AK/HUMA 1710: Roots of Western Culture I

Ancient Mesopotamia

1. Geography of the Fertile Crescent

· between the Tigris and Euphrates is Mesopotamia (“in the midst of, or between, rivers”)

2. Sumer

· ca. 3000 BCE the Sumerians (“the black-headed people) begin to build cities

· innovations:

· learned to control the land, planting seeds and plowing so they could grow crops, learned to domesticate animals to help them plow their lands, learned to use irrigation to grow more food

· invention of the wheel made it possible to pull heavy loads

· also created sailing ships, metallurgy, and wheel-turned, oven-baked pottery

· methods of construction enabled them build vastly impressive enclosures for business or ritual

· 25 independent city-states created, including Uruk, Sumer, and Ur

· ruled by a type of priest-king, one of the world’s first systems of monarchy

· invented writing: initially pictographic but later developed cuneiform (“wedge-shaped”)

· literature: Epic of Gilgamesh (stories of legendary hero) and Enum Elish (creation epic)

· religion: polytheistic; many of these gods controlled natural forces and were associated with astronomical bodies, such as the sun

· select Sumerian gods: Enlil (great god of the pantheon), Ninurta (farmer), Ninkilim (goddess of field mice), Ninkasi (beer), Ishtar/Inanni (goddess of love and war), Dumuzi (Inanni’s consort and ruler of underworld), Nanna-Sin (moon god, worshipped at the ziggurat in Ur)

3. Akkad

· Akkadians: Semitic migrants from the Arabian Peninsula

· 2340 BCE, the great Akkadian military leader Sargon conquered Sumer and built an Akkadian empire stretching over most of the Sumerian city-states

· 2125 BCE revolt of Ur


4. The Amorites

· 1900 BCE Sumerians overrun by the Amorites, another Semitic group from the Arabian peninsula

· based their capital in Akkad, which they renamed Babylon and established Mari; known as the Old Babylonians

· control of the area lasted until 1600 BCE

5. Other Migrations

· the Amorites migrated south into Canaan beginning ca. 1750; joined other Semitic migrants and became dominant element in the Canaanite population

· Canaan means “land of purple” (Pheonicia); Pheonician alphabet

· Canaanite pantheon: El (“God”; Father Sky) and his consort Asherah (Mother Earth); Baal (“Lord”) the storm god and his consort Baalath (“Lady”) aka Ashtart

· Hurrians from Armenia settled around 2000 BCE at first in Mesopotamia and then moved southward into Canaan

· Hittites from present-day Turkey established a strong empire in Mesopotamia in 1600-1500 BCE and also moved south into Canaan

· some in turn moved into Egypt; Egypt under control of the Hyksos (“rulers of foreign countries”) 1720-1570 BCE

· Exodus on Palestine: “the land of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites” (Exod 3:17)

