The Mesopotamian World

How to make a city — with laws, wheels and swanky gardens

If you want to set up a city, it's a good idea to find a river — or two
rivers, in this case: the mighty Tigris and Euphrates. (Mesopotamia
means ‘land between the rivers’ in Greek.) Rivers provide water for
drinking and for watering crops, so it's no surprise that some of the

world’s very first cities were built here.

Over some three thousand years, humans in Mesopotamia
gradually worked out how to live in really big groups. It wasn't
easy. When lots of people live together there are bound to be
arguments, and that meant inventing laws. They also needed to

keep count of all the things they farmed, made and traded, so they
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came up with the world’s first system of writing. That’s right, writing

was invented by accountants.

Some of the earliest people in Mesopotamia were the Sumerians. They
were an inventive lot, who worked out how to make sailing boats, wheels,

and maps. They were also seriously good at maths and astronomy.

They soon had competition, though, as the Akkadians, Assyrians and
Babylonians set up rival city states. The Babylonians were particularly
fearsome fighters. Surprisingly, they were also amazing gardeners,

and their capital city, Babylon, was renowned for its beautiful gardens.
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The grand capital of the Babylonian empire. The city became
famous for its hanging gardens. We haven't a clue what they
looked like — but we do know that most people back then 9 KUBABA

thought it was bonkers to plant pretty things that you couldn’t eat.
Y £ 7 Y Kubaba is famous for being the first recorded

female ruler in history. After an early life as a
tavern keeper, she became queen of Kish —
e ASHUR quite an impressive career move.
A super-grand city built by the Assyrians. It had over thirty
temples, several palaces, and a library of clay tablets,

which they’d nicked from Babylon. 9 UR-NAMMU

A king of Ur. He's best known for
establishing the oldest set of laws

SARGON THE GREAT ever found, which he modestly called
The son of a gardener who became a mighty warrior king. The Code of Ur-Nammu. Most
Sargon led the Akkadians and conquered most of the punishments involved paying him
Mesopotamian states. He also had a really big beard. a fine in silver, or execution.

@ STELES

Huge stone slabs where important things were
written for everyone to see. A lot of what we know
about Mesopotamia comes from steles.

@ ENMEBARAGESI

Most information about Sumerian rulers
comes from ‘The List of Kings’ — a long list
written on a stone tablet. It’s not the most
reliable source: it tells us some kings ruled
for thousands of years, and other porkies.
The first king we can prove existed for
sure is Enmebaragesi of Kish.
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Ruler of the Assyrian empire. He

was fascinated by engineering and
farming, and wasn't shy when it came
to displaying his power. When the
Babylonians refused to accept his rule
he destroyed their city.

One of the biggest cities in the ancient
world, with over 65,000 inhabitants.

The huge temple in the middle is called

a ziggurat. It was dedicated to the moon
god, Nanna, and even had a kitchen
where priests could prepare food for him.

NARAM-SIN

Sargon’s grandson. He expanded the
Akkadian empire and battled almost
every single one of his neighbours.
He became quite big-headed, and
told everyone to treat him as a god.

The Mesopotamians didn’t invent
beer, but they drank a lot of it.
Their beer looked like porridge,
and they used straws to stop them
swallowing all sorts of yucky bits
and little stones that were left in
the drink.

SHULGI

Son of Ur-Nammu. While his dad
impressed everyone by writing laws, Shulgi
tried something a bit different: he ran 100
miles between two cities in a single day to
show people how strong he was.

SAIL BOATS

The first sail boats were just bits of wood
topped with a fabric sail. They couldn’t be
steered, so pretty much drifted with the
wind. Luckily, better boat designs were
soon invented, which was handy if you
actually wanted to get somewhere.

ENHEDUANNA

Writing things down was a very new
concept in ancient times. Sargon’s
daughter, Enheduanna, is the very first
writer in the world whose name we know.
She wrote beautiful poetry and prayers,
and was a powerful high priestess.

ASHURBANIPAL

This Assyrian king was a ruthless warrior
who claimed he could strangle a lion
with his bare hands. But he was equally
proud of being a scholar, and created
the world'’s first library, collecting over
20,000 clay tablets.
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The king who rebuilt Babylon after it had
been destroyed by Sennacherib. He created
amazing buildings, and hanging gardens
that were one of the seven wonders of the
ancient world. He was even a good ruler,
giving women equal rights with men.




Mesopotamian Life

LAYING DOWN
THE LAW

One of the world’s oldest sets of laws, the Code
of Hammurabi, comes from Mesopotamia. It
contains a lot of stuff about cutting people’s
fingers off, or even executing them for breaking
the law, but it also intfroduced some really sound
ideas, like a minimum wage for workers.

THE MESOPOTAMIAN WORLD

MUDDY
THINKING

The Sumerians came up with one of the earliest
forms of writing, called cuneiform. It involved
scratching marks on clay tablets, and was used

for over 3,000 years. Writing meant people could
keep records and send each other letters (which
they put in mud envelopes — postmen must have
been seriously strong in those days.) The Sumerians
were also the first people to write down a story: The
Epic of Gilgamesh, about the many adventures of
super-strong King Gilgamesh of Uruk.

ROUND THINGS
WITH A HOLE

Mesopotamians developed two handy round things
with a hole in the middle: the wheel, and the number
0. The first wheels were actually potters” wheels. It
was ages before people thought, ‘Hey, we could roll
that wheel over the ground and use it to carry stuffl’

The Babylonians, meanwhile, were incredibly
whizzy at maths. Their best invention was the
number 0. That might seem like nothing, but try
doing sums without it. Not easy.

1 m 3000 to 30 BC

| THE MAP OF THE EGYPTIAN WORLD

Ancient Egypt was in northeast Africa, where modern-day Egypt (and a bit
of Sudan) still stands. As in Mesopotamia, life revolved around a great river:
the Nile. lts annual flooding made the land incredibly fertile, and Egypt’s

main towns were dotted along its banks.
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