Session 3: trade routes between the Euphrates and the Indus
Archaeologists have evidence that the urban society of Mesopotamia traded with surrounding, non-urban regions. Over time the extent and value of this trade may have led to towns growing out of small settlements along the trade routes to the Tigris and Euphrates cities.

In addition, ‘Kurgan’ style burials in the Eurasian Steppes show that some members of horse-herder societies also became wealthy, trading copper ingots and gold into Mesopotamia. We can’t be sure of what was traded back, but fancy textiles have been suggested as one main commodity.

For this, or any other, trade to develop, there have to be mutually respected rules. We have some evidence for these business rules, in the forms of orders, receipts and contracts issued by the literate societies in the Euphrates and Tigris valleys, and the oases of the Fertile Crescent.

The flattened clay lumps or ‘tablets’, and the elaborately-carved seals used to sign them, have been found in huge numbers. Mostly they are found in and around the ancient cities of Sumer, Akkad, Babylon, Assyria and Persia, but occasionally they are found much further afield, such as in parts of the Indus Valley.
For the most part these record sales transactions, often in precise detail, and follow recognisable principles ie who has received, what from whom, or who had paid for which goods by exchanging which other goods (coinage was not in use at this period).

But what if one side of the bargain ignored the contract?

This is hard enough to deal with in the modern world – the ancient world tried to control rogue traders by building religious practices into contract management. Oaths were sworn at the start of trade ventures, and promises were made to the gods – we know this because the signed and sealed receipts for the oaths have been recovered.

From the same sources of evidence we also know that successful trades were concluded by visiting the temple, thanking the gods, and donating a portion of your profit. If you reneged on a contract, you risked bringing the gods’ wrath on your community. It probably worked as well as anything around today.

It’s clear that the trade routes already existed before the cities of Mesopotamia flourished, but as Mesopotamia prospered a new string of towns emerged along them. These were focused on oases at the desert margins, and many of them remained in use for millennia. In later times several became important stops on the Silk Roads, but at these earlier times, say 3000 – 2000 BCE, their role seems to have been as specialised manufacturing centres. They worked the hard semi-precious stones that were quarried in very distant highlands into beautiful beads, seals and ornaments, to be sold in the Mesopotamian cities.
Relatively little was known about these cities until the fall of the Soviet Union, and similarly our frosty relationship with Iran since 1979 means we do not have access to a lot of recent research. The soviet archaeologists coined the term Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Culture (BMAC). In the west, we have tended to refer to the area in classical terms, and as the main river of the area was known as Oxus to the Greeks, we coined the term Oxus Civilisation. Key excavated sites include Gonur Tepe, old Merv (modern Merv is a soviet planned city), Hissar Tepe and Shar I Shokhta (‘The Burned City’). (see map)
Meticulous archaeology has uncovered not just the buildings of these settlements, but huge amounts of stone waste, both chippings and worked pieces that cracked or split during production and so were discarded. The same attention to detail has revealed the tiny hard stone tools that were used to create detailed designs on objects such as cylinder seals. Debate rages as to whether the use of lenses existed at this time. Other finds, such as a prosthetic eye from Shar I Shokhta, suggest surprisingly advanced levels of technology.
One of the few mineral commodities found within the valleys of Mesopotamia is bitumen. (see the bitumen map). This periodically rises to the surface in saline lakes, and in ancient times it was the a major source of wealth for cities such as Hit, near modern Fallujah. Lumps of bitumen sewn into animal hides were transported by donkey and boat. Within Mesopotamia, large buildings were made flood-resistant by bonding brick courses with bitumen and reed matting. 

Bitumen was also carved like rock into bowls and statues. Melted bitumen was used like glue to embellish artefacts with semi-precious stone mosaic, or shell fragments, or to attach gold leaf. Many of the tiny drill tools found in the BMAC settlements would have originally been attached to shafts with the hep of bitumen, so at least one commodity travelling back along the trade routes must have been ‘black gold’.
