Notes from session 2
Sumer and ancient Mesopotamia

Explanation: during the last week Windows ‘updated’ my laptop, effectively wrecking it. I have had to rebuild it but a few files got destroyed. One was last week’s slides. So what follows below is from memory.

Mesopotamia covers part of an area of rivers and oases that link the Prsian Gulf with the Levantine coast. James Breasted of Chicago University coined the term ‘Fertile Crescent’ to describe this area, in 1909

At the time the discovery of very early cities in the area was exciting archaeologists, but since then a series of discoveries has shown that very ancient turning-points in human modern development happened in this area, including animal and plant domestication.

Modern politics effect how archaeology is undertaken, pursued or ignored in this area (and everywhere else for that matter). Modern Iraq for example is a society formed artificially from areas of different ethnic, linguistic and religious traditions. Ruling elites who have alienated rivals or minorities have provoked the reaction ‘not my history so I don’t care’.

Looting, and deliberate site destruction, have also happened. Plus mud brick is good fertiliser – another reason to dig up a site.

The ancient land was also polyglot and multi-ethnic. In the cities of the valleys, languages spoken included Sumerian, Akkadian, Babylonian, Assyrian, Aramaean, Mitanni, Farsi / Parsee, Chaldean and many more. Some are variants of Semitic languages, a few are descended from Indo-European languages and one or two like Sumerian and Elamite are ‘isolates’ ie not related to any known language.

All of these languages came to share the writing system that evolved in the area, namely cuneiform (wedge-shaped) marks made on wet clay patties which were then allowed to air dry. Occasionally, as in the example of Nineveh’s ancient library, a disastrous fire baked them hard, aiding preservation. Cuneiform was deciphered in the 1830s, and among the pioneering ‘Assyriologists’ was George Smith, who deciphered the same story of the Flood that is repeated in later Jewish and Christian texts, but dating from an unimagined much earlier time. If we take the Jewish texts as dating from around 800 BCE onwards, the Flood Narrative seems to have been current some 1000 years earlier when written down in cuneiform. It was possibly already an ancient folk tale at that time.
Alongside this writing system developed a series of seal stamps, often roller-shaped and made of rare hard stone. These seals are among the most frequent collected artefacts from the area.
Most of the ancient sites of the Fertile crescent comprise man-made hills (tel in Arabic), made up of multiple rebuild layers of compacted mud brick and reed matting. The area lacks large timber but is rich in mud and reeds, so most structures were made in this way. Reed matting pasted with bitumen was used in elite structures, both to strengthen large brick courses and to waterproof areas liable to be flooded.

The famous Zigurrat of Ur, near Ali air base in southern Iraq, is made in this way and its local name is Tel El Muqayyah, the Mound of Pitch.

These are not attractive sites in the way that Graeco-Roman marble temples are. Even when excavated and interpreted it takes a vivid imagination to see on the ground what lay there in the past.
The map shows how the ancient coastline lay considerably inland from that of today, and this accounts for the distribution of ancient cities. The southern cities would have originally stood in a landscape of fields, marshes, river distributaries and canals petering into open sea.

It took centuries of villages successfully working together to make and control irrigation schemes for cities to finally emerge. Being able to produce considerable food surpluses would enable populations to grow and provide a basis for barter for, say, gold, hard stone or large timer that could not be obtained locally. Even in earliest times materials like obsidian and lapis lazuli were being obtained in the Tigris and Euphrates valleys.
By 3000 BCE considerable wealth underpinned a stratified urban society, with ruling elites and priesthoods who enjoyed large prestigious buildings – both the buildings and inscriptions that describe their purpose prove this.

In the 19th and early 20th centuries the skills of archaeologists developed in response to the sites of the Fertile Crescent, from the fairly brutal digging for treasure and statues to a modern forensic approach.

Comparing the work of Austen Henry Layard at Nineveh in the 1850s, with Leonard Woolley at Ur in the 1920s, shows these changes. Layard succeeded in identifying palaces and retrieving obvious elite artefacts, whereas Woolley was a pioneer of preserving delicate site evidence that could be conserved in laboratories and re-interpreted over time. Woolley’s ‘Royal Burials’, discovered at Ur in southern Iraq, showed intriguing evidence for mass human sacrifice surrounding the burial of important individuals, as well as the inclusion of massive amounts of treasure in their tombs.
