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Session 1: Introduction

This course will look at trade and contact that occurred between ancient civilisations. The concept of ‘civilisation’ implies a time when cities existed. 
(I will use town or city interchangeably without precise meaning other than perhaps size!) The timespan we will cover will be broadly 3000 BCE to 1500 CE, from the emergence of cities to the Mongol invasions.
At present, it is held that the earliest cities came into being in the valleys of the Nile, Tigris-Euphrates, and Indus rivers. In these zones cities were flourishing by 3000 BCE. Shang China followed around 2000 BCE.
These first cities were part of a lengthy process of change, especially involving communities working together on irrigation schemes. Remarkably, this early urbanisation occurs in desert zones that are crossed by rivers getting their water supply from distant mountains. 

Alluvial mud and hot summers were conducive to crop growing, especially high-energy grains, but water conservation and irrigation was a pr-requisite.

Food surpluses enabled population growth, contributing to the conditions that produced cities. However the areas where the first cities emerged all lack local resources such as copper mines, hard stone, or large timber.
The early cities acquired resources from very distant areas eg southern Iraq / ancient Sumer acquired lapis lazuli from northern Afghanistan, some 1200 miles away over extremely difficult terrain. 

Copper ingots, tin ingots, gold, silver, valuable stones, shell / mother-of-pearl, large timber, and aromatics were all imported into the first cities. It’s less clear what flowed in the other direction. Eg There are references to textiles being exchanged for goods from Mesopotamian cities. 

There is no evidence for trade and contact across central Asia at the time of the earliest civilisations, although there is evidence eg for contact between southern Iraq and the Indus Valley, or the Nile Valley and present day Eritrea and Ethiopia.
The first phase of city development was halted in an event called ‘The Late Bronze Age Collapse’, by archaeologists, occurring around 1200 – 1000 BCE.

The actual cause of this widespread phenomenon is not yet understood, but the effect was the collapse of central control in the Nile Valley and Mesopotamia. At the same time, cultures that had flourished as trading partners – Mycenae, Elam, the Levantine cities, Hittite cities – also collapsed.

A noticeable feature of the Bronze Age Collapse is the movement of large groups of non-urban people across the urbanised world. There are repeated descriptions of nomadic incursions, apparently displaced people, and sea-pirate attacks on ports.
It took 200-300 years for economic recovery to occur. Most city sites were reoccupied, or occupation resumed close by. The exception is the Indus Valley cities, where the city sites were completely abandoned and not reoccupied when city life started again in that region.

Transport

Reed river-boats and timber larger vessels are known to have been used by all of these early civilisations. 
Over land: human porters, donkeys and camels

Human porters are depicted on ‘the Standard of Ur’ (British Museum), about 2600 BCE

Donkeys harnessed to carts are also shown on the same artefact. Donkey domestication seems to have happened in north Africa around 4000 BCE. The spread of domesticated donkeys appears to closely follow copper trade routes around the eastern Mediterranean, Saudi Arabia, Iran and Anatolia. Large donkey caravans are mentioned in ancient Egyptian and Mesopotamian texts by 2500 BCE, the donkey clearly being a status symbol much as the horse was later.
Camels appear to have been domesticated in the Arabian Peninsula (dromedaries) and Mongolia (Bactrian) by bout 2000 BCE. Dromedary bones have been found alongside copper mining sites in southern Israel, dating to around 1000 BCE. By 700 BCE the Assyrians were using dromedaries in battle as well as for carrying goods.

Bactrian camels are depicted at Persepolis, built by the Persians about 500 BCE, but there is no clear evidence for extensive camel caravans used for trade until the 300s BCE
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