindī.)
 
Well, it’s simple once we know some important terms.
 
	Verbs are classified by valence, their number of arguments. 



	Verbs with one argument are intransitive: I sit, I smile, I went. That argument is the experiencer.




	Verbs with two arguments are transitive: I like him. The two arguments are agent and patient. 




 


Now we can define the alignments. Nominative-accusative alignment uses the nominative case for agents and experiencers, as in English: I sit / I like him.  A different case, the accusative, is used for the patient: He likes me.
 
Ergative-absolutive alignment uses the same case (absolutive) for experiencers and patients, and a different one (ergative) for agents.
 
[image: ] 


So, in this transitive sentence, the king is the agent, and is marked by the ergative suffix -e. The absolutive is unmarked.
 
Lugal-e e mu-n-du.

king-erg temple-abs ven-3sh.erg-build

The king built the temple.

 
Ergativity is marked on the verb as well, via the prefix -n.
 
In this intransitive sentence, the king is the experiencer, thus takes the absolutive (i.e. no suffix). The agreement marker n- also disappears:
 
Lugal i-gin.

king-abs voc-go

The king went.

 
For some reason few languages are consistently ergative, and in imperfectives Sumerian is nominative-accusative; see p. 275.
Nouns
Nouns are not inflected; rather, clitics are added to the entire NP.
 
Cases are marked with one of these clitics:
 
	absolutive

	
	ø

	lugal

	king


	ergative

	erg

	-e

	lugal-e

	king (subject of transitive)


	genitive

	gen

	-ak

	lugal-ak

	of the king


	equative

	equ

	-gen

	lugal-gen

	like a king


	dative

	dat

	-ra, -e

	lugal-ra

	for the king


	comitative

	com

	-da

	lugal-da

	with the king


	ablative

	abl

	-ta

	iri-ta

	from the city


	allative

	allt

	-še

	iri-še

	to the city


	locative

	loc

	-a

	iri-a

	in the city


	adverbiative
 

	
	-eš

	lugal-eš

	as a king acts




There are sandhi effects— e.g. the vowel in ak is lost after a vowel (iri-k ‘of the city’). I won’t cover the details, but note that it complicates the reconstruction process: scholars have to decide whether different forms are different morphemes, or allomorphs, or scribal pecularities.
 
The absolutive (i.e. no suffix) is also used for vocatives: lugal ‘O king’.
 
The genitive -ak normally indicates possession, but also composition (ig eren-ak ‘doors of cedar’) or purpose (sipad anše-ak ‘herder of donkeys’). Genitives can be headless: lugal-ak ‘the ones of the king’.
 
The dative is used for a recipient, beneficiary, goal, or perceiver; also for location beside (lugal-ra ‘next to the king’). For humans the clitic is -ra, for non-humans -e.
 
In the dative senses it corresponds to the dative prefixes on the verb (p. 272), but in locative senses, to the dimensional prefixes. Because of this some grammars define a terminative-locative case… but since it has the same form as the dative (h -ra, nh -e) it seems simpler to have one case and not demand a simple matchup of cases and verbal prefixes.
 
The basic meaning of the comitative is ‘with’; its also used for location next to (Lagaš-da ‘beside Lagash’), or reasons (e-da ‘because of the temple’).
 
The ablative
-ta marks the origin of a motion (Umma-ta ‘from Umma’), something set apart (ab-ta ‘(separated) from the cows’), instrument (ŋir-ta ‘with a knife’), time since (ud-ta ‘since the day’), or distribution (min-ta ‘two each’).
 
The allative
-še indicates a destination or goal (an-še ‘toward the sky’), a result (alan-še ‘(made) into a statue’), a time period (ud 24-še ‘for 24 days’), or an exchange (kug-še ‘(sold) for silver’).
 
The locative
-a marks location, only for nonhumans (iri-a ‘in the city’); the corresponding verbal prefix distinguishes movement in (ni) or on (e). It can also be used for a material (na-a ‘from stone’) or time (iti Duku-a ‘in the (month of) Duku’).
 
The equative is used both for metaphors (gud-gen ‘like a bull’) and comparisons (Bau-gen sag ‘as kind as Bau’).
 
The adverbiative forms adverbials of manner; like all these clitics it can apply to an entire NP: šir dug-eš ‘with sweet songs’.
 
The plural is marked with the clitic -ene, which appears before any case clitics:
 
diŋir gal-gal-ene-ak

god big-big-pl-gen

of the great gods

 
This example underlines the fact that the plural and case clitics apply to the NP (diŋir gal-gal), not the noun (diŋir).
 
After a vowel, the plural is written -ne, as in dumu-ne ‘children’.
 
Plural -ene is applied only to humans. It’s omitted if a numeral is given (dumu eš ‘three children’).
 
If the noun is modified, you can also mark plurality by reduplicating the adjective: na gal gal ‘great stones’. This can be done even if a number is given: 51 maš gal-gal ’51 mature billy-goats’.
 
You can also reduplicate a noun; this seems to have a meaning of “all the X”, e.g. lugal lugal ‘all the kings’. Or it may have a distributive function: ‘one king after another’.
Pronouns
As person is indicated on the verb, the personal pronouns are usually used only for topicalization or emphasis. They apply to humans only.
 
They can take case suffixes, but they have no ergative form.
 
	
	s

	pl


	1

	ŋe

	mede, menden


	2

	ze

	menzen


	3

	ane

	anene
 




ŋe/ze → ŋa/da if followed by gen/dat/com clitics.
 
The 1p and 2p forms are attested only in late texts.
 
There are also pronominal clitics:
 
	
	s

	pl


	1

	-ŋu

	-me


	2

	-zu

	-zune


	3h

	-ane

	-anene


	3nh

	-be

	-be
 




Thus lugal-ŋu ‘my king’, lugal-zu ‘your king’, etc. These suffixes appear before the plural and case clitics: lugal-zu-da ‘with your king’.
 
The gender matches the possessor: iri-ane ‘his/her city’.
 
The demonstratives are tricky to disentangle. There is a rarely attested three-way set of clitics: -e ‘this near’, -še ‘that near’, -re ‘that far’. Far more common is -be, cognate to the 3nh clitic, e.g. lu-be-ene ‘these men’.
 
There are also separate pronouns nen ‘this’ and ur ‘that’.
 
The idea of ‘here’ is expressed with the ventive, while ‘there’ can be expressed with ki ‘place’ with a case marker, e.g. ki-ba ‘at (that) place’.
 
Time can be expressed with ud ‘day’ (ud-ba ‘on (this) day’); there is also a separate word ineše ‘now’.
 
Interrogatives: aba ‘who’ [h], ana ‘what’ [nh], agen ‘how’, me ‘where’, en ‘when’, anaše ‘what for, why’. They take case markers but can’t be pluralized.[72]
 
There’s an indefinite pronoun name ‘some, any’; the general nouns lu ‘man’ and niŋ ‘thing’ can also be used as indefinites.
 
Finally there are reflexive pronouns, formed with a root ni(te) plus the pronominal clitics:
 
	
	s

	pl


	1

	niŋu

	

	2

	nizu

	

	3h

	nitene

	nitenene


	3nh
 

	nibe

	



Nite-nene ba-ta-b-sa-eš.

refl.-3p mid-abl-3sh-barter-3p

They sold themselves.

Numbers
The basic numbers, multiples of 10, and powers of 60:
 
	
	x

	10x

	60x


	1

	diš

	u

	ŋeš(d)


	2

	min

	niš

	šar


	3

	eš

	ušu

	šar-gal


	4

	limmu

	nimin

	

	5

	ya, i

	ninnu

	

	6

	aš

	ŋeš(d)

	

	7

	umin

	
	

	8

	ussu

	
	

	9

	ilimmu

	
	

	10

	u
 

	
	



Dili, aš are sometimes given for ‘one’ but probably meant ‘single, alone’; for counting only diš was used.
 
The numbers 6 to 9 derive from 5 + the numbers 1 to 4, with sound changes producing the forms above.
 
Numbers are almost always written in numeral form (p. 161), so it isn’t clear how they were pronounced. There seem to have been several ways to form two-digit numbers:
 
	12 u-dili-min ‘ten-single-two’




	12 u-a min ‘ten-loc two’, that is, ‘two on ten’




	24 niš limmu dirig-a ‘twenty four exceed-nomn’




	19 niš la diš ‘twenty minus one’





 


Other numbers are controversial, because we have very few attestations. Numbers were almost always written as symbols— we only know the digit names at all because the Akkadians sometimes wrote them out.
 
Ordinal numbers used the suffix –(a)kam, as in minakam ‘second’. This may be etymologically ‘it is of two.’
 
In number expressions, a number can be treated as an adjective: saŋ eš ‘three heads’. As usual this NP can take case markers: saŋ eš-še ‘with three heads’. You don’t use the plural clitic -ene here.
 
Alternatively, the copula -am (p. 281) is added to the number: saŋ eš-am. We might fussily translate ‘heads which are three’.
 
When there’s a measure word, the order is noun, measure word, number: siki mana min ‘two minas of wool’. But to complicate things, this is often written as siki 2 mana or 2 siki mana.
 
How do we know it was spoken differently? It’s worth taking a glance at the linguistic detective work (see Jagersma, p. 252). We have an example written <gur 60 sila-da-ta> ‘with the gur of 60 silas’. This represents
 
gur sila ŋešd-ak-ta

gur sila sixty-gen-abl

with the gur of 60 silas [these are liquid measures]

 
That is, the written -da- includes the final d of ŋešd ‘60’, showing that the 60 is pronounced after rather than before sila.
Verbs
Verbs are difficult and the meaning of various affixes is still subject to intense debate.
 
Indo-European verbs can often be divided into three slots: root, aspect/mood marker, personal ending, e.g. Spanish tomabas ‘you were taking’:
 
tomroot
-abimperfect
-as2s
 
Sumerian verbs have ten slots— or more, depending on your analysis. I’ll discuss these in order below.
 
	1

	mood


	2

	conjunction nga


	3

	ventive mu


	4

	middle


	5

	oblique agreement prefixes


	6

	dimensional markers


	7

	agreement prefixes


	8

	root


	9

	agreement suffixes


	10
 

	nominalizer a





The Indo-European verb agrees with just one argument, the subject. Akkadian and Hebrew verbs agree with both subject and object. Sumerian agreement is even hairier: up to four arguments may be marked on the verb.
Mood
These modal prefixes can only occupy the first slot.
 
nu- negates a verb.
 
ḫa- expresses a wish or command— ‘may it be’. In the perfective only, it is sometimes emphatic (‘indeed’).
 
ga- is used only in the first person, as a promise: Ga-nna-b-dug ‘I will say it to her.’
 
na- expresses negative commands: Lu-e na-b-dab-e ‘no one should take it!’
 
bara- is a strong negative. In the imperfective, it prohibits an action or makes a negative promise; in the perfective, it strongly denies that an action took place.
 
The anterior
u- marks an action which precedes or causes a following one:
 
Lu dam u-n-taka, kug giŋ 5-am ensik-e ba-n-ře.

man wife anterior-3s-leave / silver shekel 5-be.3s ruler-erg mid-3s-bring

When a man divorced his wife, the ruler took five silver shekels for himself.

 
There are vocalic prefixes i- and a- of disputed meaning. Jagersma suggests that the earliest meanings were aspectual: i- perfective and a- imperfective. But sound changes removed them completely before a following CV prefix, causing a reanalysis of their meaning, which proceeded differently by dialect:
 
	In the south (e.g. Lagaš), the prefixes retained their use only in subordinate clauses. In main clauses only i- survived, in sentences without mu- or ba-; while a- came to mark the imperative.




	In the north (e.g. Nippur), a- marked the passive (instead of ba-).





 


On the other hand, Zólyomi has early i- marking actions, -a marking states. And Michalowski considers it part of a four-way distinction of focus:
 
muthe agent is in full control 
bathe agent has less control, or is omitted
immathe control is intensified, e.g. using a tool
iunmarked focus
 
I’ve glossed them as voc- for “vocalic”.
Conjunction
The prefix -nga is quite rare; it means ‘and, also’ or in the same way’.
 
Niŋ i-zu-ø-a, ane i-nga-n-zu.

thing voc-know-1s-nomn / 3h voc-also-3sh-know

The things I know, he knows as well.

Ventive
Jagersma and Zólyomi explain the prefix mu- as a ventive, with the meaning that the action moves toward or takes place near the speaker. (For the term, think Spanish ¡Ven! ‘Come!”) Thus ŋen ‘go’ > mu-ŋen ‘come’.
 
An-ta ḫeŋal ḫa-mu-ra-ta-ŋen.

sky-abl abundance modal-ven-2s.dat-abl-go

Abundance comes down to you from heaven.

 
Sometimes mu- seems little more than an intensive:
 
E-da lugal i-mu-da-hul.

house-com king voc-ven-com-rejoice

The king rejoiced over the temple.

 
This fits with Michalowski’s level-of-control interpretation, but can also be taken as a metaphorical extension of the ventive (into something of a benefactive).
Middle
The prefix ba- expresses the middle. In Sumerian this can be more or less defined as “not active”, but it may be simpler to define its four major uses.
 
Most commonly, it indicates the passive. E.g. uš alone means ‘kill’, but ba-uš means ‘be killed’, or simply ‘die’.
 
Kišib Ušŋu-ak ba-b-ra.

seal Ušgu-gen mid-3snh-3s-hit

The seal of Ušgu was applied to it.

 
Next, it indicates a reflexive, or an action that benefits the subject:
 
Tir Emi-ak-a, ensi lagaš-ak-e na-e ba-ni-n-rig.

forest Emi-gen-loc / ruler Lagaš-gen-erg wood-loc mid-in-3s-clear

In the forest of Emi, the ruler of Lagaš cleared out wood (for himself).

 
Thirdly, it marks a change of state, without apparent agent:
 
Ud aš ŋi aš-a, ba-sag.

day single night single-loc / mid-good

In a day and a night, they will get well.

 
Finally, as seen below, ba- marks the 3s nonhuman indirect object. Jagersma suggests that this is the etymological source of the middle prefix. (You can’t have both middle and 3snh.dat in the same verb, i.e. *ba-ba.)
Oblique agreement
The next slots refer to oblique arguments. They consist of a person marker, followed by a dimensional marker.
 
	
	person

	dimension

	

	
	s

	pl

	dative

	ra


	1

	ʔ

	me

	comitative

	da


	2

	e

	ene

	allative

	ši


	3h

	n

	nne

	ablative

	ta


	3ih

	b

	
	locative ‘in’

	ni


	
	
	
	locative ‘on’

	e
 


	
	
	
	
	




Thus, ‘with you’ is e-da.  An example:
 
Urrane-da a-n-da-sig.

Urrani-com voc-3h-com-live

They live with Urrani.

 
In this example, both verb and noun are marked with comitative da. Things aren’t always quite so neat:
 
	In 1st and 2nd person, there need be no NP: a-e-da-sig “they live with me.”


	The verbal prefixes distinguish between ‘in’ and ‘on’, while the nominal clitics do not. 


 


The 1s marker ʔ is a reconstruction. It’s always used with ventive mu-, which it lengthens to mū, as indicated by occasional spellings with an extra vowel:
 
mu-u-da-gub-a

ven-1s-com-stand-nomn

the one who stands with me

 
The dative is irregular. Most of the forms probably derive from the person marker + ra; the 1s/1p forms may derive from the ventive.
 
	
	s


	pl



	1


	ma


	me



	2


	ra


	ra



	3h


	nna


	nne



	3nh

 

	ba


	




A verb may include multiple dimension markers, but there will be only one person marker, corresponding to the immediately following marker. E.g. e-ši-ta-ŋen ‘go from (someone) to you’.
Aspect
There are two aspects. Their meaning was once taken as past vs. present/future— a split very congenial to Semiticists— but it is more likely to be perfective and imperfective.
 
States are always perfective. For actions, the perfective implies completion; the imperfective suggests an ongoing or incomplete action. For verbs with no real duration (e.g. pad ‘find’), the imperfective may imply attempts (‘try to find’).
 
They are marked in two ways: by modifying the root, and by changing which set of agreement affixes are used.
 
The root modification is done in four ways:
 
	Zero— that is, the root isn’t actually changed. Example: šum ‘give’. This still works because the agreement affixes also express aspect.




	Reduplication, e.g. ŋi > ŋiŋi ‘return’. CVC syllables may repeat only CV: ŋar > ŋaŋa ‘place’.  But kin ‘seek’ > kinkin.




	Suppletion, e.g. de > tum ‘bring’. Worse yet, there are separate plural forms. But only nine verbs belong to this class.




	Adding a consonant, e.g. ri > rig ‘go out’. Just three verbs here.




	Adding the suffix -ed, e.g. bala > bala-ed ‘cross’. This is usual for intransitive verbs. However, Michalowski thinks -ed marks futurity or purpose.





 


Some verbs have suppletive roots for the plural: e.g. gub > šug ‘stand’, til > se ‘live’, uš > ug ‘die’. The plural forms still require plural agreement affixes. ‘Go’ also has a suppletive imperfective, so it has four possible roots: ŋen s.perf, er pl.perf, du s.impf, sub pl.impf.
 
The root may also be reduplicated to indicate a repeated or simply very thorough action:
 
Kib mu-dim-dim.

clay.nail ven-3s-create-create

He made several clay nails.

 
Kalam ḫa-mu-gen-gen.

country modal-ven-solidify-solidify

I fully consolidated the country..

Direct agreement
Agreement with the agent, patient, and experiencer is marked with prefixes and suffixes directly adjoining the root. They’re simple in form; note the identity of the direct and oblique prefixes.
 
	
	prefix

	suffix

	

	
	
	s

	pl


	1

	ʔ-

	-en

	-enden


	2

	e-

	-en

	-enzen


	3h

	n-

	-ø

	-eš


	3nh

	b-

	-ø
 

	-ø





The prefixes are largely hidden by the writing system, but are exposed by various sandhi phenomena.
 
What do the affixes agree with? The easy one is intransitives: the single argument, the experiencer, is always marked with suffixes.
 
Transitive verbs are trickier: agreement reverses, based on the aspect.
 
	In the perfective, alignment is ergative:

	prefixes mark the agent




	suffixes mark the patient (like experiencers)








	In the imperfective, alignment is accusative:

	prefixes mark the patient




	suffixes mark the agent (like experiencers)

	…but also plurality of the patient













 


Such alignment splits are common; for unknown reasons, no language is purely ergative.
 
The third person transitive forms have some complications:
 
	In the imperfective

	the 3s gets a suffix -e


	the 3p suffix is -ene, not -eš






	In the perfective, the 3snh suffix -b is optional.



 


The modal ga-, which is always first person and uses the perfective stem, uses prefixes for the patient, like an imperfective:
 
Ŋikim-be ga-ra-b-šum.

sign-3snh modal-2s.dat-3snh-give

I will give you its sign.

Participles
Sumerian has three forms that turn a verb or verb phrase into a modifier or a noun, which we can call participles.
 
	The verb root alone 



	The verb root plus -a




	The verb root plus -ed





 


The participles can’t take any of the normal prefixes, except for nu- which negates them: sug-a ‘repaid’, nu-sug-a ‘not repaid’.
 
They can be of any valence, so e.g. ki-aŋ can be ‘loving’ or ‘loved’.
 
The root alone seems to have a timeless quality— this is the sort of action the subject always does:
 
dam ki aŋ Inannak-ak

husband place measur Inanna-gen

the husband Inanna loves

 
As an extension, it can be used to name professions: kas ‘run’ > ‘runner’; dub sar ‘write tablets = scribe’.
 
The -a participle refers to actions in time. E.g. gub-a ‘standing’ refers to people standing at a particular time; til-a ‘living’ refers to things still living. Used as a noun, it refers to the action rather than the participant: kas-a ‘running’.
 
Many verbs are stative, e.g. dug ‘be sweet’; their participles are specific instances, e.g. duga ‘sweet one’, and can also be used as simple adjectives (‘sweet’). Often this has a superlative meaning: lu sukud-a ‘tall man’ > ‘the tallest man’.
 
The -ed participle usually expresses a future or modal: sug-ed-a ‘to be paid back’. It can also express an imperfective— an ongoing process rather than a completed event:
 
Huriin am-še igi il-ed-am.

eagle wild.bull-allt eye lift-imperf-3s.be

He was (like) an eagle setting its eyes on a wild bull.

 
As discussed below (p. 283), the participles are used to form subordinate clauses.
Imperative
The imperative is formed by fronting the verb root within the verb, and appending the vocalic affix a. Thus the simplest imperative is something like ŋen-a ‘go!’
 
Suffixes may indicate the direct object (laḫ-a-b ‘bring them!’) or indirect object (Dug-a-nna-b ‘say it to him!’).
Compounds
Compound nouns can be N+N, N+A, or N+V:
 
ereš lady + diŋir godereš-diŋir high priestess
e house + tur stalle-tur stable
ku metal + sig yellowku-sig gold
lu man + gal biglu-gal king
ki place + nu lieki-nu bedroom
bar outside + dul coverbar-dul fleece

 
Compounds with nam ‘state, fate’ are common as abstractions: nam-lugal ‘kingship’, nam-maḫ ‘greatness’.
 
There are some compounds where the head noun is on the right (e-šag ‘house-heart = innermost chamber’, gal-nagar ‘big-carpenter = chief carpenter’), but these are not productive.
 
A small but interesting class of N+N compounds names a category by listing two of its components: e.g. mun-gazi ‘salt+mustard = spices’, and u-šim ‘grass + herbs = plants’.
Syntax
 
Basic sentences
The basic sentence order is SOV. 
 
In the perfective, alignment is ergative. So, in this transitive sentence, the king is the agent, and is marked by the ergative clitic -e. The verb has a prefix n- agreeing with the 3sh ergative.
 
Lugal-e e mu-n-du.

king-erg temple-abs ventive-3sh.erg-build

The king built the temple.

 
(The temple is absolutive, but this is unmarked. The patient is marked by a suffix, but there is none, or it’s -ø, in the 3rd person.)
 
In this intransitive sentence, the king is the experiencer, thus takes the absolutive (i.e. no suffix):
 
Lugal i-gin.

king-abs voc-go

The king went.

 
Agents are optional, so omitting them is equivalent to a passive:
 
E ba-du.

temple-abs mid-build

The temple was built.

 
The Sumerian passive cannot include the agent at all; lugal is entirely gone.
 
In the imperfective, alignment is accusative; the -e clitic marks the subject. The verb has a 3snh prefix b- agreeing with the object, and a 3sh suffix -e agreeing with the subject.
 
Inazer-e ba-b-tum-e.

Inazer-erg mid-3snh.acc-bring.impf-3s.nom

Inazer will take it away.

 
Recall that additional arguments are also reflected on the verb. E.g. this 3sh indirect object takes a clitic -ra and a verb prefix -nna:
 
Ensik-e Geme-Bau-ra i-nna-n-ba.

ruler-erg Geme-Bau-dat VP-3sh.dat-3sh.erg-allot

The ruler allotted (it) to Geme-Bau.

 
To negate a sentence, you use the modal nu-:
 
Ana-še-am nu-i-nna-n-šum?

what-term-be.3s not-voc-3sh.dat-3s-give

Why is it he didn’t give it to him?

Noun phrases
Adjectives follow the noun: e gal ‘great house’. Sometimes a combination is lexicalized; in fact e-gal is used for ‘palace’.
 
Case markers are really clitics added to the end of an NP, rather than affixes added to a noun. This is most easily seen in compound NPs:
 
zag šum egal-ak-ak-ta

border garlic palace-gen-gen-abl

from the border of the garlic of the palace

 
Structurally this is
 
[zag [šum [egal-ak]-ak]-ta]

 
That is, egal-ak is one NP meaning ‘of the palace’. The middle NP is šum …ak ‘of the garlic’, and the outermost NP is zag …ta ‘from the border’. Because NPs are all head-first, the clitics for all of them gather up at the end.
 
For complex NPs, the following order is the most common:
 
	head noun




	adjectives or participles




	numbers




	genitive NPs




	relative clauses




	possessive clitic




	plural clitic (ene)




	appositive or conjoined NPs




	case marker for the NP as a whole





 


If a noun + genitive forms a semantic unit (e.g. a common term), it can precede adjectives:
 
4 usan mar-ak gibil

4 whip wagon-gen new

four new wagon whips

Genitives
A genitive expression “X of Y” is written X Y-ak, e.g. lugal kalam-ak ‘the king of the land’. These correspond closely to the Akkadian construct state.
 
You can apply the plural to the entire phrase, thus
 
dumu lugal-ak-ene

son king-gen-pl

the sons of the king.

 
That is, -ene here applies to the entire phrase dumu lugal-ak. If you wanted to say ‘the son of the kings’ you’d write dumu lugal-ene-ak.
 
Genitive -ak applies after the possessive suffixes: lugal-ane-ak ‘of his/her king’.
 
The genitive can be preposed, apparently as a form of topicalization:
 
e-ak ŋisḫur-be-e

house-gen plan-3s.nh-loc

the design of the temple

Compound verbs
Some verbs come with an attached, vague object, and the compound is lexicalized. E.g.:
 
šu tag touch with the hand = decorate
a aŋ measure power = order
šu ti approach with the hand = receive
ki aŋ measure a place = love
igi ŋarset the eye = look at
inim dugdo a word = say

 
These work much like Mandarin V+O constructions like kàn-shū ‘look-book = read’.
 
When the verb is conjugated, the noun precedes the verb chain:
 
Lugal-e e igi mu-n-ŋar.

king-erg temple eye ven-3s.erg-set

The king looked at the temple.

Copula
Here’s the conjugation of me ‘be’:
 
	
	s

	pl


	1

	men

	menden


	2

	men

	menzen


	3

	me

	meš
 




Example of its use as a free verb:
 
Dumu Urim-ak me-en.

son Ur-gen be-1s

I am a citizen of Ur.

 
Diŋir ḫa-i-men…

god modal-voc-be-2s

If you are a god…

 
If both arguments are present, they are both absolutive. Me acts like an intransitive verb, in that the verb agrees with just one argument, the first.
 
Sipad engar na-me.

shepherd farmer not-be.3s

A shepherd should not be a farmer.

 
You can also add these forms directly to a noun, much as in Farsi. In that case the 3s becomes -am. 
 
Sipad-men.

shepherd-be-1s

I am the shepherd.

 
The copula can be added to an NP argument, something like our cleft construction:
 
Hala-Bau-am e-be i-n-sa.

Hala-Bau-be.3s house-this VP-3sh-buy

It was Hala-Bau who bought this house.
(Lit., She who is Hala-Bau bought this house)

 
Adjectives can also be treated this way:
 
e kur gal-am

temple mountain large-be.3s

The temple is like a large mountain.

 
Sumerian has only a few dozen true adjectives; their place is often filled by genitives (lugal-ak ‘king’s = royal’) or participles (kalag-a ‘who is strong’).
 
There are formal distinctions between adjectives and verbs: only verbs can be negated; and the stems may differ, e.g. gal ‘big’, gul- ‘be big’.
Interrogatives
We have few clear examples of yes/no questions. We do have examples of questioned copular statements (“is X Y?”); these are distinguished by lacking the copula -am:
 
Urdud, lu-še lugal-zu-u?

slave / man-that master-2s-(lengthening)

Slave, is that man your master?

 
In this example, the scribe has written an extra vowel at the end, suggesting an attempt to represent the question intonation.
 
The interrogative pronouns are typically placed just before the verb:
 
En Unug-ak ana ga-n-a-b-e?

lord Uruk-gen what modal-3sh-dat-3snh-speak.perf

What should I say to the lord of Uruk?

 
The pronoun can be fronted, but then takes the copular clitic, much like our Clefting transformation:
 
Aba-am ma-e b-i-n-du?

who-be.3s boat-loc 3snh-loc-3s-caulk

Who is it who caulked the boat?

Conjunction
The most common way to coordinate things, whether nouns or adjectives or whole clauses, is simple concatenation: an ki ‘the heavens and the earth.’
 
The conjunction forms a compound NP, and as usual the case clitics appear at the end. Thus an ki-a ‘in heaven and (on) earth’.
 
There’s also a coordinating clitic bi, which seems to strengthen the meaning: an ki-bi ‘both heavens and earth’. The comitative -da may be added.
 
In the late 3M we also see u borrowed from Akkadian. It can be used for sentences as well.
Nominalization and subordination
Subordinate clauses are formed with -a. These can be thought of a an extension of the participle (p. 276), but it can include all verbal morphology:
 
Lu inim-ak kiri Urnanšek-ra ba-nna-gid-a-ak-meš.

person word-gen garden Ur-nanše-dat mid-3sh.dat-lengthen-3s-nomn-gen-be.3p

They are the witnesses that the garden was measured for Ur-Nanše.

 
The main clause here has the form (witnesses NP-gen) are, i.e. “they are witnesses of NP”. The NP is itself a sentence (“the garden was measured for Ur-Nanše”). 
 
The subordinated clause can be used as a modifier, forming a relative clause:
 
inim Nanše-e mu-nna-n-dug-a

word Nanše-erg ven-3sh.dat-3s-say-nomn

the words that Nanše told him

 
As it happens the same text that contains the above sample also includes a very similar expression with the non-finite participle:
 
inim dug-a Ninŋirsuk-ak

word say-nomn Ninŋirsu-gen

the words Ningirsu said

 
Relative clauses can be headless, e.g. e mu-n-du-a ‘the one who built the temple’.
 
Indirect speech is represented using a nominalization:
 
10 giŋ kubabbar Lugalheŋal-e i-la-e-a bi-n-dug.

10 shekel silver Lugalheŋal-erg voc-weigh-3s.impf-nomn 3nh-3sh-say

Lugalhegal said that he would pay 10 shekels of silver.

 
Sumerian lacks verbs which take other verbs as objects— e.g. English we can come, we made them eat, we tried to leave. The first category (modal verbs) corresponds to modal prefixes in Sumerian. Causatives will be discussed below.
Time clauses
Placement in time can be expressed by treating a headless subordinate clause as a locative:
 
lugal Kienger-še i-mu-ŋen-a-a

king Sumer-allt voc-ven-go-nomn-loc

when the king came to Sumer

 
More commonly, a relative clause was used, headed by a time word like ud ‘day’ or mu ‘year’. The clause is still treated as a locative.
 
mu lugal Akšak-ak i-zig-a-a

year king Akšak-gen voc-rise-nomn-loc

in the year when the king of Akšak arose

 
If the clause is imperfective, the usual meaning is that the event is future or hypothetical.
 
ud temen-ŋu ma-sig-en-a-a

day foundation-1s 1s.dat-insert-2s.impf-nomn-loc

when you insert the foundation (pegs) for me

 
Time since an event is expressed with the ablative.
 
Agade-e nam-lugal šu-e ba-b-ti-a-ta

Agade-erg state-king hand-dir 3nh-3nh-approach-nomn-abl

after Agade had received the kingship

 
The same concept can be expressed metaphorically with eger ‘back’:
 
eger gurum-ak-ta

back inventory-gen-abl

from the back of the inventory = after the inventory (was done)

 
Finally, time until is expressed by a conjunction enna, with the clause in the allative:
 
ensik enna i-mu-ŋen-a-še

ruler until voc-ven-go-nomn-allt

until the ruler arrives

 
Unlike the other temporal expressions, enna clauses can also occur without a case marker— that is, they’re treated as a sentence, not an NP.
Causatives
The Sumerian causative is syntactic: you add a new ergative argument, the causer.
 
	For intransitives, the previous subject (experiencer) is demoted to patient.




	For transitives, the previous subject (agent) is demoted to an indirect or dimensional object. 




 


Enkik-e aa-ane Enlil-ra niŋ mu-n-gu-e.

Enki-erg father-3s Enlil-dat thing ven-3sh-eat-3s.imperf

Enki makes his father Enlil eat things (i.e. feeds him).

Conditionals
There are several ways to form a conditional. The commonest follows the pattern
 
tukum-be <condition in perfective> <result in imperfective>
 
Tukum-be nu-ba-šum, tab-ed-am.

if not-mid-give.perf / double-impf-be.3s

If (this sum) is not given, it is to be doubled.

 
In older Sumerian, you instead used ud-a, literally ‘on the day’, with both clauses in the imperfective:
 
Ud-a nu-i-n-ši-sa-e, ugula-e libiš-be na-nna-tag-e.

day-loc not-voc-3s-allt-barter-3s.impf / foreman-erg anger-its not-3s.dat-touch-3s.impf

If he does not buy it, the foreman should not get upset.

Comparatives
Comparisons are made using dirig ‘exceed’:
 
nin nam-gal-ane kur-a dirig-a

lady state-big-her mountain-loc exceed-nomn

a lady who is greater than mountains

 
A simpler construction is used for equality:
 
Utu-gen aba sag?

Utu-equ who good

Who is as good as Utu?

Reasons
As one more example of the language’s syntactic resources, one way to form reason clauses (“because of X”) is with the idiom ‘to the name of X’:
 
mu nu-i-n-da-sug-sug-ed-a-ak-še

name not-voc-3s-com-repay-repay-impf-nomn-gen-allt

because it can’t be repaid by him

 
While we’re here, please admire that 10-morpheme word. All the pieces have been explained above; see if you can understand how it works.
 
Akkadian has a direct equivalent— aššum ‘for the name of’. This construction may thus be an Akkadian borrowing, especially as earlier Sumerian instead uses the construction bar X-a, literally
‘on the outside of X’.
 




Akkadian

Semitic
 
In ancient times and today, the major languages of the Middle East have belonged to the Semitic family.  Its organization and major languages are as follows:
 
East
Akkadian, Eblaite
West
Central
Northwest

Canaanite: Phoenician, Hebrew, Moabite …
Aramaic
Ugaritic
Amorite
Arabic
Ṣayhadic

South Arabian
Mehri, Soqotri, Shehri
Ethiopian
North: Geʾez, Tigre, Tigrinya
South: Amharic, Soddo, Goggot, Gurage
Semitic in turn is a branch of the Afro-Asiatic family, whose other branches are Ancient Egyptian, Berber, Chadic (including Hausa), Omotic, and Cushitic. Afro-Asiatic includes all of North Africa, most of the Sahara, much of Ethiopia, and Somalia.
 
In ancient times Semitic was limited to the Middle East, Arabia, and the Horn of Africa; Islam spread Arabic over Egypt and the Maghreb, though large pockets of Berber remain. Ancient Egyptian survives as Coptic, the liturgical language of Egyptian Christians.
 
What hasn’t been everlasting is which Semitic languages predominate in the Middle East. The overall pattern is:
 
	
	Syria/Canaan

	Mesopotamia


	to 2000

	
	(Sumerian,) Akkadian


	2000 to 500

	Canaanite

	Akkadian


	500 to +800

	Aramaic

	Aramaic


	+800 on

	Arabic

	Arabic


	
	
	



Comparative study of Semitic dates back to at least Judah ibn Kuraish in the +9C, but the connection must have been obvious in ancient times. The genealogy of Noah’s sons (Genesis 10) is a rough classification:
 
	Asshur —i.e. Assyria




	Aram — the Arameans, orginally of Damascus




	Arpachshad, who gets a set of descendants culminating in Abraham and Haran. Abraham is the ancestor of the Ishmaelites (Arabs), Edomites, and Hebrews; Haran that of the Moabites and Ammonites.




	Elam— a mismatch, as Elamite is a language isolate




	Lud— presumably Lydia, which is Indo-European 




 


The sons of Ham are almost as interesting: Mizraim (= Egypt), Cush (a nation just south of Egypt), Put (= Phoenicia), and Canaan. These all correspond to Afro-Asiatic languages— but Phoenician and Canaanite were so close to Hebrew as to be mutually intelligible. Ham was cursed by Noah (Gen. 9), and his descendants are basically the people the writers of the Tanakh despised or feared.[73]
 
The Amorites (martu ‘westerners’) are what the Sumerians called the nomadic peoples to the west, who not infrequently invaded Mesopotamia. Most of our information about Amorite comes from personal names recorded in Mesopotamia, Canaan, and Egypt in the 3M.
 
Ugaritic is the language of Ugarit, a city on the Syrian coast in the 2M— we met its literature above, p.54.
Akkadian
 
Akkadian and Eblaite comprise the East Semitic family within Common Semitic. The native name is Akkadûm, from Sargon’s capital Akkad.
 
The usual time division:
 
	Old Akkadian

	2600–2000


	Old Babylonian

	2000–1500


	Middle Babylonian

	1500–1000


	Neo-Babylonian

	1000–600


	Late Babylonian

	600–+100
 





Our earliest texts date to 2350, but Akkadian words are attested in Sumerian texts as far back as 2600.
 
We can distinguish Old Akkadian (up to the collapse of Ur III) from Old Babylonian by linguistic and graphemic features. There are some difference from Old Assyrian, but even in Assyria, the sole literary language was Old Babylonian.
 
You would imagine that the newer varieties are better attested, but later writers continued, as far as they were able, to write in Old Babylonian, though this literary language (Standard Babylonian) was influenced by the spoken language.
 
Akkadian gave way to Aramaic in a gradual process in the 1M. Akkadian was still written in cuneiform in Seleucid times, but was increasingly restricted to the areas where Babylonian scholarship was still valued: astrology, divination, and astronomy.  The last cuneiform tablets, from the +1C, deal with astronomy.
Phonology
 
The consonantal inventory:
 
	
	bilabial

	dental/alv

	velar

	glottal


	stop

	p

	t

	k

	ʾ


	
	b

	d

	g

	

	
	
	ṭ

	q

	

	affricate

	
	s z ṣ

	
	

	fricative

	
	š

	ḫ

	

	approximant

	w

	y

	
	

	rhotic

	
	
	r

	

	lateral

	
	l

	
	

	nasal

	m

	n
 

	
	



The Proto-Semitic gutturals ʾ ʿ h ħ ɣ have merged to /ʾ/ or are lost, past the Old Akkadian period.
 
The phonetic interpretations are based on Huehnergard; they can be disputed, though not as much as in Sumerian.
 
The emphatics ṭ q were ejectives [t’ k’].
 
s z ṣ were originally affricates [ts dz ts’], but fricatives from Old Babylonian onward. ṣ became [s’].  s š were [s š] in Babylonia, [š s] in Assyria!
 
ḫ is the velar fricative [x], as in German Bach.
 
As r often patterns with ḫ, Huehnergard takes it as [ɣ] or [ʁ].
 
The vowels were a e i u, each of which can be long or short. Long vowels that derived from earlier VV are marked in transcription by a circumflex, e.g. petûm < *petēum ‘open’.
 
e is an innovation; some scholars reconstruct o as well.
 
Syllables cannot end in two consonants. This can create irregularities, especially with the construct form— e.g. ‘king, dog, heart’ would regularly have the construct forms *šarr, *kalb, *libb; these instead become šar, kalab, libbi.
 
Stress follows the following rules, in order:
 
	The last syllable, if it’s CV̄C, CVˆC, or CVˆ: idūk, ibnû.




	The rightmost C?C, CV̄, or CVˆ: iparras, mārum




	The first syllable: nadin, ilū 




 


Curiously, scribes sometimes marked intonation by adding extra vowels. E.g. the rising intonation of a question <in-n-ak-su-u> = innaksu ‘are they cut?’ or an emphatic <te-e-er-ra> = terra ‘return it!’.
Morphology
 
Nouns
The nominal declension, shown for ilum ‘god’/ iltum ‘goddess’:
 
	
	s

	
	du

	
	pl

	

	
	m

	f

	m

	f

	m

	f


	nom.

	ilum

	iltum

	ilān

	iltān

	ilū

	ilātum


	gen.

	ilim

	iltim

	ilīn

	iltīn

	ilī

	ilātim


	acc.

	ilam

	iltam

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	construct

	il

	ilāt

	ilā

	iltā

	ilū

	ilāt


	gen/acc
 

	
	
	ilī

	iltī

	ilī

	



The genitive/accusative collapse into a single form in the dual and plural. Only nouns have a dual; they therefore take plural adjectives and verbs.
 
The final nasal was lost starting in Middle Babylonian, and in Late Babylonian the final syllable (and thus the case distinction) was lost. (Sources differ on whether to include the final m in English; outside the language section I’ve left it out.)
 
Most feminine nouns are marked with -t-, as in iltum, or -at- after two consonants: šarratum ‘queen’.  However, some feminine nouns lack this suffix, e.g.  ummum ‘mother’, ummānum ‘army’, nārum ‘river’. Paired things are feminine (and dual): īnān ‘eyes’. A fair number of nouns are masculine in the singular but feminine in the plural, e.g. eqlum/eqlētum ‘field(s)’, and some have variable gender, e.g. ṭuppum ‘tablet’.
 
A fair number of proper names, mostly belonging to gods, are not declined by case. These include Adad, Aššur, Sîn, Nanna. People’s names are mostly theophoric sentences and thus also don’t decline.
 
In Old Akkadian, there was a terminative suffix -iš, e.g. qātiššu ‘to his hand’. This was no longer productive from Old Babylonian onward, except for forming adverbs (rabiš ‘greatly’).
 
A puzzle of Semitic linguistics is the distribution of broken plurals (e.g. Arabic baytun, buyūtun ‘house(s)’: they exist everywhere but in Akkadian and Northwest Semitic. This was once taken as grounds to place the ‘broken plurals’ languages into a subfamily, but it’s now seen as more likely that the lack of them is an areal feature in the northern languages. There are some irregular plurals in Hebrew (meleḵ, məlāḵīm ‘king(s)’) and a very few in Akkadian (awīlum, awīlû ‘man’, aḫum, aḫḫū ‘brother(s)’, iṣu, iṣṣū ‘tree(s)’); these may be remnants of broken plurals.
 
Where we have expressions X of Y, Akkadian has X Y with X in the construct state and Y in the genitive: bīt bêlim ‘the house of the lord’, īnā eṭlim ‘the eyes of the young man’. The construct form marks case only in the dual and plural.
 
Sometimes a construct expression is lexicalized, e.g. mār šiprim ‘son of the message’ > ‘messenger’. More rarely, it becomes one word: būn pānī ‘features of the face’ > buppānu ‘face’. Bābilim ‘Babylon’ is a construct expression (‘gate of god’).
 
There is no marker of definiteness, so e.g. šarrum is ‘a king’ or ‘the king’ as appropriate. However, the infix -ān picks out a referent from a class, e.g. šarrāqānum ‘that particular thief’.
 
Nouns often derive from verbs, following patterns that are named using the root √PRS ‘cut, decide’. Some examples:
 
	parrās, for professions: šarāqum steal > šarrāqum thief




	mapras, for places, times, and instruments: šakānum place > maškanum threshing floor




	taprīs, for affected persons: lummudum teach > talmīdum student[74]




	pirs, for
an affected object: šapārum send > šiprum message




	purs, for an
abstract quality: rapāšum be wide > rupšum width





 


That is, the PRS terms give the pattern of vowels and consonants; you just substitute the consonants in the root you’re using:
 
	PRS

	p

	a

	r

	r

	ā

	s 

	

	ŠRQ

	š

	a

	r

	r

	ā

	q

	um







The -um ending is the normal nominative singular for all nouns.
Adjectives
Here are the forms of damiq ‘good’; I’ve grayed out forms that work like nouns.
 
	
	m

	f


	s. nom.

	damqum

	damiqtum


	s. gen.

	damqim

	damiqtim


	s. acc.

	damqam

	damiqtam


	du. nom.

	(damqān)

	(damqatān)


	du. gen/acc

	(damqīn)

	(damqatīn)


	pl. nom.

	damqūtum

	damqātum


	pl. gen/acc

	damqūtim

	damqātim
 




The root is damiq only in the feminine singular; the second vowel is deleted elsewhere.
 
The dual forms are used only in Old Akkadian. After that, you used the f.pl. instead, even with masculine nouns: šarrān damqātum ‘two good kings’.
 
Most adjectives derive from verbs— e.g. damiq derives from damāq ‘be good’, just as maqtum ‘fallen’ derives from maqāt ‘fall’.
 
The demonstratives
annûm (f. annītum) ‘this’ and ullûm/ullītum ‘that’ are regular adjectives. Instead of ullûm, you can use 3rd person pronouns.
 
An adjective is often formed by the suffix -ûm, e.g. elum ‘top’ > elûm ‘upper’; Akkadûm ‘Akkadian’.
Personal pronouns
First, here are the independent forms:
 
	
	nom

	gen/acc

	dat


	1s

	anāku

	yâti

	yâšim


	2sm

	attā

	kâti

	kâšim


	2sf

	attī

	
	

	3sm

	šū

	šuāti

	šuāšim


	3sf

	šī

	šiāti

	šiāšim


	
	
	
	

	1p

	nīnu

	niāti

	niašim


	2pm

	attunu

	kunūti

	kunūšim


	2pf

	attina

	kināti

	kināšim


	3pm

	šunu

	šunūti

	šunūšim


	3pf

	šina

	šināti

	šināšim
 




Gender is distinguished in the 2nd and 3rd person, but not the 1st, and number in all persons; we’ll see this pattern in the verbs too— and in general in Semitic.
 
The cases don't match the nouns/adjectives: a separate dative has appeared, and the gen/acc are merged.
 
Note -ti in all the gen/acc forms, -šim in the dative. But the oblique root is mostly suppletive.
 
In Old Akkadian there was a 3du šunīti.
 
There are mostly used for emphasis, because subject, object, and dative are marked on the verb with pronominal suffixes. And possession is marked on nouns the same way. As the suffixes are similar, it’s easiest to give them all here. I’ve grayed out forms identical to the independent forms.
 
	
	gen

	acc

	dat

	predic


	1s

	ī, (y)a

	(a)nni

	(a)m

	āku


	2sm

	ka

	ka

	kum

	āta


	2sf

	ki

	ki

	kim

	āti


	3sm

	šu

	šu

	šum

	ø


	3sf

	ša

	ši

	šim

	at


	
	
	
	
	

	1p

	ni

	niāti

	niāšim

	ānu


	2pm

	kunu

	kunūti

	kunūšim

	ātunu


	2pf

	kina

	kināti

	kināšim

	ātina


	3pm

	šunu

	šunūti

	šunūšim

	ū


	3pf

	šina

	šināti

	šināšim
 

	ā




Thus bītni ‘our house’, iṣbatniāti ‘he seized us’. The genitive
suffixes can also be applied to prepositions: elīšu ‘against him’.
 
The 1s gen. is ī for singular nom/acc nouns (mārtī ‘my daughter’), otherwise -ya (ināya ‘my eyes’). For the verbal 1s suffixes, the a appears after a consonant.
 
The last column shows the predicative suffix. This is applied to the nominal root to form a quick tenseless copula. So il- ‘god’ would give you ilāku ‘I am a god(dess)’, ilāta ‘you (m) are a god’, ilat ‘she is a goddess’, etc.
 
You can use the predicative with adjectives, too— e.g. damqāku ‘I am good’. Where the adjective comes from a verb, the adjective is stative (marṣāku ‘I am sick’) and the verb may express a change of state (amraṣ ‘I got sick’).
 
The interrogatives:
 
mannumwho
mīnumwhat
ayyumwhich
kī how
 
The first three inflect by case but not number.
 
There are indefinite pronouns manama ‘whoever’, mimma ‘whatever’.
Verbs
Verbs are inflected by combining two systems: affixing for marking person, gender, and number, and root rearrangements for marking tense/aspect/mood.
 
The affixes are generally the same for all paradigms, here shown with the preterite of the verb √PRS ‘cut’:
 
	
	s

	du

	pl


	1

	aprus

	
	niprus


	2m

	taprus

	
	taprusā


	2f

	taprusī

	
	

	3m

	iprus

	(iprusā)

	iprusū


	3f

	(taprus)

	
	iprusā
 




As with the pronouns, verbs are inflected by gender except in the 1st person and the 2nd person plural. The parenthesized forms are lost after Old Babylonian.
 
The affixes above refer of course to the subject. Verbs are also suffixed to indicate a pronominal direct or indirect object, using the forms given under Pronouns (thus apruska ‘I cut you’).
 
Morphology involving changing the vowels and sometimes the consonants of the root is characteristic of Semitic. This is done in two ways in the Akkadian verb.
 
First, each verb has three forms: preterite, durative, and perfect. I’ll show just the 3m forms:
 
	
	preterite

	durative

	perfect


	3sm

	iprus

	iparras

	iptaras


	3pm

	iprusū

	iparrasū

	iptarsū
 




	The preterite is the simple past tense, used for completed actions: ‘he cut’.




	The durative is for ongoing or habitual actions, in any time: ‘he is cutting, he was cutting, he used to cut, he will be cutting’. It sometimes works as an irrealis (‘he will/should cut’).




	The perfect refers to a past event with present relevance: ‘I have cut’. This is an Akkadian innovation. In later Akkadian it loses its aspect and replaces the preterite as the basic past tense.





 


To form these, the root of the verb changes. It’s convenient to refer to the root as √PRS, as only the consonants can be expected to appear in all forms. Different paradigms are formed by changing the vowels, gemination (prs > prrs > parras), and infixing (prs > ptars).
 
Though the personal affixes are mostly unchanging, note the epenthetic vowel in iptaras, avoiding a final consonant cluster.
 
The precative (‘let me cut, let him cut…’ is based on the preterite root (prus):
 
	
	s

	du

	pl


	1

	luprus

	
	i niprus


	3m

	liprus

	(liprusā)

	liprusū


	3f

	(lū taprus)

	
	liprusā
 




The precative can’t be directly negated; instead you use the vetitive, which is ayy- plus the preterite, e.g. ayy-iprus ‘let him not cut’. (Before a consonant it’s ē- instead.)[75]
 
The imperative (‘cut!’) uses the same vowel, but slightly rearranged:
 
	
	s

	
	pl


	2m

	purus

	
	pursā


	2f

	pursī
 

	
	



You can’t negate the imperative; instead you use lā plus the durative: lā taparrasī ‘do not cut (f.)’.
 
The infinitive is parāsum and the active participle is pārisum; both are regular nouns. There is also a verbal adjective, which for transitive verbs acts as a passive participle: parsum ‘cut’.
 
There is a ventive suffix -am, which expresses movement toward the speaker; it is identical in form to the 1s dative, and can be seen as an extension of it. Cf. nillik ‘we went’, nillikam ‘we came here’.
 
And we’re not done; this is only the basic stem of the verb, called the G stem (from German Grundstamm). There are three more stems N, D, Š, and then forms which infix -ta or -tan. In Hebrew this dimension of conjugation is called binyānīm.
 
Here’s √PRS taken through the various stems:
 
	
	N

	D

	Š


	preterite

	ipparis

	uparris

	ušapris


	durative

	ipparras

	uparras

	ušapras


	perfect

	ittapras

	uptarris

	uštapris


	imperative

	napris

	purris

	šupris


	
	
	
	

	
	Gt

	Dt

	Št


	preterite

	iptaras

	uptarris

	uštapris


	durative

	iptarras

	uptarras

	uštapras


	perfect

	iptatras

	uptatarris

	uštatapris


	imperative

	pitras

	putarris

	šutapris
 


	
	Gtn

	Dtn

	Štn


	preterite

	iptarras

	
	

	durative

	iptanarras

	uptanarras

	uštanapras


	perfect

	iptatarras

	
	

	imperative

	pitarras
 

	
	



The N stem prefixes n before the root, but the n assimilates to a following consonant: *i-n-paris > ipparis. Mostly it forms a passive— ‘to be cut’.
 
The D stem doubles the middle consonant: prs > prrs. It also changes an initial a- or i- to u-, merging the 1st and 3rd persons. For transitive verbs, it expresses action on many objects (‘he cut things up’); for intransitives it expresses a causative (e.g. ‘he made wide’).
 
The Š stem is formed with a prefixed š(a), and also changes initial a/i- to u-. Its meaning is causative: ‘cause to cut’.
 
The remaining stems all involve infixing -ta after the first consonant of the root: prs > ptars. The Gt stem is reflexive or reciprocal (‘he cut himself/ they cut each other’), or for verbs of motion, separative (‘go’ > ‘go away’). The Dt and Št stems are passives of the D and Š stems (‘things were cut up/widened’ and ‘things were caused to be cut’).
 
Finally, there are -tan- infixed stems. I’ve shown only the forms that differ from the -ta stems. These are iteratives, e.g. Gtn
iptanarras ‘he was repeatedly cutting’, Ntn
ittanapras ‘it was repeatedly being cut’.
Numbers
The numbers have gendered forms, and appear in declined or absolute form.
 
	
	declined

	
	absolute

	

	
	m

	f

	m

	f


	1

	ištēnum

	ištētum

	ištēn

	išteat


	2

	šinā

	šittā

	
	

	3

	šalāštum

	šalāšum

	šalāšat

	šalāš


	4

	erbettum

	erbûm

	erbet

	erbe


	5

	ḫamištum

	ḫamšum

	ḫamšat

	ḫamiš


	6

	šedištum

	šeššum

	šeššet

	šediš


	7

	sebettum

	sebûm

	sebet

	sebe


	8

	samāntum

	samānûm

	samānat

	samāne


	9

	tišītum

	tišûm

	tišīt

	tiše


	10

	ešertum

	ešrum

	ešret
 

	ešer




There are words for higher powers in both base 10 and base 60: meat 100, līm 1000; šuš 60, šār 3600. (Šār is a borrowing from Sumerian.)
 
Numbers agree in gender with the noun. Agreement for numbers 3–19 are “backwards”: the m column has the feminine -t-. So you say šalāšat šarrū ‘three kings’, šalāš šarrātum ‘three queens’. This is a general feature of Semitic.
 
You can also place the number after the noun, in the declined form; it then agrees in case as well with the noun. This seems to add emphasis to the number.
 
Šadî sebettam nīmur.

mountain-pl.acc seven.m-acc 1p-see.past

We saw seven mountains.

Syntax
 
Word order
 
Basic word order, following Sumerian, is SOV.
 
Šarrāqum ṣuḫāram idūk.

thief-s.nom servant-s.acc 3sm-kill.pret

The thief killed the servant.

 
If objects are marked with pronominal affixes, the order within the verb is SVO:
 
Tadūkīšu.

2s-kill.pret-2sf->3s

You (f.) killed him.

 
Noun phrases are head-first:
 
wardum ḫalqum

slave-s.nom escaped-s.m.nom

an escaped slave

 
wardum annûm

slave-s.nom this-s.m.nom

this slave

 
wardum ša niṣbatu

slave-s.nom sub 1p-seize.past-sub

the slave we caught

Negation
 
The negative particle ul negates main clauses.
 
Lā negates subordinate clauses, the protasis of conditionals, interrogatives, and negative injunctions.  It’s also used to negate nouns and adjectives: ṭêmum lā damqum ‘an unfavorable report’.
Prepositions
 
Common prepositions include ana ‘to, for’, elī ‘on, against’, ina ‘in, at, by’, ištu ‘from, out of’, adi ‘up to’, kī ‘like’, lāma ‘before’, aššu ‘for the sake of’. Many prepositions are derived from nouns, e.g. itti ‘with’ < ittum ‘side’.
 
Prepositions precede their NP, which normally appears in the genitive: itti šarrim ‘with the king’, ina bītīka ‘in your (m.) house’.
 
Prepositions can take pronominal suffixes: elīšu ‘on/against him’.
Not to be
 
There is no copula; or if you like there is a null, tenseless copula:
 
Ḫammurapi šarrum ša Bābilim.

Hammurabi king-nom sub Babel-gen

Hammurabi is/was king of Babylon.

 
A pronominal subject is backed:
 
Šarrātum ša Bābilim anāku.

queen-nom sub Babel-gen I

I am/was queen of Babylon.

 
You can also use the predicative, but without modifiers: Ḫammurapi šar ‘Hammurabi is/was king’.
Infinitive
 
The infinitive may be used as a noun: erēšum qerub ‘to plant is near’. We see a nice idiom in erēbam ul iddiššim ‘he didn’t give her to enter’, that is, ‘he didn’t allow her to enter.’
 
Like other nouns, the infinitive appears in the genitive after a preposition: ašar lā amārim ‘a place of not finding’, i.e. ‘a place that can’t be found’.
 
An infinitive may take arguments:
 
ṭuppam ina šemêka

tablet-s.acc in hear-2sm

when you hear the tablet (read)

Conjunctions
 
The ordinary conjunctions are u (cognate to Hebrew wa-) ‘and’, ū ‘or’. They can connect NPs or sentences.
 
You can also conjoin clauses using the clitic -ma. The -ma clause may give the condition or reason for the second clause:
 
Ina nārim mû maṭû-ma eqel biltīni ul ikaššadū.

in river-dat water-pl diminished-pt field-cons tax-1p not 3p-reach

In the river the waters are low, (thus) do not reach our taxable field.

 
Or it may simply give a temporal sequence:
 
Kaspam aknukam-ma uštābilakkum.

silver-s.acc 1-seal.pret-ven-pt 1-carry.Š-ven-2sm

I sealed the silver and had it sent to you.

Subordination
 
The most common form of subordination uses the relativizer ša. (This was declined in Old Akkadian, but afterwards was invariant.) The subordinated verb is suffixed with -u.
 
Kaspam ana mārim
ša uldu inaddin.

silver-s.acc to son-s.gen sub 3sf.bear.pret-sub 3sf-give.dur

She may give the silver to the son
that she bore.

 
The relative clause may be headless: ša iṣṣabtū ‘the one who has taken it’.
 
If the subordinated noun is genitive or dative in the subclause, you use a resumptive pronoun suffix within the subclause:
 
šarrūtum ša išdāša šuršudā

kingship sub foundation-pl-3sf firm-3pf

a kingship whose foundations are firm

 
That may require more explanation. The deep structure can be pictured as
 
a kingship [the foundations of the kingship are firm]

 
We pronominalize of the kingship; this is done in Akkadian by adding a suffix to the noun (išdā). The suffix is feminine -dā to match the gender of šarrūtum ‘kingship’.
 
If the target noun is accusative, using a resumptive suffix is optional.
 
An alternative is to use a noun in the construct state and mark the subordinate verb with -u.
 
Awāt
šarrum iqbû ul ešme.

word-s.cons king-s.nom 3s-speak.pret-sub not 1s-hear.pret

I didn’t hear the word
that the king spoke.

 
There are also time, place, and cause  subordinators, used in place of ša. E.g.:
 
Mārum šū warki abūšu imūtu irgum.

son-s.nom 3sm after father-3sm 3sm-die.pret-sub 3sm-sue.pret

That son brought suit after his father died.

 
Imtasi ašar iwwaldu.

3sm-forget.pret where 3sm-born.pret-sub

He forgot where he was born.

Topicalization
 
An NP from a sentence can be fronted. It’s replaced by a resumptive pronoun suffix, and the clitic -ma is added.
 
Šumma awīlum bubullum elišu ibašši-ma…

if man-nom debt-nom against-3sm 3sm-be.present-pt

A man, if a debt is lodged against him…

 
Inanna Gimillum šū ina nuḫatimmī-ma
illak.

now Gimillum 3sm in cook-p.dat-pt 3sm-go.

Now that Gimillu, he belongs with the cooks.

 
The fronted NP appears in the nominative, no matter what its original role was— e.g awīlum ‘man’ in the first example was the object of a preposition.
Conditionals
 
A conditional is generally expressed with šumma ‘if’:
 
Šumma mārum abāšu imtaḫaṣ, rittašu inakkisū.

if son-s.nom father-s.acc-3sm 3sm-strike.perf / hand-3sm 3pm-cut.off

If a son strikes his father, they will cut off his hand.

 
The particle min can be suffixed to šumma to indicate that something definitely did not or could not happen, as opposed to a hypothetical: šumma-min mētāku ‘if I had died’.
 
Alternatively, the two clauses can simply be adjoined, with the clitic -ma appended to the first verb.
More construct constructions
 
A noun in the construct state can be modified, but follows the construct chain: e.g. mār awīlim ṣebrum ‘the young son of a man’, where ṣebrum modifies mār-.
 
The only thing that can come between the construct and genitive nouns is the negative lā, e.g. bēl lā ilim ‘lord of no god’ = ‘atheist’.
 
An alternative to the construct expression is to use the relativizer ša: šarrum ša mātim ‘the king of the land’. Compare šar mātim.
 
You can chain more than one construct:
 
ina qāt mār awīlim

from hand-cons son-cons man-gen

from the hand of the son of a man

 




Writing systems

Cuneiform
 
Tokens
 
A precursor to writing may be the use of shaped clay tokens. Thousands of these have been found dating back to 8000, and located from Canaan to Iraq to eastern Irān. Intriguingly, Leo Oppenheim reported finding clay envelopes from the 2M that contained tokens, with markings on the envelope corresponding to the tokens inside. (However, though we have 200 envelopes, for only a few do we know which tokens were inside.)
 
The tokens may well have been used for counting, while the envelopes suggest a bill of lading with anti-cheat measures. Denise Schmidt-Besserat linked the tokens to specific Sumerian glyphs, but Sumerologists have raised objections— e.g. tokens have a much wider distribution than the Sumerian language.[76]
Sumerian
 
Let’s start by looking at some sample glyphs and how they developed over time.
 
The first column gives the pictorial version, incised in clay. The second column is an early cuneiform version, clearly still following the picture, but rotated 90°
 
The third column gives the later cuneiform— what you’ll find in dictionaries. Scribes simplified the glyphs into an abstract symbol, and also regularized the strokes to minimize how much they had to rotate the stylus.
 
The last column gives the number of the glyph from von Soden’s Das akkadische Syllabar, and key Sumerian and Akkadian readings. (There are many more readings for each glyph— see Labat or Gelb for all of them.)
 
[image: ] 
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Sumerian writing is first attested in Uruk around 3200. The system starts out relatively complex, with about 800 glyphs. Almost all the texts are administrative; the remainder are word lists used in teaching.
 
All writing systems that developed from nothing (as opposed to those developed under the influence of another system) start out with pictures. Most of the glyphs above illustrate the idea.
 
This soon leads to the problem that some concepts are hard to draw. Sometimes clever expedients are found:
 
[image: ] 


	Drawing ‘water’ within ‘mouth’ gives nag ‘drink’. (Ka
‘mouth’ started out as a head with the mouth area cross-hatched.)




	‘woman’ (originally a picture of the female pubic area) plus ‘mountain’ gives geme
‘slave girl’— because slaves were captured raiding the mountains.




	Also note the iconography of kur
‘stranger, enemy’ (32) and tab ‘double’ (90).





 


Eventually people discovered the rebus principle: spell hard-to-draw words with similar-sounding words. E.g. su ‘body’ > ‘replace’ (6); ti ‘arrow’ > tin ‘life’ (270); gi ‘reed’ > gi ‘render’; e ‘dike’ > ‘speak’.
 
Sometimes the sound of a word is represented only by a hint; e.g. su ‘beard’ is built from ka ‘mouth’ + sa, the latter being a (poor) represenation of the sound.
 
Another useful trick is to add a determinative to give the class of words. E.g. names of gods were marked with diŋir (12); names of places with ki ‘place’, names of birds with mušen (52) ‘bird’.
 
For example, te, a type of marsh plant, was also used for the goddess Nidaba and the town Ereš. If you really meant te you used the ‘plant’ determinative u; for Nidaba you used diŋir, and for Ereš you used ki.
 
Some determinatives, such as diŋir ‘god’ and giš ‘wooden’, appeared before the word they applied to, others (e.g. ki, mušen) appeared after it.
 
In transliteration, we write determinatives in superscript, e.g. Eriduki
‘Eridu’, gišguza ‘chair’. Because diŋir is so common it’s abbreviated d: dEnlil.
 
In the earliest writing, each word (or sometimes a longer constituent) was written within a box, and the order of signs within a box was undetermined. Grammatical endings (which are plentiful in Sumerian) were not written at first.
 
By 2500, logographs were used for the stem of a word, followed by phonograms marking affixes. However, phonograms were still mostly CV signs. However, VC signs were derived in the Old Sumerian period. This was a gradual and almost accidental process. E.g.:
 
	An early CV sign was še. It was used as a logogram for eš ‘rope’, and then became the VC phonogram for any eš. 



	Signs for ab, an, in derived from logograms beginning with a glottal stop— i.e. ʾab, ʾan, ʾin.





 


From the UR III period, scribes began, inconsistently, to indicate vowel length. Sometimes this was done with different glyphs— e.g. ne was used for /ne/ and né for /nē/. Or an extra vowel sign was inserted: /nūb/ could be written nu-ù-ub.
 
By 3000, all the signs were rotated 90° left. Such changes are not uncommon in writing systems, though the motivation for this one is unclear.
 
As any young child could tell you, dragging a point through clay is not very efficient and creates stringlets of clay. Even within the first Uruk period, scribes moved to impressing the stylus in the clay intead, which was faster and neater.
 
[image: ] 


A stylus was made by cutting a large reed, as shown in the diagram above. The corner of the stylus was pushed into the clay, producing the distinctive wedge shape (cuneus, shown at right) that gives the script its name. The Akkadians called the wedge sattakku ‘triangle’.
 
Styluses were sometimes made of bone or metal.
 
Cuneiform also appears carved on metal, stone, or wood; craftsmen carefully reproduced the wedge shape of the glyphs pressed into clay.
Akkadian
 
The Akkadians adapted the Sumerian writing system to write their own language. The process was similar to the Japanese adoption of Chinese characters.
 
The simplest thing was to use the glyphs phonetically, and this was common.
 
However, Sumerian words were also used logographically— e.g. lugal ‘king’ (180+194) could be used to write šarru ‘king’.
 
As a further stage, such reinterpreted graphs could be used phonetically. E.g. kal ‘strong’ was used to represent dan- ‘strong’, but also to represent the syllable dan.
 
To learn such a system, the scribe had to learn Sumerian, and indeed they learned it so well that they could write original compositions in it, or edit Sumerian texts. For both ancient scribes and modern Assyriologists, the script is difficult, and misreadings were common. 
 
Nonetheless, it was possible to write Assyrian as a pure syllabary, with no more than 300 glyphs. (The full system had at least 600 glyphs, but most would be used only by experts.) The use of logograms actually increased over time— e.g. 1M texts on astronomy and divination are 85% logographic. There are practical advantages to logographs (they were quicker to write and easier to search for), but all complicated writing sytems (and this includes the eccentric orthography of English and French) also become markers of status; those who have mastered them see no advantage in giving them up or reforming them.
 
The Akkadian syllabary was mostly composed of CV and VC glyphs. There are plenty of CVC glyphs, but the selection is quite incomplete. There are also V glyphs.
 
The Akkadians were at first quite careless about voicing— e.g. ga could represent ga, ka, or qa. They may have not seen the need for precision, or perhaps the Sumerian sounds did not quite match theirs. But in the 2M they consistently distinguished voiced and voiceless initials. They continued to be careless about finals; e.g. uz was used for uz, us, uṣ.
Decipherment
The last known writing in cuneiform is dated to +75. After that knowledge of the script was lost, and with it direct understanding of the Assyrians, Babylonians, and Sumerians.
 
The key to rediscovery was the trilingual inscriptions found at Persepolis and elsewhere, from Achaemenid times, written in Old Persian, Elamite, and Akkadian. They were known to Europeans from the +1500s.
 
In the late +1700s, it was understood that the inscriptions were from three languages, and the first (using only a couple dozen symbols) was alphabetic. By the end of the century the Avesta was known, which was a necessary background for tackling Old Persian. By +1850 the Old Persian could be read. The formulaic nature of the inscriptions, and the heavy repetition of names and titles, helped a lot.
 
The next step was to understand the Akkadian. Progress was rapid during the +1850s, and received a big credibility boost when a new text was discovered and sent to four different scholars; their translations were close enough that it seemed like the project was on firm ground.
 
At the time there was no memory at all of Sumer. The language was discovered at the same time, as many tablets were obviously themselves bilingual: Sumerian-Akkadian vocabulary lists and interlinear translations. Later, it was recognized that some tablets, the oldest ones, were in Sumerian only.
Hieroglyphs
 
To save space and time, I haven’t provided a sketch of Egyptian. But I know you’d be disappointed if there was nothing about hieroglyphs.
 
The hieroglyphs were devised in Dyn. 1 (3000). About 700 signs existed by the Middle Kingdom, but signs continued to be devised, until there were about 5000 by Ptolemaic times.
 
These were all logograms. However, 26 of them were used for single consonants, shown below; 80 for two-consonant sequences, and 70 for three consonants.
 
[image: ] 


Other glyphs were often accompanied by one-consonant renderings. E.g. ʾnḫ ‘life’ (i.e. ankh) could be written
 
[image: ] 


which includes the logogram for ankh plus the symbols for n ḫ.
 
The word pāruw ‘house’ is written as shown below. The stroke indicates that the glyph is to be read as an ideogram; without it it’s the two-consonant glyph pr.
 
[image: ] 


Text is written right-to-left, but carved text may be written left-to-right for symmetry (e.g. on either side of a doorway), with the glyphs reversed.
 
If a word is written phonetically, it’s often followed by a determinative giving its meaning class. E.g. pr is used s a determinative for buildings.
 
Hieroglyphics were always drawn or carved with full retention of their pictorial content. However, a simplified calligraphic variant, hieratic, was used for writing on papyrus or ostraca. In the 1M an even more abbreviated script was used, demotic.
 
One of the keys to reading Egyptian was reading kings’ names, which in hieroglyphics are helpfully placed in cartouches, e.g.
 
[image: ] 


This one reads Ptolmys, that is Πτολεμαῖος (Ptolemy). The lion is rw in Middle Egyptian but is here read as l.
 




Hebrew

Hebrew is a member of the Canaanite branch of Central Semitic. In earliest times it was very likely mutually intelligible with Phoenician, Moabite, and Edomite— and of course the language of the “Canaanites.” The Tanakh does its best to distinguish the evil Canaanites from the Israelites, but they are as close linguistically as they were geographically and culturally.
 
Within our period and a little beyond, we can divide the language into these stages:
 
Biblical Hebrew (BH)8C to 7C
Late Biblical Hebrew6C to 2C
Rabbinic Hebrew2C to +6C
Masoretic Hebrew+7C to +10C

 
Late BH dates to Persian times, and includes Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Chronicles.
 
Hebrew slowly gave way to Aramaic as the spoken language of the Jews and the entire Middle East. Parts of the Tanakh are written in Aramaic: Ezra 4:8–6:18, 7:12–26 and Daniel 2:4b–7:28; also, for some reason, Jeremiah 10:11.
 
Where actual words of Jesus are recorded in Mark (e.g. 5:41), they’re Aramaic. However, Hebrew continued as a spoken language till around +200.
 
The Jews preserved Hebrew to study the Tanakh and for scholarship. The Mišnā is written in Hebrew, but the Talmūdic commentaries are in Aramaic. But Aramaic gave way to Arabic in the Middle East, and was of little use in Europe, so Rashi and other medieval scholars wrote mostly in Hebrew.
 
When Jews from Europe began to settle Israel in the +19C, they spoke a wide variety of languages. Eliezer Ben-Yehuda (born in Belarus) was determined to make Hebrew the language of daily life, and was the first to teach it to his children as a native language. He edited newspapers, wrote a dictionary, coined words for things in modern life, and helped found what is now the Academy of the Hebrew Language.
 
Modern Hebrew is of course based on BH (or more properly Rabbinic Hebrew), but is different from it in many ways— pronunciation, lexicon, and syntax. This sketch covers only Biblical Hebrew.
Alphabet
 
The columns show the ancestral Phoenician form, the modern Hebrew form, the transliteration, the name of the letter, and the borrowed Greek letter.
 


 
[image: ]
I’ve given the Greek not only because it too was adapted from the Phoenician alphabet, but because it can help you learn the Hebrew letterforms. It may help to know that Greek, once it began to write exclusively left-to-right, flipped all the letterforms (e.g. look at K above).[77]
 
A few mnemonics:  
 
	By a useful historical accident, ר
/r/ looks like a backwards r.




	Also by accident, ס
/s/ resembles Greek σ.




	ק
resembles a backwards q.




	ש
/š/ is easier if you remember Cyrillic Ш.




	For ט
/ṭ/, compare lowercase Greek θ, especially its variant ��.




	The tiniest letter י
/y/ is also our smallest: I. 




 


Some of the Hebrew letters are easy to confuse, but Kindle only offers one Hebrew font. We’ll just have to live with that, but note the subtle differences between:
 
 ע צ = ṣ ʿ
 
 ד ר = r d[78]
 
ז ג נ = n g z
 
ב כ = k b
 
ת ח ה = h ħ t
 
 ס ם = s m
 
Five letters have special forms used at the end of the word (i.e. the left side). This is exactly like the use of σ and ς in Greek.
 
	normal

	end

	transliteration


	כ

	ך

	k

	

	מ

	ם

	m

	

	נ

	ן

	n

	

	פ

	ף

	p

	

	צ

	ץ

	ṣ

	

	
	
	
	




Origins
 
The idea of the alphabet may be said to be implicit in Egyptian hieroglyphs, which included two dozen single-consonant signs (p. 310).
 
In the second quarter of the 2M, we find graffiti in a mining camp in the Sinai. These are called Proto-Sinaitic, and show clear borrowings from hieroglyphics, but also similarities to the later Phoenician alphabet. M. O’Connor in WWS cautions that “it cannot be said that they have been deciphered.” There are a very few, and very short, inscriptions from Canaan dating to the Late Bronze Age (1525-1200).
 
The city of Ugarit, on the Syrian coast, adapted cuneiform to create a consonantal alphabet, and we have 1500 short texts in Ugaritic, dating to the period 1300–1190. Many of the letters resemble the Phoenician forms.
 
The Ugaritic alphabet could be written in two orders; one was the same as Phoenician, the other the same as used later in South Arabian.
 
We find Phoenician texts, written in a standardized alphabet, by 1050. This is the alphabet that was adopted by the Hebrews (900s) and Greeks (by 800). The Etruscans adopted the Greek alphabet in the 700s, and the Romans got it from them.
 
Or at least that’s the usual story! It’s based on attestations— but things written on leather or papyrus were unlikely to survive. The first Greek inscriptions are stone inscriptions and a rock graffito. What we do have— from Greek, Phrygian, Lydian, etc.— shows a dizzying regional variety: there are no less than 33 variations of the Greek alphabet. Individual letterforms are hard to trace to a single ancestor.
 
There are oddities like 8 being used for /f/ in Lydian (in Anatolia) and Etruscan (in Italy). There’s also the fact that Greek and western scripts were written right-to-left then left-to-right in alternate lines, or boustrophedon, when Phoenician already had a fixed right-to-left order.
 
All this is easily explained if the common ancestor was a century or two earlier, before the Phoenicians had settled on right-to-left writing. See Waal 2019 for more.
 
Many of the Egyptian single-consonant signs were acrophonic: they began with the consonant they represented. E.g. r < raʾ ‘mouth’, ç < çūwat ‘belly’, n < net ‘water’, j < i ‘reed’, z < ze ‘door bolt’, t < te ‘bread’.
 
The same principle was used in the Phoenician alphabet, thus. (Refer to the alphabet diagram above as the Phoenician letters look more like their namesakes.)
 
א ʾ = ʾelep̄ ‘ox’ in Hebrew

ב b = bayiṯ ‘house’

כ k = kap̄ ‘palm of hand’

מ m = mayīm ‘water’

נ  n = nāħāš ‘snake’

ע ʿ = ʿayin ‘eye’

ר r = roʾš ‘head

The advance of the Greeks was to consistently represent vowels. This too may have developed from the acrophonic principle. E.g., the glottal stop ʾ was not salient to the Greeks; hearing ʾālep and understanding the acrophonic principle, they understood the letter as referring to [a] and called the letter ἄλφα.
 
As we turn ʿIrāq into Iraq, the Greeks ignored the consonant ע ʿ. More surprisingly, the letter was used for [o]. Perhaps the ʿ backed the vowel of ʿayin to [ɑ], which the Greeks heard as [o].
 
ח ḫēt was originally used for [h], as H, while ה  hēʾ became E [e]. The Western Greeks continued to used H for [h], and passed this usage to the Romans. But the Eastern Greeks began to use it for the vowel [ē] instead. To write [h] they cut H in half (Ͱ) and used it as a diacritic. This became the apostrophe in ὅρος [horos]. Later yet, this was reversed to mark non-aspiration, as in ἄλφα [alpʰa].
The matres
 
The Phoenician alphabet was entirely consonantal. Some theorists of writing suggest that this makes it not a true alphabet; it can be called an abjad instead.
 
Starting in the 9C to the 5C, the Arameans wrote certain vowels with consonantal symbols; these are called mātrēs lectiōnis
‘mothers of reading’. The practice spread to the Canaanites, including the Hebrews and Phoenicians. (Ugaritic had a similar but more limited system.) A very similar system is used in Arabic, and in derived scripts, such as Persian and Urdū.
 
In at least some cases, mātrēs derived from sound change. E.g. the diphthong /aw/ was written ו . But it monophthongized to /o/, so the ו  now marked a vowel.
 
The basic rules for BH:
 
	Write all ī as י
(y).




	Write all ū as ו
(w).




	Write ē as י
and ō as ו. This is optional except word-finally.




	Write word-final ā or e as ה
(h)




	Ignore all other vowels.





 


Examples:
 
אישׁʾYŠ ʾīš ‘man’
סוסSWSsūs ‘horse’
ביטBYTbēṯ ‘house’ (construct form)
יונהYWNHyōnā ‘Jonah’
 
Scholars use a circumflex to indicate that a long vowel is written in the Hebrew using a māter: thus ʾîš, sûs, bêṯ, yônâ. I just use the macron as I’m also giving the Hebrew letters!
 
Innumerable Hebrew names end with the māter
ה, which was dutifully transcribed as h in English Bibles— Jeremiah, Noah, Leah, Dinah, Judah. This gave English the convention of representing vowels with  following h, once a staple of colonialist maps (e.g. Burmah) and still preserved in phrasebooks and fantasy (Dagobah,
Dejah Thoris). This isn’t the only example we’ll see of details of Hebrew influencing English.
Pointing
 
For everyday use, readers of Hebrew have found mātrēs quite sufficient. But for reading the Tanakh, a system of diacritics was developed to fully indicate vowels. (These days it’s also used for children’s books and for poetry.) It’s called pointing (niqqūḏ), and was devised by the Masoretes between +600 and +1000.[79]
 
Here are the pointed forms of m, with the names of the vowels:
 
	מָ
mā

	qāmeṣ gadol

	מַ
ma

	paṯaħ


	מֵ
mē

	ṣērē

	מֶ
me

	səḡōl


	מִי
mī

	ħīreq-yōḏ

	מִ
mi

	ħīreq


	מֹ
mō

	ħōlem

	מָ
mo

	qāmeṣ qaṭan


	מוּ
mū

	šūreq

	מֻ
mu

	qibbūṣ


	
	
	מְ
mə

	šəwāʾ


	
	
	
	




I don’t know of any mnemonics, but on the plus side there are not many of them to memorize.
 
Recall that ī and ū are always written with mātrēs, so these are shown with mī/mū. But:
 
	the diacritic for ī is applied to the base letter: מִי




	that for ū is applied to the māter: מוּ





 


Don’t take the transliterations as phonetic facts; I’ll discuss the phonology of BH below. But note that mā and mo are written the same (מָ
qāmeṣ) because the vowels had the same vocal quality [ɔ].
 
Around the 1C, the stops /p t k b d g/ fricativized to [f θ χ v ð ʁ] at the end of a syllable, except for geminated consonants. Note the uvular pronunciation of fricativized /k g/.
 
In a pointed text, a dot (dāḡēš) is added to the letters when they are stops (not fricatives).  Thus:
 
	פּ

	p


	תּ

	t


	כּ

	k


	בּ

	b


	דּ

	d


	גּ

	g







Traditionally the fricatives are transliterated <p̄ ṯ ḵ ḇ ḏ ḡ>. I’ll follow suit, but again, the fricativization is well past our period, so you can effectively ignore it if you want to recapture how the Biblical writers spoke.
 
Here are the earlier examples, pointed:
 
אִישׁʾīš ‘man’
סוּסsūs ‘horse’
בֵּיתbēṯ ‘house’
יוֹנָהyōnā ‘Jonah’
 
Masoretic pointing also marks the stress accent, e.g. 
 
אֶ֫רֶץ ʾéreṣ ‘land’
 
In fact the pointing indicated quite a few other things, including marking syntactic and narrative structure. It would take a long time to explain these, and it’s probably relevant only to reading the Tanakh out loud, so I’ve omitted them from the Hebrew examples below.
 
We have another source on Hebrew vowels: the Hexapla, part of a multi-language version of the Bible compiled by Origen in the +3C which included a transliteration of the Hebrew into the Greek alphabet. Sadly, most of this 3000-page work is lost.
The Tetragrammaton
 
Now you can appreciate an old and impactful scholarly blunder.
 
In the Masoretic text, the name of God appears as יְהֹוָה‎. If you read this as written, you get Yəhōwāh. If you were writing in medieval Latin, you rendered this Jehovah, and for centuries many Christians thought that was the proper Hebrew name of God.
 
By the time of the Masoretes, however, it was forbidden to name יהוה
out loud. You substituted אֲדֹנָי
ʾăḏōnāy ‘my lord’. They therefore supplied יהוה
with the vowel points of ʾăḏōnāy. So yəhōwāh is a misreading.[80]
 
How do you pronounce יהוה? The consensus is יַהְוֶה
Yahweh. The Greeks recorded Ιαβε as the Samaritan version of the name c. +400, and the first vowel is also found in theophoric names like Ħizəqiyāh (Hezekiah) as well as in הַלְלוּ יָהּ
haləlūyāh ‘praise God’ = ‘Hallelujah’.[81]
Hebrew phonology
 
Consonants
 
The consonantal inventory:
 
	
	bilabial

	dental

	velar

	pharyngeal

	glottal


	stop

	ק
p

	ת
t

	כ
k

	
	א
ʾ


	
	ב
b

	ד
d

	ג
g

	
	

	
	
	ט
ṭ

	ק
q

	
	

	fricative

	
	ס
s

	
	
	ה
h


	
	
	ז
z

	
	
	

	
	
	צ
ṣ

	
	
	

	
	
	ש
š, ɬ

	
	
	

	approximant

	ו
w

	י
y

	
	ח
ħ

	

	
	
	
	
	ע
ʿ

	

	rhotic

	
	ר
r

	
	
	

	lateral

	
	ל
l

	
	
	

	nasal
 

	מ
m

	נ
n

	
	
	



The stops p t k were aspirated /pʰ tʰ kʰ/.
 
ש
represented two sounds /š ɬ/ in BH; they shared a letter because Phoenician had merged them. Starting in Late BH /ɬ/ merged with /s/. This left ש
with two values, /s š/; the Masoretes wrote שׂ for [s] and שׁ for [š].
 
The BH pronunciation of ṭ ṣ q is uncertain. Based on comparison with other family members, they might be ejective [t’ s’ k’]. The Masoretic pronunciations (from Khan) were [tˤ sˤ q], where [q] is a uvular stop. In the modern era Sephardic Jews use pharyngealized [tˤ sˤ kˤ], while Ashkenazim turned them into [t ts k].
 
The glottal stop א
ʾ was often lost. This is easily seen in the Masoretic text when a medial א
has no points; compare דָּנִיֵּאל
Dānīyyēl ‘Daniel’ with מִיכָאֵל
Mīḵāʾēl ‘Michael’. Ashkenazim generally lost it in all positions.
 
ר
r was uvular [ʀ], as in French, or perhaps a continuant [ʁ]. Meloni 2021 argues that before Masoretic times it was an alveolar tap [ɾ].
 
The approximant ו
w changed to a labiodental [v]— a change shared with Aramaic— as early as the +1C.
 
The approximant ח
ħ is difficult— my phonetics book (J.C. Catford) advises starting with the gag reflex and learning to control it! The idea is to constrict the pharynx. Once you master it, voice it to produce ʿ [ʕ]. Both sounds are found in Arabic as well. The Sephardim kept these, but they were lost by the Ashkenazim.
 
Consonants can be doubled (geminated), as in hēnnā ‘they (f)’; this is indicated with a dot within the letter— e.g. nn = נּ.
 
For stops, the same dot (dāḡēš) indicates a non-fricative pronunciation. There is no conflict, because a single post-vocalic consonant would have fricativized.
 
Geoffey Khan believes that the dotted stops were always geminated, even beginning a word. In any case, gemination was lost in the medieval period, so modern בּ
/b/ / ב
/v/ are fully phonemic.
 
An h with dāḡēš
הּ
indicates that it’s really pronounced /h/— i.e. it’s not a māter. Compare דְּבָרָהּ
dəḇārāh ‘her word’ with יוֹנָה
yōnā ‘Jonah’.
Vowels
 
The vowels are difficult, because they are not recorded in BH except as mātrēs. The Masoretes naturally used their own reading, more than a millennium later, to create the pointing system. Adding to the confusion, Europeans had no access to the actual speech of the Masoretes in Galilee, and took the points as referring to their own local Hebrew pronunciations.
 
Here’s a comparison of several transliterations of the Masoretic points:
 
	
	
	Trad

	McC

	Hetz

	Such

	Khan


	מָ

	qāmeṣ

	ā

	ɔ

	å̄

	ɔ

	ɔ


	מֵ

	ṣērē

	ē

	e

	ē

	e:

	e


	מִי

	ħīreq-yod

	ī

	i

	ī

	i

	i


	מֹ

	ħōlem

	ō

	o

	ō

	o:

	o


	מוּ

	šūreq

	ū

	u

	ū

	u

	u


	מַ

	paṯaħ

	a

	a

	a

	a

	a or ɑ


	מֶ

	səḡōl

	e

	ɛ

	ɛ

	ɛ

	ɛ


	מִ

	ħīreq

	i

	i

	i

	i

	i


	מָ

	qāmeṣ-qaṭan

	o

	ɔ

	å

	ɔ

	ɔ


	מֻ

	qibbūṣ

	u

	u

	u

	u

	u


	מְ

	šəwāʾ

	ə

	ə

	ə

	a/e/o

	a




Trad is the traditional transliteration used in this book; it’s found in many textbooks and on Wikipedia. McC is the phonetic realizations from P. Kyle McCarter Jr.’s sketch of Hebrew in Woodard 2004, though outside the phonology section he uses the traditional transliteration. Hetz refers to Robert Hetzron’s sketch in Comrie 1990. The other two are (Benjamin) Suchard 2016 and (Geoffrey) Khan 2020. The latter is based on the Masoretes’ own writings.
 
Hetzron doubts that length (rather than vowel quality) is a phonetic reality in BH at all; Khan has length variation for all vowels; Suchard has long vowels /ī ē ɛ̄ ō ɔ̄ ū/ and short vowels /a e o/.
 
Ashkenazim today pronounce /ā/ as [ɔ] or [o], but Sephardim use [a].
 
The linguistic term shwa derives from שְׁוָא
šəwāʾ, and the IPA value [ə] is a common realization (when it’s not silent; see below). But note that Suchard pronounces it as one of [a e o], while Khan believes that the Masoretes actually pronounced it [a].
 
Khan compares several words in their Babylonian and Tiberian (Masoretic) forms:
 
	
	Tiberian


	Babylonian


	you f.pl אתן

	ʔattēn


	ʔattan


	they m.pl הם

	hēm


	ham


	desert מדבר

	miḏbār


	maḏbār


	destroys יהרוס

	yahărōs


	yihrōs




Reduced vowels
 
BH generally retains the Proto-Semitic long vowels. The short vowels were sometimes lengthened and sometimes reduced, forming this set of morphological patterns:
 
	Original

	Lengthened

	Short

	Reduced


	*i

	ē

	i, e

	ə, ă, ĕ


	*u

	ō

	u, o

	ə, ŏ


	*a

	ā

	a, i, e

	ə, ă, ĕ
 




If you see a ְ shwa, it’s not always pronounced [ə]— it may be silent.
 
	It’s [ə] when it begins a syllable:

	Beginning a word:  כְּנַעַן
Kĕnaʿan




	After a long vowel: הָיְתָ֥ה
hāyəṯāh ‘be.3sf’




	After another šəwāʾ: מְ
in  הַיִּשְׁמְעֵאלִ֔ים
hayyišməʿēlīm ‘the Ishmaelites’ 







	It’s silent if it ends a syllable:

	Ending a word: פְּקַדְתִּיךְ
pəqaḏtīḵ ‘I visited you’




	After a short vowel: מִצְרִ֔י
miṣrī ‘Egyptian’




	Before another šəwāʾ: שְׁ
in
הַיִּשְׁמְעֵאלִ֔ים
hayyišməʿēlīm ‘the Ishmaelites’









 


Final k is written ךְ
with shwa; this isn’t done with other final consonants.
 
The gutturals
ʾ ʿ h ħ induce some predictable changes:
 
	They cannot be geminated; sometimes the previous vowel lengthens instead.




	When final, except /ʾ/, an -a- is inserted: *rūħ >
רוּחַ
rūaħ ‘wind’. This a is pointed under the guttural but pronounced before it; that is, final חַ
is [aħ] not [ħa]. Old grammars charmingly call this “furtive paṯaħ.”




	A guttural plus /ə/ is rendered by one of the ‘ultrashort’ vowels [ă ĕ ŏ]: /ʾəlōhīm/ = [ʾĕlōhīm] ‘God’. These are indicated by compound points: עֲ
ʿă, אֱ
ʾĕ, חֳ
ħŏ. Ultrashort vowels are always pronounced.




	Gutturals tend to lower adjacent vowels. E.g. יִשְׁלַח
yišlaħ ‘he will send’ instead of regular *yišlōħ.







Prosodic features
 
Stress is normally on the last syllable. There are a few lexical exceptions, such as אֶרֵֶץ
ʾéreṣ ‘land’, מֶלֶךְ
méleḵ ‘king’. A few suffixes (marked in the morphology section) do not have final stress, e.g. the dual suffix -áyim.
 
Adding a suffix, as it normally moves the stress, causes earlier vowels to be reduced. E.g.
 
דָּבָר
dāḇār ‘word’ > דְּבָרִים
dəḇārīm ‘words’
כָּתַב
kāṯaḇ ‘he wrote’ > כָּתְבָה
kāṯəḇā ‘she wrote’
 
I won’t cover this more, but it is a major part of learning Hebrew!
 
There’s also a phenomenon called pause— yet another set of points added by the Masoretes. These mostly mark discourse units of various sizes, such as a verse or half-verse. However, they also affect pronunciation; e.g. שְׁמְרוּ
šāmərū ‘they guarded’ becomes šāmārū at the end of a phrase.
 
I’ve taken these to be basically punctuation, like our period / semicolon / comma, and probably relevant only if you’re reciting verses from the Tanakh— or doing comparative Semitic.
 
If you adopt the transliteration used here, you may confuse both Jews and those Christians studying Hebrew! That’s because BH, like Latin, is normally taught using pronunciations that have developed over the last two millennia, strongly influenced by the native languages of the speakers. There’s nothing wrong with those pronunciations, except that they’re not how BH was actually spoken. I would feel bad telling you, as one textbook does, that א
/ʾ/ ע
/ʿ/ are silent, that the Masoretes distinguished
גגּ דדּ תתּ  /tṯ dḏ gḡ/ for no reason, or that ת
/t/ ט
/ṭ/ sound the same!
Morphology
 
The purpose of a grammatical sketch is not to teach the language, but to show the structure of the language and explain the most interesting bits.
 
What am I leaving out? Well, all the irregularities and complications that make textbooks long and the process of learning the language even longer! For example, conjugation gets difficult when the verb root has certain phonetic forms— see the huge section in your Hebrew grammar on weak verbs.
 
To put it another way, I’ve tried to cover all the parameters of inflection, but not to teach you how to inflect any given word.
Triliteral roots
 
The most striking feature of the Semitic languages is the triliteral roots, so let’s start with those.
 
Idealizing a bit, a root has three consonants, e.g. כתב
√KTB ‘write’. Various forms are made by adding vowels in various places, as well as by affixing.
 
For instance, from this root we can form
 
	כְּתֹב


	kəṯoḇ

	write!


	כָּתַב


	kāṯaḇ

	he wrote


	נִכְתַּב


	niḵtab

	it was written


	אֶכְתֹּב


	ʾeḵtōḇ

	I write


	כֹּתֵב


	kōtēḇ

	writing


	כָּתוּב


	kāṯūḇ

	being written


	כַּתְבָּן


	kaṯbān

	scribe (post-BH)


	כְּתָב


	kəṯāḇ

	writing system


	כְּתוּבִים


	kəṯūḇīm

	writings (part of Tanakh)
 




This feature goes back at least to proto-Semitic.
Basic forms
To start, here is the suffixing conjugation (SC) of √KTB. Prototypically it’s completive and past tense: ‘I wrote’, etc.
 
	
	
	singular

	
	plural


	1

	כָּתַבְתִּי

	kātáḇtī

	כָּתַבְנוּ

	kāṯáḇnū


	2m

	כָּתַבְתָּ

	kāṯáḇtā

	כְּתַבְתֶּם

	kəṯaḇtem


	2f

	כָּתַבְתְּ

	kāṯaḇṯ

	כְּתַבְתֶּן

	kəṯaḇten


	3m

	כָּתַב

	kāṯaḇ

	כָּתְבוּ

	kāṯəḇū


	3f
 

	כָּתְבָה

	kāṯəḇā

	כָּתְבוּ

	kāṯəḇū




It contrasts with the prefixing conjugation (PC), which is generally imperfective (‘he was/is writing’) or non-past (‘he writes/will write’):
 
	
	
	singular

	
	plural


	1

	אֶכְתֹּב

	ʾeḵtōḇ

	נִכְתֹּב

	niḵtōḇ


	2m

	תִּכְתֹּב

	tiḵtōḇ

	תִּכְתְּבוּ

	tiḵtəḇū


	2f

	תִּכְתְּבִי

	tiḵtəḇī

	תִּכְתֹּבְנָה

	tiḵtóḇnā


	3m

	יִכְתֹּב

	yiḵtōḇ

	יִכְתְּבוּ

	yiḵtəḇū 


	3f
 

	תִּכְתֹּב

	tiḵtōḇ

	תִּכְתֹּבְנָה

	tiḵtóḇnā




(Yes, there are some suffixes in there, but there’s always a prefix.)
 
See p. 344 for how aspect/tense is expressed.
 
Note the different gender forms in the 2nd and 3rd persons.
 
Hebrew is normally written unpointed, and people often wonder how that can work. Here’s the SC conjugation unpointed, with the root grayed out. Only one ambiguity is introduced, between 2m/2f.
 
	
	
	s

	
	pl


	1

	כתבתי

	kātáḇtī

	כתבנו

	kāṯáḇnū


	2m

	כתבת

	kāṯáḇtā

	כתבתם

	kəṯaḇtem


	2f

	כתבת

	kāṯaḇṯ

	כתבתן

	kəṯaḇten


	3m

	כתב

	kāṯaḇ

	כתבו

	kāṯəḇū


	3f
 

	כתבה

	kāṯəḇā

	כתבו

	kāṯəḇū




The citation form for Hebrew verbs is not the infinitive but the SC 3ms, e.g. כָּתַב
kāṯaḇ.[82]
Imperatives
The forms of the cohortative (1st person exhortation, “let us write”, or resolve, “we will write”) and imperative (2nd person command):
 
	
	
	s

	
	pl


	1

	אֶכְתְּבָה

	ʾeḵtəḇā

	נִכְתְּבָה

	niḵtəḇā


	2m

	כְּתֹב

	kəṯōḇ

	כִּתְבוּ

	kiṯbū


	2f

	כִּתְבִי

	kiṯḇī
 

	כְּתֹבְנָה

	kəṯoḇnā




There’s also a jussive, a 3rd person exhortation (“let him write”, “may he write”). It’s formally the same as the PC for most verbs, including this one. But for some weak verbs it’s not: e.g. ‘exile’ has PC יִגְלֶה
yiḡleh, but 3sm jussive יִגֶל
yíḡel.
 
Optionally, all of these may be emphasized with נָא
nāʾ.
Binyānīm
Given a basic (qal) verb, a set of derived verbs (בִּנְיָנִים
binyānīm ‘structures’) can be formed, mostly changing the valence.
 
They are named using the verb פעל
√PʿL ‘do, act’. That is, the name of the binyān gives you the pattern to use. For example:
 
binyān namenipʿalנִפְעַל

root √KTBktb

derived formniktabנִכְתַּב

The main binyānīm, with the commonest meanings:
 
	1

	qal

	basic verb

	

	2

	nip̄ʿal

	passive of 1

	niʾsar he will be bound


	
	
	reflexive

	nimkar he sold himself


	
	
	reciprocal

	nirʾū they saw each other


	3

	piʿel

	causative

	ħizzaq strengthen


	
	
	intensive

	šābar break > šibbar shatter


	4

	puʿal

	passive of 3

	quddaš be sanctified


	5

	hip̄ʿil

	causative

	hōlīḵ bring


	
	
	active

	yāṭaḇ be good > hēṭīḇ do well


	6

	hop̄ʿal

	passive of 5

	hošlaḵ be thrown


	7

	hitpaʿel

	reflexive

	hiṯqaddeš consecrate oneself


	
	
	iterative

	hiṯhallēk walk back and forth
 




The piʿel and puʿal forms geminate the middle consonant; unfortunately the name doesn’t indicate this as ע
ʿ can’t geminate.
 
No verb will exist in all binyānīm, though some will give the system a run for its money:
 
	הָלַךְ

	hālaḵ

	(qal)

	walk


	נֶהֱלַךְ

	nehelaḵ

	(nip̄ʿal)

	be gone


	הִלֵּךְ

	hillēḵ

	(piʿʿel)

	walk swiftly


	הוּלִיךְ

	hūlīḵ

	(hip̄ʿil)

	cause to go, lead


	הִתְהַלֵּךְ

	hiṯhallēḵ

	(hiṯpaʿel)

	walk back and forth


	
	
	
	



Verbs may have idiosyncratic meanings (e.g. כָּבֵד
kāḇēd ‘be heavy’ > ‘be honored’ in nip̄ʿal). There are verbs which have no qal form, e.g. נִסְתַּר
nistar ‘hide oneself’ (nip̄ʿal), בִּקֵּשׁ
biqqēš ‘seek’ (piʿʿel).
Other forms
	Active participle

	כּוֹשֵב

	koṯēḇ ‘writing’


	Passive participle

	כָּתוּב

	kāṯūḇ ‘written’


	Infinitive construct

	כְּתֹב

	kətōḇ ‘to write’


	Infinitive absolute

	כָּתוֹב

	kāṯōḇ ‘with writing’
 




The participles are ordinary adjectives.
Nouns
 
Gender
There are two genders, masculine and feminine. As in Romance or German, they require agreement with adjectives and pronouns; unlike them, this applies to verbs too.
 
There are often m/f couplets, where the feminine is formed with a suffix, almost always -ā.
 
	אישׁ


	ʾīš ‘man’

	אישָּׁה


	ʾīššā ‘woman’


	פַּר


	par ‘bull’

	פָּרָה


	parā ‘cow’




However, many feminine words are unmarked and unpredictable, and you must simply learn the gender with the word.
 
Feminine words in ā are written with a final ה
<h>. This is a māter; it’s not pronounced /h/, and I won’t put an h in the transliteration.
 
The Semitic feminine *t, which we met in Akkadian, reappears in inhabitant names: כְּנַעֲנִי
kənaʿănī ‘Canaanite man’ > כְּנַעֲנִית
kənaʿănīṯ ‘Canaanite woman’.[83]
Declension
Nouns inflect for gender, number, and the construct state (see below).
 
Here are the absolute (i.e. not construct) forms for masculine dāḇār ‘word’ and feminine ʾadāmā ‘country’.
 
	singular

	דָּבָר

	dāḇār


	dual

	דְּבָרַיִם

	dəḇāráyim


	plural

	דְּבָרִים

	dəḇārīm


	
	
	

	singular

	אְַדָמָה

	ʾaḏāmā


	dual

	אַדְמָתַיִם

	ʾaḏmātáyim


	plural

	אֲדָמוֹת

	ʾaḏāmōṯ
 





Dəḇārīm ‘words’ is the name of Deuteronomy in Hebrew.
 
The dual is restricted in BH to natural pairs of items (e.g. ‘eyes’) or measures (e.g. ‘two weeks’). You would expect it to disappear later, but in fact its usage was broadened in Rabbinic Hebrew.
 
Some lexical items have the ‘wrong gender endings’ in the plural: e.g.
 
אָב
ʾāḇ ‘father’ (m)
> אָבוֹת
ʾāḇōṯ
חִטָּה
ħiṭṭā ‘wheat’ (f) > חִטִּים
ħiṭṭīm
The construct
Here’s what the construct forms look like for our sample words:
 
	singular

	דְּבַר

	dəḇar


	dual

	דִּבְרֵי

	diḇrē


	plural

	דִּבְרֵי

	diḇrē


	
	
	

	singular

	אַדְמַת

	ʾaḏmaṯ


	dual

	אַדְמְתֵי

	ʾaḏməṯē


	plural

	אַדְמוֹת

	ʾaḏmōṯ
 





The construct form has reduced vowels, as stress moves to the following word; and the feminine retains the proto-Semitic*t which was lost in the absolute form. Some words are unchanged in the construct, e.g. סוּס
sūs ‘horse’ (in this case because ī ū don’t reduce).
 
Where we use an expression like X of Y, Hebrew uses X Y where X is placed in the construct form:
 
דְּבַר הַמֶּלֶךְ
dəḇar ha-mmeleḵ

word.cons def-king

the word of the king

 
You can’t add ha- to a word in the construct state; and if ha- applies to the second word, it’s taken as making both words definite, as above. Compare:
 
דְּבַר מֶלֶךְ
dəḇar meleḵ

word.cons king

a word of a king

 
Adjectives modifiying either noun follow the whole expression. If you’re lucky, number and gender will tell you which word they apply to:
 
כְּיַד אֱלֹהֵינוּ הַטּוֹבַה
kə-yaḏ ʾĕlōhēnū ha-ṭṭōḇā

as-hand.cons God-1p the-good.sf

by the good hand of our God [Ezra 8:18]

 
Ṭōḇā ‘good’ must apply to ‘hand’ because it’s feminine. But sometimes there’s no morphological clue and we must judge by context:
 
אַדֶּרֶת שִׁנְעָר אַחַת טוֹבַה
ʾaddereṯ Šinʿār ʾaħaṯ ṭōḇā

cloak.cons Shinar one.sf.cons good.sf

one fine cloak from Shinar (Babylon) [Joshua 7:21]

 
‘Cloak’ and ‘Shinar’ are both feminine, so the text could say “a cloak from one fine Shinar”, but the reader can reject this as unlikely.
 
Construct expressions can extend:
 
פְּרִי גֹדֶל לְבַב מֶלֶךְ אַשּׁוּר
pərī ḡōḏel ləḇaḇ meleḵ ʿaššūr

fruit.cons arrogant heart.cons king.cons Assyria

the fruit of the arrogant heart of the king of Assyria [Is. 10:12]

 
Though construct expressions work very much like English X of Y, they are sometimes used where we would use an adjective, e.g. יְפָת מַרְאֶה
yəp̄aṯ marʾeh ‘beautiful appearance’ (Gen. 12:12). 
 
There are a few other uses of the construct state; e.g. below, šəp̄āṯ is in the construct state to link it to the subordinated sentence.
 
שְׂפַת לֹא–יָדַעְתִּי
šəp̄āṯ lō yāḏaʿtī

language.cons not understand-1s

a language I did not know [Ps. 81:5]

 
Not every N + N is a construct expression; nouns can also stand in apposition, e.g. נַעֲרָה בְתוּלָה
naʿărā ḇəṯūlā ‘a young woman, a virgin’, or נָתָן הַנָּבִיא
Nāṯān ha-nnāḇī ‘Nathan the prophet’.
Prefixes
 
A number of things can cliticize to nouns:
 
	הַ

	ha-

	definite article


	וַ

	wə

	and


	לְ

	lə

	to, for


	בְּ

	bə

	in; instrumental


	כְּ

	kə

	like, as


	מִ

	mi

	from
 





The vowels are modified depending on what follows. I won’t give all the rules, but as a sample here’s how ha- behaves.
 
	before non-gutturals:

	הַ
ha plus gemination of the consonant








	before ח ה
h ħ

	הַ
ha without gemination








	before ר ע א
ʾ ʿ r

	הָ
hā








	before unstressed עָ הָ
hā, ʿā, or any חָ
ħā:

	if unstressed: הֶ
he









 


Plus, if a preposition precedes ha-, the h as well as the preposition’s shwa are lost: *bə-ha- > ba ‘in the’.
 
Also worth noting: wə- becomes u before a word starting with a labial (p b m), or a syllable beginning with shwa, as in וּשְׁפָחֹת
u-šp̄āħōṯ ‘and maidservants’. This is the only place BH allows a word to begin with a vowel. (Apparent exceptions begin with א, e.g. אַבְרָהָם
ʾAḇrāhām.)
Adjectives
 
Adjectives decline like nouns, e.g. gāḏōl ‘big, great’:
 
	
	s

	
	pl

	

	m

	גָּדוֹל


	gāḏōl

	גְּדוֹלִימ

	gəḏōlīm


	f



	גְּדוֹלָה


	gəḏōlā

	גְּדוֹלוֹת

	gəḏōlōṯ
 




Adjectives follow nouns, and agree with them in gender, number, and definiteness:
 
הַמְּאֹרֹת הַגְּדֹלִים
ha-mməʾōrōṯ ha-ggəḏōlīm

def-light-pl def-great-mp

great lights [Gen 1:16]

 
Often there’s a related stative verb as well, e.g. gāḏal ‘to be (or become) big, great’, as in Psalm 104: גָּדַלְתָּ
gāḏaltā ‘you are great’.
Pronouns and Demonstratives
 
The personal pronouns make the same distinctions as the verb (person, number, gender for 2/3 only):
 
	
	s

	
	pl

	

	1

	אַנֹכִי


	ʾānōḵī

	אֲנָחְנוּ

	ʾanáħnū


	2m

	אַתָּה


	ʾattā

	אַתֶּם

	ʾattem


	2f

	אַתְּ

	ʾat

	אַתֵּנָה

	ʾattḗnā


	3m

	הוּא

	hūʾ

	הֶמָּה

	hémmā


	3f
 

	הִיא

	hīʾ

	הֵנָּה

	hḗnnā


	this m

	זֶה

	zeh

	אֵלֶּה

	ʾēlleh


	this f

	זאֹת

	zōt

	
	



1s has a variant אֲנִי
ʾāni, which starts to take over from ʾānōkī in late BH. Likewise the alternateהֵן hēn for the 3fp.
 
I’ve listed ‘this’ above, but where’s ‘that’? Right above: the far demonstrative is identical to the 3rd person pronouns.[84]
 
Demonstratives follow the NP, and like adjectives repeat the definite article if any:
 
הַמָּק֖וֹם הַזֶּ֑ה
ha-mmāqōm ha-zzeh

def-place def-this.m

this place

Pronominal suffixes
 
Pronominal suffixes can be added to nouns, verbs, or prepositions. They are mostly reduced versions of the personal pronouns themselves.
Nouns
With nouns they are possessives, e.g. ‘my word’, ‘your word’, etc.
 
Here are the suffixed forms for the singular nouns dāḇār ‘word’ and tōrā ‘law’:
 
	1s

	ī

	דְּבָרִי

	dəḇārī

	תּוֹרָתִי

	tōrāṯī


	2sm

	əḵā

	דְּבָרְךָ

	dəḇārəḵā

	תּוֹרָתְךָ

	tōrāṯəḵā


	2sf

	ēk

	דְּבָרֵךְ

	dəḇārēk

	תּוֹרָתֵךְ

	tōrāṯēk


	3sm

	ō

	דְּבָרוֹ

	dəḇārō

	תּוֹרָתוֹ

	tōrāṯō


	3sf

	āh

	דְּבָרָהּ

	dəḇārāh

	תּוֹרָתָהּ

	tōrāṯāh


	1p

	ḗnū

	דְּבָרֵנוּ

	dəḇārēnū

	תּוֹרָתֵנוּ

	tōrāṯēnū


	2pm

	ḵem

	דְּבָרְכֶם

	dəḇārḵem

	תּוֹרָתְכֵם

	tōrāṯəḵem


	2pf

	ḵen

	דְּבָרְכֶן

	dəḇārḵen

	תּוֹרָתְכֵן

	tōrāṯəḵen


	3pm

	ām

	דְּבָרָם

	dəḇārām

	תּוֹרָתָם

	tōrāṯām


	3pf

	ān

	דְּבָרָן

	dəḇārān

	תּוֹרָתָן

	tōrāṯān


	
	
	
	
	
	



And for the plurals dəḇārīm ‘words’
and tōrōṯ ‘countries’:
 
	1s

	ay

	דְּבָרַי

	dəḇāray

	תּוֹרוֹתַי

	tōrōṯay


	2sm

	éḵā

	דְּבָרֶיךַָ

	dəḇārēḵā

	תּוֹרוֹתֶיךָ

	tōrōṯeḵā


	2sf

	áyik

	דְּבָרַיִךְ

	dəḇārayik

	תּוֹרוֹתַיִךְ

	tōrōṯayik


	3sm

	āw

	דְּבָרָיו

	dəḇārāw

	תּוֹרוֹתָיו

	tōrōṯāw


	3sf

	éhā

	דְּבָרֶיהָ

	dəḇārehā

	תּוֹרוֹתֶיהָ

	tōrōṯehā


	1p

	énū

	דְּבָרֵינוּ

	dəḇārenū

	תּוֹרוֹתֵינוּ

	tōrōṯenū


	2pm

	ēkem

	דִּבְרֵיכֶם

	diḇrēḵem

	תּוֹרוֹתֵיכֶם

	tōrōṯēḵem


	2pf

	ēken

	דִּבְרֵיכֶן

	diḇrēḵen

	תּוֹרוֹתֵיכֶן

	tōrōṯēḵen


	3pm

	ēhem

	דִּבְרֵיהֶם

	diḇrēhem

	תּוֹרוֹתֵיהֶם

	tōrōṯēhem


	3pf

	ēhen

	דִּבְרֵיהֶן

	diḇrēhen

	תּוֹרוֹתֵיהֶן

	tōrōṯēhen




Verbs
Pronominal suffixes added to the verb mark object forms. Here are the suffixes applied to pāqad ‘he visited’ and pāqadetī ‘I visited’:
 
	1s

	anī

	פְּקָדַנִי

	pəqāḏánī

	פְּקַדְתִּינִי

	pəqaḏtīnī


	2sm

	əkā

	פְּקָדְךָ

	pəqāḏəḵā

	פְּקַדְתּיךָ

	pəqaḏtīḵā


	2sf

	ēk

	פְּקָדֵךְ

	pəqāḏēḵ

	פְּקַדְתִּיךְ

	pəqaḏtīḵ


	3sm

	ō

	פְּקָדוֹ

	pəqāḏō

	פְּקַדְתִּיהוּ

	pəqaḏtīhū


	3sf

	āh

	פְּקָדָהּ

	pəqāḏāh

	פְּקַדְתִּיהָ

	pəqaḏtīhā


	1p

	ānū

	פְּקָדָנוּ

	pəqāḏā́nū

	פְּקַדְתִּינוּ

	pəqaḏtīnū


	2pm

	kem

	פְּקָדכֶם

	pəqāḏḵem

	פְּקַדְתִּיכֶם

	pəqaḏtīḵem


	2pf

	kem

	פְּקָדכֶן

	pəqāḏḵen

	פְּקַדְתִּיכֶן

	pəqaḏtīḵen


	3pm

	ām

	פְּקָדָם

	pəqāḏām

	פְּקַדְתִּים

	pəqaḏtīm


	3pf

	ān

	פְּקָדָן

	pəqāḏān

	פְּקַדְתִּין

	pəqaḏtīn


	
	
	
	
	
	



That is, pəqāḏánī is ‘he visited me’, pəqāḏəḵā is ‘he visited you (s.m.)’, etc.
 
As seen in the second column,
the initial vowel of the suffix gets elided if the underlying form ends in a vowel. I’ve grayed out pəqaḏtīnī because you don’t express the reflexive this way, but rather using the hitpaʿel binyan. However, the 1s and 2sf forms merge when pronominal suffixes are added, so pəqaḏtīnī does appear in the meaning ‘you (s.f.) visited me’.
 
Forms differ slightly if they’re applied to a verb form ending in a vowel, or to the PC, or to some weak verbs… see a Hebrew grammar for details.
Prepositions
Finally, you can add these suffixes to prepositions. Here they are added to לְ
lə- ‘to’ and to the accusative markerאֵת
 ʾēṯ:
 
	1s

	לִי

	
	lī

	אֹתִי

	ʾoṯī 


	2sm

	לְךָ

	
	ləḵā

	אֹתְךָ

	ʾoṯkā


	2sf

	לָךְ

	
	lāḵ

	אֹתָךְ

	ʾoṯāk


	3sm

	לוֹ

	
	lō

	אֹתוֹ

	ʾoṯō


	3sf

	לַהּ

	
	lah

	אֹתָהּ

	ʾoṯāh


	1p

	לָנוּ

	
	lā́nū

	אֹתָנוּ

	ʾoṯā́nū


	2pm

	לָכֶם

	
	lāḵem

	אֶתְכֶם

	ʾeṯḵem


	2pf

	לָכֶן

	
	lāḵen

	אֶתְכֶן

	ʾeṯḵen


	3pm

	לָהֶם

	
	lāhem

	אְתָם

	ʾoṯām


	3pf

	לָהֶן

	
	lāhen

	אֶתְהֶן

	ʾeṯhen
 




Often BH prefers to use these forms of ʾeṯ rather than applying the pronominal suffixes to the verb.
Numbers
 
Here are the absolute forms of the numbers:
	
	
	m

	
	f


	1

	אֶחָד


	ʾeħaḏ

	אַחַת

	ʾaħat


	2

	שְׁנַיִם


	šənáyim

	שְׁתַּיִם

	štáyim


	3

	שְׁלֹשָׁה


	šəlōšā

	שָׁלֹשׁ

	šālōš


	4

	אַרבָּעָה


	ʾarbāʿā

	אַרְבַּע

	ʾarbaʿ


	5

	חֳמִשָּׁה


	ħamiššā

	חָמֵשׁ

	ħāmēš


	6

	שִׁשָּׁה


	šiššā

	שֵׁשׁ

	šēš


	7

	שִׁבְעָה


	šiḇʿā

	שֶׁבַע

	šeḇaʿ


	8

	שְׁמֹנָה


	šəmōnā

	שְׁמֹנֶה

	šəmōneh


	9

	תִּשְׁעָה


	tišʿā

	תֵּשַׁע

	tēšaʿ


	10
 

	עֲשָׂרָה


	ʿasārā

	עֶשֶׂר

	ʿeser
 




And the construct forms. I’ve grayed out those identical to the absolute.
	
	
	m

	
	f


	1

	אַחַד


	ʾaħad

	אַחַת

	ʾaħat


	2

	שְׁנֵי


	šənē

	שְׁתֵּי

	šətē


	3

	שְׁלֹשֶׁת


	šəlōšet

	שְׁלֹשׁ

	šəlōš


	4

	אַרְבַּעַת


	ʾarbaʿat

	אַרְבַּע

	ʾarbaʿ


	5

	חֲמֵשֶׁת


	ħamēšet

	עֲמֵשׁ

	ħamēš


	6

	שֵׁשֶׁת


	šēšet

	שֵׁשׁ

	šēš


	7

	שִׁבְעַת


	šiḇʿat

	שְׁבַע

	šəḇaʿ


	8

	שְׁמֹנַת


	šəmōnat

	שְׁמֹנֶה

	šəmōneh


	9

	תִּשְׁעַת


	tišʿat

	תְּשַׁע

	təšaʿ


	10

	עֲשֶׂרֶת


	ʿaseret

	עֶשֶׂר

	ʿeser




Numbers must agree in gender with their noun. If you compare the endings to the nouns, it looks like I mislabelled the columns: 3–10 seem to have feminine endings in the masculine forms. But that’s how it is; in fact it’s a general feature of Semitic.
 
‘One’ is a straightforward adjective: כִּבְשָׂה אַחַת
kiḇsā ʾaħaṯ ‘one ewe lamb’. The other numbers are nouns, and can either be placed in the construct state or simply concatenated with another noun:

 
שִׁבְעַת אֵילִיםšibʿat ʾēlīmseven rams (construct form)
שִׁבְעָה אֵילִיםšibʿā ʾēlīmseven rams (concatenated, absolute form)
 
20 is עֶשְׂרִים
ʿesrīm, the plural of 10, and 30–90 are cleverly formed by pluralizing the single digit: e.g. חֲמִשִּׁים
ħămiššīm is 50, literally ‘fives’.
 
Two-digit numbers simply concatenate the tens and the units, in either word.  The units agree in gender with the noun, e.g.
 
עָרִים אַרְבָּעִים וּשְׁמֹנֶה
ʿārīm ʾarbāʿīm ū-šəmōneh

city-f.pl forty and-eight.f

forty-eight cities [Joshua 21:41]

Numeric values
Hebrew did not have numerals, but re-used the letters:
 
	א

	1

	י

	10

	כ

	100


	ב

	2

	כ

	20

	ר

	200


	ג

	3

	ל

	30

	ש

	300


	ד

	4

	מ

	40

	ת

	400


	ה

	5

	נ

	50

	
	

	ו

	6

	ס

	60

	
	

	ז

	7

	ע

	70

	
	

	ח

	8

	פ

	80

	
	

	ט

	9

	צ

	90
 

	
	



To read a value, you just add up the values; e.g. שסט
is 369. A corollary is that any word can be read as a number: מלך
‘king’ is 40+30+20 = 90.
 
You express e.g. 600 by concatenation: תר
400+200.
 
Two dots above the number multiply it by 1000:  = 40,000.
Derivational morphology
 
Hebrew has two ways to form derived nouns and adjectives, through affixes or through root patterns. Examples of affixes:
 
	מ
m-

	location, object

	פָּתַח
pāṯaħ open > מַפְתֵּחַ
map̄tēaħ key


	תּ
t-

	deverbal

	יָרָה
yārāh teach > תּוֹרָה
tōrā law


	י
y-

	with a quality

	רִיב
rīb strive > יָרִיב
yārīb adversary


	י
-ī

	inhabitant

	כְּנַעֲנִי
kənaʿănī Canaanite


	וֹן
-ōn

	adjectives

	קֶדֶם
qédem front > קַדְמוֹן
qaḏmōn eastern


	וֹת
-ūṯ


	abstractions

	מָלַךְ
malaḵ reign > מַלְכוּת
malkūṯ royalty
 




Words can also be formed by varying the vowels within the root. Meanings can be variable, so I’ve just given examples.
 
CaCCāCגָּנַב
gānaḇ steal > גַּנָּב
gannāḇ thief
CaCCīCצָדֵק
ṣādēq be righteous > צַדִּיק
ṣaddīq righteous
CiCCūCלָמַד
lāmaḏ learn > לִמֻּד
līmmuḏ study
CVCeCמָלַךְ
malaḵ reign > מֶלֶךְ
méleḵ king
CōCēCסָפַר
sāp̄ar write, count > סֹפֵר
sōp̄ēr scribe
Syntax
 
For the basics, let’s look again at Genesis 1:1.
 
בְּרֵאשִׁית בָּרָא אֱלֹהִים אֵת הַשָּׁמַיִם וְאֵת הָאָרֶץ.
BRʾŠYT BRʾ ʾLHYM ʾT HŠMYM WʾT HʾRS

Bə-rēʾšīṯ bārāʾ ʾĕlōhīm ʾēṯ ha-ššāmayīm wə-ʾēṯ hā-ʾāres.

in-beginning create.SC-3sm God-pl acc the-heaven-du and-acc the-earth

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

 
Here I’ve provided a transliteration of just the consonants— i.e., what the Biblical scribe actually wrote down— as well as a transliteration of the Masoretic pointing.[85]
 
The basic word order is VSO; see p. 348 for alternatives.
 
Note the cliticized ha- ‘and’ and bə- ‘in’. These are so common that a learner soon gets used to them, but if you’re looking up words in the dictionary, you want to look for rēʾšīṯ, not bərēʾšīṯ. (Though you’ll find Bərēʾšīṯ in the dictionary: it’s the Hebrew name of Genesis!)
 
The citation form for Hebrew verbs is the 3sm SC, so בָּרָא
bārāʾ ‘he created’ is what you’ll find in the dictionary. Its prototypical meaning is past and completive, which usually corresponds to our past tense.
 
The object is indicated with the preposition אֵת
ʾēṯ, if it’s definite. This is omitted for indefinite objects:
 
נַעֲשֶׂה אַדַם בְּצַלְמֵנוּ
Naʿăseh ʾāḏām bə-ṣalmēnu.

1p-make.PC man in-image-1p

We will make man in our image. [Gen 1:26]

 
The root meaning of the PC is “not SC”: non-past or non-completive. Here it’s future or modal.
Negation
 
The ordinary negator is לֹא
lōʾ.
 
וּמֵעֵץ הַדַּעַת טוֹב וָרָע לֹא תֹאכַל מִמֶּנּוּ.
Ū-mē-ʿēṣ ha-ddaʿaṯ ṭōwḇ wā-rāʿ lōʾ ṯōḵal mimmennū.

and-from-tree.cons the-knowledge.cons good-sm and-evil-sm not 2sm-eat.PC from-3sm

From the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, you do not eat. [Gen 2:16]

 
Cohortatives and jussives are negated with אַל
ʾal:
 
אַל תָּבֹא רְנָנָה בוֹ.
ʾal tāḇō rənānā ḇō.

not come.SC-3sf rejoicing in-3sm

May no joyful sound come into it. [Job 3:7]

 
With imperatives, lōʾ expresses a general prohibition (לֹא תִּרְצָח
lōʾ tirṣāħ ‘do not murder’), while ʾal is limited to the present moment (אַל תִּירְאִי
ʾal tīrəʾī ‘do not fear’).
Questions
 
Yes-no
A statement is questioned by prefixing הֲ
hă- to the first word:
 
הַיְדַעְתֶּם אֶת לַבַן בֶּן נַחוֹר.
Ha-yḏaʿtem ʾeṯ Lāḇān ben Nāħōr?

Q-know.SC-2pm acc Laban son.cons Nahor

Do you know Laban son of Nahor? [Gen 29:5]

 
הֲלוֹא אָנֹכִי אֲתֹנּךָ.
Hă-lōʾ ʾānōḵī ʾăṯōnəkā?

Q-no 1s donkey-2sm

Am I not your donkey? [Num 22:30]

 
The negative answer is לֹא
lōʾ. For a positive answer, you repeat the verb appropriately; e.g. the answer to the the first question above was יָדָעְנוּ
yāḏāʿənū ‘we know him’.
Interrogatives
מִי
mī ‘who’ does not decline for number or gender: מִי אָתָּה
Mī ʾāttā “Who are you (sf)?” It doesn't have case forms, but you do use the prepositions with it, including the direct object marker אֶת
ʾeṯ:
 
אֶת מִי אַֽעֲלֶה לָךְ
ʾeṯ mī ʾaʿăleh lāḵ?

acc who 1s-hip̄il.bring.PC to-2f

Who should I bring to you?

 
Other interrogatives include מַה
mah ‘what’, אֵיפֹה
ʾēypoh ‘where’, לָמָּה
lā́mā ‘why’, מָתַי
māṯay ‘when, how long’.
 
לָמֵּה לֹא בְנִיתֶם לִי בֵּית אֲרָזִים
Lāmā lō bənītem lī bēṯ ʾărāzīm?

why not build.SC-2pm to-1s house.cons cedar

Why haven’t you built me a house of cedar? [1 Samuel 7:7]

Copula
 
Statements of the form X is Y usually have no explicit copula, even in a past narrative:
 
וְאַנְשֵׁי סְדֹם, רָעִים וְחַטָּאִים, לַיהוָה, מְאֹד.
wə-ʾānšē səḏōm rāʿīm wə-ħaṭṭāʾīm la-YHWH məʾōḏ.

and-mortal-pl.cons Sodom wicked-m.pl and-sinner-pl to-YHWH extremely

The men of Sodom are (or were) extremely wicked sinners against the LORD. [Gen 13:13]

 
You negate a copular sentence with לֹא
lōʾ:
 
אשׁךְ לֹא בַת אִמּםי.
ʾaḵ lōʾ ḇaṯ ʾimmī.

indeed not daugher.cons mother-1s

But she is not the daughter of my mother. [Gen 20:12]

 
The verb הָיָה
hāyāh ‘be, exist’ is used in future or modal contexts, or to emphasize that the state was in the past.
 
וַיֵּדַע אוֹנָן כִּי לֹּא לוֹ יִהְיֶה הַזָּרֵַע...
Wa-yyēḏaʿ ʾōnān kī lōʾ lō yihyeh ha-zzāraʿ…

and-3sm-know.PC Onan that not to-3sm 3sm-be.PC the-heir

But Onan, knowing that the heir would not be considered his... [Gen. 38:9]

 
הוּא הָיָה גִבֹּר צַיִד לִפְנֵי יְהיָה.
Hūʾ hāyāh ḡibbōr ṣayiḏ lip̄nē YHWH.

he be.SC-3sm mighty-sm hunter to-face.cons YHWH

He was a mighty hunter before the LORD. [Gen. 10:9]

 
The participles can be used in copular sentences, in various ways. The active participle appears as a frequentative or habitual:
 
דּוֹר הֹלֵךְ וְדוֹר בָּא וְהָעָרֶץ לְעוֹלָם עֹמָדֶת.
Dōr hōlēḵ wə-ḏōr bāʾ, wə-hā-ʾāreṣ ləʿōlām ʿōmāḏeṯ.

dwelling pass.act.part and-dwelling come.act.part and-the-earth to-ages stand.act.part

One generation passes, another comes, but the earth remains forever. [Eccl 1:4]

 
Or as a progressive:
 
הִנֵּה נָא רוּהַ א רַעַה מְבַעִתֶּךָ.
Hinnēh nāʾ rūaħ ʾĕlōhīm rāʿāh məḇaʿitteḵā.

behold now spirit.cons God malign fall.upon.act.part.f-2sm

Surely a malignant spirit from God is overwhelming you. [1 Sam 16:15]

 
The passive participle can be used much like the English one.
 
לֻהֹת כְּתֻבִים מִשְּׁנֵי עֶבְרֵיהֶם מִזֶּה וּמִזֶּה.
Luħōṯ kəṯuḇīm miššənē ʿeḇrēhem mizzeh ū-mizzeh.

tablet-pl write.pass.part-pl from-two.m.cons side-pl from-this and-from-this

The tablets were written on both sides, this side and that. [Ex 32:15]

 
An interesting use of the nip̄ʿal passive participle is the meaning ‘that is to be verbed’, e.g. הַחַיָּה הַנֶּאֱכֶלֶת
ha-ħayyā ha-nneʾĕḵeleṯ ‘the animal that may be eaten’.
Existentials
 
Existentials also use hāyāh:
 
וַיֹּאמְרוּ, לֹא-הָיְתָה בָזֶה קְדֵשָׁה.
Wa-yyōʾmərū, lōʾ-hāyətāh ḇāzeh qəḏēšā.

and-PC.say-3pm not-be.PC-3fs in-this prostitute

They said to him, there was no prostitute here. [Gen 38:21]

 
וַיֹּאמֶר אֱלֹהִים, יְהִי אוֹר – וַֽיְהִי אְוֹר.
Wa-yyōmer ʾĕlōhîm, yəhī ʾōwr, wa-yhī ʾōwr.

and-3sm-say.PC God / 3sm-be.jussive light / and-3sm-be.PC light

God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light. [Gen 1:3]

 
This construction can also introduce an entire clause. The KJV likes to translate √HYH here as “and it came to pass”, but this is overtranslation; the construction simply underlines the time (past or future) of the event:
 
וַֽיְהִי כִּי הֵחֵל הָאָדָם לָרֹב עַל–פְּנֵי הָאֲדָמָה ...
Wa-yhī kī hēħēl hā-ʾāḏām lārōḇ ʾal-pənē hā-ʾăḏāmāh …

and-3sm-be.PC when begin.SC-3sm the-man to-multiply on-face.cons the-erath

When humanity began to multiply on the face of the earth… [Gen 6:1]

 
וְהָיָה בְּיוֹם זֶבַח יְהוָה, וּפָקַדְתִּי עַל–הַשָּׂרִים ...
Wə-hāyāh bə-yōm zeḇaħ YHWH, ū-p̄āḏtī ʿal-hassārīm…

and-SC.be-3ms in-day.cons sacrifice YHWH, and-punish.SC-1s official-mp

On the day of the LORD’s sacrifice, I will punish the officials… [Zeph 1:8]
[86]

 
An alternative is the particle יֵשׁ
yēš:
 
אוּלַי יֵשׁ חֲמִשִּׁים צַדִּיקִם בְּתוֹךְ הָעִיר...
ʾūlay yēš ħămiššīm ṣaddīqim bə-ṯōḵ hā-ʿīr…

perhaps there.is fifty righteous-m.pl within the-city…

Perhaps there are fifty righteous people in the city. [Gen 18:24]

 
The negative of yēš is אֵין
ʾēn:
 
רַק אֵין יִרְאַת אֱלֹהִ֔ים בַּמָּקוֹם הַזֶּה.
Raq ʾēn yiraṯ ʾĕlōhīm ba-mmāqōm ha-zzeh.

surely none fear.cons God in-theplace the-this

Surely there is no fear of God in this place. [Gen 20:11]

Possession
 
Possession can be indicated with היה
hāyāh and a prepositional phrase— i.e. “there exists for me”.
 
גַּם מִקְנֶה בָקָר וָצֹן הַרְבֵּה הֵיֵה לִי מִכֹּל שֶׁהָיוּ לְפָנאי בִּירוּשָׁלִם.
Gam miqne ḇāqār wā-ṣōn harbē hāyā lī, mikkōl šehāyū ləp̄anay b-īrūšālim.

also cattle herd and-flock.cons greater be.SC-3sm to-1s than-3pm who-be.SC-3p before-1s in-Jerusalem

As well, I had more livestock— herds and flocks— than all those who were before me in Jerusalem. [Eccl. 2:6]

 
These too can use yēš/ʾēn instead:
 
שָׂרַי עֲקָרָה אֵין לָהּ וָלָד.
Sāray ʿăqārā; ʾēn lāh wālāḏ.

Sarai barren-sf / none to-3sf child

Sarai was barren; she had no child. [Gen 11:30]

Conjunctions
 
BH has just one main conjunction, the clitic וְ
wə-. Unsurprisingly, it is overloaded with meanings, though ‘and’ is the central meaning: טוֹב וָרָע
ṭōḇ wā-rāʿ ‘good and evil’.
 
Most often wə- applies to all conjuncts, not just the last:
 
צֹאן וּבָשָׁר וַהֲמֹרִים וַעֲבָדִים וּשְׁפַחֹת...
ṣōʾn ū-ḇāqār wa-ħămōrīm wa-ʿăḇāḏīm ū-šəp̄āħōṯ…

sheep and-ox and-donkey-pl and-servant.mp and-servant.fp

sheep, oxen, donkeys, male and female servants [Gen 12:16]

 
A conjunction normally takes plural agreement, but often the verb just agrees with the first conjoint. Here’s an example where the same subjects take a singular, then a plural verb:
 
וְאַחַר נִגַּשׁ יוֹסֵף וְרָחֵל וַיִּשְׁתַּחֲווּ.
Wə-ʾaħar niggaš Yōsēp̄ wə-Rāħēl, wa-yyištaħăwū.

and-after near.SC-3sm Joseph and-Rachel and-3pm-bow.PC

Then Joseph and Rachel approached, and bowed down. [Gen 33:7]

 
Wə may express modification rather than conjunction; the technical term is hendiadys. We’ve met it in this verse, where the literal “wicked and sinners” should be taken as “wicked sinners”.
 
וְאַנְשֵׁי סְדֹם, רָעִים וְחַטָּאִים, לַיהוָה, מְאֹד.
wə-ʾānšē səḏōm rāʿīm wə-ħaṭṭāʾīm la-YHWH məʾōḏ.

and-mortal-pl.cons Sodom wicked-m.pl and-sinner-pl to-YHWH extremely

The men of Sodom were extremely wicked sinners against the LORD. [Gen 13:13]

 
The ubiquitous initial wə- in narratives was directly copied in the King James version, and thus became a part of English stylistics:
 
And the whole earth was of one language, and of one speech. And it came to pass, as they journeyed from the east, that they found a plain in the land of Shinar; and they dwelt there. And they said one to another, Go to, let us make brick, and burn them throughly. And they had brick for stone, and slime had they for morter. And they said, Go to, let us build us a city and a tower, whose top may reach unto heaven; and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth. And the LORD came down to see the city and the tower, which the children of men builded. [Gen 11:1-5][87]

 
But this is a simplistic rendering. Compare the modern JPS translation:
 
Everyone on earth had the same language and the same words. And as they migrated from the east, they came upon a valley in the land of Shinar and settled there. They said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks and burn them hard.” — Brick served them as stone, and bitumen served them as mortar. — And they said, “Come, let us build us a city, and a tower with its top in the sky, to make a name for ourselves; else we shall be scattered all over the world.” The LORD came down to look at the city and tower that men had built.

 
That is, wə- does not always simply mean ‘and’. It may be better rendered in a particular instance as ‘but’ or ‘now’, or ‘so’, or nothing at all, or even ‘if’:
 
וְהָיָה כָל מֹצְאִי יַהַרְגֵנִי.
Wə-hāyāh ḵāl mōṣʾeī yaharḡēnī.

and-be.SC-3sm all found-1sm 3sm-kill.PC-1s

If anyone finds me, they will kill me. [Gen 4:14]
(Literally: And it will be, all finding me will kill me.)

 
See also the section on converted forms, p. 347.
 
If something besides the verb is fronted in a sentence, and wə- is added, it should be taken as ‘but’:
 
וַיִּשַׁע יְהוָה אֶל הֶבֶל... וְאֶל קַיִן... לֹא שָׁעָה.
Wa-yyišaʿ YHWH ʾel Heḇel… wə-ʾel Qayin… lōʾ šāʿāh.

and-3sm-gaze.PC YHWH on Abel… but on Cain… not gaze.SC-3sm

The LORD looked favorably on Abel…, but not on Cain. [Gen 4:4]

Tense/aspect
 
The suffixing and prefixing conjugations (SC/PC) are sometimes labeled perfective/imperfective, but I’ve avoided this as the distinction is not simply aspectual.
 
The prototypical use of the SC is a completive past tense: bārāʾ ‘he created’, kātaḇtī ‘I wrote’. Often we translate using the perfect, e.g.
 
וּלְיִשְׁמָעֵאל, שְׁמַצְתִּיךָ.
Ū-lə-yišmāʿēʾl, šəmaʿtikā.

and-to-Ishmael / hear.SC-1sm>2sm

As for Ishmael, I have heard you. [Gen. 17:20]

 
but this is a fact about English rather than Hebrew.
 
With verbs of perception or thought, the idea is (e.g.) “I came to know”, so the idiomatic translation is present tense “I know”:
 
כִּי עַתָּה יָדַעְתִּי כִּי יְרִא אֲלֹהִם אַתָּה.
Kī ʿattāh yāḏaʿtī, kī yərēʾ ʾĕlōhîm ʾattāh.

as now know.SC-1s as fearing-sm God 2sm

I know now that you are God-fearing. [Gen. 22:12]

 
The root meaning of the PC is not SC; that is, non-completive and/or non-past. In practice, it’s more miscellaneous; it may be a simple future, or a habitual, or a progressive, or even a vague modal:
 
אֶֽעֱשֶׂהּ לּוֹ עֵזֶר כְּנֶגְדּוֹ.
ʾEʿĕseh lōw ʿēzer kə-neḡdōw.

1s-make.PC to-3sm helper as-facing-3sm

I will make him a helper suited to him. [Gen 2:18]

 
וּלְחַנָּה יִתֵּן מַנַה אַחַת אַפָּיִם.
Ū-lə-Ħannā yittēn mānā ʾaħaṯ ʾappāyīm.

and-to-Hannah 3sm-give.PC portion one.f.cons face-du

But to Hannah he used to give a twofold[88] portion. [1 Sam 1:4]

 
מִכֹּל עֵ֞ץ הַגַּן אָכֹל תֹּאכֵל...
Mi-kkōl ʿēṣ ha-ggān ʾāḵōl tō’ḵēl…

from-all tree.cons the-garden freely 2sm-eat.PC

You may eat freely from every tree in the garden… [Gen 2:16]

 
In Rabbinic Hebrew the distinction became SC = simple past vs PC = modal, with participles used to express present, future, and habitual.
Converted forms
If you prefix wə- to a verb, it reverses the meanings of PC/SC. That is, wəPC is completive past, wəSC is non-completive/non-past. These are called converted or consecutive forms. In summary:
 
	
	SC

	PC


	Without wə-

	completive

	non-completive


	With wə-

	non-completive

	completive
 





Here, note the verbs in SC and wəPC, both with completive meaning:
 
וּכְמוֹ הַשַּׁחַר עָלָה וַיָּאִיצוּ הַמַּלְאָכִים בְּלוֹט.
Ū-ḵəmō ha-ššaħar ʾālāh wa-yyāʾīṣū ha-mmalʾāḵīm bə-Lōṭ.
and-when the-morning dawn.SC-3sm and-3pm-press.PC the-angel-pl in-Lot

When dawn came, the angels urged Lot to hurry. [Gen 19:15]

 
Robert Hetzron suggests that Proto-Central-Semitic contrasted a completive *qatala (> SC), imperfective *yaqtalu (> PC), and a jussive/past *yaqtul. The final vowels in *yaqtalu were lost, leading to confusion with *yaqtul. To preserve the meaning, *yaqtal(u) was prefixed with *haway ‘was’; this was simplified to wa- which was taken to be the conjunction wə, producing wəPC. Finally wəSC was created by analogy.
 
In Rabbinic Hebrew, the converted forms disappeared.
Topicalization
 
Either subject or object may be fronted as a form of topicalization.
 
שְהָאָדָם טָדַע אִת חַוָּה אִשְׁתּוֹ וַתַּהַר שתֵּלֶד אֶת קַיִן.
Wə-hāʾāḏām yāḏaʿ ʾeṯ Ħawwā ʾištōw wa-ttahar wa–tēleḏ ʾeṯ Qayin.

and-the-man know.SC-3sm acc Eve wife-3sm and-3sf-conceive.PC and-3sf-bear.PC acc Cain

The man lay with his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain. [Gen 4:1]

 
אֶת קֹלְךָ שָׁמַעְתִּי בַּגָּן וָאִירָא.
ʾeṯ qōləḵā šāmaʿtī ba-ggān wā-ʾīrā.

acc voice hear.SC-1s in-the-garden and-1s-fear.PC

Your voice, I heard it in the garden and was afraid. [Gen 3:10]

 
As noted above, if you front something and add wə-, the conjunction is contrastive ‘but’.
Infinitive
 
There are two infinitives in BH, construct and absolute. (The names recall nouns, presumably because the construct has reduced vowels, e.g. construct kətōḇ vs. absolute kāṯōḇ.)
 
The construct is more widely used. First, it acts as a nominalization:
 
מָה טּוֹב לָכֶם הַמְשֹׁל בָּכֶם שִׁבְעִים אִישׁ... אִם מְשֹׁל בָּכֶם אִישׁ אֶחָד
Mah ṭōḇ lāḵem, ha-mšōl bāḵem šiḇʿīm ʾīš… ʾim məšōl bāḵem ʾīš ʾeħāḏ?

what good-ms to-2pm the-reign in-2pm 70 man / or reign in-2pm man one-sm

What is better for you, a reign of seventy men over you, … or a reign of one man over you? [Judges 9:2]

 
As with nouns, you can add pronominal suffixes, so you get מָשְׁלִי
mošəlī ‘my reign’, מָשְׁלְךָ
mošləkā ‘your (m) reign’, מָשְׁלָן
mošəlān ‘their (f) reign’, etc.
 
It appears with the preposition בְּ
bə- ‘in’ to express a time adverbial:
 
בְּנָסְעָם מִקֶּדֶם וַיִּמְצְאוּ בִקְעָה בְּאֶרֶץ שִׁנְעָר.
Bə-nosʿām mi–qqeḏem, wa-yyimṣəlʾū ḇi–qʿā bə-ʾereś Šinʿār.

in-journey-3mp from-east and-3mp-find.PC plain in-land.cons Shinar

Travelling from the east, they found a plain in the land of Shinar. [Gen 11:2]

 
Or with לְ
lə- ‘for’ to express purpose or result:
 
וַיֵּרֶד יְהוָה לִרְאֹת אֶת הָעִיר וְאֶת הַמִּגְדָּל אֲשֶׁר בָּנוּ בֶּנֵי הַאָדָם.
Wa-yyēreḏ YHWH lirʾōṯ ʾeṯ hā-ʿīr wə-ʾeṯ ha-mmiḡdāl ʾăšer bānū bənē hāʾāḏām.

and-3sm-descend.PC YHWH see acc the-city and-acc the-tower sub build.SC-3p son-pl.cons the-man

The LORD came down to see the city and tower which the sons of man had built. [Gen 11:5]

 
The infinitive absolute always appears alone; it can’t take either prepositions or pronominal suffixes.
 
It often accompanies the same verb in finite form, adding emphasis:
 
וַיֹּאמְרוּ לֹו אֶהָיו, הֲמָלֹךְ עָלֵנוּ
Wa-yyōʾmərū lōw ʾeħāw, hămāloḵ timlōḵ ʿālēnū?

and-3pm-say.PC to-3sm brother-pl-3sm / the-reign.inf.abs 2sm-reign.PC over-1p

His brothers said to him, You will indeed reign over us? [Gen 37:8]

 
We might translate this literally as “You will reign with reigning”, a construction I’m eager to put in a conlang.
 
The Talmūd makes note of this and considers “duplicated” commands as more serious; cf. Solomon p. 449.
 
It’s also used along with a main verb, for a consequential or secondary action:
 
אֶעֱבֹר בְּכָל צֹאנְךָ הַיּוֹם הָסֵר מִשָּׁם כַּל שֶׂה נַקֹד וְטָלוּא
ʾeʿĕḇōr bəḵāl ṣōnəḵā ha-yyōm hāsēr miššām kāl seh nāqōḏ wə-ṭālū…

1s-pass.PC in-all.sm flock-2sm the-day removing from-there all.sm sheep speckled-sm and-spotted-sm

Let me go through your whole flock today, removing all of the speckled and spotted sheep from it… [Gen 30:32]

 
הָלוֹךְ וְרָחַצְתָּ שֶׁבַע פְּעָמִים בַּיַּרְדֵּן...
Hālōk wərāħaṣtā šeḇaʿ pəʿāmīm ba-yyardēn…

go.inf.abs and-bathe.SC-2sm seven time-pl in-Jordan

Go bathe yourselves seven times in the Jordan…[2 Kings 5:10]

 
In later Hebrew, only the infinitive construct survived, and only in the lə- form.
Subordination
 
The basic subordinator is אֲשֶר
ʾăšer:
 
מַעֲשִׂים אֲשֶׁר לֹא–יֵעָשֹׂוּ עָשִׂיתָ עִמָּדִי.
Maʿăsīm ʾăšer lō-yēʿāsū ʿāsīṯā ʿimmāḏī.

deed-pl sub not-3pm-do.nip̄ʿal.PC do.SC-2ms to-1s

You have done to me things that should not be done. [Gen 20:9]

 
A resumptive pronoun is needed when the subordinated noun is subject to a preposition, including accusative אֵת
ʾēṯ:
 
אֲנִי יוֹסֶף אֲחִיכֶם אֲשֶׁר מְכַרְתֶּם אֹתִי מִצְרָיְמַה.
ʾănī Yōsēp̄ ʿăħīḵem ʾăšer məḵartem ʾōṯī Miṣrāyəmā.

1s Joseph brother-2pm sub sell.SC-2pm acc-1s Egypt-loc

(lit.) I am your brother Joseph, that you sold me into Egypt. [Gen 45:4]

 
One clause can be subordinated to another with כִּי
kī. This can express several things, including a reason:
 
אַל תֵּעָצְבוּ וְאַל יִחַר בְּעֵנֵיכֶם כִּי מְכַרְתֶּם אֹתִי.
ʾal tēʿāṣəḇū wə-ʿal yiħar bə-ʿēnēkem kī məḵartem ʾōṯī.

not 2pm-grieve.PC and-not 2pm-angry.PC in-eye.cons-2pm as sell.SC-2pm acc-1s

But don’t grieve or be angry because you sold me. [Gen 45:5]

 
Or a contrastive:
 
לֹא אֲשַׁלֵּחֲךָ כִּי אִם בֵּרַכְתָּנִי.
Lōʾ ʾăšallēħăḵā kī ʾim bēraḵtānī.

not 1s-release.piel.PC>2sm as if bless.piel.SC-2sm>1s

I won’t let you go unless you bless me. [Gen 32:26]

 
Or to mark a sentential object:
 
לֹא יָדַע כִּי כַלָּתוֹ הִיא.
Lō’ yāḏaʿ kī ḵallātōw hī.

not know.SC-3ms as daughter.in.law-3sm 3sf

He did not know that she was his daughter-in-law. [Gen 38:16]

Place clauses
Place nouns can be marked with -ā to express a directive or locative. This is a survival of the proto-Semitic accusative; e.g. har ‘mountain’ > הֶרָה
herā ‘to the mountain(s)’; מִצְרָיְמַה
Miṣrāyəmā ‘to Egypt’.
 
You can also, of course, use a prepositional phrase, e.g. בְּתוֹךְ הַגָּן
bə-ṯōḵ ha-ggān ‘in the middle of the garden’.
 
The most common place subordinator is simply אֲשֶר
ʾăšer:
 
וַיִּקֶן אֶת חֶלְקַת הַשָּׂדֶה אֲשֶׁר נָטָה שָׁם אָהֹלוֹ.
Wa-yyiqen ʾeṯ ħelqaṯ ha-ssāḏeh ʾăšer nāṭah šām ʾāholō.

and-3sm-buy.PC acc parcel.cons the-land sub pitch.SC-3sm there tent-3sm

He bought the parcel of land where he had pitched his tent. [Gen 33:19]

 
Šām ‘there’ can be seen as a resumptive pronoun, but it’s optional; cf. בַּמָּקוֹם אֲשֶׁר דִּבֶּר אִתֹּוֹ
ba-mmāqōm
ʾăšer dibber ʾittō ‘in the place where he talked with him’.
 
The interrogative is אִַיֶּה
ʿayyēh:
 
אִַיֵּה שָׂרָה אִשְׁתֶּךָ.
ʾayyēh Sārā ʾišteḵā?

where Sarah wife-2ms

Where is Sarah, your wife? [Gen 18:19]

Time clauses
The simplest time expressions are prepositional phrases, e.g. בָּעֶרֶב
bā-ʿereḇ ‘in the evening’.
 
Time clauses are formed in several ways. You can use כִּי
kī ‘when’:
 
כִּרְאוֹתוֹ אוֹתָהּ וַיִּקְרַע אֶת בְּגָדָיו.
Ki-rʾōṯō ʾōṯāh wa-yyiqraʿ ʾeṯ bəḡāḏāw.

as-see.inf-3sm acc-2sf and-2sm-tear.PC acc clothes-pl-3sm

When he saw her, he tore his clothes. [Judges 11:35]

 
Or the clause can appear after bə + a time word:
 
בְּיוֹם רְאֹתְךָ פָנַי תָּמּוּת.
Bə-yōm rāṯəḵā p̄ānay tāmūṯ.

in-day see.inf-2sm face-1s 2sm-die.PC

When you see my face, you will die. [Ex. 10:28]

 
The KJV translates such expressions literally: “In the day…”
 
Existential hāyāh often introduces a time expression:
 
וַיְהִי בָעֶרֶב וַיִּקַּח אֶת לֵאָה בִתּוֹ וַיָּבֵא אֹתָהּ אֵלָיו.
Wa-yhī ḇā-ʿereḇ wa-yyiqqaħ ʾeṯ Lēʾā ḇittōw wa-yyāḇēʾ ʾōṯāh ʾēlāw.

and-3sm-be.PC in-the-evening and-3sm-take.PC acc Leah daughter-3sm and-3sm-bring.PC acc-3sf to-3sm

So in the evening, he took his daughter Leah and brought her to him. [Gen 29:23]

 
The interrogative is māṯay, as in
מָתַי יָמוּת
māṯay yāmūṯ “when will he die?”
Conditionals
BH does not have a dedicated word for ‘if’, but re-uses several words.
 
The commonest is the particle אִם
ʾim, which has various other meanings— ‘since, indeed, unless…’
 
וְאִם נְקֵבָה תֵלֵד וְטָמְאָה שְׁבֻעַיִם.
Wə-ʾim nəqēḇāh ṯēlēḏ, wə-ṭāməʾāh šəḇuʿayīm.

and-pt child-f 3sf-bear.PC / and-3sf-unclean.PC week-du.m

But if she bears a daughter, she will be unclean for two weeks. [Lev. 12:5]

 
Or כִּי
kī, which we’ve met as ‘because, when’:
 
כֹּי תֹקְנֶה עֶבֶד עִבְרִי שֵׁשׁ שָׁנִים יַעֲבֹד.
Kī ṯiqneh ʿeḇeḏ ʿiḇrī, šeš šānīm yaʿăḇōḏ.

as 2sm-buy.PC servant Hebrew / six.abs.f year-p 3sm-serve.PC

If you buy a Hebrew servant, he will serve six years. [Ex 21:2]

Comparatives
 
Comparatives use the formula A mī B:
 
טוֹב פִּרְיִי מֵחָרוּץ.
Ṭōḇ piryī mē-ħārūṣ.

good fruit.cons-1s from-gold

My fruit is better than gold. [Prov 8:19]
Literally: My fruit (is) good from gold.

 
The same expression is used when the thing is excessive (i.e. too A, not more A):
 
וְהַדָּבָר אֲשֶׁר יִקְשֶׁה מִכֶּם תַּקְרִבוּן אֵלַי.
Wə-ha-ddāḇār ʾăšer yiqšeh mi-kkem taqriḇūn ʾēlay.

and-the-word sub hard-3sm with-2pm 2pm-bring.PC to-1sm

The case that is too hard for you, bring it to me. [Deut 1:17]

 
One way to express the superlative is to add the definite article to the adjective:
 
בְנוֹ הַקָּטָן
bənō ha-qqāṭān

son-3sm the-young

his youngest son [Gen 9:24]

 
An equal comparison uses kə ‘as’:
 
אַתְּ... אֲיֻמָּה כַּנִּדְגָּלְוֹת.
ʾAt… ʾăyummā k-a-nniḏgālōt.

you.sf / awesome as-the-bannered-fp

You are as awesome as (an army with) banners. [Songs 6:4]

Sample: Joseph
 
As a sample of BH, here is part of the story of Joseph (from Genesis 37; see p. 49).
 
וְיִשְׂרָאֵל אָהַב אֶת יוֹסֵף מִכָּל בָּנָיו, כִּי בֶן זְקֻנִים הוּא לוֹ, וְעָשָׂה לוֹ כְּתֹנֶת פַּסִּים...
Wə-Yisrāʾēl ʾāhaḇ ʾeṯ Yōsēp̄ mi-kkāl bānāw, kī ḇen zəqunīm hū lōw, wə-ʿāsā lō kəṯōneṯ passīm.

and-Israel love.SC-3sm acc Joseph from-all child.pl-3sm / because son.cons age he to-3sm / and-make.SC-3sm to-3sm robe.cons special-pl

Jacob loved Joseph over all his children, because he was the child of his old age, and he made him a special coat.

 
The word passīm only appears twice in the Tanakh, and we’re not sure of its meaning. The Septuagint rendered it ‘many-colored’, while in modern Hebrew it means ‘striped’. As pas means ‘palm, sole’ in Aramaic and Rabbinic Hebrew, another possibility is ‘long-sleeved’.
 
Both verbs here refer to past situations and are thus SC. The second is preceded by wə- but this is considered a true conjunctive use rather than a converted tense.
 
וַיִּרְאוּ אֶחָיו כִּי אֹתוֹ אָהַב אֲבִיהֶם מִכָּל אֶחָיו, וַיִּשְׂנְאוּ אֹתוֹ, וְלֹא יָכְלוּ דַּבְּרוֹ לְשָׁלֹם.
Wə-yyirʾū ʾeħāw kī ʾōṯō ʾāhab ʾăḇīhem mi-kkāl ʾeħāw, wa-yyisnəʾū ʾōṯō, wə-lō yāḵəlū dabbərō lə-šālōm.

and-3p-see.PC brother-pl.3sm when acc-3sm love.SC-3sm father-3pm from-all brother-pl.3sm / and-3pm-hate.PC acc-3sm and-not can.SC-3sm speak.inf-3sm

When his brothers saw that he was loved more by his father than all his brothers, they hated him and could not speak to him in peace.

 
Here and in most of the passage the verbs are true converted wəPC forms. ‘Can’ is SC because it’s not prefixed with wə-.
 
Joseph relates his dream to his brothers:
 
וְהִנֵּה אֲנַחְנוּ מְאַלְּמִים אֲלֻמִּים בְּתוֹךְ הַשָּׂדֶה, וְהִנֵּח קָמָה אֲלֻמָּתִי וְגַם נִצָּבָה,
Wə-hinnē ʾănaħnū mə-ʾalləmīm ʾălummīm bə-ṯōḵ ha-ssāḏe, wə-hinnē qāmā ʾălummāṯī wə-ḡam niṣṣāḇā,

and-thus we in-bind.act.part sheaf-pl in-middle.cons the-field / and-thus arise.SC-3sf sheaf-1s and-also stand.SC-3sf

Look, there we were binding sheaves in the field, and look, my sheaf rose and stood up,

 
I like Joseph’s childlike repetition of Wə-hinnē ‘look!’. Hinnē is related to the 3rd person pronouns and could be translated ‘thus’ or ‘(like) that’.
 
For the ongoing action (binding sheaves) a participle is used.
 
Nāṣab ‘stand’ has no qal form, so it appears in nip̄ʿal form.
 
וְהִנֵּה תְסֻבֶּינָה אֲלֻמֹּתֵיכֶם, וַתִּשְׁתַּחֲוֶיןָ לַאֲלֻמָּתִי.
wə-hinnē ṯə-subbenā ʾălummōṯēḵem, wa-ttištaħăwenā la-ʾălummātī.

and-thus 3pf-surround.PC sheaf-pl.2pm / and-3pf-bow.PC to-sheaf-1s

and look, your sheaves all around bowed down to my sheaf.

 
Saħah ‘Bow’ appears in the hitp̄aʿel, as a reflexive ‘bowed themselves’.
 
Later, Joseph goes in search of his brothers, who are pasturing their animals.
 
וַיִּרְאוּ אֹתוֹ מֵרָחֹק, וּבְטֶרֶם יִקְרַב אֲלֵיהֶם, וַיִּתְנַכְּלוּ אֹתוֹ לַהֲמִיתוּ.
Wa-yyirʾū ʾōṯō mē-rāħōq, ū-ḇə-ṭerem yiqraḇ ʾălēhem, wa-yyiṯnakkəlū ʾōṯō la-hămītō.

and-3pm-see.PC acc-3sm from-far / and-in-before 3sm-come.PC to-3pm / and-3pm-crafty.hitp̄aʿel.PC acc-3sm to-kill.inf-3sm

When they saw him far off, before he reached them, they conspired to kill him.

 
וַיֹּאמְרוּ אִישׁ אֶל–אָחִיש, הִנֵּה בַּעַל הַחֲלֹמוֹת הַלָּזֶה בָּה.
Wa-yyōmərū ʾīš ʾel-ʾāħīw, hinnē baʿal ha-ħălōmōṯ ha-llāzeh bāʾ.

and-3sm-say.PC man to-brother / look lord.cons the-dream-pl the-this come.act.part

They said to each other, “Look, the lord dreamer is coming!”

 
Literally ‘the lord of dreams’; not many translations retain the sarcasm.
 
וְעַתָּה לְכוּ וְנַהַרְגֵהוּ וְנַשְׁלִכֵהוּ בְּאַחַד הַבֹּרוֹת, וְאָמַרְנוּ, חַיָּה רָעָה אֲכָלָתְהוּ,
Wə-ʿattā ləḵū wə-naharḡēhū wə-našliḵēhū bə-ʾaħaḏ ha-bbōrōṯ, wə-ʾāmarnū, ħayyā rāʿā ʾăḵālāṯəhū,

and-now come.imper and-1p-kill.PC-3sm and-1p-throw.PC-3sm in-one.cons the-pit-pl / and-say.SC-1p / animal wild-s.f eat.SC-3sf>3sm

“So let us kill him and throw him in one of the pits, and we’ll say ‘A wild animal ate him.’”

 
‘Kill/throw’ are not converted tenses, but just conjunctions with the imperative ‘come’; thus the PC is non-past. ‘Say’ is wəSC, thus also non-past.
 
וְנִרְאֶה מַה יִּהְיוּ חֲלֹמֹתָיו.
wə-nirʾe mah yihyū ħălōmōṯāw.

and-1p-see.PC what 3sm-be.PC dream-3sm

“We’ll see what happens with his dreams!”

 
וַיִּשְׁמַע רְאוּבֵן וַיַּצִּלֵהוּ מִיָּדָם, וַיֹּאמֶר, לֹא נַכֶּנּוּ נָפֶשׁ.
Wa-yyišmaʿ Rəʾūbēn wa-yyaṣṣilēhū mī-yāḏām, wa-yyōmer, lōʾ nakkenū nāp̄eš.

and-3sm-hear.PC Reuben and-3sm-strip.PC from-hand-3pm / and-3sm-say.PC / not murder.hip̄ʿil-1p>3sm soul

But Reuben heard this and saved him from their hands, saying, “Let’s not take his life.”

 




Word list

This is a list of English words derived from languages of the ancient Middle East: Sumerian, Akkadian, Hebrew, Aramaic, Phoenician, Egyptian, Persian. (Arabic will be left to the next volume.) It also serves as a glossary for the book.
 
Many of these words passed through Greek, Latin, and French, or even more convoluted pathways, and I haven’t shown intermediate steps.
 
If an etymology says “e.g.”, the precise source language is unknown.
 
abbot < Aramaic ʾabbā ‘father’
Abraham < אָבְרָהָם
ʾaḇrāhām ‘father is exalted’
Adad = Akk. and Canaanite storm god
Adam < אָדָם
ʾāḏām ‘human’
ʾădōnāy < אֲדֹנָי
‘my lord’
Adonis < Ἄδωνις < Canaanite ʾadōn ‘lord’; cf. previous
Ahasuerus, see Xerxes.
akh resurrected soul < Eg. ʾḫ ‘effective’
alpha < Ph.  ʾalp ‘ox’
ʿam ha-ʾareṣ
‘people of the land’ (unobservant Jews, in the Talmūd)
amen < אָמֵן
ʾāmēn ‘truly’
ammonia < Amun (Egyptian god)
Amorites < Akk. amurrû, cf. martu ‘west’

Amun < Ἅμμων < Eg. jmn ‘hidden’
Anne < חַנָּה
ħannā ‘grace’; cf. John, Hannibal
Anubis < Ἄνουβις < Cp. Anup < Eg. jnpw
arbiter < Ph. ʿarb ‘pledge’
Armageddon < הַר מְגִדּוֹן
Har Məḡiddōn ‘mountain of Megiddo’
Asherah < אֲשֵׁרָה
ʾăšērā related to ‘place’
asherim shrines to Asherah < אֲשֵׁרִים
ʾăšērīm

Assurbanipal < Akk. Aššur-bāni-apli; Heb. Asnəppar

Ashkenazim Central/East European Jews < אַשְׁכְּנָז
ʾaškənāz a Japhethite people, from Akk. Aškūza, later taken to mean Germany.

Ashtoreth < Heb.
ʿaštōreṯ; see Astarte
Astarte < Ἀστάρτη < Ph. ʿAštart, Canaanite form of Ištar
Avaris = Eg.
Ḥaʾat-Wūrat
ba personal soul < Eg. bʾ
Baʿal Semitic ‘lord’, esp. a name of Adad
Babylon < Βαβυλών < Akk. Bābili. This can be interpreted as ‘gate of God’, but it may be a folk etymology. Sumerian has kan diŋirak with the same meaning, probably a calque on the Akkadian. The Hebrew is Bāḇel, which is how we get the Tower of Babel. The Egyptians called it Sangar, probably from Šingi-Uri ‘Sumer and Akkad’.

balsam < Semitic *baśam
bar mitzvah < בַּר מִצְוָה
bar miṣwā ‘son (subject to) commandment’; bar is Aramaic. The girls get a bat mitzvah: baṯ is ‘daughter’.

Baruch < בָּרוּךְ
bārūḵ ‘blessing’
bedlam < Bethlehem
Beelzebub < בַּחַל זְבוּב
Baʿal zəḇūḇ ‘lord of the fly’, insulting form of Ph. ‘lord prince’

behemoth < בְּהֵמוֹת
bəhēmōṯ ‘beasts’
Belshazzar < Akk. bēl-šar-uṣur ‘Bēl protect the king’
Benjamin < בִּנְטָמִין
Binyāmīn ‘son of the right hand (i.e. the south)’; cognate to Yemen

beta < Ph. bēt ‘house’
Bethel < בֵּית אֶל
Bēt ʾēl ‘house of God’
Bethlehem < בֵּית לֶחֶם
Bēt-leħem ‘house of bread’
bris < בְּרִית
bərīṯ ‘covenant’
Byblos < Βύβλος, Akk. Gubla, Eg. Kebny, Heb. Geḇal ‘well of God’.
cabal < Kabbalah
cadmium < Ph. qadm ‘front, east’
Calah < Akk. Kalḫu. Nimrud is the modern site name.

camel < Semitic *gamal-
Canaan < Χαναάν < כְּמַחַן
kənaʿan; Akk. Kinaḫḫi
cannon (and cane, cannoli, canyon) < e.g. Akk. qanû ‘reed’
Carthage < Ph. qart-ħadašt ‘new town’; ħadašt ‘new’
is cognate to Arabic ħadīṯ and Amharic addis in Addis Abäba ‘new flower’

chametz < חָמֵץ‎
ħāmēṣ
cherub < כְּרוּב
kərūb, cognate to Akk. karābu ‘praise’
chutzpah < חֻצְפָּה‎
ħuṣpā ‘insolence’
cotton possibly < Akk. qatānu ‘be thin’
Dagon grain, storm god < Semitic *dagan ‘grain’
Daniel < דָּנִיֵּאל
dāniʾēl ‘my judge is God’
David < דָּוִד
Dāwīd, possibly ‘beloved’
Deborah < דְּבוֹרָ
dəḇōrā ‘bee’
delta < Ph.  *dalt ‘door’
Djoser = Eg. ḏsr; Loprieno has ḏ = ejective /č’/!
dragoman < Akk. targumannu ‘interpreter’; cf. targum
Duat Eg. afterlife < Eg. dwʾt
Ea < Akk. ħayy- ‘living’, cognate to Eve
Eden < עֵדֶן
ʿēḏen ‘delight’
El < אֵל
‘god’ or ‘God’
Elam < Heb. ʿĒlām,
Akk. Elamtu; Elamite Hatamti
Eleazar < אֶלְעָזָר
ʾelʿāzār ‘God helped’
Elijah < אֵלִיָּהוּ
ʾēliyāhū ‘my god is YHWH’
Elizabeth < אֱלִישֶׁבַע
ʾēlīšeḇaʿ ‘my god is an oath’
Elohim <
אֱלֹהִים
ʾĔlōhīm
‘god’, plural in form, cognate to Akk. ilu, Arabic ʾAḷḷāh

Enlil < *ʾilil ‘god of gods’
Enuma Eliš, Akk. creation epic, from its first words ‘when on high’; enuma is related to ūmu ‘day’, cogate to Yom (Kippur)

Erech, see Uruk
Essene < Aramaic ħasēn ‘holy’
eta < Ph
Eve < חַוָּה
Ħawwā ‘life’
Ezekiel < יְחֶזְקֵאל
Yəħezqēʾl ‘YHWH strengthened’
Ezra < עֶזְרָא‎
ʿezrāʾ ‘help’
Gabriel < גַּבְרִיאֵל
gabrīʾēl ‘my strong one is God’, related to algebra
Galilee < גָּלִיל
gəlīl ‘district’ < gālal ‘roll’; cf. megillah
gamma < Ph. *gaml ‘throwstick’
ganef < גַּנָּב
gannāḇ ‘thief’
Gehenna < גֵּיהִנֹּם
Gē Hinnōm ‘valley of Hinnōm’, Jerusalem’s town dump

gemara Talmūdic commentary < Aramaic gəmārā ‘completion’
golem < גֹּלֶם
gōlem ‘formless mass’
Golgotha < Aramaic gulgultā ‘skull’
goy < גּוֹי
gōy ‘nation’
haggadah < הַגָּדָה
haggāḏā ‘narration’
halacha < הֲלָחָה
hălāħā ‘rule’
hallelujah < הַלְלוּטֵהּ
halləllū-yāh ‘praise YHWH’
Hammurabi < Akk. ḫammurāpi ‘the kinsman is a healer’
Hannibal < Ph. Ħannī-baʿl ‘my grace is Baʿal’
Hanukkah < חֲנֻכָּה
ħănukkā ‘dedication’
Hasrubal < Ph. ‘his help is Baʿal’; cf. Lazarus
Hasidim < חֲסִידִים‎
ħăsīḏīm ‘pious (men)’
Hasmoneans = Maccabees’ dynasty < Hāšmonā’i
Hebrew < עִבְרִי
ʿiḇrī
Heliopolis, Egyptian Iunu
Hezekiah < חִזִקִיָּה
Ħizəqiyāh ‘my strength is YHWH’
Hittite. Autonym Nasi-, but they called the nation Ḫatti
Horus < Ὧρος < Eg. ḥrw
hosanna < הֹושַׁענַא
hōšaʿnāʾ ‘deliver, save’
ħakam < חָכָם
ħāḵām ‘sage’, cognate to Arabic Hakim
ħaredim ultra-orthodox < חֲרֶדִים
‘fearful (ones)’
ilum – Akk. ‘god’, feminine iltum
iota < Ph.  yōd ‘hand’
Irān: The Avesta refers to airyānąm, cognate to Sanskrit Ārya ‘noble’; the Middle Persian is Ērān, Farsi Irân.

Isaac < יִעְחָק
yiṣħāq ‘he laughs’
Isaiah < יְשַׁעְיָהוּ
yəšaʿyāhū ‘salvation of YHWH’
Ishmael < טִשְׁמָעֵאל
yišmāʿēʾl ‘God heard’
Isis < Ἶσις < Cp. Ēse < Eg. ʾst
Ištar < Akk., cognate to Ashtoreth, Astarte
Israel < ישְׂרָאֵל
yisrāʾēl ‘God strove (or saved)’
Jacob < יַעֲקֹב
yaʿăqōb ‘God protected’
Jeremiah < יִרְמְיָהוּ
yirməyāhū ‘YHWH established’
Jerusalem < יְרוּשָׁלַםִ
yərūwšālaim ‘foundation of Šalim’ (dusk god); in Amarna Letters, Urušalim

Jesus < Ἰησοῦς < Joshua
Jew < יְהוּדִי
Yəhūḏī ‘Judahite, Judaean’
Jezebel < אִיזֶבֶל
ʾīzeḇel ‘where is the lord’
John < יוֹחָנָן
Yōħānān ‘YHWH has been gracious’
Jonah < יוּנָה
yōnā ‘dove’
Jonathan < יוֹנָתָן
Yōnāṯān ‘YHWH gave’
Joseph < yōsēp̄ ‘he increased’
Joshua (and Jesus) < יְהוֹשֻׁעַ
Yəhōšuaʿ ‘YHWH is lord’
jubilee < יוֹבְל
yōḇēl ‘ram, ram’s horn’ (for marking the event)
Judah < יְהוּדָה
Yəhūḏā ‘praise’
ka vital soul < Eg. kʾ
Kabbalah < קַבָּלָה
qabbālā ‘reception’
kaddish < Aramaic qaddiš ‘holy’
kappa < Ph.  ‘kapp- ‘palm of hand’
Kassites < Akk. kaššu; their own name was galzu
kibbutz < קִבּוּץ
qibbūṣ ‘gathering’
Knesset < כְּנֶסֶת
Kəneset ‘assembly’
kohēn
כֹּהֵן
‘priest’, pl. kōhănīm
kosher < כָּשֵׁר
kāšēr ‘proper’
lambda < Ph.
Leah < לֵאָה
lēʾā ‘cow’
leviathan < לִשְטָתָן
liwyātān ‘dragon’
maat ‘truth, order’ < Eg. mʾʿt, Old Egyptian *muʀdat
Maccabee, post-Seleucid Jewish state < maqqebet ‘hammer’
Mammon < Aramaic Māmonā
manna < Aramaic mannā < √MNN ‘favor’
Martha < Aramaic mārətā ‘lady’
Matthew < Ματθαῖος < Heb. mattayyāh ‘gift of YHWH’
matzo < מַצָּה
maṣṣā ‘unleavened bread’
maven < מֶבִין
meḇīn ‘expert’
Mazel tov < מַזָּל טוֹב
mazzāl tōv ‘good luck’; first word is ‘constellation’ < Akk. manzaltu

megillah < מְגִלַּה
məḡillā ‘scroll’ < gālal ‘roll’
Memphis < Μέμφις < Men-nefer ‘enduring and beautiful’; in the Old Kingdom it was Inebu-hedj ‘white walls’

menorah < מְנוֹרָה
mənōrā ‘lamp’, cognate to minaret
meshugga < מְשׁוּגָּע
məšūggaʿ ‘crazy’
messiah < מָשִׁיחַ‎
māšiaħ ‘anointed’
mezuzah < מְזוּזָה
məzūzā ‘doorpost’
Michael < מִיכָאֵל
Mīḵāʾēl ‘who is like God’
Michal Saul’s daughter < מִיכָל
Mīḵāl ‘rivulet’
midrash < Aramaic midrāš ‘commentary’, cognate to Arabic madrasa
minyan quorum for worship < מִנְיָן
minyān ‘count’
Mišnā < מִשְׁנָה
‘repetition’
mitzvah < מִצְוָה
miṣwā ‘commandment, good deed’
Mogen
(David) < מָגֵן
māḡēn ‘shield’, cognate to Arabic jinnī
mohel < מוּהֵל
mōhēl ‘circumciser’
Moloch < *mulk, probably related to *milk ‘king’
Moses < מֹשֶׁה
Mōšeh, which the Tanakh relates to māšāh ‘draw out (of the water)’. Other scholars point to the Egyptian name element ms ‘child’, as in Thutmose, or mw ‘water.

myrrh < Akk. murru
Naomi < נָעֳמִי
noʿōmī ‘my delight’
naphtha < e.g. Akk. napṭu
Nathan < נָתָן
nāṯān ‘he gave’
natron < Egyptian nṯry; also supplies abbreviation Na for sodium
Nebuchadnezzar < Nabû-kudurri-uṣur ‘Nabu protect the borders’
Nehemiah < נְחֶמְיָה
nəħemyāh ‘YHWH comforted’
Neith < Νηΐθ < Eg. nt
Nephthys sister of Isis < Νέφθυς < Nebet-Het
nimrod < נִמְרוֹד
nimrōḏ, hunter from Genesis
Nippur < Nibru, Akk. Nibbur.

Noah < נֹחַ
Noaħ
nu < Ph. < nūn ‘fish’
Obadiah < עוֹבַדְיָה
ʿobaḏyāh ‘servant of YHWH’, parallel to Abdullah
Omri < עָמִרִי
ʿomrī ‘my life (is YHWH)’, cognate to Omar
Osiris < Ὄσιρις < Cp. Ousire, Eg. wsjr
Passover < calque on פֶּסַח
Pesaħ
Persia < Old Persian Pārsa, Greek Περσίς, Farsi Fârs— these refer to the heartland of the Persians, what is now Fârs province

pharaoh < Egyptian pāruwʿaʾ ‘great house’
Pharisee possibly < Aramaic perušīm ‘separatists’
pi < Ph. pē ‘mouth’
Pithom delta city where Israelites exiled < Egyptian pr-itm ‘house of Atum’

Ptah < Φθά < Eg. ptḥ, Cp. Ptah
rabbi < רַבִּי
rabbī ‘my lord’
Rachel < רָחֵל
rāħēl ‘ewe’
Raphael < רְפָאֵל
rəp̄āʾēl ‘God healed’; cf. Hammurabi
Re < Cp. Rē < Eg. rʿ or *rīʿuw.
rho < Ph.
rōš ‘head’
Rosh Hashanah < רֹאשׁ הַשָּׁנָה
rōʾš haššānā ‘head of the year’

sabbath < שַׁבָּת
šabbāt ‘resting’
sabra, native modern Israeli < Arabic ṣabira ‘prickly pear’
sack < Akk. saqqu
Sadducee < high priest צָדוֹק
Ṣādōq ‘righteous’
Samaria < שֹׁמְרֹון
Šōmərōn
Samson < שִׁמְשׁוֹן
šimšōn < שֶׁמֶשׁ
šemeš ‘sun’
Samuel < שְׁמוּאֵל
Šəmūʾēl ‘name of God’
Sarah < שָׂרָה
sārā ‘princess’; cf. Sargon
Sargon < Šarru-ukīn ‘legitimate king’; Heb. Ṣargōn, Gk. Σαργών.
Satan < שָׂטָן
Sāṭān ‘adversary’
satrap Persian province < Old Persian xšaçapāvā.
Saul < שָׁאוּל
šāʾūl ‘asked’
seder, Passover dinner < סֵדֶר
sēder ‘arrangement’
schmooze possibly < שְׁמוּעוֹת
šəmūʿōṯ ‘rumors’
Sennacherib < Akk. Sīn-aḫḫī-eriba ‘Sîn replaced the brothers’
Sephardim Jews from Spain < סְפָרַד
Səp̄āraḏ, referred to only once in the Tanakh (Obad. 1:20), probably referring to Sardis— Sparda in Persian. However, by Roman times it was applied to Spain.

sephiroth < סְפִירוֹת
səp̄īrōṯ  ‘enumerations’
seraph < שָׂרָף
sārāp̄ ‘fiery serpent’ < √ŚRP ‘burn’
sesame < Akk. šamaššammū ‘oil of plants’
Seth Eg. god < Σήθ < Cp. Sēt
< Eg. swtẖ
Seth son of Adam < שֵׁת
šēṯ ‘appointed’
shalom < שָׁלֹום
šālōm ‘peace’, cognate to Arabic salām and ʾIslām
Shamash sun god < Akk. Šamaš ‘sun’
šarru, Akk. ‘king’
shekel < שֶׁקֶל
šeqel ‘weight’
shekinah < שְׁכִינָה
šəḵīnā ‘dwelling’
shema < שְׁמַע
šəmaʿ ‘hear’, first word of Deut. 6:4
Sheol < שְׁאוֹל
šəʾōl

shibboleth, a linguistic marker that reveals one’s identity < שִׁבֹּלֶת
šibboleṯ ‘torrent’, cf. Judges 12 where Ephraimites pronounce it ס
s-              

shiksa < שֶׁקֶץ
šeqeṣ ‘abomination’
Shinar < שִׁנְעָר
Šinʿār, BH for Babylonia— compare Eg. Sangar. Possibly related to Šumeru

shiva, period of mourning < שִׁבְעָה
šiḇʿā ‘seven’
shoah < שׁוֹאָה
šōʿā ‘devastation’
shofar ram’s horn trumpet < שׁוֹפָר
šōp̄ār
shwa < שְׁוָה
šəwāʾ < ‘equal’
Sidon < Ph. Ṣīdūn. Heb. Ṣīḏōn, Greek Σιδών, Arabic Ṣaydā, Akk. Ṣiduna

sigma < Ph. samk ‘support’, though the letterform <  šin
sodomy < סְדֹם
səḏom
sofer, scribe < סוֹפֵר
sōp̄ēr ‘counter’
Solomon < שְׁלֹמֹה
Šəlōmōh ‘his peace’
souk < Akk. sūqu ‘street’
Sukkoth < סֻכּוֹת
sukkōṯ ‘cabins’
Sumer < Akk. Šumeru
tallit < טַלִּית
ṭallīṯ ‘shawl’
Talmud < תַּלְמוּד
Talmūḏ ‘instruction’
Tanakh
tanaḵ = Torah + Nəḇīʾīm ‘prophets’ + Keṯuḇīm ‘writings’
tandoor < Hindī tandūr < Arabic and Hebrew tannūr < Akk. tanūru
targum Aramaic translation of Tanakh < Aramaic targəmā ‘translation’
tau < Ph.
tefellin phylactery < תְּפִלּוֹם
təp̄illīm ‘prayers’
Tel Aviv = תֵּל אָבִיב
Tēl ʾāḇīḇ ‘barley hill’
tell < tēl, Arabic tall, ‘hill’
teraphim < תְּרָפִים
tərāp̄ household god
Thebes < Θῆβαι < Eg. ta-Opet, name of the Karnak temple complex
theta < Ph. ṭēt ‘wheel’
Thomas < Aramaic taʾwmaʾ ‘twin’
Thoth < Θώθ < Eg. ḏḥwtj ‘like an ibis’
Tiamat < Akk. Tiāmat < tāmtu ‘sea’
tikkun < תּיקּוּן
tīqqūn ‘mending’
Torah < תּוֹרָה
tōrā ‘rule, law’
Tosafot < תּוֹסְפוֹת
Tosap̄ōṯ ‘additions’
Tosefta < Aramaic ‘supplement’
tush < תַּחַת
taħat ‘under’
Tyre < Ph. Ṣūr. Heb. Ṣor, Greek Τύρος, Arabic Ṣūr.

Ur = Urim. Ur is from the Bible but also Akk.

Urmia, lake in Irān = modern Riẓāʾiyeh

Uruk = Unug, Akk. Uruk, אֶרֶךְ
ʾÉreḵ (Erech), Ar. Warka

Waset < Eg. wʾst ‘scepter city’; in the New Kingdom also called niwt ʾimn ‘city of Amon’, giving Tanakh’s נֹא אָמוֹן
Nōʾ ʾĀmōn.

wine < Lat. vīnum; compare
Greek οἶνος, Hebrew יַיִן
yáyin, Akk. īnu, Georgian ɣvinɔ. The earliest traces of wine are in Georgia in 6000 and Irān in 5000; a wine press has been found in Armenia dated to 4100. The origins of the word are likely to be in one of these regions.

Xerxes < Ξέρξης < Xšayaṛša; Biblical Ahasuerus.
Yahweh < יַהְוֶה
Yahweh, possibly ‘he sends down (the hosts of heaven)’
yeshiva < יְשִׁיבָה
yəšīḇā ‘sitting’
Yom Kippur < יוֹם כִּפּוּר
yom kippūr ‘day of atonement’
Zedekiah < צִדְקִיָּהוּ
Ṣidəqiyāhū ‘my righteousness is YHWH’
ziggurat < Akk. ziqqurratu ‘temple tower’ < √ZQR ‘build high’
Zion < צִיּוֹן
ṣiyyōn ‘fortress’




King lists

Sumerian
 
This is not a translation (for that see Kramer), but gives the city names, king names, and the length of their reign.
 
For the early inflated numbers, note that most are round numbers in base 60. E.g. 28,800 = 8 x 602, 420 = 7 x 60.
 
—The kingship descends from heaven—
 
Eridu: Alulim 28,800; Alalgar 36,000

 
Badtibira: Enmenluanna 43,200; Enmengalanna 28,800; Dumuzi 36,000

 
Larak: Ensipazianna 28,800

 
Sippar: Enmeduranna 21,000

 
Šuruppak: Ubartutu 18,600

 
—The Flood swept over the land—

 
Kiš: Ĝušur 1200, Gulla-Nidaba-annapad 960, Palakinatim 900, Nangišlišma, Bahina, Buanum 840, Kalibu 960, Galumu 840, Zukaqipu 900, Atab 600, Mašda 840, Arurim 720, Etana 1560, Balih 400, Enmenunna 600, Melam-Kiš 900, Barsalnunna 1200, Meszamug 140, Tizkar 305, Ilku 900, Iltasadum 1200, Enmebaraggesi 900, Akka 625.

 
Uruk: Meskiaggašer 324, Enmerkar 420, Lugalbanda 1200, Dumuzi 100, Gilgameš 126, Urnungal 30, Udulkalamma 15, Labašer 9, Ennundaranna 8, Mešede 36, Melamanna 6, Lugalkidul 36.

 
Ur: Mesannepadda 80, Meskiagnunna 36, Elulu 24, Balulu 36.

 
Awan (in Elam— three kings, 356 years)

 
Kiš: — 201, Dadasig, Mamagal 420, Kalbum 132, Tuge 360, Mennumna 180, Lugalmu 420, Ibbi-Ea 290.

 
Hamazi (also Elamite): Hadaniš 360.

 
Uruk II: — 60, Lugalure 120, Argandea 7.

 
Ur II (four kings, 116 years)

 
Adab: Lugalannemundu 90. Kramer assigns him to the 2500s.

 
Mari: Ilšu 30, his son 17, — 30, — 20, — 30, — 9.

 
Kiš II: Ku-Bau ♀100, Puzur-Sin 25, Ur-Zababa 400, Simudarra 30, Usiwatar 7, Ištar-muti 11, Išme-Šamaš 11, Nannia 7.

 
Akšak: Unzi 30, Undalulu 12, Urur 6, Puzur-Nirah 20, Išu-Il 24, Šu-Sin 7.

 
Uruk III: Lugalzaggesi 25.

 
Agade: Sargon 56, Rimuš 9, Maništušu 15, Naram-Sin 56, Šarkališarri 25. Then,“Who was king? Who was not king?” Igigi, Nanum, Imi, Elulu were all kings in a period of 3 years. Dudu 21, Šudurul 15.

 
Uruk IV: Urnigin 7, Urgigir 6, Kudda 6, Puzur-ili 5, Ur-Utu 6.

 
Guti: —, Imta 3, Inkišuš 6, Sarlagab 6, Šulme 6, Elulumeš 6, Inimbakeš 5, Igešauš 6, Iarlagab 15, Ibate 3, — 3, Kurum 1, — 3, — 2, Irarum 2, Ibranum 1, Hablum 2, Puzur-Sin 7, Iarlaganda 7, — 7, — 40 days.

 
Uruk V: Utuḫegal 7.

 
Ur III: Ur-Nammu 18, Šulgi 48, Amar-Sin 9, Šu-Sin 9, Ibbi-Sin 24.

 
Isin: Išbi-Erra 33, Šuilišu 10, Idin-Dagan 21, Išme-Dagan 20, Lipit-Ištar 11, Ur-Ninurta 28, Bur-Sin 21, Lipit-Enlil 5, Erraimitti 8, Enlil-bani 24, Zambia 3, Iterpiša 4, Urdukuga 4, Sinmagi 11.

 
To supplement and correct the list, we have the Tummal inscription found at a temple of Ninlil in Nippur, which was a holy neutral city to the Sumerians (much as Delphi was to the Greeks). Various kings are credited in turn with (re)building it:
 
EnmebaraggesiKiš

AggaKiš

MesannepaddaUr I

MeskiagnunnaUr I

GilgamešUruk

Ur-lugalUruk (as Urnungal)

Nanna?

Meskiagnanna?

Ur-NammuUr III

ŠulgiUr III

Ibbi-SinUr III

Išbi-ErraIsin

The King List is written as if it was entirely chronological— each city ends with a statement that the city was defeated and/or abandoned, and the kingship passed to another city. The Tummal text makes it clear that the dynasties actually overlapped considerably. E.g. Mesannepadda of Ur came before Gilgameš of Uruk, but the King List places him later because it places all of Ur after all of Uruk. Also note that one of the Sumerian legends of Gilgameš has him fighting against Agga of Kiš.
Neo-Assyria
 
The last column gives the correct but less well-known Akkadian.
 
Adad-Nirari II912–891

Tukulti-Ninurta II891–884

Ashurnasirpal II883–859Aššur-nāṣir-apli

Šalmaneser III859–824Šulmānu-ašarēdu

Šamši-Adad V824–811

Adad-nirari III811–783

Šalmaneser IV783–773

Aššur-dan III773–755

Aššur-nirari V755–745

Tiglath-Pileser III745–727Tukultī-apil-Ešarra

Šalmaneser V727–722

Sargon II722–705Šarru-ukīn

Sennacherib705–681Sîn-aḫ-erība

Esarhaddon681–669Aššur-aḫ-iddin

Ashurbanipal668–627Aššur-bāni-apli

Aššur-etil-ilani627–623

Sîn-šumu-līšir622

Sîn-šarru-iškun622

Aššur-uballiṭ612–608

Neo-Babylonia
 
Nabopolassar626–605Nabû-apla-uṣur

Nebuchadnezzar II605–562Nabû-kudurri-uṣur

Amel-Marduk562-560

Nergalšar-uṣur560–556

Lâbâši-Marduk556

Nabonidus556–539Nabû-naʾid

Israel
 
The first column is the traditional English version (as in the King James Bible); the third is a transliteration from the Hebrew.
 
	Jeroboam

	יָרָבְעָם

	Yārāḇəʿām

	911–909


	Nadab

	נָדָב

	Nāḏāḇ

	909–908


	Baasha

	בַּעִשָׁא

	Baʿšāʾ

	908–885


	Elah

	אֵלָה

	ʾĒlāh

	885–884


	Zimri

	זִמְרִי

	Zimrī

	884


	Tibni

	תִּבְנִי

	Tibnī

	884–880


	Omri

	עָמִרִי

	ʿOmrī

	884–873


	Ahab

	אֶחָב

	ʾEḫāḇ

	873–852


	Ahaziah

	אֲחַזִיָהוּ

	ʾAħazyāhū

	852–851


	Joram

	יְהוֹרָם

	Yəhōrām

	851–842


	Jehu

	יֵהוּא

	Yēhūʾ

	842–814


	Jehoahaz

	יִהוֹאָחָז

	Yəhōʾāħāz

	817–800


	Joash

	יוֹאָשׁ

	Yōʾāš

	800–784


	Jeroboam II

	יָרָבְעָם

	Yārāḇəʿām

	788–747


	Zechariah

	זְכַרְיָה

	Zəħaryāh

	747


	Shallum

	שַׁלּ֤וּם

	Šallūm

	747


	Menahem

	מְנַחֵם

	Mənaħēm

	747–737


	Pekahiah

	פֶּקַחִיָה

	Peqaḫyāh

	737–735


	Pekah

	פֶּקַח

	Peqaħ

	735–732


	Hoshea

	הוֹשֵׁעַ

	Hōšēʿa

	732–724




Judah
 
	Saul

	שָׁאוּל

	Šāʾūl

	1025?


	David

	דָּוִד

	Dāwīḏ

	1005–970


	Solomon

	שְׁלֹמֹה

	Šəlōmōh

	970–931


	Rehoboam

	רְחַבְעָם

	Rəħaḇəʿām

	931–914


	Abijam

	אֲבִיָם

	ʾAḇiyām

	914–911


	Asa

	אָסָא

	ʾĀsāʾ

	911–870


	Jehosaphat

	יְהוֹשָׁפָט

	Yəhōšāp̄āṭ

	970–846


	Jehoram

	יְהוֹרָם

	Yəhōrām

	851–843


	Ahaziah

	אֲחַזִיָהוּ

	ʾAħazyāhū

	843–842


	Athaliah

	עֲתַלְיָה

	Aṯalyāh

	842–836


	Jehoash

	יְהֹואָשׁ

	Yəhōʾāš

	836–798


	Amaziah

	אֲמַצְיָהוּ

	ʾAmaṣyāhū

	798–769


	Azariah

	עֻזִּיָּהוּ

	ʿUzzīyāhū

	785–733


	Jotham

	יוֹתָם

	Yōṯām

	743–729


	Ahaz

	אָחָז

	ʾĀhāz

	743–727


	Hezekiah

	חִזִקִיָּה

	Ħizəqiyāh

	727–698


	Manasseh

	מְנַשֶּׁה

	Mənašeh

	698–642


	Amon

	אָמוֹן

	ʾĀmōn

	641–640


	Josiah

	יֹאשִׁיָּהוּ

	Yōšiyāhū

	639–609


	Jehoahaz

	יִהוֹאָחָז

	Yəhōʾāħāz

	609


	Jehoiakim

	יְהוֹיָקִים

	Yəhōyāqīm

	608–598


	Jehoiachin

	יְהֹויָכִין

	Yəhōyāḫīn

	597


	Zedekiah

	צִדְקִיָּהוּ

	Ṣidəqiyāhū

	596–586




Egypt
 
From the Middle Kingdom at least, pharaohs had five names:
 
	The birth name, prefaced “son of Re”, written in a cartouche




	His name as avatar of Horus, written in a serekh




	A nebty ‘two ladies’ name associated with two goddesses: the vulture Nekhbet of Upper Egypt and the cobra Wadjet of Lower Egypt




	A nesu-bit ‘sedge and bee’ name, symbolizing the king as link between the mortal and the divine, written in a cartouche




	the Golden Horus name





 


Manethō’s dynasties (Dates: Shaw)
 
	1 – 8

	Old Kingdom

	3000–2160


	9 – 10

	1st Intermediate Period

	2160–2055


	11 – 14

	Middle Kingdom

	2055–1650


	15 – 17

	2nd Intermediate Period

	1650–1550


	18 – 20

	New Kingdom

	1550–1069


	21 – 26

	Late Period

	1069–525


	27

	Persians

	525–359


	28 – 30

	Last independent period

	359–343




Some key dynasties
 
First column is the birth name; second is the Horus name. Dates are from Shaw.
 
Dyn. 1 (all Horus names): Narmer, Aha, Djer, Djet, Den, ♀Merneith, Anejib, Semerkhet, Qaʿa
 
	Dyn.
3 (OK)

	
	

	Nebka

	
	2690


	Djoser

	Netjerikhet

	2670


	Djoserty

	Sekhemkhet

	2650


	
	Khaba

	2640


	Sanakht

	
	

	Huni

	
	

	Dyn.
4

	
	

	Sneferu

	Nebma’at

	2610


	Khufu

	Medjedu

	2590


	Djedefra

	Kheper

	2570


	Khafra

	Weserib

	2560


	Menkaura

	Kakhet

	2530


	Shepseskaf

	Shepsekhet

	2500


	Dyn.
18 (NK)

	
	

	Ahmose

	Nebpehtyra

	1550–1525


	Amenhotep I

	Deserkara

	1525–1504


	Thutmose I

	Aakheperkara

	1504–1492


	Thutmose II

	Aakheperenra

	1492–1479


	Thutmose III

	Menkheperra

	1479–1425


	Hatshepsut♀

	Maatkara

	1473–1458


	Amenhotep II

	Aakheperura

	1427–1400


	Thutmose IV

	Menkheperura

	1400–1390


	Amenhotep III

	Nebmaatra

	1390–1352


	Akhenaten

	Neferkheperurawaenra

	1342–1336


	Smenkhkare

	Ankhkheperure

	1336


	Neferneferuaten♀

	Ankhkheperure

	1336–1327


	Tutankhamun

	Nebkheperura

	1336–1327


	Ay

	Kheperkheperura

	1327–1323


	Horemheb

	Djeserkheperura

	1323–1295


	Dyn.
19

	
	

	Ramesses I

	Menpehtyra

	1295–1294


	Sety I

	Menmaatra

	1294–1279


	Ramesis II

	Usermaatra Setepenra

	1279–1213


	Merenptah

	Baenra

	1213–1203


	Amenmessu

	Menmira

	1203–1200


	Sety II

	Userkheperura Setepenra

	1200–1194


	Saptah

	Akehrasetepenra

	1194–1188


	Tausret ♀

	Sitrameritamun

	1199–1816




The Medes
 
The first column is Greek, the second Median. The list comes from Herodotus. Assyrian sources suggest that a king Xšathrita be inserted after Deiokes. They mention a Daiaukku who is presumably Deiokes.
 
Reign dates for Media and Persia are from Cook.
 
	Deiokes

	
	700–647


	Phraortes

	Frawartiš

	647–625


	Cyaxares

	Huwaxšatra

	625–585


	Astyages

	
	585–550




Achaemenid Persia
 
The first column is the traditional English name, which is from Greek by way of Latin; the second is the Old Persian. In the Bible, you may see Koresh (Cyrus) and Ahasuerus (Xerxes).
 
	Achaemenes

	Haxāmaniš

	

	Teispes

	Cišpiš

	

	Cyrus I

	Kūruš

	

	Cambyses I

	Kambūjiya

	

	Cyrus II

	Kūruš

	560—530


	Cambyses II

	Kambūjiya

	530–522


	Smerdis

	Bardiya

	522


	Darius I

	Dārayavauš

	522–486


	Xerxes I

	Xšayaṛša

	486–465


	
	
	465–424


	Xerxes II

	Xšayaṛša

	424


	Sogdianos

	?

	424–423


	Darius II

	Dārayavauš

	423–405


	Artaxerxes II

	Araxšaça

	405–358


	Artaxerxes III

	Araxšaça

	358–338


	Artaxerxes IV

	Aršaka

	338–336


	Darius III

	Dārayavauš

	336–330
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[1] Cited in Lloyd 1978.
[2] Dravidian is spoken in south India, but presumably covered all of India before the Indo-European Ārya arrived in the 2M. Brāhūī, spoken west of the Indus, testifies to the early reach of Dravidian.
[3] I’ve used traditional spellings for Greek. I could write Mycale as Mykale, but then I’d really prefer Mükálē, and Athēnai for Athens, and that gets weird.
[4] Edzard et al., Répertoire géographique des textes cunéiformes, 1974.
[5] These are Leo Oppenheim’s numbers, which are out of date, but the proportions have held up. But other libraries might differ: the 7C scribal family of Baba-šumu-ibni had a library of 800 tablets: a third were incantations and rituals, another third were medical texts. Omens, lexicons, and literature were all minimal.
[6] The Egyptian Maxims of Ptahhotep are attributed to a 24C vizier, but were almost certainly written centuries later, in the Middle Kingdom.
[7] The rules: don’t wear clean clothes, or anoint yourself with oil, or wear sandals; don’t hurl a throwstick or hold a cornel rod; don’t interact with the dead (e.g. kiss your dead wife).
[8] The ancient title (from its first line) was Ša naqba īmuru ‘Who discovered all things’.
[9] Possibly related: the snake in Genesis 3 offers Adam and Eve immortality.
[10] This also became part of Semitic folklore: Ezekiel 8:14 has women in Jerusalem bewailing the fate of “Tammuz” (Dumuzi).
[11] All quotations from the Tanakh are from Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures, the 1985 translation by the Jewish Publication Society. Verse numbering sometimes slightly differs from Christian Bibles.
[12] Udm, and Kirta for that matter, are not known from history. Possibly Kirta, like Danel, was a heroic ancestor of the kings of Ugarit. Or, of course, the ancient author simply invented an ancient king to depict the troubles of kings.
[13] Baʿal simply means ‘lord’; the title replaced his name, Adad.
[14] That is, since Horus was king of Egypt, in mythic times.
[15] It’s surprisingly hard to date the use of fire; see Dance 2017. For one thing, it’s hard to tell if early humans could set a fire, or merely use a natural one. Dates from 1.6 million to 250,000 years ago have been proposed.
[16] We can test the idea by looking at the Yoruba (in what is now Nigeria). Their major crop was yams, which could not be taxed. The kings were not entirely stymied: they taxed goods entering the cities. It does seem that the Yoruba kings had less absolute power than grain-based kings.
[17] The term itself derives from anthropologists studying Melanesia, but as it happens the Sumerian lugal ‘king’ literally means ‘big man’.
[18] Romer casts doubt on the pre-Narmer figures, pointing out that we can’t assume that the meaning of the serekh was always the same. But he is an outlier on this, and surely Narmer’s advance was not the idea of kingship but its extent.
Where Romer and other moderns agree is that the pharaohs developed from the Naqāda culture. This is in contrast to the early +20C view that the pharaohs represented an alien invasion from the more manly north.


[19] I hasten to add that his name isn’t Catfish Chisel; it just sounds like it. Hieroglyphics made extensive use of the rebus principle.
[20] Saqqāra and Dahshūr (next page) are in the desert just west of Men-nefer.
[21] When European travelers first saw it, it was covered by sand to the shoulders; this was removed in the +19C. The nose broke off sometime before the +11C.
[22] Cf. Trigger p. 134. However, Old Kingdom sites in the valley are at or below the water table, and thus near impossible to excavate. We may be missing a lot.
[23] Sargon has a Greek name because it was also used by an Assyrian king (722–705, p. 120), who appears in the Bible.
[24]
Heri-tep aʾa, ruler of a sepat. Usually we borrow some Greek and talk about nomarchs ruling nomes.
[25] The queen’s name means ‘the beautiful woman has come.’
[26] Nothing about Troy is certain. Nemet-Nejat dates its fall to 1250, but estimates range from 1330 to 1130.
[27] The Egyptians recorded their component peoples as Peleset, Tjeker, Šekeleš, Denyen, and Wešeš. Historians have chewed over these carefully, e.g. positing a relation between Šekeleš and Sicily. But really nothing can be concluded by looking at single names.
[28] The sites have no inscriptions, so there’s no direct evidence. But there is no discontinuity between this time and the time of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah.
[29] 1 Kings 6:1 has 480 years from the Exodus to Solomon. Subtract 40 years of David’s reign (1 Kings 2:11). The length of Saul’s reign is not given (Acts 13:21 is not a credible witness), but scholars examining the narrative estimate 20 years.
[30] During the New Kingdom, the Egyptians did not supply princesses even to the major powers..
[31] The dates of Solomon’s rule (960–920) fall within a period of disunity in Egypt, and as noted just below, things were not stable in Mesopotamia either. As Peter James (2015) suggests, the lack of mentions of a Davidic empire may not be surprising.
[32] The Kassites disappear from history— but may resurface as the Cossaeans, mentioned in Greek sources as a tribe in the middle Zagros, independent enough that the Persians paid tolls to pass through their territory.
[33] We have a rare non-Biblical source here: the stele erected by Mesha of Moab, east of the Jordan. Mesha describes Moab being ruled by the Omrides for forty years, before his revolt around 850.
[34] Hazael claims that he killed both kings. The Tanakh has them being killed in a revolt by the general Jehu, who became king of Israel.
[35] The Romans borrowed φοῖνῐξ as poenus, at a time when they didn’t bother to mark Greek aspiration. This underlies classical pūnicus, source of our Punic for the Carthaginian state.
[36] Also known as Piy or Piye. Wilkinson says Piankhi is more accurate.
[37] E.g., in the 9C, they moved 193,000 people to Assyria (mostly Armenians), and under Sargon II 108,000 Arameans and Chaldeans.
[38] Greek Περσίς, which also gave us Persia. The Old Persian was Pārsa; modern Fārs passed through Arabic. Classical Arabic had no /p/.
[39] Some suggest that Nabûnaʾid wanted to control the lucrative trade with Arabia. Still, it’s hard not to think that he fatally neglected the core of his kingdom.
[40] We know little about what was happening in Irān between the fall of Assyriaand Cyrus, and some scholars doubt the Media was a unified monarchy at all.
[41] However, Oates records what may be a reference to coins in the annals of Sennacherib, c. 700.
[42] In legend a soldier ran the 42.2 km back to Athens to report the victory, then died. The modern marathon is rarely fatal. But perhaps the lesson is that Athenian soldiers, unlike Spartans, were not professionals.
[43] Sparta led this effort at first, culminating in the capture of Byzantium. But its admiral Pausanias was unpopular, and Sparta withdrew its forces.
[44] This story is from the 1C writer Diodorus and may be doubted. But there is a Babylonian text that has Artaxerxes IV killed by a eunuch.
[45] In Ugarit, there are four-language word lists: Sumerian, Akkadian, Hittite, and Ugaritic.
[46] See Ifrah, p. 153.
[47] According to Wilkinson. But perhaps this is based on drawings of battles, and we already know that artists liked to draw everyone barefoot.
[48] Nude entertainers, as opposed to topless ones, seem to be restricted to Middle Kingdom art.
[49] Sobekneferu, regent after her husband Amenemhat III’s death, is shown on one statue with a feminine sheath dress worn under a king’s kilt.
[50] The CAH thinks that the syllables were written in the wrong order, so <Ea> should be pronounced Ae. The Hittites wrote it as Aya-.
[51] There’s a king Dumuzi in the king list, but it’s not clear if he becomes the god, or is named for the god.
[52] The judgment is first described in the Coffin Texts, i.e. after the Old Kingdom.
[53] Most of the terms below are cited in their Avestan forms, which Western scholars prefer. Zoroaster is from Greek Ζωροάστρης.
[54] His inscriptions don’t mention Zoroaster, so it’s possible he followed a different variety of Mazdā worship.
[55] This neat distinction was probably made long after Zoroaster— the earliest texts, the Gāθās (part of the Yasna), are not so clear.
[56] From magu-paiti ‘chief Magus’.
[57] See Noll p. 329, Lindenberger p. 136; but Mark Smith argues that the ʾăšērīm were part of the royal cult and no longer viewed as related to the goddess.
[58]
ʾĔlōhīm is used with singular verbs when it refers to God. When referring to other gods, it takes normal plural verbs.
[59] This is from “Second Isaiah”, that is, Is. 40–66, written in the 6C during and after the Exile, as opposed to the 8C prophet responsible for chapters 1–39.
[60] Neh. 8:8 says that the Levites “translated” the text, suggesting that the text was in Hebrew, while the people understood only Aramaic. (JSB 1700)
[61] What about Hanan, the villain in the book of Esther? Esther is most probably a fiction to explain the holiday of Purim. The Jewish Study Bible calls it pseudohistorical and indeed suggests it is “best read as a comedy”!
[62] The Seleucids also demanded that Babylon identify Marduk with Zeus.
[63] Actual half-shekels have been found, with 6.8 g of silver. This is 1.6 times the weight of an Attic drachma, 4.3 g. As a half-drachma was a day’s wage, the tax was about three days’ wages.
[64] Rabbis are not priests, but kōhănīm are still recognized and have a role in the worship service— e.g. the first Torah reading is given by a kohēn if present. The surnames Cohen, Coen, Cowan, Kohn, Kogan derive from kohēn, though they do not guarantee kohēn status.
[65] The percentage is from Wimpfheimer, p. 143; I mention this as Wikipedia gives a far different and unsourced number.
[66] Quite a few sages are known by acronyms: Rashi רשי
comes from Rabbi Šəlōmōh
Yiṣħaqī.
[67] ‘Son of Maimon’; his real name was (Rabbi) Mōšeh ben Maymūn, which in turn gives the Hebrew acronym רמבם
Rambam.
[68] Since the Maccabees? No, since the Khazars! This Turkic tribe north of the Caucasus, or at least its aristocracy, accepted Judaism in the +9C, most likely as a way to stay neutral between the Byzantines and the Caliphate.
[69] Bret Devereaux has some relevant pieces every conworlder should read: find https://acoup.blog/ and search for “Fremen Mirage”.
[70] We do have tablets where Akkadian and Sumerian words were glossed in Greek. This is useful evidence, but dates to the late 1M, thus to a period when there were no native speakers.
[71] Akkadians borrowed syllable-initial ŋ as g, which is why scholars used g-with-diacritic, and why we turn e.g. Ninŋirsuk into Ningirsu.
[72]
Ana/aba seem to repeat the n/b often used to distinguish humans and nonhumans— but backwards.
[73] Nimrod, the “mighty hunter”, is a son of Cush, and is said to have built Babylon, Uruk, Agade, Nineveh, and Calah. That associates him with both Babylon and Assyria, the Hebrews’ greatest enemies. It’s strange that Asshur is then given as a son of Shem.
[74] Related to Talmūd!
[75] These terms come from Latin precātio ‘entreaty’ and vetitum ‘prohibition’.
[76] There are alternative explanations for the tokens— e.g. religious amulets or even gaming pieces.
[77] I’ve left out letters that Greek invented for itself. Also, Greek threw out ϝ digamma, Ϻ san, and Ϙ qoppa, but not before passing two of them on to the Romans (our F and Q).
[78] Read the Hebrew right-to-left! E.g. ר
is r, ד
is d.
[79] There were multiple systems, but this one prevailed. This one was from Tiberias, in Galilee, so the Masoretic text may be described as Tiberian Hebrew.
For liturgical reading of the Tanakh, Jews use scrolls, while using codices (like modern books) for everything else, including study versions of the Tanakh. The Masoretes added pointing only to codices. One scribe, the sofer, wrote the consonants; another, the naqdan, did the pointing.


[80] To be precise, they wrote יְ
yə not יֲ
yă. But the latter makes no sense: ă only appears next to a guttural like א.
[81] The long ā in these words is probably secondary, conditioned by the following h. The e in Yahweh is typical for a denominal. Some Greek sources wrote IAO, and some scholars think there was a variant form Yahō.
[82] Because of this, Hebrew grammars often list the persons in the order 3/2/1, which puts the citation form first. I’ve used 1/2/3 order, which will be more familiar to non-Semiticists.
[83] English -ite derives from Greek -ίτης, but perhaps the f. -īṯ reinforced its use for so many Biblical names.
[84] Could you say that there are no 3rd person pronouns, only demonstratives? Not really, because there are pronominal suffixes (next section) for the pronouns but not for zeh.
[85] Again, I’ve omitted Masoretic accents and punctuation. The translations in this section are my own, intended to show the bare meaning.
[86] If you’re paying attention to the glosses, they may look odd: didn’t I say SC was past completive? Ah, but the initial wa- changes the meaning; see p. 347.
[87] The KJV actually misses one ‘and’: “whose top may reach unto heaven” is wə-rōšō ba-ššāmayim ‘and its top (is) in the heavens’.
[88] This is the dual of ʾap̄ ‘nostril, face’, but the meaning is unclear. Different translators suggest “only” (JPS), “double” (NAS), or “worthy” (KJV)!
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