
The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary. 1996 (D. N. Freedman, G. A. Herion, D. F. Graf, J. D. Pleins & A. B. Beck, Ed.). New 
York: Doubleday.

HISTORY AND CULTURE OF ASSYRIA
The term Assyria is both a geographical 

and a political designation. Geographically 
speaking it is the N part of Mesopotamia. 
The geographic center of Assyria, commonly 
called the Assyrian heartland, is actually a 
triangle formed by the Kurdish mountains 
to the N, the Tigris river to the W, and the 
Upper Zab river to the E ßowing into the 
Tigris at the southernmost tip. The four 
great cities of AssyriaÑ Asshur, Nineveh, 
Arbela, and CalahÑ were all within this tri-
angle or very near it. In historical times, the 
peoples residing in the Assyrian heartland 
expanded their inßuence well beyond this 
central region to include what one might call 
greater Assyria. The S extreme of this larger 
territory was the narrowest point between 
the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, approxi-
mately in the region of modern Baghdad. 
The E limit was the foothills of the Zagros 
mountains. The N limit was the Kurdish 
mountains, and the W limit was the Syrian 
desert. In modern political terms the Assyr-
ian heartland is entirely within the bound-
aries of the modern republic of Iraq, while 
greater Assyria expands into the S extreme 
of Turkey and the E extreme of Syria.
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A. Geography

1. Physical Features and Climate. The 
highest mountains in Assyria are the Kur-
dish and Zagros mountains, which have a 
maximum height of 3,600 m. The Assyrian 
heartland itself consists of gently undulating 
hills. West of the Tigris is a semidesert area 
called the Jezirah, stretching as far as the 
Euphrates river. The Tigris is the main river 
in Assyria, with its tributaries the Upper and 
Lower Zabs and the Sha!  el-adheim. All of 
these rivers are swi" -ßowing and treacher-
ous. Ra" s and boats can be used on the 
Tigris S of Mosul, but even then the trip is 
quite dangerous.

It has been said that Assyria has one of the 
most pleasant climates in the world. The 
summers are warm but not excessively hot, 
the winters are cool but not excessively cold, 
and the springs and autumns are long and 
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and the springs and autumns are long and 
moderate. In contrast to Babylonia, rainfall 
in Assyria is regular and su! cient to pro-
duce luxuriant vegetation. In fact the EÐW 
line separating the N area of regular rainfall 
from the S area of sporadic rainfall lies just S 
of the city of Asshur. There is evidence of a 
microclimatic change about 1200 B.C. in the 
central part of the Fertile Crescent, including 
Assyria; for some reason rainfall was 
reduced for several years, causing poorer 
crops and famine with severe economic and 
political results. It is also evident that exten-
sive soil erosion took place over several mil-
lennia because of the cu" ing down of timber 
for burning and building. It is probable that 
in the 2d millennium B.C. there were still 
large forests teeming with vegetation and 
wild animals, and that in general the soil was 
richer and more productive than it is now.

2. Natural Resources, Agriculture, and 
Animal Husbandry. The major natural 
resources of Assyria were soil and water, 
which supported agriculture and animal 
husbandry. It was possible for people to live 
almost anywhere in Assyria, thanks to the 
regular rainfall, and it was not necessary for 
them to cluster along the waterways as they 
did in Babylonia. Thus, in the historic 
period, much of the Assyrian heartland was 
populated by people carrying on agriculture 
and animal husbandry, and this soon spread 
to large parts of the Jezirah as the population 
of Assyria grew. The rivers produced abun-
dant Þsh, while grape vines grew on the hill -
sides. Mosul marble, a relatively so# stone, 
was quarried for building and monumental 
sculptures, but the main building materials 
were clay bricks and bitumen found on the 
Euphrates in the vicinity of the modern city 
of Hit. There were and still are abundant salt 
ßats in the Jezirah.

The bases of Assyrian economy were agri-
culture and animal husbandry. The two 

types of economy existed in a symbiotic rela-
tionship, with part of the land being used for 
pasture while the remainder was used for 
crop production. Barley was the staple grain, 
although other grains such as wheat were 
also grown. The barley was used to make 
bread and beer, while wine was produced 
from grapes. Sesame oil was used to ßavor 
the bread. Green vegetables were not com-
mon, but spices such as mustard were 
known; and of course there was salt. The 
most popular vegetables were onions, garlic, 
and leeks. Fruits such as apples, grapes, and 
nuts were a normal part of the diet.

The most common animals bred were 
sheep and goats, which provided the mate-
rial for textiles. GoatÕs milk was very popular 
and was used both for the milk itself and for 
cheesemaking. Pigs, cows, and various fowls 
such as ducks and chickens were commonly 
raised. None of these animals were slaugh-
tered on a regular basis for their meat, the 
eating of meat being reserved for festive 
occasions. Oxen were used as dra# animals, 
and donkeys and mules were used for trans-
porting goods. The breeding of horses 
became common only in the middle of the 2d 
millennium, and the horse was a military 
animal used for drawing chariots and cavalry.

3. Trade, Communication, and Trans-
portation. Trade was a vital part of the Assyr-
ian economy from prehistoric times because 
of the lack of major natural resources. More-
over, Assyria was geographically located on 
the crossroads of extensive EÐW and NÐS 
trade routes. The city of Asshur was particu-
larly important from this point of view, since 
it was the obvious crossing point for cara-
vans traveling EÐW in the foothills of the 
Zagros mountains. See ASSHUR (PLACE). 
In contrast to Babylonia, the rivers of Assyria 
were not particularly important for trans-
portation since they were so treacherously 
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portation since they were so treacherously 

swi! . Thus, caravans and armies were forced 

to move by land, but on routes parallel to the 

rivers in order to have ready access to water 

for themselves and their beasts. Most roads 

were no doubt in terrible condition, full of 

ruts and potholes, but there were royal roads 

used by the king’s messengers which were 

kept in a good state of repair. As to speed of 

travel, it is known that a caravan or military 

expedition could travel at the rate of approx-

imately 25 km a day. This rate of course var-

ied considerably, depending upon the ter-

rain. For swi!  communication, the Assyrians 

established a system of relay posts where 

fresh horses were kept at the ready 24 hours 

a day. In this way the king could keep in 

touch with the most extreme parts of his 

empire and relay his orders with dispatch.

B. Sources
1. Wri ! en Sources. Assyrian royal 

inscriptions hold pride of place among the 

sources for Assyrian history, both because of 

the vast amount of information they supply 

and because they were the first cuneiform 

documents to be deciphered and studied in 

the 19th century of our era. (See GARI; LAR). 

This does not mean, however, that Assyrian 

royal inscriptions can be used uncritically; 

quite the contrary. They are royal boasts or 

propaganda, and the information they pre-

sent was selected and arranged to enhance 

the image of the sovereign. The kind of 

information selected concerned the military, 

hunting, and building activities of the 

monarch which were considered to be the 

proper functions of an Assyrian king. The 

military narratives came to be lengthier as 

the centuries passed and also to be arranged 

more and more in an annalistic format, that 

is year by year with dates. The successes of 

the Assyrian armies were recorded in gory 

detail, but no mention was ever made of an 

Assyrian defeat or setback, despite the fact 

that it is well known from other documents 

that such humiliating events did take place. 

Thus, a historian using Assyrian royal 

inscriptions to reconstruct the events of a 

reign must be very careful and critical.

Fortunately, many le" ers from and to 

Assyrian kings have been recovered (see Par-

pola 1970; 1987). These le" ers provide consid-

erable detail about what actually went on in 

the Assyrian court, in the provincial centers, 

and on the ba" lefield. Here we read of the 

king seeking and receiving advice from his 

senior administrators and debating major 

decisions. Numerous Assyrian contracts are 

preserved from almost all periods of Assyr-

ian history (see Postgate, 1976). These consist 

of various kinds of legal records, such as mar-

riage contracts, divorce contracts, adoption 

contracts, loans, and conveyances. The con-

tracts provide considerable insight not only 

into the legal structure of Assyria but also 

into the socioeconomic situation. Large 

numbers of Assyrian administrative records 

have also been preserved from almost all 

periods of Assyrian history. These include 

such documents as lists of food and wine 

rations for court personnel, o#erings given 

to temples, and wages paid to laborers.

There are other kinds of wri" en sources 

from Assyria which appear from time to 

time. For example, there are a few treaties 

between Assyria and its neighbors, mainly 

from the 7th century B.C. There are also some 

prognostic texts from the same century 

which are records of the king’s request for 

guidance from the diviners on major state 

decisions. These documents, which are 

unfortunately very badly preserved, provide 

some very interesting insights into the deci-

sion-making process in the Assyrian palace.

The later indigenous wri" en sources for 

Assyrian history include a variety of docu-

ments wri" en at various times for various 
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ments wri! en at various times for various 
reasons. Chief among these are the chrono-
graphic texts, king lists, and chronicles about 
Assyrian history (see TCS 5). We have several 
of these documents, and they are invaluable 
in that they provide the chronology and the 
coherent narrative of the political history of 
Assyria into which the numerous details 
from the other sources can be Þ! ed. By far 
the most important document in this group 
is the Assyrian King List, which provides the 
Þliation and length of reign of each king 
going back to the time when the kings were 
really no more than tribal chie" ains. Among 
Assyrian chronicles, by far the most impor-
tant is the Synchronistic History. This is a 
concise narration of relations between 
Assyria and Babylonia from the Þrst half of 
the 15th century B.C. to about 800 B.C. 
Although it provides much useful informa-
tion, it is unfortunately a very biased docu-
ment since its purpose was to prove that 
whenever there had been conßict between 
Assyria and Babylonia, Babylonia was always 
in the wrong and lost. Speaking of Babylo-
nia, the Babylonian Chronicle series (see the 
following article) is an important source of 
information on Assyrian history from the 
middle of the 8th century to the fall of the 
Assyrian empire at the end of the 7th cen-
tury B.C. Miscellaneous texts such as laws, 
decrees, and epics also provide information 
on many facets of Assyrian civilization.

From the point of view of the historian it is 
unfortunate that beginning about 800 B.C. 
the Akkadian language, which had been spo-
ken in Assyria since its beginning, was 
replaced gradually by the Aramaic language. 
It is unfortunate because while Akkadian 
was wri! en on imperishable material such as 
clay and stone, Aramaic was wri! en on 
papyrus and parchment, materials which are 
perishable in the Assyrian climate. From a 
variety of references, it is well known that 

Aramaic records were kept in Assyria begin-
ning about 800 B.C., and that this recordkeep-
ing in Aramaic became more common as 
time went on. This documentation is now 
entirely lost.

Until the middle of the 19th century of our 
era when cuneiform was deciphered, our 
only sources of information for Assyrian his-
tory were the Bible and classical authors. 
Since the decipherment of cuneiform docu-
ments, these sources now play a very minor 
role except for a few periods in Neo-Assyrian 
history when the Bible in particular provides 
insights unavailable from Assyrian docu-
ments. Among the classical sources, the 
chronology of Claudius Ptolemaeus is of 
interest in comparison with native Assyrian 
chronological lists. There are also legends 
preserved by such authors as Herodotus and 
Ktesias about Assyrian individuals such as 
Semiramis and Ahiqar.

2. Archaeological Sources. The 
ancient Assyrian cities of Nineveh, Calah, 
and Dur-Sharrukin were the earliest sites to 
be excavated by 19th-century archaeological 
pioneers. Among the Þnds were stone reliefs 
which lined the entrance and audience 
chambers of the Assyrian palaces. On these 
stone slabs were found inscribed cuneiform 
texts, together with scenes portraying the 
events narrated in the texts. The ßoor plans 
that have been uncovered are not by them-
selves very informative, but when they are 
related to the descriptions of buildings in 
texts one begins to understand the form and 
function of the various rooms in the palaces 
and temples. Archaeological excavation con-
tinues in Assyria to this day. Excavations are 
still being carried on at the major cities of 
Asshur, Calah, and Nineveh, as well as at 
provincial centers such as those along the 
Upper Habur river. These expeditions con-
tinue to add to our documentation on the 
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tinue to add to our documentation on the 
history of Assyrian civilization and to Þll in 
gaps.

C. Chronology
The chronology of Mesopotamia is struc-

tured on Assyrian chronology; in turn, the 
chronology of the entire Near East, including 
Anatolia, Syria-Palestine, and Egypt, is based 
upon synchronisms with Mesopotamian 
chronology. The reason for this is the fortu-
nate fact that an astronomical observation 
provides a Þxed date in Assyrian history. 
This date is the morning of June 15, 763 B.C., 
when an eclipse of the sun took place. This 
event is recorded in Assyrian documents 
which are dated according to a relative Assyr-
ian chronology. Thus, working from the date 
763 backward and forward one can establish 
absolute dates in Assyrian history for the 
entire 1st millennium. The sources which 
provide this reliable relative chronology in 
Assyrian history are the eponym lists and 
the king lists. The Assyrians named each cal-
endar year a! er an o" cial called an eponym 
or limmu. Lists of these eponyms were com-
piled in chronological order, and complete 
lists of them have been preserved for the 
entire 1st millennium. Legal documents, and 
frequently annals, were dated according to 
these eponyms. Thus, the astronomical 
observation which provided the absolute 
date of 763 for one of these eponyms auto-
matically provided absolute dates for the 
entire list of eponyms and for every event 
dated by eponyms.

The second half of the 2d millennium B.C. 
(ca. 1500Ð1000 B.C.) is a rather di#erent situa-
tion with regard to chronology. No complete 
list of eponym names has been preserved for 
this period. Thus, although we have the 
names of numerous eponyms, it is very di" -
cult to establish their relative order; and this 
in turn makes it very di" cult to establish an 
absolute chronology. The Assyrian King List 

is of li$le assistance in solving this problem 
other than establishing a general relative 
chronology. Thus, all the dates for the sec-
ond half of the 2d millennium B.C. in Assyria 
may be out by approximately a decade 
either way. For example, a date of 1365 B.C. 
may in fact be as high as 1375 or as low as 1355 
B.C.

Before 1500 B.C. the chronology of Assyria 
is even more confused. While there are some 
eponym lists they are very fragmentary, and 
the list of Assyrian kings is very suspect with 
regard to the accuracy of the numbers and 
the sequence of rulers. Synchronisms with 
Babylonian rulers and events are of li$le help 
here, since Babylonian chronology for this 
period is also very uncertain. What is desper-
ately needed is (1) a Þxed astronomical date 
and (2) a complete list of Assyrian eponyms 
for the entire period. Therefore, dates in 
Assyrian history before approximately 1500 
B.C. may vary about sixty-four years either 
way.

In Assyria, the year in which a king died or 
vacated the throne was regarded as his last 
full regnal year by native historians. 
Although the new king took the throne 
immediately, this was regarded merely as his 
accession year, and for chronological pur-
poses it was zero. The following year, his Þrst 
full year on the throne, was recorded as his 
ÒÞrstÓ year. Since the Assyrian year began in 
the spring (with the month Nisan), it 
spanned portions of two modern Western 
years, and to be absolutely precise one 
should normally cite Assyrian dates accord-
ing to our calendar as overlapping, for exam-
ple 759/758 B.C. Modern historians of Assyria, 
however, generally avoid doing this because 
it is rather pedantic.

D. Political History
1. Early Cities. The beginnings of 

Assyria go back to the 3d millennium B.C. 

!!"#$%&'()*%$+),$-$.)/012')3$*&45%')67)89:;)<=)>$?'+1'%);67)@:;;A

http://www.logos.com/


The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary. 1996 (D. N. Freedman, G. A. Herion, D. F. Graf, J. D. Pleins & A. B. Beck, Ed.). New 
York: Doubleday.

Assyria go back to the 3d millennium B.C. 
and to a few autonomous city-states in the 
Assyrian heartland. Assyria as a political 
entity did not exist at this early stage; it was a 
development of the mid-2d millennium B.C. 
Instead, one Þnds by about 2500 B.C. a few 
independent city-states, chief among which 
were Asshur, Nineveh, and probably Arbela. 
Li! le is known of the history of any of these 
cities in this period, with the exception of 
Asshur. Arbela has never been excavated, 
since the modern city is right on top of the 
ancient tell. Nineveh, which has been exca-
vated a number of times by various expedi-
tions, has still not yielded very much docu-
mentary evidence for this early phase. Never-
theless, later allusions show that it probably 
was as old as the city of Asshur. For example, 
Shamshi-Adad I refers to the work of the 
Old Akkadian king Manishtushu (ca. 2300 
B.C.) at Nineveh. This shows that the empire 
of the Old Akkadian monarchs extended as 
far N as Nineveh and, more importantly, that 
Nineveh was already a signiÞcant city in the 
region at that time.

Much more information is available on the 
history of the city of Asshur during the sec-
ond half of the 3d millennium B.C. This city, 
like Nineveh, was also under the control of 
Manishtushu, since an inscription was found 
at Asshur of Òa servant ofÓ Manishtushu, pre-
sumably a governor under the Old Akkadian 
(OAkk) king. The lack of datable inscribed 
material before the OAkk period suggests 
that Asshur remained independent of S 
political and cultural inßuence until this 
time, but once this control was established it 
continued, or was at least renewed, in subse-
quent periods. Thus, we know that Asshur 
was under the political control of the Ur III 
dynasty, at least during the reign of Amar-
Sin (ca. 2046Ð2038 B.C.), since we have from 
Asshur an inscription of that kingÕs governor.

Asshur regained independence sometime 

a" er the reign of Amar-Sin. In fact, the rulers 
of Asshur soon turned the tables on the S 
culture of Babylonia. One such ruler, 
Ilushuma, carried out a raid on Babylonia, 
a! acking such major cities as Ur and Nippur. 
It was simply a plundering expedition, and 
no a! empt was made to establish continuous 
control. The subsequent rulers of the city 
Asshur during the remainder of this period 
concentrated upon construction work in the 
city itself. In particular, a great deal of e#ort 
and materials was devoted to the improve-
ment of the temple of the god Asshur. It was 
a period of political stability and economic 
prosperity and a time when the Old Assyrian 
merchant colony ßourished in Cappadocia.

2. Old Assyrian Merchant Colony. 
Thanks to an accidental discovery of a large 
archive of cuneiform documents in Anatolia, 
important information has come to light 
regarding the economy of the city-state of 
Asshur during its earliest history (Veenhof 
1972; Larsen 1976). The archive was discov-
ered at the modern site of KŸltepe, which in 
ancient times was called Kanish. From this 
archive it has been learned that the city-state 
of Asshur had established a number of mer-
chant colonies in Anatolia in order to pro-
mote trade. The archive from Kanish consists 
of thousands of cuneiform tablets, the vast 
majority of which are concerned with eco-
nomic ma! ers. There are contracts, adminis-
trative documents, and commercial le! ers. 
Unfortunately, the counterparts of this cor-
respondence and related economic record-
ing have not been found at Asshur itself. Pos-
sibly future discoveries will unveil this doc-
umentation. Since virtually no records are 
preserved from Asshur itself for this time, 
without the discovery of the archive it would 
have been assumed that the city was of very 
minor signiÞcance. Now we realize it was of 
major importance to international trade 
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major importance to international trade 
around the turn of the 2d millennium.

The Kanish colony was concerned mainly 
with trade in tin, which was an essential ele-
ment, together with copper, to make bronze. 
Since this is the period commonly called the 
ÒBronze Age,Ó the signiÞcance of this trade 
need not be emphasized. The colony ßour-
ished for about 150 years (ca. 1900Ð1750 B.C.) 
and was a real colony, for the merchants 
were citizens of the city-state of Asshur liv-
ing temporarily in Anatolia. They mixed 
with the natives in order to promote trade, 
but otherwise the colony remained an inde-
pendent and relatively isolated establish-
ment. The relationship was mutually beneÞ-
cial, and thus li! le is heard of conßict 
between the Anatolian natives and the for-
eigners from Asshur. A rough modern anal-
ogy might be the European trading com-
pounds in the Chinese city of Shanghai in 
the 19th century of our era.

3. Shamshi-Adad I and His Time. The 
early cities in the Assyrian heartland, and in 
particular the city-state of Asshur, were 
jolted out of their economic prosperity by 
the Amorite invasion. The Amorites were 
Semitic-speaking people from the Syro-Ara-
bian desert who penetrated Mesopotamia 
about the beginning of the 2d millennium 
B.C. In the Þrst two centuries of this millen-
nium they established a number of dynasties 
at various city-states in Assyria, as well as in 
Syria and Babylonia. The invasions, which 
went on for many generations, caused con-
siderable chaos and much Þghting not only 
between the former inhabitants and the 
invaders but also between the various city-
states.

The Amorite people were divided into 
many tribes, each led by a powerful chief-
tain. Among the most powerful was the tribe 
which produced Shamshi-Adad I (ca. 
1813Ð1781 B.C.), one of the most colorful Þgures 

in early Assyrian history. Although clearly of 
nomadic ancestry, as one learns from scat-
tered references in contemporary and later 
texts, Shamshi-Adad went to great pains, 
once he had gained control of the major part 
of Assyria, to have himself recognized as a 
legitimate ruler of the city-state of Asshur 
and in direct descent from the ancient rulers 
there. Thus, the Assyrian King List incorpo-
rates the Amorite ancestors of Shamshi-
Adad as early rulers of Asshur, although 
obviously they were nomadic chie" ains liv-
ing in the desert. As to the early career of 
Shamshi-Adad himself, it is known that he 
traveled S into Babylonia, where he spent 
some time. He was obviously impressed by 
Babylonian culture and learned a great deal 
from it, since later in his career he encour-
aged the Babylonization of Assyrian culture, 
including Assyrian religion.

Eventually Shamshi-Adad went N up the 
Tigris, leading a group of warriors, and cap-
tured Ekallatum. A" er three years he then 
went farther N and a! acked and captured 
the city-state of Asshur. He devoted himself 
to major construction work at the city. In par-
ticular, he concentrated upon the temple of 
Asshur, a god whom he regarded as equiva-
lent to the Sumero-Babylonian deity Enlil. 
This is an indication of one of his a! empts to 
encourage Babylonian culture.

If it were not for a chance discovery of a 
large archive of cuneiform documents at the 
city-state of Mari (see MARI) on the middle 
Euphrates, this is about all we would know 
about Shamshi-Adad I. But what a limited 
view this would be, for Shamshi-Adad, as we 
now know from the Mari archives, went on 
to greater things. When Yahdun-Lim, the 
king of Mari, was assassinated, possibly with 
the connivance of Shamshi-AdadÕs agents, 
Shamshi-Adad captured Mari and 
appointed his younger son, Yasma#-Adad, 

!!"#$%&'()*%$+),$-$.)/012')3$*&45%')67)89:;)<=)>$?'+1'%);67)@:;;A

http://www.logos.com/


The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary. 1996 (D. N. Freedman, G. A. Herion, D. F. Graf, J. D. Pleins & A. B. Beck, Ed.). New 
York: Doubleday.

appointed his younger son, Yasma! -Adad, 
as governor of Mari. At the same time, he 
appointed his eldest son, Ishme-Dagan, as 
governor of Ekallatum. Leaving these territo-
ries under his sonsÕ control, Shamshi-Adad 
then proceeded farther W into Syria. He cap-
tured the city of Shubat-Enlil and made it 
his residence and capital. All this produced a 
N Mesopotamian power unprecedented in 
strength and extent. In e" ect, Shamshi-Adad 
controlled all of the region N of modern 
Baghdad, W of the upper Tigris, E of the 
middle Euphrates, and W into central Syria. 
The governing of such an extensive territory 
was by no means easy, not only because it 
had never been under central authority 
before but also because there were many 
Amorite tribes wandering about the region. 
Shamshi-Adad and his two sons had their 
work cut out for them trying to maintain sta-
bility and prosperity.

Despite Shamshi-AdadÕs own ability, one 
of his great frustrations was that his younger 
son, Yasma! -Adad, was quite incapable. 
Yasma! -Adad hated the ba#leÞeld as much 
as he hated the administrative o$ ce. He 
much preferred to spend his time in the 
harem, as we learn from le#ers of Shamshi-
Adad rebuking him for not doing his job. 
Frequently in these le#ers Shamshi-Adad 
holds up his eldest son, Ishme-Dagan, as an 
example to be emulated. In one le#er he says, 
ÒWhile your brother is victoriously cam-
paigning you lie about down there among 
the women.Ó Eventually Shamshi-Adad was 
forced to appoint advisers to his son who 
kept him informed separately of what was 
going on.

Despite the incompetence of Yasma! -
Adad, the remaining years of Shamshi-Adad 
were prosperous and relatively stable. When 
he died, however, about 1781 B.C., the fortunes 
of N Mesopotamia changed dramatically. 
Hammurapi of Babylon marched N and in 

the space of a few years captured Þrst Mari 
and then Asshur. See History and Culture of 
Babylonia below. The history of the Assyrian 
region a%er HammurapiÕs time is lost in 
obscurity. Barbarian tribes from the Zagros 
threatened Asshur and the other city-states, 
and a new people called the Hurrians 
invaded from the E and eventually con-
trolled the region.

4. Hurrians and the Kingdom of 
Mitanni. A%er the death of Shamshi-Adad I 
in the 18th century, very li#le is known about 
the region of Assyria and about the city-
states, such as Asshur and Nineveh, until the 
14th century B.C. The reason for this lack of 
information was the chaos brought about by 
the mass migration of new peoples into N 
Mesopotamia. Chief among these were the 
peoples which founded the kingdom of 
Mitanni. This kingdom was centered on the 
Habur river, but in its heyday its inßuence 
spread as far W as the Taurus mountains 
and as far E as Assyria. Indeed, for a time it 
seems to have controlled the city-states of 
Nineveh and Asshur.

Unfortunately, very li#le information is 
available about the kingdom of Mitanni. Its 
capital, Washshukanni, has still not been 
located, and therefore the state archives of 
the kings of Mitanni have not been discov-
ered. What li#le we know of this kingdom 
and its history we glean from foreign 
sources: Assyrian, Babylonian, Hi#ite, and 
Egyptian. As meager as this information is, it 
does allow us to realize that Mitanni was one 
of the greatest powers in the ancient world in 
the middle of the 2d millennium B.C. Its kings 
dealt as equals with the Egyptian pharaohs 
and Hi#ite monarchs.

Since Mitanni was such a great power, and 
controlled Assyria for a time, it is important 
to consider this kingdom and its civilization 
in any discussion of Assyrian history. 
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in any discussion of Assyrian history. 
Indeed, the two ethnic elements evident in 
the Mitanni kingdom, Hurrians and Indo-
Europeans, also had a major impact on the 
region of Assyria and thus require detailed 
consideration. The term Indo-European 
refers basically to a large family of languages, 
among which are modern English, French, 
and German. Ancient languages included 
within this group are Latin, Greek, Hi! ite, 
and Sanskrit. The Hurrian language, on the 
other hand, has not been identiÞed with any 
known family of languages. Certainly it is nei-
ther Indo-European nor Semitic. The Hurri -
ans themselves entered Mesopotamia by way 
of the Caucasus from the steppes of central 
Asia. Evidence of their presence in 
Mesopotamia, which is supplied from per-
sonal names, goes back at least as far as the 
Third Dynasty of Ur (ca. 2000 B.C.). At this 
early date, they were in the east Tigris region, 
and for the next few centuries there is no evi-
dence they spread beyond this area. Toward 
the middle of the 2d millennium, however, 
they began to move out, and eventually Hur-
rians were spread over most of the Fertile 
Crescent, their presence being evident in 
Assyria, Syria, Anatolia, and Palestine. In 
Assyria, the site which provides most of our 
evidence for a strong Hurrian presence is 
Nuzi.

As stated above, there are both Indo-Euro-
pean and Hurrian elements in the ethnic 
makeup of Mitanni, and the major and 
almost sole source of this information is per-
sonal names. The most common personal 
names of people of Mitanni are in the Hur-
rian language, but there are some names 
which are Indo-European. These la! er 
names have one of two characteristics; either 
they are compounded with the name of an 
Indo-European deity known in Sanskrit 
(such as Indra, Vayu, Svar, Soma, etc.) or 
they are concerned with horses and horse 

racing, for it is a well-known phenomenon 
that early Indo-European culture was closely 
associated with horses and horse breeding. 
Thus, we Þnd people of Mitanni with names 
in an Indo-European language with such 
meanings as Òpossessing great horsesÓ and 
Òhe who had won seven prizes (at the horser-
aces).Ó A further piece of evidence for Indo-
European presence in Mitanni is a horse-
breeding manual, the original of which came 
from Mitanni but which is known only from 
a copy found at the Hi! ite capital of Ha! usa. 
The text is wri! en in the Hi! ite language, 
but some of the technical terms are in fact in 
an Indo-European language which is not Hit-
tite. It is commonly assumed that this is the 
same language known at Mitanni. A Þnal 
major piece of evidence is the name of a 
social class at Mitanni, which is ÒMaryannu.Ó 
This is an Indo-European word meaning 
Òyoung man, warrior.Ó All of this evidence 
indicates not only that there were Hurrian 
and Indo-European elements in the king-
dom of Mitanni but also that the Hurrian 
element was by far the most common. It is 
going too far, however, to conclude from this 
that the Indo-Europeans were the ruling 
class at Mitanni. Such a conclusion, which 
has been put forward by a few scholars, is 
unjustiÞed by the present state of our evi-
dence. Rather, we weem to be dealing with a 
society which is essentially Hurrian but 
which has at some time come into contact 
with Indo-Europeans and learned from 
them not only some of their language but 
also their horse-breeding techniques.

The people of Mitanni are responsible for 
introducing the use of the horse in warfare 
into the Fertile Crescent. They used it to 
draw a light two-wheeled chariot, which 
immediately gave them the upper hand in 
warfare. Soon, however, other peoples such 
as the Hi! ites and Assyrians learned how to 
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as the Hi! ites and Assyrians learned how to 
use horses and light two-wheeled chariots in 
the same manner. But until they did so, 
Mitanni was one of the most powerful politi-
cal and military forces in the Fertile Crescent.

5. The Rise of Assyria (ca. 1741Ð1274 
B.C.). a. Eclipse (ca. 1741Ð1364 B.C.). Until the 
14th century B.C., the term ÒAssyriaÓ could be 
used only in a geographic sense, but in that 
period we see the Þrst appearance of a state 
called Assyria. For a brief time under 
Shamshi-Adad I in the 18th century B.C., the 
various small city-states in the heartland of 
Assyria were linked together under one polit-
ical authority, but the name Assyria was not 
applied to this entity. With the death of 
Shamshi-Adad I and the accession of his son 
Ishme-Dagan I (ca. 1780Ð1741), this very frag-
ile unity disintegrated. For some centuries 
the various city-states continued to be inde-
pendent of one another, and some at least 
eventually fell under the political control of 
the kingdom of Mitanni, as outlined in the 
previous section.

The eclipse in the history of the region 
called Assyria lasted for almost four cen-
turies. As incredible as it may seem, virtually 
no documents and no information about the 
entire area are available for this long period 
of time. The only document which gives us 
any idea of the events of the period is the 
Assyrian King List, but for the period under 
discussion the succinct information in this 
list can only apply to the city-state of Asshur. 
Nothing is known of events at the other 
major cities of the region. The Assyrian King 
List assigns a reign of forty-one years to 
Ishme-Dagan I (ca. 1780Ð1741 B.C.), the son 
and successor of Shamshi-Adad I. A" er the 
entry for this king, the list continues with a 
number of names and eventually informs us 
that a new royal line was founded by Adasi, 
who is referred to as Òthe son of a nobodyÓ 
(i.e., he was a usurper). A" er Adasi and until 

the end of the period we are calling the 
eclipse, some contemporary inscriptions 
begin to appear at the city-state of Asshur, 
and gradually light is shed upon events there.

b. Ashur-uballi ! I (ca. 1363Ð1328 B.C.). 
The long reign of Ashur-uballi# I marks the 
Þrst appearance of Assyria as a political 
entity and the beginning of this nationÕs rise 
to become one of the great powers in the 
ANE. This is the period called the Amarna 
Age and Ashur-uballi# I played a signiÞcant 
role in this era, together with the leaders of 
the Hi! ites and of other major states in the 
Fertile CrescentÑ Egypt, Mitanni, and Baby-
lonia. Ashur-uballi# I is the Þrst Assyrian 
ruler to call himself Òking of Assyria,Ó previ-
ous rulers at the city-state of Asshur having 
called themselves only Òvice-regent of the 
god Asshur.Ó Native Assyrian tradition 
regarded the reign of Ashur-uballi# I as the 
beginning of Assyrian power.

Unfortunately, few details are known 
about the reign of Ashur-uballi# I. It is appar-
ent that he controlled a uniÞed and strong 
state, that he was recognized internationally 
as a great ruler, and that he actually con-
trolled the Babylonian state for a signiÞcant 
period of his reign. On the international 
scene, two le! ers from Ashur-uballi# I were 
found at the Egyptian capital of Amarna. 
These le! ers were addressed to the Egyptian 
pharaoh, and in them the Assyrian 
addressed the Egyptian king as an equal and 
referred to establishing good relations, 
which obviously included trade and some 
kind of political cooperation.

Turning to his relations with Babylonia to 
the S, more details are available. According 
to our information, the daughter of Ashur-
uballi# I was married to the Babylonian king, 
and their son, that is the grandson of Ashur-
uballi# I, eventually came to rule over Baby-
lonia. It is clear that Ashur-uballi# I sup-
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lonia. It is clear that Ashur-uballi! I sup-
ported and inßuenced his grandson on the 
Babylonian throne. When there was a rebel-
lion in Babylonia, the grandson was killed 
and replaced by a native usurper. Ashur-
uballi! I invaded Babylonia to avenge his kin, 
deposed the usurper, and put a king of his 
own choice on the Babylonian throne. 
Although no further information is available, 
it seems obvious that the Assyrian continued 
to exercise considerable control over Babylo-
nian a" airs during his lifetime.

c. Prelude to Greatness (ca. 1327Ð1274 
B.C.). The stability that Ashur-uballi! I had 
brought about was to be an important foun-
dation upon which his son, Enlil-narari, and 
his two grandsons, Arik-din-ili and Adad-
narari I, could build the beginning of an 
empire. Altogether, these three reigns cover 
just over half a century. It was a period dur-
ing which they struggled to maintain and 
expand the boundaries of Assyria, but it was 
also a period during which they Þnally lost 
control over Babylonia. In fact, the most sig-
niÞcant achievement of the period on the 
part of Assyria was the expansion to the W 
into the territory controlled by the kingdom 
of Mitanni. The successes on this front 
brought wealth and conÞdence to the Assyr-
ians and prepared the way for the establish-
ment of a real empire.

AssyriaÕs loss of Babylonia was due to the 
strength of that nation under its greatest 
king during the Kassite Period, Kurigalzu. 
On the other hand, the success of Assyria 
against Mitanni during this period was 
achieved, at least in part, because the Hi#ites 
were pressing very hard against the kingdom 
of Mitanni at the opposite end, on the W 
boundary of Mitanni. It was Adad-narari I 
who successfully carried out two major cam-
paigns against Mitanni and began the pro-
cess which would eventually incorporate 
half of Mitanni as part of the Assyrian 

empire.
6. The Middle Assyrian Empire 1 (ca. 

1273Ð1207 B.C.). The continuing rise in the for-
tunes and power of the state of Assyria nar-
rated in the previous section culminated in 
the establishment of the Þrst Assyrian 
empire, commonly called the Middle Assyr-
ian Empire to distinguish it from the Late 
Assyrian or Neo-Assyrian Empire. The Mid-
dle Assyrian Empire can be divided chrono-
logically into two periods, and it is the Þrst 
part which is our concern here. This covers 
the reigns of two kings, Shalmaneser I (ca. 
1273Ð1244) and Tukulti-Ninurta I (ca. 
1243Ð1207 B.C.). These two were the son and 
grandson, respectively, of Adad-narari I, and 
they built upon the stable and inßuential 
kingdom which they inherited to make of 
Assyria one of the most powerful nations in 
the ANE in the 2d millennium. Fortunately 
for us, a relatively large amount of documen-
tation is available for the period so that we 
can see the evolution of this process in some 
detail.

The military campaigns of Shalmaneser I 
were conducted to the E, N, and W. He le$ 
Babylonia alone. The most important 
achievement of the campaigns of Shalmane-
ser I was the complete conquest of E Mitanni 
and the annexation of this region as an Assyr-
ian territory. The way had already been 
cleared for these campaigns by Adad-narari 
I. Nevertheless, Adad-narari I had no real 
control over the region and the task was a 
formidable one, made more so because 
Mitanni was allied with the Hi#ites and the 
Arameans against Assyria. In his royal 
inscriptions, Shalmaneser I boasts that he 
defeated all three parties, namely the Hi#ites, 
the Arameans, and the army of Mitanni, and 
that ultimately he made E Mitanni a 
province in the Assyrian empire. Other 
sources for the period bear out the essential 
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sources for the period bear out the essential 
truth of his claims.

In the descriptions of the campaigns by 
Shalmaneser I, we Þrst encounter the gory 
details of Assyrian conduct in warfare for 
which these people would become famous. 
For example, in a narrative regarding a cam-
paign against the king of Mitanni, Shalmane-
ser I boasts that a! er slaughtering tens of 
thousands of the troops of Mitanni he 
blinded no less than 14,400 Mitannians 
whom he had taken alive as prisoners.

Tukulti-Ninurta I, the son and successor of 
Shalmaneser I, conducted campaigns similar 
to his fatherÕs. In addition, he campaigned 
against Babylonia and added this area to his 
kingdom for at least a short period of time. 
Indeed, the campaign against Babylonia by 
Tukulti-Ninurta I was the most momentous 
event of his time. By this period we have a lit -
tle more information about Babylonia, and it 
is clear that the state was very weak. It had a 
tenuous alliance with the Hi" ites, one which 
was di# cult to maintain because all commu-
nications had to pass through Assyria. There 
are three descriptions of the Babylonian 
campaign of Tukulti-Ninurta I: one in the 
royal inscriptions of Tukulti-Ninurta I, a sec-
ond in a historical epic about Tukulti-Nin-
urta I, and a third in a fragmentary account 
in a Babylonian chronicle. By far the most 
detailed version is found in the historical 
epic. This poetic narrative is, however, Assyr-
ian and highly biased in favor of Tukulti-
Ninurta I. Nevertheless, it is known from 
other sources that Kashtiliash, the Kassite 
king of Babylonia, was defeated and slain. 
The city of Babylon itself was plundered and 
its walls torn down as punishment. The 
statue of the god Marduk was carried o$ to 
Assyria. Certainly it is a fact that Tukulti-
Ninurta I captured Babylon and controlled 
Babylonia for at least a brief period of time.

The signiÞcance of the other campaigns of 

Tukulti-Ninurta I which led him to the N, 
NE, and W of Assyria is eclipsed by the great 
victory over Babylonia. Nevertheless, these 
other campaigns were of importance. In par-
ticular, he was able to fend o$ an a" empt by 
the Hi" ites to expand into E Mitanni, a 
region which had been incorporated into 
Assyria by Shalmaneser I. The narrative of 
the defeat of the Hi" ites by Tukulti-Ninurta 
I is of special interest to biblical students, 
since it contains the Þrst recorded example 
of the deportation of peoples by the Assyri-
ans. Such a procedure would be used much 
later against the Israelites, as narrated in the 
Bible. In the case of Tukulti-Ninurta I, a large 
group of the conquered Hi" ites were trans-
ported from Syria to labor camps in Assyria. 
By this practice, the Assyrians not only elim-
inated a troublesome element on their bor-
ders but also gained a signiÞcant increase in 
their labor force.

Tukulti-Ninurta I stands out as the most 
successful and ambitious Assyrian ruler for 
many centuries, but eventually he was sur-
rounded and assassinated in his own palace. 
For many years a! er the assassination the 
fortunes of Assyria were in decline, and con-
trol over her territories slackened. SigniÞ-
cantly, Babylonia took the opportunity dur-
ing this weak period to break away and 
appoint its own king.

It is necessary to concentrate upon the mili -
tary achievements of the Assyrian rulers, 
since these were the most important 
achievements of this militaristic state. Never-
theless, both Shalmaneser I and Tukulti-
Ninurta I devoted much time and energy to 
building operations in the cities of Asshur 
and Nineveh. In addition, Tukulti-Ninurta I 
founded an entirely new city, Kar-Tukulti-
Ninurta, which means ÒQuay of Tukulti-
Ninurta.Ó This new city was on the opposite 
bank of the Tigris from Asshur and a li" le N 
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bank of the Tigris from Asshur and a li! le N 
of that ancient city. At Kar-Tukulti-Ninurta, 
the king built a splendid palace, several tem-
ples, and a ziggurat, and he cut a channel for 
a canal to provide water for the gardens and 
the inhabitants. The entire city was sur-
rounded by a wall. Here, Tukulti-Ninurta I 
took up residence, and it is in this palace that 
he was assassinated. In founding an entirely 
new capital, Tukulti-Ninurta I set an exam-
ple for a few kings of the Late Assyrian 
Empire who would similarly found new 
cities.

As to other cultural activities of the period, 
there is some information. In particular the 
conquest of Babylonia, which involved carry-
ing o"  Babylonian documents and people to 
Assyria, brought considerable cultural inßu-
ence from Babylonia into Assyria. This is a 
process which had begun as early as the 
reign of Ashur-uballi# I, but the act of 
Tukulti-Ninurta I gave it great impetus. 
Thus, in literature and religion we now Þnd 
signiÞcant Babylonian inßuence in Assyria.

7. The Middle Assyrian Empire 2 (ca. 
1132Ð1076 B.C.). The assassination of Tukulti-
Ninurta I began a temporary decline in the 
power of Assyria, a decline which lasted for 
about three quarters of a century and coin-
cided with the fall of the Kassite dynasty in 
Babylonia. A major internal factor that con-
tributed to this decline was dissatisfaction 
with the reign of Tukulti-Ninurta, which 
culminated in his assassination. External fac-
tors were the movements of new peoples into 
the Fertile Crescent that had a major impact 
not only upon Assyria but upon other 
important powers in the area as well. The 
most signiÞcant people involved were an 
ethnic group called by the Assyrians the 
Mushku and by classical authors the Phry-
gians. These people, among others, moved 
into Anatolia and brought about the collapse 
of the Hi! ite empire, and many Hi! ites ßed 

to Syria for refuge. This brought them into 
direct conßict with Assyrian interests. With 
this, Assyrian expansion westward halted, 
but in fact Assyria now had to retreat in face 
of the pressure of various peoples on its W 
frontier. Another group of people who were 
beginning to apply pressure on AssyriaÕs W 
ßank were the Arameans, about whom more 
will be said later. During this brief period of 
decline, Assyria seems to have fallen brießy 
under Babylonian control.

Eventually Assyria, like a sleeping giant, 
reawakened under the leadership of Ashur-
resha-ishi I. Before describing his reign, how-
ever, a major revolution in the art of warfare 
must be noted. It is about this time that iron 
became more common. The use of iron for 
weapons and armor marked a major change 
in the conduct of warfare. Its signiÞcance is 
at least as great as the introduction of the 
light horse-drawn chariot by the Indo-Euro-
peans about the middle of the 2d millen-
nium.

The accession of Ashur-resha-ishi I (ca. 
1132Ð1115 B.C.) marks the beginning of the 
revival of AssyriaÕs fortunes. By far the most 
important achievement of this king was the 
restoration of internal stability to the Assyr-
ian state. He regained authority over all of 
the Assyrian heartland and restored peace 
and prosperity to the region. He newly 
deÞned or recaptured the borders and 
strengthened them by rebuilding old 
fortresses or erecting new ones.

It was the good fortune of Tiglath-pileser I 
(ca. 1114Ð1076 B.C.) to inherit a kingdom which 
was now internally stable, prosperous, and 
secure on its frontiers. See TIGLATH-
PILESER (PERSON). Building upon this 
foundation this king, one of the greatest in 
Assyrian history, had the ambition and abil-
ity to create an empire. Under his leadership 
Assyria expanded in all possible directions, 
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Assyria expanded in all possible directions, 
so that when he died Assyrian inßuence 
extended from the Mediterranean sea in the 
W to Babylon in the SE.

No sooner had Tiglath-pileser I ascended 
the throne than one of AssyriaÕs most dan-
gerous enemies, the Mushku, a! acked. The 
Assyrian king responded immediately with a 
countera! ack, and thus began many years of 
Assyrian campaigning to the W against the 
Mushku. The persistent campaigning not 
only stopped the Mushku but pushed them 
back westwards, and Tiglath-pileser I boasts 
of returning with rich booty from the plun-
dered Mushku. These W campaigns also 
brought him into contact with the 
Arameans. Various Aramean tribes had 
formed coalitions in Syria, and in their own 
way they were as formidable an enemy to 
Assyria as the Mushku. A major confronta-
tion between Assyria and the Aramean coali-
tion took place at Jebel Bishri in central 
Syria. Assyria won the day, and for a time the 
tide of Aramean incursions was stemmed. 
The W campaigns of Tiglath-pileser I were 
by far the most important military activities 
of his reign, bringing under Assyrian inßu-
ence all of Syria as far W as the Mediter-
ranean sea and S Anatolia as far as the Tau-
rus range.

Despite the major signiÞcance of the W 
frontier, however, one must not underesti-
mate the importance of Tiglath-pileser IÕs 
campaign into Babylonia. The Assyrian and 
Babylonian armies fought on at least two 
occasions on the Lower Zab river, and even-
tually Assyria defeated the Babylonian army. 
The Assyrians then proceeded S into the 
Babylonian plain and captured major Baby-
lonian cities, including Babylon and Sippar. 
No mention is made of S Babylonian cities in 
our Assyrian sources, however, and there-
fore we may assume that Tiglath-pileser I did 
not gain control there.

The beneÞt of these numerous and suc-
cessful campaigns was that Assyria now 
enjoyed great prosperity, and this factor, 
together with the internal stability, fostered 
major cultural developments. SigniÞcant 
building operations were undertaken in the 
various cities of Assyria. In the legal sphere, 
scribes carefully compiled two sets of laws, 
one a collection of palace edicts of various 
kings as far back as Ashur-uballi" I and the 
second a collection of laws mainly concerned 
with the status of women in the Assyrian 
state (see ANET, 180Ð88). Babylonian inßu-
ence is evident in a number of these cultural 
developments.

8. The Arameans. A discussion of the 
Arameans provides a suitable bridge 
between the 2d and 1st millennia in Assyrian 
history, for these people Þrst appeared 
toward the end of the 2d millennium and 
played a major role in the ANE in the 1st mil-
lennium. The Arameans make up the third 
major invasion of the Fertile Crescent by 
Semitic-speaking nomads, the Þrst being 
that by the Akkadians and the second that 
by the Amorites. A fourth invasion by the 
Arabs would come a li! le later. In highlight-
ing these four major invasions, one must also 
note that gradual inÞltration by Semitic-
speaking nomads from the Syrian desert was 
going on all the time. Aramaic, the language 
of the Arameans, eventually became the lan-
guage of the Assyrians and Babylonians, 
thus replacing Akkadian. Indeed, Aramaic 
by the middle of the 1st millennium was the 
international language of the entire ANE.

The name ÒArameansÓ covers a large num-
ber of tribal groups, among which were a 
people called the Ahlamaeans. In fact, the 
Ahlamaeans are the earliest a! ested group of 
Arameans. The earliest datable reference to 
Arameans or Ahlamaeans appears in docu-
ments of the 14th century B.C. from Egypt 
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ments of the 14th century B.C. from Egypt 
(Amarna), Syria (Ugarit), Assyria, and Baby-
lonia. In Amarna, the reference appears in a 
badly preserved le! er, the context of which 
is not clear. At Ugarit, the name Aramean 
appears as a tribal identiÞcation for an indi-
vidual, as a personal name, and as a topo-
graphical name. In Assyria, there is a state-
ment in a royal inscription of Adad-narari I 
that his father, Arik-din-ili (ca. 1317Ð1306 B.C.), 
conquered the Ahlamaeans. In Babylonia, 
there is a le! er of the late 14th century B.C. 
from Dur-Kurigalzu in which a tribe called 
Hirana, known from later sources to be an 
Aramean tribe, is mentioned.

A" er the 14th century B.C. references to 
Ahlamaeans and Arameans become more 
frequent, and it is evident that they were 
spreading widely throughout the Fertile 
Crescent. For example, in the 13th century 
B.C., a Babylonian king, Kadashman-Enlil II, 
complained to the Hi! ite king, Ha! ushilish 
III, that he had not been able to correspond 
with him because of the hostile Arameans. 
This statement indicates that large groups of 
Arameans were already well established in 
Syria along the upper Euphrates, a fact 
borne out by later historical evidence. It 
should also be remembered that the 
Arameans together with the Hi! ites fought 
on the side of Mitanni against Shalmaneser I.

It has already been noted that the decline 
in fortunes of Assyria a" er the death of 
Tukulti-Ninurta I was due in part to pressure 
from the Arameans on the W frontier of 
Assyria. Later, Ashur-resha-ishi I boasted 
that he had conquered them in the desert. As 
noted in the preceding section, Tiglath-pile-
ser I defeated an Aramean coalition at Jebel-
Bishri about 1100 B.C. The successor of 
Tiglath-pileser I, Ashur-bel-kala, recorded in 
the so-called Broken Obelisk a number of 
raids on Aramean groups in the 11th century 
B.C. in Syria. Further evidence from the late 

11th century B.C. appears in the Bible, where 
we read of DavidÕs wars against the Aramean 
kingdom of Damascus. It was in fact the uni-
Þed kingdom in Palestine established by 
Saul and continued by David that e#ectively 
prevented the Arameans from gaining con-
trol over Palestine. Similarly, the Mushku or 
Phrygians prevented the Arameans from 
pushing into Anatolia. These two factors 
then deßected the main thrust of the 
Aramean incursion so that it went SE into 
Mesopotamia.

Assyria lost considerable territory to this 
invading group, and there is some evidence 
that the Assyrians may have actually had to 
abandon their major cities for a brief period 
to the Arameans. The Babylonians su#ered 
at least as much if not more from the 
Aramean a! ack. Our fragmentary sources 
indicate the confusion and chaos caused by 
the ßood of Aramean warlike tribes into the 
Babylonian plain. In the 1st millennium, 
Arameans were present in two forms. First, 
there were a number of Aramean kingdoms 
in Syria that were the targets of Assyrian 
campaigns for centuries to come. Second, 
there were Arameans within Assyria itself, 
and their numbers gradually increased as 
time went by. This in turn had a major cul-
tural impact upon Assyrian civilization.

By the 8th century B.C. the Aramaic lan-
guage was widely wri! en and understood in 
Assyria. Although only a few Aramaic docu-
ments have actually been recovered from 
this period because of the perishability of 
papyrus and parchment upon which they 
were wri! en, there is ample evidence for the 
widespread use of the Aramaic language. 
There are Assyrian reliefs on which are por-
trayed scribes recording booty on scrolls, 
and these would only be used for the Ara-
maic language. There are references in Assyr-
ian texts to the ÒAramaic Scribe,Ó and there 
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ian texts to the ÒAramaic Scribe,Ó and there 
is mention in Akkadian le! ers of correspon-
dence being carried on in Aramaic between 
the Assyrian king and his o" cials. Even the 
Akkadian language itself was inßuenced by 
Aramaic both in the lexicon and in the syn-
tax. By the 7th century B.C., there were senior 
Assyrian o" cials bearing Aramaic names 
and speaking Aramaic. For example, the rab-
shakeh of Sennacherib at the siege of 
Jerusalem, as narrated in the Bible, could 
speak Aramaic as well as Hebrew (2 Kgs 
18:19Ð35). See RABSHAKEH.

The reason for this major Aramaic pres-
ence was the increasing number of 
Arameans living in Assyria from the 9th cen-
tury on. Many of these were brought by 
Assyrian kings as captives to work on build-
ing projects at Assyrian capitals, the most 
ambitious of which was that of Ashurnasir-
pal II at Calah. Even a#er the fall of Assyria in 
612 B.C., Aramaic both as a language and as a 
culture continued to have a major presence 
in the Babylonian empire and later in the 
Persian empire.

9. Assyria Revives (1075Ð884 B.C.). The 
title ÒAssyria RevivesÓ refers to the fact that 
a#er the death of Tiglath-pileser I in 1076 B.C. 
the fortunes and power of Assyria once 
again declined, and li! le is heard of this state 
until the accession of Ashur-dan II in 934 
B.C., more than a hundred years later. The 
reasons for the decline were the lack of sys-
tematic administration for the vast territory 
which Tiglath-pileser I had conquered and 
the tremendous pressure applied by the 
Arameans during this period. By the turn of 
the millennium, Assyria was hard pressed on 
all fronts: to the S in Babylonia and to the W 
in Syria were the Arameans; to the N and E 
were the peoples of the Nairi lands. The situa-
tion improved, however, near the beginning 
of the 1st millennium when three successive 
kings brought about internal stability and 

launched military campaigns to regain lost 
Assyrian territory.

a. Ashur-dan II (934Ð912 B.C.). From this 
reign one may date the beginning of the Neo-
Assyrian Empire. Ashur-dan II restored 
internal stability to the Assyrian state, and 
this enabled him to be the Þrst king for over 
a century to conduct regular military cam-
paigns abroad. The chief targets of these mili -
tary expeditions were the Arameans and the 
recapture of territory which they had 
wrested from the Assyrians. In the tradition 
established by the MA monarchs, Ashur-
dan II concerned himself with building activ-
ity. The city of Asshur had been neglected 
for over a century, and now the king commis-
sioned construction work on the fortiÞca-
tions surrounding the city and palace.

b. Adad-narari II (911Ð891 B.C.). Adad-
narari II continued the work of his father, 
Ashur-dan II, and campaigned even more 
extensively. In addition to pushing back the 
Arameans, Adad-narari II led expeditions 
against Babylonia and the Nairi lands. On 
these campaigns the Assyrian army marched 
as far W as the Balih river, as far S as the mid-
dle Euphrates, as far N as Lake Van, and as 
far E as the central Zagros mountains. The 
Arameans continued to be the central con-
cern of the foreign policy of the Assyrians, 
however, as evidenced by the fact that no 
fewer than eight campaigns were conducted 
against them. The o$ensive against the 
Arameans was so successful that eventually 
Adad-narari II was able to lead his troops on 
an expedition through territory formerly 
controlled by them without meeting any 
opposition. On the contrary, as he traveled 
through the region, the local Aramean chief-
tains came to him voluntarily with tribute. 
This campaign was a Òshow of strengthÓ 
campaign, a new feature of Assyrian strategy 
which would be imitated by subsequent 
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which would be imitated by subsequent 
kings. Another innovation is that in addition 
to building Assyrian garrisons on the fron-
tier, Adad-narari also established storage 
depots at strategic points throughout his 
newly acquired territory for the supply of his 
army on campaign. In subsequent reigns, 
these storage depots would be developed 
into administrative centers, thus marking the 
beginning of a provincial system. Adad-
narari continued the work of his father in 
reconstructing the fortiÞcations and build-
ings at the city of Asshur.

c. Tukulti- Ninurta II (890Ð884 B.C.). 
With the reign of Tukulti-Ninurta II, a short 
period of consolidation began. Tukulti-Nin-
urta II set himself the task of organizing the 
nation and empire in a much more system-
atic manner. A good illustration of this new 
policy, and also of the extent of Assyrian con-
trol, is provided by a royal inscription of this 
king in which is described in detail a Òshow 
of strengthÓ campaign conducted in approx-
imately the same region in which Adad-
narari II had led such a campaign. Like his 
father, he met no resistance on this cam-
paign; as the Assyrian army approached, 
local rulers came to it and voluntarily offered 
provisions and tribute.

An innovation in the reports of Tukulti-
NinurtaÕs campaigns is that reasons are given 
for these offensive actions, the reasons being 
reports of hostile acts on the part of the peo-
ple who became the target of the campaigns. 
In other words, each offensive action by the 
Assyrians is justiÞed by the claim that the 
people of the target area had initiated hostili-
ties.

Tukulti-Ninurta II was more ambitious in 
his building projects, carrying out construc-
tion not only at Asshur but also at Nineveh. 
Li"le is known of his work at Nineveh, but at 
Asshur he continued to improve the fortiÞca-
tions and to restore the temples and palace.

10. The Calah Kings (883Ð824 B.C.). 
There are two peaks in the greatness of the 
Neo-Assyrian Empire, the Þrst being the one 
which can be called that of the Calah kings, 
and the second being that of the Sargonid 
kings (see below). In between these peaks is a 
low point in Assyrian might. The name 
ÒCalah KingsÓ derives from the new capital 
created by the Þrst of these kings, Ashur-
nasirpal II. This king, together with his son 
and successor, Shalmaneser III, not only cre-
ated this new capital but also brought under 
Assyrian control an unprecedented extent of 
territory and wealth.

a. Ashurnasirpal II (883Ð859 B.C.). 
Ashurnasirpal II is the epitome of the ideal 
Assyrian king. As a Þ"ing symbol of his 
exceptional might and accomplishments, he 
made a reality of the principle, which had 
been developing for some time, that the 
Assyrian king should campaign every year of 
his reign. It is known that he led at least four-
teen major expeditions during his twenty-
Þve years on the throne, and there were 
probably several other campaigns for which 
we have no information as yet.

To the east, in the area of the Upper Diyala 
in the Zagros mountains, Ashurnasirpal led 
three campaigns. The main target was a coali-
tion of tribes headed by a certain Nur-Adad. 
In anticipation of the Assyrian invasion, Nur-
Adad walled up a major pass in the moun-
tains, but the Assyrian army broke through 
this wall and penetrated deep into Nur-
AdadÕs territory, looting and destroying 
towns as they proceeded. When Ashurnasir-
pal was satisÞed with the extent of his con-
quests and sated with the booty he had cap-
tured, he forced large numbers of conquered 
peoples to return to Calah to perform forced 
labor on the building projects there. To 
affirm his control over the Zagros area, he 
established a garrison and supply depot 
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established a garrison and supply depot 
deep in the mountains.

In the N, NE, and NW, Ashurnasirpal 
launched a number of campaigns directed 
primarily against the lands of Nairu and 
Urartu. Toward the end of a series of cam-
paigns in these areas which involved consid-
erable looting and destruction, he appointed 
a governor over the district. The result of the 
extensive campaigning and of the adminis-
trative measures which Ashurnasirpal took 
in these areas was that for the remainder of 
his reign the people in these districts 
remained reasonably submissive and volun-
tarily sent tribute and workers to perform 
service in Assyria.

The campaigns stretched over most of the 
reign of Ashurnasirpal II and were inter-
spersed by at least four campaigns to the W. 
The Þrst major target was the tribe called Bit-
Adini, which was se! led in and around the 
city of that name on the Balih river. The city 
was captured and plundered and became a 
jumping-o"  point for AshurnasirpalÕs cam-
paigns further westward. Eventually the 
Assyrian army proceeded farther, and upon 
reaching the upper Euphrates received trib-
ute without ba! le from the king of Carchem-
ish. At a later date the Assyrians crossed the 
upper Euphrates and received tribute from 
various states W of the Euphrates. When 
Ashurnasirpal reached the Mediterranean 
sea, he performed the ancient ritual of wash-
ing his weapons in the water. The Phoeni-
cian cities of Tyre, Sidon, Byblos, and Arvad 
sent presents to the Assyrian conqueror. On 
his return he brought back cedar timber, for 
which Lebanon was famous, to use in his 
building projects at Calah.

The last direction of the campaigns was to 
the S along the Habur and middle Euphrates 
rivers. These areas had been carefully con-
trolled by Assyria since the time of Adad-
narari II, but the preoccupation of Ashur-

nasirpal II with campaigns in other direc-
tions inspired some peoples on the Habur 
and middle Euphrates to renounce vassal-
ship. They were encouraged to do this by Bit-
Adini to the W and Babylonia to the S. There 
were three separate a! empts to throw o"  
Assyrian control, and in each case Ashur-
nasirpal responded with lightning speed. As 
soon as word reached him of the rebellions, 
he reversed the march of his troops and fell 
upon the rebels unexpectedly. The guilty 
cities were plundered and burnt to the 
ground, and their leaders were horribly muti-
lated before being murdered. The result of 
these atrocities was that Ashurnasirpal had 
no further trouble along the Habur and 
middle Euphrates for the rest of his reign.

There were major innovations in adminis-
trative ma! ers during this reign. In this 
period we Þnd the Þrst signs of a provincial 
administration. Ashurnasirpal II developed 
the idea of garrisons and supply depots in 
far-ßung regions to the point that these 
became real administrative centers with gov-
ernors. Moreover, it is clear from his inscrip-
tions that he expected tribute to be con-
tributed regularly and voluntarily. These are 
basic items in a properly organized provin-
cial administration.

One of the most signiÞcant achievements 
of Ashurnasirpal was the construction of a 
new major Assyrian city, Calah. Until Ashur-
nasirpal chose Calah as his capital, it had 
only been a small village. At this modest site 
he erected enormous fortiÞcations, a huge 
palace, and numerous temples, the chief of 
which together with its ziggurat was dedi-
cated to the god Ninurta. This enormous 
task was carried out by the large numbers of 
captive peoples forced to come to Assyria for 
the purpose. At the completion of the erec-
tion of this magniÞcent city, Ashurnasirpal 
staged a banquet to which thousands of dig-

!"!"#$%&'()*%$+),$-$.)/012')3$*&45%')67)89:;)<=)>$?'+1'%);67)@:;;A

http://www.logos.com/


The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary. 1996 (D. N. Freedman, G. A. Herion, D. F. Graf, J. D. Pleins & A. B. Beck, Ed.). New 
York: Doubleday.

staged a banquet to which thousands of dig-
nitaries, both native and foreign, were 
invited. This was a Þ! ing tribute and conclu-
sion to the reign of one of the mightiest 
Assyrian kings.

b. Shalmaneser III (858Ð824 B.C.). 
Shalmaneser III campaigned and con-
structed as vigorously and extensively as his 
father, Ashurnasirpal, and thereby added 
much territory and glory to Assyria. The 
most important areas in which he expanded 
were to the N and W, where his most 
formidable foes were, respectively, the king-
dom of Urartu and the Damascus coalition.

Let us deal with the W campaigns and the 
Damascus coalition Þrst. The resistance 
Assyria encountered centered around two 
coalitions, one in the N which included Car-
chemish and one in the S with its headquar-
ters at Damascus. Shalmaneser III had con-
siderable success in suppressing the N coali-
tion and established a number of administra-
tive centers in the region. But the S coalition 
was another story. This ÒDamascus coali-
tionÓ included troops from a variety of 
nations, including Israel under its king 
Ahab. The major confrontation between the 
Assyrians and the Damascus coalition took 
place at the ba! le of Qarqar on the Orontes 
in 853 B.C. Unfortunately, the only detailed 
account we have of the ba! le is Assyrian, and 
according to this Shalmaneser won the day. 
This may have been true; however, the Dam-
ascus coalition was by no means destroyed at 
Qarqar. It continued to resist Assyrian 
advances in subsequent years. The Assyrians 
continued to pound away at these S states 
along the Mediterranean, and eventually the 
Damascus coalition disintegrated and the 
Assyrians laid siege to the city of Damascus 
itself. Shalmaneser was unable, as he tacitly 
admi! ed, to take Damascus, but he pro-
ceeded farther S and erected a stele on Mt. 
Carmel to mark the S extent of his expedi-

tion. He received tribute from Tyre and 
Sidon and from Jehu, the king of Israel.

Turning to the N and the kingdom of 
Urartu, Shalmaneser again campaigned 
much throughout his reign. The kingdom of 
Urartu was young and vigorous, and its terri-
tory spread like an umbrella over AssyriaÕs N 
borders from Lake Urmia in the E to the 
source of the Euphrates in the W. By far the 
most important and impressive campaign 
against Urartu was that of 856 B.C., in which 
the Assyrian army swept right across Urartu 
from W to E. In the process the Urartian 
army was defeated, and numerous major 
cities were captured and destroyed. Urartian 
encroachment upon Assyrian frontiers was 
thereby checked, and a good deal of wealth 
and supplies, particularly horses, was won. 
In comparison to the W and N campaigns, 
ShalmaneserÕs two campaigns into Babylo-
nia were relatively minor and were in 
response to an appeal for help by the legiti-
mate king of Babylonia against his rebellious 
brother.

The construction activities of Shalmaneser 
were much more diversiÞed than his 
fatherÕs, which had been concerned almost 
exclusively with Calah. At Calah, Shalmane-
ser completed, renovated, or expanded sev-
eral buildings begun by his father. Most 
importantly he erected Fort Shalmaneser, 
the most extensive military emplacement 
ever excavated in W Asia, on the outskirts of 
Calah. At Asshur he restored the fortiÞca-
tions and some of the temples. He also did 
some work at Nineveh.

Toward the end of his life Shalmaneser let 
his control over the state loosen. In particu-
lar, he entrusted the leadership of military 
campaigns to one of his chief o" cers, 
Dayyan-Ashur, who was the tartan (Þeld 
marshal) of the Assyrian army. The king no 
doubt did this because he was old and per-
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doubt did this because he was old and per-
haps even ill, but the result was that a rebel-
lion broke out when the monarchÕs control 
had relaxed; also, he had sons who were anx-
ious to take over the state. Details of the rebel-
lion are unknown, but out of the chaos 
emerged Shamshi-Adad V, one of his sons, 
as king. There is no information about the 
fate of Shalmaneser III; he may have died a 
natural death, or he may have been assassi-
nated.

11. Assyria and Urartu (823Ð745 B.C.). 
For almost a century a! er the death of Shal-
maneser III in 824 B.C., Assyrian history was 
dominated by the aggressive actions of the 
kingdom of Urartu, and for a time Urartu 
replaced Assyria as the dominant power in 
the area. While Assyria was preoccupied 
with defending itself against Urartu, peoples 
on its other frontiers, in particular the Baby-
lonians, took advantage of AssyriaÕs weak-
ened position. Similarly, the Arameans and 
other peoples in the W renounced Assyrian 
vassalship and either declared themselves 
independent or allied themselves to Urartu. 
This period marks the low point in the his-
tory of the Neo-Assyrian Empire.

a. Shamshi-Adad V (823Ð811 B.C.). 
Shamshi-Adad V, although the son and suc-
cessor of Shalmaneser III, was no match for 
his father. He gained the throne through 
mysterious circumstances resulting from the 
long rebellion at the end of the reign of 
Shalmaneser III, and instability and conßict 
continued to be characteristics of his reign.

First and foremost, Shamshi-Adad had to 
concern himself with the N frontier where it 
appears Urartu had encroached upon Assyr-
ian holdings and was seriously threatening 
to invade Assyria itself. Shamshi-Adad 
boasted that he made three campaigns in 
this region. Despite his claim that these cam-
paigns covered vast territories, the lack of 
precise details strongly suggest that these 

were li" le more than quick raids intended to 
intimidate Urartian aggression and at the 
same time to capture horses to build up the 
strength of the badly weakened Assyrian 
army. Once the internal troubles of Assyria 
had been se" led and the N frontier reason-
ably secured, the Assyrian king launched 
four campaigns into Babylonia. Unfortu-
nately, we have only Assyrian sources for 
these events, and they inevitably speak of the 
campaigns as major Assyrian successes. We 
are told that Shamshi-Adad gained control 
of all of Babylonia, that he imposed tribute 
upon the Babylonians, and that he forced 
upon them an agreement on the boundary 
between the two states.

Given the troubled nature of the times, it is 
not surprising that Shamshi-Adad had very 
li" le opportunity for building activity. He 
began the construction of a palace at Nin-
eveh, which his son completed, and at the 
city of Asshur he did some repairs to the 
temple of Asshur. It is possible that he built a 
palace at Calah, but this is uncertain. 
Shamshi-Adad was buried at Asshur, and 
his inscribed sarcophagus was recovered by 
modern excavators.

b. Adad-narari III (810Ð783 B.C.). The 
empire which Adad-narari inherited from 
his father, Shamshi-Adad, was clearly in 
decline, and his entire reign was devoted to 
futile a" empts to restore the fortunes of 
Assyria. A fascinating aspect of Adad-narari 
IIIÕs reign is that his mother, Semiramis, 
became a legendary Þgure, and tales about 
her have been preserved in later writings 
among the Arameans, Greeks, and Persians. 
Clearly she exercised considerable inßuence 
during her sonÕs career, at least at the begin-
ning, and this unusual fact of a woman play-
ing a major role in Assyrian a#airs of state 
caught the imagination of poets and writers.

Since Shamshi-Adad V had neglected the 
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Since Shamshi-Adad V had neglected the 
W frontier, it is not surprising that the Þrst 
part of the reign of his son was concerned 
with military campaigns in that direction. 
Some states which had rebelled were once 
again brought under Assyrian authority, but 
the most signiÞcant achievement was the 
siege and capture of Damascus. Adad-
narariÕs record of this event includes the 
statement that among the various cities 
which now paid tribute to Assyria was 
Samaria under King Joash.

Adad-narari continued Shamshi-AdadÕs 
policy of campaigning into Babylonia. The 
primary aim of these campaigns seems to 
have been the subjection of the Chaldeans, a 
group of West SemiticÐspeaking peoples set-
tled in S Babylonia. At the same time, Adad-
narari reasserted Assyrian authority over 
Babylonia, and he brought back captives to 
perform forced labor and imposed taxes and 
a boundary agreement upon the Babyloni-
ans.

The successes of the campaigns of Adad-
narari III were superÞcial and when we look 
below the surface we see serious weaknesses. 
It is known from various steles discovered in 
sca! ered parts of Syria that a number of 
powerful individuals who paid lip service to 
the Assyrian king actually controlled exten-
sive territories as virtually independent 
rulers. Adad-narari not only allowed this to 
occur but actually also encouraged it by 
granting land and privileges to these men.

Despite the weakness of the times, Adad-
narari was able to carry out a number of 
building projects at Calah, Fort Shalmane-
ser, and Nineveh. Culturally, the most signiÞ-
cant feature of the reign was the increasing 
inßuence of Babylonian religion on Assyria. 
The most important part of this phe-
nomenon was the prominence given to the 
Babylonian god Nabu in Assyria during 
Adad-narari IIIÕs reign.

c. The Interval (782Ð745 B.C.). This 
period, which I have called the ÒInterval,Ó is 
the lowest point in the power of Assyria dur-
ing the time of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. 
Theoretically, there were three Assyrian 
kings during this time who had control, but 
practically the Assyrian empire was now 
totally fragmented into a number of virtually 
independent states ruled by former Assyrian 
governors. It is during this time that the 
kingdom of Urartu rose to its greatest power, 
and despite the a! empts of the Assyrian 
kings as well as the independent governors 
to defend Assyrian territory, Urartu gradu-
ally expanded. At the end of the Interval, 
Urartu had complete control of all of the ter-
ritory N of the Assyrian heartland stretching 
from the Iranian plateau in the E to N Syria 
and the Mediterranean in the W. Assyria was 
on the verge of extinction when Tiglath-pile-
ser III came to the throne.

12. The Late Assyrian Empire (744Ð612 
B.C.). The Late Assyrian Empire is frequently 
called the Sargonid Age, because all but the 
Þrst two kings, Tiglath-pileser III and Shal-
maneser V, were descendants of Sargon II. 
This age is the greatest and Þnal ßowering of 
Assyrian imperial power in the ANE.

a. Tiglath-pileser III (744Ð727 B.C.). 
Tiglath-pileser III was probably a usurper 
but a man of exceptional ability, since he 
quickly regained all the territory that Assyria 
had lost in the Interval. As we saw in the pre-
ceding section, Assyria was on the verge of 
losing its very independence to the kingdom 
of Urartu when Tiglath-pileser III came to 
the throne. But this king was able not only to 
drive Urartu out of territories previously 
claimed by Assyria but also to invade Urartu 
itself. Since Urartu had previously expanded 
into Syria in the W, Tiglath-pileser III in par-
ticular led a number of campaigns in that 
region against such states as Arpad. His 
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region against such states as Arpad. His 
defeat of these states, many of which had 
been allied against him, brought voluntary 
submission and tribute from the more S 
cities of Damascus, Hamath, Byblos, Tyre, 
and Samaria. A! er Tiglath-pileser had 
invaded Urartu and defeated its army, he 
was eventually able to concentrate more 
exclusively on the Mediterranean states. In 
734 Tiglath-pileser led his army through 
Syria and Phoenicia to S Palestine, where he 
captured Gaza. He created an Assyrian trad-
ing center there and made Gaza a vassal of 
Assyria. This trading center was to facilitate 
economic communications between Assyria 
and Egypt. In the following years, various 
states in Syria and Palestine rebelled against 
Assyria, but they paid the penalty by being 
savagely a" acked by the Assyrian army and 
incorporated as vassal states into the Assyr-
ian empire. This was the fate of Damascus 
and Israel. See also TIGLATH-PILESER.

The other major military concern of 
Tiglath-pileser was Babylonia. By this time 
relations between Babylonia and Assyria had 
become very complicated. In contrast to the 
a" itude of earlier Assyrian kings of the 8th 
century B.C., Tiglath-pileserÕs policy toward 
Babylonia initially had been to allow it to 
remain independent so long as it was 
friendly toward Assyria. To fulÞll this aim he 
led a campaign early in his reign into Baby-
lonia to secure the position of the Babylo-
nian king, Nabu-nasir, with whom he seems 
to have had a treaty. The Assyrians then le!  
Babylonia in peace until there was a rebel-
lion against the son and successor of Nabu-
nasir. The rebellion was led by a Chaldean 
called Mukin-zer, and the suppression of 
this rebellion caused Tiglath-pileser consid-
erable time and energy. Once he had sup-
pressed the rebellion, Tiglath-pileser, angry 
about the time he had wasted on this prob-
lem, ascended the Babylonian throne him-

self. Thus we have for the Þrst time in Neo-
Assyrian history a uniÞed state of Assyria 
and Babylonia under one king. Not all resi-
dents of Babylonia were happy with this 
arrangement, however, and one dissident, a 
Chaldean called MERODACH-BALADAN, 
resisted Assyrian control during this and 
subsequent reigns.

Under Tiglath-pileser, a major reorganiza-
tion and improvement of the army and the 
provincial administration was undertaken. 
Another feature of his reign was the massive 
deportation of peoples from rebellious areas, 
a policy which would be pursued regularly 
in subsequent times. Very few building pro-
jects were undertaken by this king, and that 
is not surprising given the time and energy 
he devoted to military and administrative 
measures. The main monument which he 
le!  was a new palace at Calah.

b. Shalmaneser V (726Ð722 B.C.) and 
Sargon II (721Ð705 B.C.). The reign of 
SHALMANESER V was very short and 
would hardly merit any mention except for 
the fact that it was almost certainly this king 
who conquered Samaria. Modern historians 
have debated for years whether Shalmaneser 
V or Sargon II actually achieved this, but the 
evidence is strongly in favor of Shalmaneser 
V. The exact dates of the siege, which lasted 
for two to three years according to the Bible, 
is uncertain, but the fall itself probably took 
place in 722 B.C. A! er the capture of Samaria, 
its inhabitants were transported to Assyria, 
and this operation took place mainly during 
the subsequent reign of Sargon II. Shalmane-
serÕs reign was brought to an end by a revolu-
tion in which he was killed and a man called 
Sargon seized the throne by force.

This man, who became Sargon II, was 
probably not in the direct line of succession; 
in other words, he was a usurper. Be that as it 
may, he was a worthy successor of Tiglath-
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may, he was a worthy successor of Tiglath-
pileser III and emulated that sovereign by 
intensive campaigning during which he not 
only regained territory lost during the reign 
of Shalmaneser V but also added new 
regions to the empire. Sargon has actually 
le!  us an account of the events which led to 
his accession to the throne. The document, 
called the Asshur Charter, claims that Shal-
maneser V wrongfully imposed corvŽe on 
the city of Asshur, with the result that the cit-
izens of Asshur rebelled against him and put 
Sargon on the throne in his place. Sargon 
rewarded Asshur by eliminating the wrong-
ful impositions and granting the citizens spe-
cial privileges. The rebels on the other hand 
were punished, and 6,300 of them were 
deported to live in Hamath in Syria.

AssyriaÕs internal di" culties during this 
time gave her vassal states in the W an excel-
lent opportunity to rebel. Among the rebel 
states were Damascus, Arpad, and Samaria. 
As soon as Sargon had stabilized his control 
in Syria, he led an expedition to the W where 
he met the combined rebel forces at Qarqar 
in 720 B.C. AssyriaÕs forces won a victory and 
then marched S to reconquer Gaza and 
defeat an Egyptian army on the border of 
Egypt. Sargon now carried out massive puni-
tive operations, which included the deporta-
tion of large numbers of people to Assyria. 
He also established an Assyrian garrison on 
the Egyptian frontier. Philistia, in particular, 
received the a#ention of the Assyrian 
monarch, who, a! er a few years, was able to 
subdue completely the various Philistine 
cities, including Ashdod. Within the W terri-
tory claimed by Sargon was the island of 
Cyprus, a new addition to Assyrian inßuence.

To the NW, SargonÕs campaigns were con-
cerned with two major enemies, the Mushku 
or Phrygians led by Mita (the Midas of classi-
cal authors) and the Urartians under Rusa I 
and later Argisti II. The war between Sargon 

and Mita resulted in some slight territorial 
gain for Assyria, but the major achievement 
was eventual peace on this frontier. The 
Assyrian o$ensive against Urartu took place 
not only on the NW frontier but also on the N 
and NE frontiers. Frequently other peoples, 
including the Manneans and the Medes, 
allied themselves with Urartu against 
Assyria. To further complicate ma#ers 
another people, the Cimmerians, were now 
well established in the area and actively hos-
tile to both the Assyrians and the Urartians. 
As a result of SargonÕs numerous campaigns, 
Urartian power gradually declined and 
Assyria gained the upper hand.

On the Babylonian frontier the most seri-
ous problem which Sargon had to deal with 
was Merodach-baladan, a Chaldean. Mero-
dach-baladan seized the Babylonian throne 
during the confusion surrounding the acces-
sion of Sargon II in Assyria and remained 
there for the Þrst twelve years of SargonÕs 
rule in Assyria (721Ð710 B.C.). Eventually Sar-
gon was able to dislodge Merodach-baladan 
in 710, and the Chaldean ßed to hide in Elam. 
Sargon now entered Babylon in triumph 
and was crowned king of Babylonia.

Sargon II was one of those few Assyrian 
kings who built an entirely new capital. In 
this case the new city was Dur-Sharrukin, 
ÒFort Sargon,Ó just a few kilometers N of Nin-
eveh. The central building of the new 
metropolis was the palace, but there was also 
a magniÞcent temple and ziggurat, and the 
entire complex was surrounded by an enor-
mous wall. A beautiful park and numerous 
temples were also part of the city. People 
were transported from all regions to popu-
late the new city.

c. Sennacherib (704Ð681 B.C.). With the 
reign of SENNACHERIB, the son and succes-
sor of Sargon II, the apogee of the Neo-Assyr-
ian Empire was readied. Jerusalem, the capi-
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ian Empire was readied. Jerusalem, the capi-
tal of the kingdom of Judah under Hezekiah, 
became the focal point of SennacheribÕs pol-
icy toward the W, for not only did Jerusalem 
refuse submission to the Assyrians but it also 
allied itself with the Egyptians and Ethiopi-
ans against Sennacherib. There is consider-
able controversy among modern scholars 
about the details of the military activities of 
Sennacherib in Palestine. The central ques-
tion is whether there was more than one 
campaign against this region, and the bibli-
cal narratives are di! cult to reconcile with 
what Sennacherib says in his royal inscrip-
tions. Despite this controversy, some facts 
are clear. First, an Assyrian army defeated an 
allied Egypto-Ethiopian army at a place 
called Eltekeh in Palestine; this army had 
come to the aid of Hezekiah. Sennacherib 
then laid siege to Jerusalem. The city was not 
taken by force; instead, Hezekiah presented 
Sennacherib with rich tribute. However, 
other cities in Judah were not so fortunate. 
Many of them were captured, looted, and 
destroyed, chief among these being Lachish. 
An Ethiopian army moved into Palestine to 
deal with the Assyrian threat. The two 
armiesÑ the Ethiopian and the 
AssyrianÑ camped opposite one another, 
and during the night before the ba" le was to 
take place, a mysterious event occurred. 
According to the Bible, the angel of the Lord 
descended upon the Assyrian camp and 
slaughtered all of the troops (2 Kgs 
18:13Ð19:36). Varying versions of this strange 
tale are found in Josephus (Ant 10.1.4Ð5) and 
Herodotus (2.141), and probably the truth 
will never be known. The fact is, however, 
that the Assyrian army on this occasion 
withdrew in confusion and disgrace.

Turning to Babylonia, we are confronted 
with one of the most intriguing and enig-
matic phenomena in SennacheribÕs reign. 
Babylonian resistance to Assyria centered 

around the Þgure of the Chaldean Mero-
dach-baladan, and when he died the resis-
tance was continued by his son. Babylonian 
opposition to Assyrian rule found support 
among the Elamites, who provided troops. 
Merodach-baladan was very ambitious and 
wily in his endeavors to keep Babylonia 
independent of Assyria. He gained allies 
throughout the Assyrian empire, these allies 
including Hezekiah of Judah (2 Kgs 20:12Ð19). 
Sennacherib eventually drove Merodach-
baladan out of Babylon and chased him into 
the S marshes, where Merodach-baladan 
found refuge by crossing over to the Elamite 
shore. Sennacherib then turned his a" ention 
to Babylon. A#er Þerce Þghting Babylon was 
captured by the Assyrians, and Sennacherib, 
according to his royal inscriptions, u" erly 
destroyed the city, killing or driving out all of 
its inhabitants. This act, which took place in 
689 B.C., marks the lowest point in Babylo-
nian history for centuries.

A number of architectural and cultural 
projects are to be dated to this reign. Sen-
nacherib chose Nineveh as his capital and set 
about a major urban renewal of this ancient 
city. He constructed a totally new palace 
complex, complete with park and artiÞcial 
irrigation. He cut a swath right through the 
center of the city as a processional way lead-
ing from the bridge across the Tigris to his 
palace, and he erected enormous fortiÞca-
tions with gates and towers around the con-
siderably larger city. His building projects at 
the city of Asshur were part of his a" empt to 
reform Assyrian religion, the chief purpose 
being the subordination of the Babylonian 
god Marduk to the Assyrian god Asshur. 
This included the erection outside the city 
walls of a temple of the New Year (Akitu) 
which was decorated with images and 
inscriptions depicting the myth of Asshur 
(not Marduk) conquering the dragon Tia-
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(not Marduk) conquering the dragon Tia-
mat. Other evidence of the a! empt to down-
grade MardukÕs position is provided by a 
fragmentary text which seems to describe a 
trial in which Marduk is judged to be infe-
rior to Asshur.

The reign of Sennacherib ended in vio-
lence. There is much mystery and confusion 
about the actual events, but from native 
sources as well as from the Bible it is clear 
that Sennacherib was assassinated by one or 
more of his own sons. Out of the confusion 
arose Esarhaddon, a younger son of Sen-
nacherib, to become king.

d. Esarhaddon (680Ð669 B.C.). 
ESARHADDON, a son of Sennacherib, is by 
far the most unusual of all Assyrian kings in 
that he was clearly more interested in cul-
tural, and in particular religious, ma! ers 
than in military achievements. Despite this 
predilection, however, it was during his short 
reign that Assyria Þrst conquered Egypt. 
The view that Esarhaddon was less inter-
ested in military than in cultural ma! ers is 
borne out by all of the wri! en documents 
which have come down to usÑ royal inscrip-
tions, le! ers, and oracle requests. These ora-
cle requests were a fortunate discovery. They 
are records of inquiries by the king to the 
gods of divination, Shamash and Adad, 
through the diviners for guidance on state 
decisions.

By far the most important military aim of 
Esarhaddon was the conquest of Egypt, a 
goal which no doubt his father Sennacherib 
had fostered. This endeavor led the Assyrian 
armies down into Palestine and Phoenicia. 
While Egypt was penetrated more than once, 
the only really successful invasion took place 
in 671 B.C., when the Assyrian and Egyptian 
armies fought three separate pitched ba! les. 
The Assyrians were victorious and con-
quered the capital, Memphis. Governors 
were appointed and tribute collected for 

Assyria. But control over Egypt was very 
superÞcial, and on a subsequent campaign, 
aimed at trying to subdue the Egyptians 
more e" ectively, Esarhaddon died en route 
to Egypt. With the exception of two Phoeni-
cian states, Sidon and Tyre, the lands of 
Palestine and Phoenicia remained reason-
ably submissive to Assyria during the reign 
of Esarhaddon. Sidon was e" ectively sub-
dued, but despite a lengthy siege Tyre was 
never taken; that achievement remained for 
Alexander the Great many centuries later.

In contrast to SennacheribÕs policy toward 
Babylonia, EsarhaddonÕs policy was to 
appease the Babylonians through a rebuild-
ing program and good government. The cen-
tral portion of EsarhaddonÕs building pro-
gram in Babylonia was the reconstruction of 
Babylon and in particular the rebuilding of 
the temple of Marduk.

All of EsarhaddonÕs building endeavors 
were quite diverse. At Nineveh he extended 
the large barracks originally built by his 
father, Sennacherib and built or restored a 
park and several temples. At Asshur he did 
considerable work on the temple of Asshur. 
Curiously, there are royal inscriptions in 
which the reconstruction of the Asshur tem-
ple at Asshur and of the Marduk temple at 
Babylon are described side by side. Calah 
and Arbela also were included in the major 
reconstruction programs of Esarhaddon.

Another interesting phenomenon was the 
role of EsarhaddonÕs mother, Naqi!a (an 
Aramaic name; her Assyrian name was 
ÒZakutuÓ). During the reign of her son, 
Naqi!a exercised unprecedented authority 
and behaved like a sovereign in many ways, 
building a palace at Nineveh and even writ -
ing royal inscriptions. Reports on cultic and 
military ma! ers were addressed to her, and a 
sculptor was commissioned to create a statue 
of her. At the death of her son, she continued 
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of her. At the death of her son, she continued 
to exercise authority during the early reign 
of her grandson, Ashurbanipal, before her 
own death.

Esarhaddon was very concerned over the 
succession, and he laid careful plans. In 672 
B.C., the king assembled representatives from 
all parts of the empire and made them swear 
by the gods to respect his wishes with regard 
to the succession. The nature of the succes-
sion was totally new: Ashurbanipal was 
appointed heir to the throne in Assyria, 
while Shamash-shuma-ukin, his brother, 
was appointed heir to the throne in Babylo-
nia. This was the Þrst time the two states had 
been split between two Assyrian monarchs, 
and whatever good reasons Esarhaddon had 
for this decision, inevitably it led to civil war.

e. Ashurbanipal and the Fall of 
Assyria (668Ð612 B.C.). SuperÞcially, Assyria 
seemed to be at the height of its power with 
the accession of Ashurbanipal, but in actual-
ity decline had already set in. The Þrst real 
military concern of Ashurbanipal was Egypt. 
Esarhaddon had begun the penetration of 
Egypt, but Ashurbanipal had to lead further 
campaigns there in an a! empt to subdue 
that nation. In 667 B.C. he recaptured Mem-
phis, which had thrown out the Assyrian gar-
rison. The guilty Egyptians were punished 
and new governors appointed. A few years 
later, Memphis once again rebelled with the 
support of the Ethiopians. Ashurbanipal 
sent a second expedition to Egypt, which not 
only recaptured Memphis but gained the 
city of Thebes (ca. 663 B.C.) as well. This was 
the height of AssyriaÕs penetration of Egypt. 
A" er this time, as AssyriaÕs a! ention was dis-
tracted elsewhere, Egypt fell away from 
Assyrian control and eventually became 
independent.

The most serious military problem which 
Ashurbanipal had to face was Babylonia and 
its ally Elam. The unusual division of the suc-

cession between Assyria and Babylonia with 
Shamash-shuma-ukin, the brother of 
Ashurbanipal, being appointed king of Baby-
lonia inevitably led to civil war. This broke 
out in 652 B.C. and came to an end four years 
later in 648. The struggle between the two 
brothers was bi! er, and the su#erers were 
the Babylonians themselves, for most of the 
conßict took place on Babylonian territory. 
Despite the help of allies such as the Elamites 
and Arabs, Shamash-shuma-ukin Þnally 
lost. The ultimate disaster was a two-year 
siege of the city of Babylon during which the 
citizens su#ered terrible hardship and 
famine.

The fall of Babylon meant that Ashurbani-
pal could concentrate on BabylonÕs ally, 
Elam. He led a series of successful and devas-
tating raids into Elam, looting the coun-
tryside and sacking and destroying the cities. 
Finally, the capital of Elam, Susa, was cap-
tured and destroyed. Elam was by this deed 
e#ectively annihilated as a nation, but ironi-
cally for Assyria and Babylonia this made 
room for the inßux of the Persians, who 
would eventually conquer Mesopotamia.

The building projects of Ashurbanipal 
were quite extensive. The untimely death of 
Esarhaddon had le"  a number of building 
enterprises unÞnished, and these Ashurban-
ipal undertook to complete. Nineveh contin-
ued to be the place of the chief royal resi-
dence, and among the various works Ashur-
banipal constructed there was the spectacu-
lar N palace, on the mound now called 
Kuyunjik. This, the last great Assyrian 
palace, was magniÞcent and included an 
extensive terrace, a large park with exotic 
trees, plants, and animals, and numerous 
rooms lined with enormous stone reliefs 
depicting the victories of Ashurbanipal. 
Many of these reliefs can be seen today in 
the British Museum in London. Ashurbani-
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the British Museum in London. Ashurbani-
pal also carried out work on the barracks at 
Nineveh, as well as other palaces and tem-
ples. In addition, he did some work at 
Asshur, Arbela, and Calah and took upon 
himself the responsibility of Þnishing 
EsarhaddonÕs restoration program at Baby-
lon.

The favorite recreation of an Assyrian king 
was hunting, and much information is avail-
able about the hunting activities of Ashurba-
nipal, both in wri! en sources and in stone 
reliefs. In these, we Þnd that the lion was the 
favorite prey of the king. The Assyrian 
hunted lions both in their habitats along the 
Balih river in Syria and in the marshes to the 
S of Babylonia. In addition, he had lions cap-
tured alive and brought to a large park in 
Assyria, where he could hunt them at his 
leisure. Such a hunt had a religious connota-
tion and at the end of the chase, a ritual was 
performed, which ended with the king pour-
ing a libation over the lionsÕ corpses, as 
depicted in stone reliefs.

Ashurbanipal, unlike many of his prede-
cessors, was intensely interested in cultural 
pursuits. This interest went back to his early 
education, for he boasted that he was not 
only taught how to ride horses, drive chari-
ots, throw the spear, and shoot the arrow, 
but also how to read and write. No other 
Assyrian king has made this la! er boast, and 
it is generally assumed that most Assyrian 
kings were illiterate. AshurbanipalÕs ability 
in le! ers led him to be involved actively in 
the acquisition of large numbers of 
cuneiform tablets for his libraries at Nineveh. 
Much of this library has been recovered in 
modern times and is our major source for 
both Assyrian and Babylonian culture. For 
this, we owe Ashurbanipal a great debt.

The la! er part of the reign of Ashurbani-
pal is shrouded in darkness, and he was suc-
ceeded by a series of insigniÞcant kings. 

Assyria was already in decline by this time. 
The Babylonians, allied with the Medes, 
marched into Assyrian territory and eventu-
ally penetrated the Assyrian heartland itself. 
The city of Asshur fell in 614 B.C. Then, the 
Babylonians and Medes concentrated on the 
capital, Nineveh, which fell a" er a three-
month siege in 612 B.C. Although a remnant 
of the Assyrian dynasty continued to 
a! empt to rule from Harran for a few years 
a" er this disaster, the Assyrian empire had 
come to an end.

The reasons for the fall of Assyria are mul-
tiple and intertwined. One must date the 
beginning of the fall to the civil war between 
Assyria and Babylonia, which broke out in 
652 B.C. Assyria never recovered from that 
conßict, although to all appearances it was 
the victor. Militarily, it was le"  weak and a 
prime target for major enemies on its hori-
zons such as the Cimmerians, Medes, Man-
neans, and Babylonians. While these exter-
nal factors were important reasons for the 
fall of Assyria, there were internal weak-
nesses as well. The Assyrian provincial 
administrative system was still a very primi-
tive one. If chance had allowed the Assyrians 
more time, perhaps they would have devel-
oped a more e#ective system; the 
Achaemenid Persians did, and their provin-
cial administrative system was based upon 
that of the Assyrians. Another internal factor 
was that Assyria had an absolute monarch. 
There are advantages and disadvantages to 
such a political system. As long as the charac-
ter and personality of the absolute monarch 
was strong, the state was strong, but as soon 
as a weak man came to the throne disaster 
ensued. Ashurbanipal was clearly a very 
strong character, but he was succeeded by a 
series of weak individuals who lost control 
over the state.

In conclusion, one must observe that the 
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In conclusion, one must observe that the 
Òfall of AssyriaÓ was really a transfer of power 
to the Babylonians, who under Nabopolassar 
and later Nebuchadnezzar II simply took 
over the Assyrian empire and continued to 
run it in the Assyrian manner. The Assyrians 
as a people continued to live in the region 
but had become subjects of the Babylonian 
monarchs. See the following article.

E. The Army
Assyria was a militaristic state, and the 

entire organization of the nation was cen-
tered around the army and warfare. It was 
this specialized concentration which over 
the centuries made Assyria the supreme 
political power in the ANE. Most of what we 
know of the Assyrian army comes from the 
Sargonid period; that is, the time of the Late 
Neo-Assyrian empire. Given the nature of 
our sources, there are no precise Þgures on 
the size of the Assyrian army, although by 
the Sargonid period it must have numbered 
several hundreds of thousands of troops. 
This vast resource of manpower would, how-
ever, be called up only for a major campaign. 
There was a very strict hierarchy in the orga-
nization of the army, and this hierarchy very 
closely paralleled the civil administration. 
The king was the supreme commander of 
the army, and immediately under him was 
the ÒÞeld marshallÓ (Akk tartan). See 
TARTAN. The army was divided into units 
of various sizes and types, but the basic divi-
sion was the ÒcompanyÓ (ki!ru), which con-
sisted of 50 men under a ÒcaptainÓ (rab ki!ri 
or rab " an#e). The company, in turn, was bro-
ken down into Þles of 10 men. An o! cer car-
ried a mace as the symbol of his authority.

The Assyrian army consisted mainly of 
infantrymen, but there were also smaller, 
more specialized units of chariotry, cavalry, 
and engineers. The infantrymen were 
equipped with spears, bows, slings, daggers, 
swords, maces, and ba" le-axes, and they 

defended themselves with various types of 
shields. The archers were a specialized group 
within the infantry. Each archer was 
equipped with his own quiver of arrows and 
a bow which was as tall as himself. Archers 
worked in groups of three, consisting of the 
archer himself, a spearman to protect him, 
and another man bearing an enormous 
shield to protect all three.

The light horse-drawn chariot was Þrst 
introduced to the Fertile Crescent in the 
middle of the 2d millennium by the Indo-
Europeans. It quickly became an integral 
part of the Assyrian army. Over the subse-
quent centuries, its form and e! ciency was 
gradually improved, although the basic type 
of chariot remained the same, being a two-
wheeled, open-backed vehicle drawn by one 
or more horses. In the 9th century B.C., each 
vehicle had a driver and an archer. Later, one 
or two shield bearers were added for the 
defense of the driver and archer. The bow 
used by the chariotÕs archer was much 
smaller than that used by the infantry archer.

Cavalries were not introduced in the Near 
East until the 1st millennium, but their intro-
duction added considerable mobility to the 
Assyrian army. The cavalryman and the char-
ioteer were the elite of the Assyrian army. 
Each cavalryman was equipped with a small 
bow and a short sword. In the 9th century 
B.C., he was usually accompanied by a second 
mounted man with a shield, who protected 
the archer and held his horseÕs reins when 
he was shooting. A#er the 9th century, this 
companion disappeared.

Apart from the standing army, which had 
been established by Tiglath-pileser III in the 
late 8th century B.C., all troops were raised 
under a special institution called the ilku, 
through which they were required to per-
form military service each year for a limited 
period of time. But as time went on, the ilku 
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period of time. But as time went on, the ilku 
proved inadequate to provide the number of 
troops required, and toward the la! er days 
of the Assyrian empire foreign troops and 
mercenaries were included in the ranks of 
the Assyrian army. Assyrians proper were 
spread around the empire as much as possi-
ble, since they were the most loyal, and they 
constituted the chariotry and cavalry divi-
sions. The infantry consisted largely of for-
eigners and mercenaries, the foreigners 
being Arameans and at least some of the 
mercenaries being Greeks.

By the Sargonid period there were three 
basic kinds of soldiers: the permanent pro-
fessional, the man fulÞlling his ilku obliga-
tion, and the extraordinary soldier called up 
for a speciÞc campaign. The raising of Assyr-
ian troops was the primary responsibility of 
the captains, and each captain had a certain 
number of villages under his control. The 
captain, in turn, was responsible to the 
provincial governor.

As for military strategy, there is li ! le evi-
dence of any major coherent system in the 2d 
millennium B.C. But by the 9th century with 
the reign of Ashurnasirpal II, the conduct of 
Assyrian warfare had become a relatively 
well organized ma! er. By this time it is clear 
that there was a grand plan behind the orga-
nization of the campaigns. Ashurnasirpal II, 
Shalmaneser III, and their successors care-
fully considered long-range policy before 
launching a series of campaigns. An Assyr-
ian campaign normally started in the spring, 
as soon as the winter rains had stopped. The 
core of the army gathered at an appointed 
starting point, which was not necessarily the 
capital. Here, the monarch inspected the 
troops, and the priests and diviners per-
formed the necessary religious rituals. As the 
army marched o"  it was preceded by the 
standards, accompanied by the priests, the 
diviners, and the king with his personal 

bodyguard. A#er these came, in the follow-
ing order, the chariotry, the cavalry, the 
infantry, and the impedimenta. Further 
levies of troops would be picked up at gather-
ing points in the regions of the empire 
through which the army marched on its way 
to the frontier. The army carried with it some 
food supplies when it started its march, and 
these supplies, mainly barley, were issued in 
daily rations. Essentially, however, the Assyr-
ian army lived o"  the land through which it 
marched. At the successful conclusion of the 
campaign, the hostages and booty were 
paraded through the streets of the Assyrian 
capital. The king was driven in state in his 
ceremonial chariot, with the conquered 
princes and nobles plodding in chains 
behind him.

Assyrian military strategy involved pitched 
ba! les, siege warfare, and psychological war-
fare. In pitched ba! les, the Þghting was usu-
ally performed hand to hand by the infantry 
under cover of the archers, chariotry, and 
cavalry. Special tactics used on occasion 
were midnight a! acks, damming rivers to 
ßood the enemy camp, and taking a position 
to cut the enemy o"  from its water supply. 
The main goal in all ba! les was the capture 
or death of the enemy leader, and the fulÞll-
ment of this was the immediate signal of vic-
tory.

The Assyrians were particularly adept at 
siege warfare, and they developed highly 
specialized siege techniques. These tech-
niques were adopted by later imperial 
armies, including those of the Romans. But 
siege warfare was a prolonged and costly 
business, and even pitched ba! les consumed 
much time, manpower, and equipment. 
Thus, the Assyrians o#en tried psychological 
warfare Þrst, using various methods to try 
and persuade the people of a target area to 
surrender without resistance. One such 
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surrender without resistance. One such 
method was to surround a city and then 
send one or more high-ranking Assyrian o! -
cers to stand near the walls and harangue the 
inhabitants. These o! cers, who spoke the 
local language, presented arguments to the 
besieged people about why they should dis-
obey their leaders and open the gates peace-
fully to the Assyrians. They were promised 
lenient treatment if they did so. A good 
example of this tactic is recorded in 2 Kgs 
18:16Ð37, where it is narrated that Sen-
nacherib sent his RABSHAKEH to the walls 
of Jerusalem to persuade the inhabitants to 
overthrow Hezekiah and surrender 
Jerusalem to the Assyrians.

If such psychological tactics failed, Assyr-
iaÕs methods changed dramatically. One or 
more groups or cities were singled out for a 
major onslaught, be it pitched ba" le or siege, 
and once they were defeated the people were 
horribly mutilated and slaughtered while 
their houses and towns were burnt to the 
ground. Victims were selected, their skins 
were ßayed, and the mutilated corpses were 
hung on stakes surrounding the city. News 
of such horrible acts spread quickly 
throughout the region, and commonly the 
people submi" ed to the Assyrian army with-
out further resistance. This Òcalculated 
frightfulnessÓ or psychological warfare of 
the Assyrian army won it a notorious reputa-
tion in the Bible and in subsequent histories. 
Whatever moral judgement one might pro-
nounce on such tactics, the practice was 
extremely e#ective; and one must remember 
that it was selective. Only strategic targets 
were singled out for this treatment, and 
there was a speciÞc purpose behind it.

Another tactic which the Assyrians 
employed, and which also gave them a noto-
rious reputation in ancient history, was the 
deportation of people. Populations of a given 
region were uprooted and moved to areas 

completely foreign to them, where they 
could no longer cause trouble. The reason 
for the deportation was to put down rebel-
lious elements within the empire and at the 
same time to provide labor for major build-
ing projects or to develop uncultivated land 
in order to supply food for the increasing 
populations of the Assyrian cities.

The Assyrian army was the most success-
ful army developed in the ancient world in 
pre-Persian times. One ßaw did develop in 
the Assyrian Þghting army, however, and 
that was the increasing use of foreign troops. 
But given the other major factors which led 
to the fall of Assyria, as outlined above, this 
ßaw was probably a minor factor in the col-
lapse of the Assyrian empire.

F. Hunting
The favorite recreation of the Assyrian 

monarch was hunting. This sport had the 
advantage of keeping him and his entourage 
in top physical condition during the lull 
between campaigns. Hunting as an Assyrian 
sport is a" ested already in the Middle Assyr-
ian period. By the time of the Neo-Assyrian 
Empire, it had developed into a national insti-
tution similar in many respects to the annual 
campaign. Notable examples of this were the 
lion hunts of Ashurbanipal, which even had 
religious signiÞcance. They were a" ended 
by great ceremony and watched by the gen-
eral populace. The gods Ninurta and Palil 
were the patron deities of the hunt.

The favorite hunting grounds of the Assyr-
ian kings were the forests which once cov-
ered Syria between the Habur and upper 
Euphrates rivers. The larger the animal, the 
more valued it was as a prey. The Assyrians 
boasted most about killing or capturing such 
enormous beasts as elephants, lions, wild 
bulls, and panthers, which in antiquity were 
abundant in Syria. Lions were also found in 
the marshes in S Babylonia, where they were 
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the marshes in S Babylonia, where they were 
hunted by Ashurbanipal. Besides killing 
beasts, the Assyrians sometimes captured 
them alive and brought them back to popu-
late game parks in Assyrian capitals. They 
hunted animals in a variety of ways. Some-
times they simply chased them with chariots, 
but at other times they stalked them on foot. 
It was a common tactic for the king and his 
entourage to lie in ambush in hollows in the 
ground while the kingÕs men stampeded the 
animals toward them by ba! ue. It is sad to 
record that the uncontrolled slaughter of 
animals in Syria, together with the uncon-
trolled cu! ing of timber in the region, led to 
the extinction of all large beasts and the 
destruction of the forests.

G. Libraries
Despite the fact that Assyria was a militaris-

tic state and that the favorite recreation of 
Assyrian monarchs was hunting, the Assyri-
ans had great respect for culture, and Assyr-
ian libraries were major institutions in antiq-
uity. These libraries were founded in Middle 
Assyrian times and contained largely Baby-
lonian texts, for the Assyrians recognized 
that the Babylonians had special talent in lit -
erature and learning. The Assyrians them-
selves had scribes, of course, who occasion-
ally wrote literary works, but such works 
were scarce and usually showed much Baby-
lonian inßuence. The very idea of a library 
was in fact imported into Assyria from Baby-
lonia. The assiduous collection of Babylo-
nian wri! en works probably began with the 
sack of Babylon by Tukulti-Ninurta I (ca. 
1243Ð1207 B.C.).

In subsequent centuries, when Assyria was 
powerful, the kings set themselves the task of 
continuing and expanding such libraries. It 
eventually became a passion, and a good 
example of this is the last great Assyrian 
king, Ashurbanipal. This monarch sent out 
agents throughout Babylonia to collect, as he 

states in a le! er:

ÒÉ every last tablet in their establishments 
and all the tablets which are in Ezida. 
Gather together the entirety of É (a long 
list of text types) and send them to me É If 
you see any tablet which I have not men-
tioned and it is appropriate for my palace 
É send it to me!Ó

By the Neo-Assyrian period, libraries existed 
in all major Assyrian cities and probably in 
many of the minor cities as well. Nabž was 
the patron deity of the libraries, since he was 
the god of the scribal cra" . The libraries, at 
least in the temples, therefore were called 
Ezidas a" er the name of NabžÕs shrine at 
Borsippa. The libraries consisted of collec-
tions of literary and related works inscribed 
in cuneiform on clay tablets. The tablets 
were arranged in several rows on clay 
shelves, as we know from a Babylonian 
library recently discovered at Sippar. Tablets 
containing catalogues of the works stored in 
the libraries were maintained, and some of 
these have been preserved. The library col-
lections consisted of compositions of various 
types, including what we would call literary, 
learned, and religious works. In form, these 
library tablets are easily distinguishable 
from everyday documents by the extra care 
with which the scribes wrote them and the 
be! er quality of clay used.

As stated earlier, libraries existed in all 
major Assyrian cities as well as in most minor 
cities. In practice, archaeologists have so far 
recovered evidence of such libraries at 
Asshur, Nineveh, Calah, and the provincial 
city of Huzirina (= Sultantepe) on the Balih 
river. By far the most important and largest 
library so far recovered is that of Ashurbani-
pal at Nineveh. Because of the unscientiÞc 
method by which these tablets were recov-
ered, it is impossible to give an accurate esti-
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ered, it is impossible to give an accurate esti-
mate of the number of works this library 
once contained. It must have had at least 
1,500 tablets, but how much higher one 
should push this Þgure is very uncertain.

While one generally thinks of the Assyri-
ans as crude, military warriors, the Assyrian 
libraries are an example of the great cultural 
interest of the Assyrians. It is thanks to the 
Assyrian libraries that so much is known not 
only of Assyrian culture but also of Babylo-
nian and Sumerian civilization.

H. The State
Politically, the Assyrian state was an abso-

lute monarchy. The form of the Assyrian 
state and its kingship was essentially a native 
development, although there was some inßu-
ence from Babylonia. By far the most impor-
tant part of the concept of monarchy in 
Assyria was the link between the Assyrian 
king and the god Asshur. The Assyrian king 
was the representative of the god Asshur on 
earth and acted under his authority. In con-
trast to periods in Sumerian and Babylonian 
history when the king was regarded as a god, 
the Assyrian king was never deiÞed. He was 
always regarded as a human being, albeit the 
supreme human being on earth.

The Assyrian king had absolute control 
over the state, but there were three checks to 
his absolute power: religion, legal precedent, 
and the a! itude of his nobility. The 
monarch, as representative of the god 
Asshur on earth, had to respect religious 
practice, and this involved regular participa-
tion in religious rituals. With regard to legal 
precedent, the king had to respect the tradi-
tional rights of individuals, such as property 
ownership, and of groups or institutions, 
such as tax exemptions granted to privileged 
cities. As to the third check to his authority, 
the a! itude of the nobility, the Assyrian 
kingÕs position depended very much upon 
the support of the upper classes. On the few 

occasions in Assyrian history when the 
Assyrian king o" ended the nobility, the 
results were disastrous for the king. Apart 
from these three factors, the king had 
supreme power in Assyria.

The Assyrian king was the sole legislator in 
the state, and his Òlaw-makingÓ consisted of 
making royal decrees. There was not even an 
assembly in which his decrees might be dis-
cussed, although he did seek advice from his 
chief o# cials and sanction from the gods by 
means of omens. In the judicial sphere, the 
king was the supreme judge in the state, and 
legal disputes which could not be decided at 
a lower level eventually came to his a! ention. 
The Assyrian king was the commander in 
chief of the army and frequently led the 
army in person on campaign. As for religion, 
as already mentioned he was the representa-
tive of the god Asshur on earth. This 
involved his position as high priest of the 
god Asshur and required his presence fre-
quently at major state religious festivals. In 
the economic sphere, in theory the Assyrian 
monarch owned all of the land in Assyria, 
and all commercial transactions, both domes-
tic and foreign, were subject to his control 
and taxation.

In practice, the Assyrian king was isolated 
in his palace and harem from the Assyrian 
populace. Our sources allow us only 
glimpses of court life, but we can piece 
together from these a fuller picture by anal-
ogy with later oriental courts, in particular 
the O! oman court at Istanbul, which was an 
indirect successor of the Assyrian court. A 
major institution in the Assyrian court was 
the harem, which consisted of a number of 
wives, concubines, serving maids, and 
eunuch guards. There was a strict order of 
precedence within the harem, with the 
queen mother at the top. Immediately under 
her in authority was the chief wife of the 
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her in authority was the chief wife of the 
reigning king, her status being determined 
by the fact that she was the Þrst wife to give 
the king a male offspring. Princes normally 
spent their early years in the harem. There 
was much rivalry and jealousy within the 
Assyrian harem, and since the heir to the 
throne spent his early years there, harem 
plots to overthrow the king were not 
uncommon.

Male primogeniture was the rule of succes-
sion in Assyria. As soon as the eldest son of 
the king had reached a certain age, he le the 
harem and was officially appointed crown 
prince in a special ceremony. At the end of 
the ceremony, he entered the ÒHouse of Suc-
cessionÓ (bȭt redūti). Here, he was surrounded 
by a court similar to his fatherÕs, and he had 
his own personal bodyguard. In the ÒHouse 
of Succession,Ó he received rigorous training 
and education as preparation for his even-
tual succession to the throne. Ashurbanipal 
gives us some information about this train-
ing, which may or may not have been typical. 
Ashurbanipal says that he learned to ride, to 
shoot, to read, and to write. At the end of this 
training, the crown prince was assigned an 
official position in the Assyrian administra-
tion. In the Sargonid period at least, this 
involved the prince becoming the kingÕs rep-
resentative at home, with full royal authority 
while his father was on military exercises. 
Since nothing is said about the crown prince 
being trained in administration while in the 
House of Succession, it is apparent that he 
learned this skill Òon the job.Ó

The Assyrian state was run by a bureau-
cracy which had a very rigid hierarchy. One 
might picture the hierarchy as a pyramid 
with the king at the pinnacle and under him 
several layers of officials, increasing in num-
ber down to the broad base which consisted 
of the labor force. Over the centuries, the 
hierarchial structure underwent changes, 

and numerous anomalies developed which 
were never fully resolved. The only major 
systematic reorganization of the administra-
tion took place during the reign of Tiglath-
pileser III. Assyrian administration was 
essentially a military structure, since Assyria 
was a militaristic state. There was usually lit -
tle if any distinction between military and 
civil service. Although the chain of com-
mand was generally rigidly restricted to the 
next layer in the administration, the king as 
absolute monarch had the right to intervene 
at any level in any affair.

Bureaucratic positions tended to be heredi-
tary in practice, the son learning his fatherÕs 
job by working with him. Thus, we Þnd that 
certain levels of the bureaucracy tended to 
be monopolized by a small group of families. 
Patronage was the rule in Assyria, and no 
one could get a position without inßuence.

Scribes were a special part of the Assyrian 
administrative system. The scribes were an 
elite group who had graduated from a 
demanding and lengthy educational system. 
There were scribes at every level of the 
bureaucracy, with the vice-chancellor at the 
top and the numerous lesser skilled scribes 
at the very bo$om, who kept track of the 
unskilled laborers and their wages. Since the 
vast majority of Assyrian officials were illiter -
ate, the scribes had considerable inßuence 
over the running of state affairs.

Assyrian officials derived their revenue 
from the resources under their jurisdiction, 
and the revenue was usually in kind. On 
occasion, the king would reward an official 
for special service with expensive clothing, 
jewelry, tax exemption, or residence for life 
at the palace. Officials, including scribes, con-
stantly complained that they were under-
paid, and the custom of bribery was univer-
sal. There is frequent reference in our 
sources to punishment for inefficiency and 
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sources to punishment for ine! ciency and 
corruption, which is an indication that these 
were rampant. Nevertheless, the Assyrian 
o! cers seem to have been a relatively hard-
working, conscientious lot, and the king gen-
erally set them a very good example in this 
regard.

For administrative purposes, the Assyrian 
empire was divided into two major units. 
The central and most important unit was the 
land of Asshur itself, the Assyrian heartland. 
This included the four major cities of 
Asshur, Arbela, Nineveh, and Calah, together 
with the surrounding agricultural land. Each 
of these cities had special privileges, includ-
ing tax exemptions and military impositions.

Beyond the Assyrian heartland was 
“greater Assyria.” The size and organization 
of this territory changed over the centuries. 
When it reached its greatest extent in the 
Sargonid period, two types of administration 
were used to control this vast territory. Some 
parts of the empire were directly controlled 
by the king through provincial governors, 
while other parts of the empire were con-
trolled by treaty arrangements between the 
Assyrian king and the local ruler. Some of 
these rulers were regarded as equal partners 
in the treaty arrangements, while others 
were regarded as vassals. Treaty arrange-
ments with vassals included keeping foreign 
princes and nobles as hostages at the Assyr-
ian court.

Babylonia always had a special position in 
the Assyrian state, as observed already in the 
discussion of the political history. Assyria 
tried to deal with Babylonia by various 
means; for example, sometimes concluding 
treaties with Babylonian kings as equal part-
ners, or at other times ruling Babylonia 
directly. The fact is that Assyria never was 
able to find a satisfactory solution for the 
administration of Babylonia.

The administrative center of the Assyrian 

state varied from time to time. Originally, it 
was at the city of Asshur, but in the 9th cen-
tury Ashurnasirpal II made the center Calah. 
Finally, in the 7th century, Sennacherib 
chose Nineveh as the administrative center 
and this city remained the capital of the 
Assyrian state until its downfall. At each of 
these sites have been found remains of the 
state archives, including voluminous corre-
spondence. These records and reports are in 
part a result of the king’s standing order to 
all o! cials that they must report “whatever 
you see and hear.” To ensure rapid commu-
nication between the capital and the outly-
ing regions of the empire, there was a corps 
of messengers who were supported by a net-
work of roads and posting stations. In an 
emergency, messages could be relayed even 
more quickly by a system of observation tow-
ers and fire signals. The Assyrian frontiers 
were carefully guarded by a series of 
fortresses manned by Assyrian troops.

I. Socioeconomic Structure
The socioeconomic structure of Assyria 

was very conservative and slow to change, a 
feature which it had in common with most 
preindustrial civilizations. Change in social 
structures and economic procedures was 
rare, the a" itude being that if something had 
been good enough for previous generations 
it was certainly good enough for the present 
generation. Only when former ways of doing 
things were no longer possible did the Assyr-
ians consider developing new approaches. 
This rarely happened, and so the socioeco-
nomic structure of Assyrian civilization 
underwent only minor modification 
throughout its lengthy history.

The core of the Assyrian social structure 
was the tribe, and fundamental motives for 
every Assyrian’s life were the protection and 
propagation of his family and tribe. This fact 
is well illustrated by the common personal-
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is well illustrated by the common personal-
name type, whose use expressed the desire 
of the individual to preserve his tribe or fam-
ily. This desire also found expression in the 
common practice of adoption, for adoption 
not only provided a childless couple with 
care for their old age, but also assured them 
of the continuation of their family. Even the 
dead were kept within the home, for they 
were buried under the ßoor.

Apart from this central position of the 
Assyrian family, there was a class structure 
which was closely linked to power, wealth, 
and social standing. The king was at the top, 
immediately succeeded by the nobility of 
varius levels. Under them came the lesser 
o! cials, then the skilled laborers, and Þnally, 
at the bo" om, the unskilled laborers. The 
unskilled laborers consisted of two groups: 
freemen and slaves.

Slavery was not nearly so extensive in 
Assyria as it was in the Roman empire. 
Although slaves provided an important part 
of the labor force for Assyria, particularly for 
the major building projects of the kings, the 
Assyrian economy did not depend upon 
slavery as did the Roman economy. There 
were two types of slaves in Assyria; the debt 
slave and the prisoner of war. The debt slave 
was a native Assyrian, and his slavery lasted 
only so long as he was unable to pay o# his 
debts. In other words, it was the Assyrian 
form of bankruptcy. A debt slave enjoyed a 
number of privileges; he could marry a free 
person, appear as a witness in a court case, 
conduct business transactions with other 
slaves or their masters, and even own prop-
erty to which slaves were a" ached. In theory, 
it was always possible for a debt slave to pay 
o# his debts and regain his freedom. In prac-
tice, however, manumission was rare in 
Assyria. The high interest rates, to be men-
tioned later, meant that it was not only easy 
to fall into debt slavery but that once in that 

situation it was very di! cult to amass 
enough resources to buy oneÕs way out of 
debt. The other type of slave, the foreign cap-
tive, was in an entirely di#erent position. He 
had no real rights in Assyria, and he was 
given the most menial tasks to perform. His 
only hope of freedom was escape or death.

The status of women in Assyrian society 
was extremely low, even lower than in Baby-
lonia. In Assyria, one rarely found a woman 
acting in a legal or business transaction on 
her own behalf, for she had virtually no legal 
rights as an individual. She was entirely 
dependent upon her male relationsÑ father, 
husband, sons, and brothersÑ and their 
position in society. She was conÞned to sepa-
rate quarters, the harem, and apart from her 
immediate male relatives her social inter-
course was restricted entirely to other 
females. Marriage, the rearing of children, 
cooking, and the general care of the home 
were her established roles in life.

The vast majority of Assyrians lived in the 
large cities, the major centers being Asshur, 
Nineveh, Arbela, and Calah. There are no 
reliable statistics for population Þgures, but 
one estimate has concluded that Calah at its 
height contained about 63,000 inhabitants, 
while Nineveh probably had about 120,000 
(Oates 1968: 43Ð44). The immediate sur-
rounding countryside was insu! cient to 
support such large numbers of nonproduc-
tive people, which is why, beginning in the 
9th century B.C., the agricultural land culti-
vated by the Assyrians had to be extended. 
Ashurnasirpal began the program of deport-
ing foreign peoples into the undeveloped 
regions of Assyria to create new farms in 
order to provide the growing city popula-
tions with the necessary food.

Within the cities, the streets were narrow 
and dark, being ßanked by the blank walls of 
houses. An Assyrian house was centered 
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houses. An Assyrian house was centered 
around an inner courtyard, and apart from 
the street entrance there were no openings 
on the outside.

As has been observed, the socioeconomic 
structure of Assyria changed only when it 
was compelled to do so. Certainly, the econ-
omy was forced to alter as Assyria developed 
from a small cluster of autonomous city-
states Þrst into a nation and then into an 
empire. As the Assyrian empire evolved, in a 
sense two separate economic systems devel-
oped. In the Assyrian heartland itself, the 
economic structure which already existed 
continued with only slight alterations. 
Beyond the boundaries of the heartland, 
however, the economic organization of the 
territories now under Assyrian control 
inevitably changed.

In Assyria proper, the economic bases 
were agriculture, animal husbandry, and 
trade. The S border of Assyria coincided 
with the S limit of dependable, annual rain-
fall, so that AssyriaÕs meadows could be culti-
vated with relative ease and proÞt. At the 
same time, the position of the city of Asshur 
at a strategic crossing point of the Tigris river 
meant that it straddled a major trade route 
between E and W. Thus, from earliest times 
the inhabitants of the Assyrian heartland 
were involved in foreign trade, a necessity 
since so many resources had to be imported 
into Assyria.

As to actual ownership of land, all land in 
theory belonged to the king as the represen-
tative of the god Asshur on earth. In practice, 
however, the crown had direct control over 
only a limited amount of territory. The rest 
was controlled by wealthy institutions such 
as temples or by large families. This still le!  
much land in the control of private individu-
als. Frequently, land in Assyria was held 
under an arrangement called ilku. By this 
arrangement, the client had the use of the 

land in return for performing state service, 
which involved both civil and military works. 
Obviously land which had an ilku obligation 
was less valuable because the impositions 
involved were relatively onerous. In the Neo-
Assyrian period, it was possible for the more 
important and wealthy Assyrian citizens to 
make payments in lieu of ilku service. This is 
signiÞcant for the history of the Assyrian 
army in the late period, since many wealthy 
landowners sent goods in payment of their 
ilku obligations rather than manpower. 
Thus, the state was forced to hire foreign 
mercenaries to Þll the ranks of the army.

Cra! s in Assyria were carried on in the 
palace and perhaps also in temples and on 
large estates. Originally the cra! smen actu-
ally worked in these buildings and were 
issued raw materials with which to make the 
Þnished products, but in Neo-Assyrian times 
cra! smen worked on a contract basis 
whereby they could repay their masters for 
the raw materials in a variety of forms and 
could keep back a certain amount for them-
selves as a commission.

Money was unknown in Assyria and seems 
to have been an invention of the Greeks. 
Business was carried on by trading in kind, 
although there was a standard of exchange 
in terms of precious metals, silver or copper. 
There was a standard for measurements, 
including weights. Some of these o" cial 
weights have survived, being stone or metal 
carved in the shape of such animals as ducks 
or lions. These weights bear cuneiform 
inscriptions indicating their measurement. 
Careful accounts were kept of business 
transactions, and hundreds of administrative 
tablets, mainly from palaces, have been 
recovered. Prices ßuctuated according to 
supply and demand, and there is no indica-
tion of state control over prices.

The economic organization of the Assyrian 
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The economic organization of the Assyrian 
empire had one goalÑ the enrichment of the 
Assyrian heartland and in particular the 
Assyrian court. The Assyrian king had no 
interest in the economic development of the 
outlying regions. So long as these conquered 
territories contributed annual tribute to the 
state treasury and remained submissive to 
his control, he was happy. But as time went 
on, the nonproductive element of the popu-
lation of the Assyrian heartland increased, 
and greater and greater demands were made 
on the outlying regions for supplies. This 
escalating oppressiveness increased eco-
nomic hardship and engendered hatred of 
the Assyrian rule. It is no exaggeration to say 
that the economies of the outlying regions of 
the Assyrian empire were gradually 
destroyed in order to prop up an artiÞcial 
economy in central Assyria. This economic 
circumstance was no small factor in the 
weakening and eventual fall of the Assyrian 
empire.

J. Legal Structure
The supreme legal authority in Assyria was 

the god Asshur, which meant in practice his 
representative on earth, the king, who was 
the chief justice in the land. The king rarely 
exercised his authority in this capacity, how-
ever, for most legal disputes were se! led at a 
lower level. In ancient Assyria there was no 
specialized legal branch of the government 
comparable to what we are used to today in 
modern society. The vast majority of dis-
putes were handled by the individuals 
involved, frequently with the intervention of 
a third party as an objective arbitrator. This 
third party was usually a neighbor. There 
were no courts as such, and there was no cod-
iÞed law. There was a document known now 
as the Middle Assyrian Laws (see ANET, 
180Ð88), but this was more literary than legal. 
This is illustrated by the fact that in the few 
records of legal disputes from Assyria, no 

reference is ever made to the Middle Assyr-
ian Laws. The real law of Assyria rested in 
custom and precedent. Disputes which 
could not be decided on this basis between 
the two parties, with the frequent help of a 
third objective individual, were referred to 
the o" cial bureaucracy.

A number of AssyriaÕs legal documents 
have come down to us. In Assyria, a legal 
document was the record of a transaction 
between two or more parties which included 
the names of witnesses to the transaction, the 
name of the scribe who recorded the transac-
tion, and the date upon which it took place. 
A common feature of such texts was the 
inclusion of seal impressions of the major 
participants in the transaction. If an individ-
ual was too poor to own a seal, he pressed his 
Þngernail into the moist clay, and this fact 
was duly noted on the tablet. Legal docu-
ments were frequently enclosed in envelopes 
of clay, and a brief version of the transaction 
was wri! en on the outside of this envelope, 
which was then duly sealed. There were also 
legal documents in Aramaic on parchment 
or papyrus, but all of these have perished; 
only the bullae (lumps of clay with brief 
notes in Assyrian) which were squeezed over 
the cord binding these documents have 
been preserved.

In Assyria, there were four major kinds of 
legal documents: conveyances (sales), con-
tracts, receipts, and court records. The word 
conveyance covers all texts which record the 
transfer of property, and most of these are 
therefore sale documents, although rentals, 
marriages, adoptions, and inheritances also 
come under this heading. Conveyances con-
tained provision against future claims and 
penalties for making false claims, which 
included heavy Þnes and occasionally some 
bizarre provisions. For example, a guilty 
party might have been required to present a 
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party might have been required to present a 
number of white horses to a god if he had 
been convicted of making a false claim about 
a sale. Or he might have been required to 
burn his eldest son or, even more curious, to 
swallow an enormous amount of wool, thus 
in e! ect commi" ing suicide. These more 
bizarre penalty provisions seem to have been 
more theoretical than practical, and there is 
no evidence that they were ever enforced. In 
the case of the sale of slaves, the seller nor-
mally had to guarantee that the slave would 
remain free of illness for 100 days a#er the 
sale.

The second type of legal document, the 
contract, involved an obligation on the part 
of one party in favor of another, and this cov-
ered all kinds of loans and promissory notes. 
ÒTrue loansÓ were not common, since debts 
were incurred by the inability of an individ-
ual to pay the rent in the form of a portion of 
the harvest of land which he had contracted 
to cultivate. Interest rates were very high, the 
normal being in the range of 25Ð33 percent, 
but rates of 100 percent or more per annum 
are a" ested. For this reason, many people 
remained in debt for their entire lives, and 
frequently they went bankrupt, which 
means they fell into debt slavery. When a 
debt was paid, however, the tablet recording 
the debt was smashed, thus e! ectively 
destroying all evidence of the loan. Only 
occasionally, for special reasons, was it felt 
necessary to write out a receipt for the pay-
ment of a debt. Thus, this third type of legal 
document was relatively rare. The creditor 
always had the obligation to provide proof of 
a debt. If a creditor could not produce a con-
tract with a record of the loan, he had no 
claim against an individual.

The fourth type of legal document, the 
court record, was uncommon. This reßects 
the fact already stated that most disputes 
were se" led privately. On the rare occasions, 

however, when this proved impossible, the 
disputants would go to an o$ cial in the 
Assyrian administration for a decision. 
When this happened, an o$ cial record was 
made of the proceedings, and these are what 
we call court records. But it should be noted 
that no law court was involved here, since 
they did not exist in ancient Assyria. The 
disputants simply went to a high administra-
tive o$ cial, who was o#en the mayor of their 
village or town. If this o$ cial could not come 
to a decision, the disputants were sent to the 
Òordeal.Ó Unfortunately, li" le is known about 
the Assyrian ordeal. The presiding judge at 
the ordeal was the god, and a#er the litigants 
declared their respective claims before the 
god, the deity issued his verdict. How the 
god came to this decision and how it was 
announced are unknown, but the decision 
was Þnal and binding upon both parties. It 
should be noted that no reference is made 
here to the king in this Þnal appeal, although 
he was the supreme justice in the land. In 
administrative ma" ers, it is known that an 
Assyrian subject could appeal directly to the 
monarch.

Murder and bodily injury were special 
cases. These again were normally se" led by 
private agreement, and this is particularly so 
in the case of murder, for murder involved 
the blood feud, or vende" a. In Assyria, there 
was no such thing as a state crime apart from 
treason, which was punishable by death. 
Since there were no state crimes, prisons did 
not exist for the incarceration of criminals. 
However, the state might detain individuals 
for political reasons, and private individuals 
might forcibly restrain a person who had 
wronged them until the wrong had been 
redressed.

K. Religion
Religion is a complex subject in any civi-

lization, and there is no exception to this for 
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lization, and there is no exception to this for 
ancient Assyria. A primary consideration is 
the di! erence between the o" cial or state 
religion and popular belief. This is true not 
only in ancient Assyria but also in modern 
society. What people actually believe, what 
they actually do in their religious obser-
vances, and what is actually recorded as o" -
cial religious doctrine may be quite di! erent 
ma#ers. In dealing with an ancient society 
such as that of the Assyrians or Hebrews, our 
knowledge is inevitably limited to and condi-
tioned by the wri#en records. In the case of 
the Hebrews, this means the Bible; in the 
case of the Assyrians, this means the multi-
tude of cuneiform writings concerning ritu-
als, hymns, incantations, etc. Thus, most of 
what can be said here about Assyrian reli-
gion concerns the state religion.

Assyrian religion had two outstanding fea-
tures: polytheism and the cult. The polytheis-
tic nature of Assyria is comparable to that of 
Sumer or Babylonia, although the number 
of gods was more restricted. The chief gods 
in Assyria were Asshur, who was the king of 
the gods, followed by the goddess Ishtar and 
the gods Ninurta, Shamash, Adad, and Sin. 
Around each god there was centered a cult 
which included a large temple complex and 
a ziggurrat, as well as priests and a support-
ing sta! . This cult involved the performance 
of regular religious rituals and the presenta-
tion of o! erings.

The chief Assyrian god, Asshur, was 
almost characterless in comparison to the 
other gods of Assyria. Although he o" cially 
ruled and controlled all the land of Assyria 
and reigned supreme over all other gods, he 
really played no role in Assyrian mythology, 
and no personal characteristics are evident 
for him. This is in contrast to the other Assyr-
ian deities.

Much more lifelike and vivid is the Þgure 
of the goddess Ishtar. She was responsible 

for two contrasting activities: ba#le and love. 
In both these spheres she played a leading 
role, and there is a major place for her in the 
mythology, which in origin at least is largely 
Babylonian. She was the patron deity of two 
major Assyrian cities, Nineveh and Arbela, 
which shows the high regard the Assyrians 
had for Ishtar. Part of her cult included 
female ecstatics; these were prophetesses 
who went into a trance and made pro-
nouncements to the Assyrian king of future 
victories and prosperity. These pronounce-
ments were duly recorded and sent to the 
king from IshtarÕs cult at Arbela.

Another outstanding deity in Assyria was 
Ninurta, the god of warfare and hunting, 
who was the Þrstborn son of Asshur. Ashur-
nasirpal brought the cult of Ninurta to the 
fore with the dedication to Ninurta of the 
chief temple at his newly constructed capital 
of Calah. Adad, the god of storm and rain, 
was another distinctive Assyrian deity. He 
shared with Shamash the responsibility for 
divination. The god Shamash, the sun-god, 
was responsible for justice, a role he also 
played in Babylonian religion. It should be 
noted that all of these major deities were 
males with the exception of Ishtar. This is a 
reßection of the dominance of the male in 
Assyrian society, and the fact that Ishtar is an 
exception is because she was the patron 
deity of Nineveh in pre-Assyrian times.

Assyrian culture was greatly inßuenced by 
Babylonian culture, and this is particularly 
so in religion. Three distinctly Babylonian 
deitiesÑ Enlil, Marduk, and NabžÑ became 
popular in Assyria at di! erent periods. Enlil 
Þrst appeared in Assyria during the reign of 
Shamshi-Adad I (1813Ð1781 B.C.). He was even-
tually identiÞed with the god Asshur, who 
assumed his epithets and the cultic practices 
which surrounded him. The cult of Marduk 
appeared in Assyria by the 14th century B.C., 

!"!"#$%&'()*%$+),$-$.)/012')3$*&45%')67)89:;)<=)>$?'+1'%);67)@:;;A

http://www.logos.com/


The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary. 1996 (D. N. Freedman, G. A. Herion, D. F. Graf, J. D. Pleins & A. B. Beck, Ed.). New 
York: Doubleday.

appeared in Assyria by the 14th century B.C., 
and eventually Marduk became so popular 
there that Sennacherib, in the 7th century 
B.C., tried to suppress the Babylonian cult. 
Nabž, the son of Marduk, became popular in 
Assyria in the 9th century B.C. when great 
temples were built at Assyrian cities in his 
honor.

While the Assyrians may have had some 
religious rituals and practices of their own, 
by the time we reach the well-documented 
period in MA times, Babylonian inßuence is 
evident everywhere. Most religious cere-
monies in Assyria, and in particular the New 
Year Festival, were greatly inßuenced by 
Babylonia.

So far only the major deities have been 
mentioned, but there were also many minor 
deities, all with their own temples and 
shrines. An Assyrian city had many temples 
in it devoted to these various gods and god-
desses, and larger temples contained several 
shrines for di! erent deities. A temple was a 
community unto itself, with its own hierar-
chy of personnel and its own economic 
resources, at least in origin. By the Neo-Assyr-
ian period, however, Assyrian temples were 
no longer economically independent. They 
had become accustomed to receiving major 
beneÞts from royal campaigns. This brought 
them greater prosperity but at the same time 
meant they lost some control over their own 
a! airs. Besides the priests, the temple per-
sonnel included artisans, scribes, kitchen 
sta! , and domestic servants.

The king was the chief priest in the land 
since he was AsshurÕs representative on 
earth. His presence was frequently required 
at religious ceremonies, particularly at the 
celebration of the New Year, in which his 
right to reign for another year was con-
Þrmed by the god. Religion in the form of 
the temple rituals and divination had great 
inßuence on the Assyrian king. Not only was 

the king required to participate in religious 
rituals but he also felt compelled to consult 
the diviners regularly on major state deci-
sions. Thus, the priests and diviners had a 
great deal of inßuence on state a! airs.

By far the most important Assyrian ritual 
was the New Year ritual, called the Akõ!tu. 
Most of the ceremony was performed in the 
Akõ!tu temple, there being one outside the 
walls of each major Assyrian city. The cere-
mony involved an elaborate procession of 
the statues of the gods followed by a great 
feast. The Akõ!tu festival included the corona-
tion ritual in which the god Asshur con-
Þrmed the right of the king to rule for 
another year, and during which the princes 
and nobles renewed their loyalty oaths.

The Assyrians were tolerant of other reli-
gions and religious practices. They did not 
a" empt to impose the worship of Asshur or 
any other Assyrian deity upon peoples they 
conquered. They did, however, carry o!  
divine symbols of conquered peoples which 
they held as hostages in order to insure the 
loyalty of these suppressed populations. 
These symbols were returned once the 
Assyrians were assured that the people 
would be loyal. Indeed, far from suppressing 
foreign cults of conquered peoples, the 
Assyrian king sometimes presented o! erings 
to them and sponsored building works on 
their temples.

Most of what we know, and therefore most 
of what has been said so far, concerns the 
o# cial religion of Assyria. Very li" le is 
known of the religious beliefs and practices 
of the common people. The masses had li" le 
to do with the great state festivals other than 
to stand by the roadside watching the great 
processions go by. It is known that each 
Assyrian believed he had a personal god, and 
that this personal god would present his 
needs and desires to the higher gods. In 
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needs and desires to the higher gods. In 
return, each Assyrian was expected to pre-
sent o! erings to this individual god. Magic, 
both black and white, was widely practised 
among the common people, and we have 
many documents from Assyrian libraries 
recording incantations.

Divination, the prediction of the future, 
was closely related to Assyrian religion. Allu -
sion to this practice has already been made 
in preceding paragraphs. In the Neo-Assyr-
ian period, there were two major types of div-
ination: astrology and extispicy. Astrology 
involved regular observation of the move-
ments of the stars and planets and the 
recording of such movements and any 
events on earth which took place at the same 
time, for the Assyrians believed there was a 
link between what happened in the heavens 
and what would happen on earth. Extispicy 
meant the examination of the entrails of sac-
riÞced animals, since the shape and color of 
these entrails, such as the liver and lungs, 
indicated what would happen in the future. 
Divination was carried out mainly by Baby-
lonian diviners.

L. Everyday Life
Everyday life in Assyria was much the 

same throughout AssyriaÕs history, the daily 
behavior of someone living in the Old Assyr-
ian period being essentially the same as that 
of someone living in the Neo-Assyrian 
Empire. Of course there was a great deal of 
di! erence between the everyday life of a 
member of the upper classes in Assyria and a 
member of the lower classes. In the following 
discussion, such di! erences will be noted 
where appropriate.

The most outstanding characteristic of 
everyday life in Assyria was its spartanism. 
Assyria was a militaristic society, and every-
thing revolved around the warrior. People 
who were not warriors were regarded simply 
as support sta!  for the Þghting men. This, in 

particular, meant that the status of women 
was restricted entirely to that of supplying 
the needs of soldiers. Women were segre-
gated from men and lived in a harem, and 
their role in society was to bear and raise 
children and to maintain the household. 
They were entirely dependent upon their 
male relatives and had few legal rights of 
their own. Men were the dominant sex, and 
in theory all men were soldiers and were sub-
ject to military conscription. In practice, cer-
tain types of workers, such as shepherds, 
were excluded from this service.

The standard of living in Assyria was rela-
tively high for an ancient culture for two rea-
sons. First, Assyria was naturally a highly 
productive region, and thus the inhabitants 
of the Assyrian heartland from prehistoric 
times enjoyed the fruits of the land and the 
products of animal husbandry. Second, in 
the Neo-Assyrian period, the residents of 
Assyria proper enjoyed the prosperity 
brought to their land by the hold their kings 
had over the surrounding economies. The 
food the average Assyrian ate consisted 
mainly of barley in the form of bread spread 
with sesame oil. The usual beverage was 
beer, although wine was not uncommon. For 
vegetables, they had onions, leeks, and garlic. 
In addition, they enjoyed eggs from chickens 
and ducks, and Þsh from the rivers. For 
sweets they had grapes and honey, and in 
the Neo-Assyrian period nuts became more 
common as exotic nut trees were introduced 
into Assyrian gardens. Goats produced milk, 
which was turned into ghee (clariÞed bu" er) 
and cheese. The meat of animals and fowls 
was rarely eaten, it being preserved for fes-
tive occasions since it was a luxury. Of course 
the upper classes and in particular royalty 
enjoyed meat and wine more regularly. In 
fact, royal banquets were far from uncom-
mon.
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Royal feasts are frequently mentioned in 
our sources, as they were used to celebrate a 
variety of occasions. Every new year in con-
nection with the Akitu ritual, there was a cer-
emonial banquet called the t! kultu. Other 
occasions for royal feasts were the conclu-
sion of successful military campaigns and 
the end of major building projects. An 
example of the la! er is the great banquet 
staged by Ashurnasirpal II to celebrate the 
completion of the building of his capital, 
Calah. The menu of this banquet, which was 
served to 70,000 guests invited from all parts 
of Assyria, the provinces, and the surround-
ing lands, was engraved on stone by royal 
scribes for posterity (cf. ANET, 558Ð60).

The basic material for constructing all 
buildings was mud brick, which was some-
times baked in the sun or, more rarely, in 
kilns for greater durability. Marble (the so-
called ÒMosul marbleÓ) was available in quar-
ries in the vicinity of Nineveh, but given the 
di" culty of extracting, transporting, and 
working this relatively hard substance, its 
use was generally restricted to monumental 
buildings. Timber of various sorts, including 
the popular Òcedars of Lebanon,Ó was 
imported for these monumental buildings as 
well. The house of the middle-class Assyrian 
usually consisted of two stories built around 
an inner courtyard. There was a pool of 
water in the center of the courtyard and 
steps on the side that led up to a balcony sur-
rounding the second story. Family life was 
centered on this courtyard, and all doors and 
windows opened onto it with the exception 
of the main doorway leading into the street. 
The houses of wealthier people and the 
palaces of the kings had extensive gardens. 
Assyria also had its homeless poor, who 
carved out sleeping quarters for themselves 
in the city walls or in the ruins of monumen-
tal buildings, while some simply slept in 

doorways. The streets were narrow, twisting, 
and Þlthy since they had open sewers in the 
center to carry o# all waste from the houses.

A variety of textiles was woven from goatÕs 
hair and sheepÕs wool. The resulting cloth 
was dyed in various colors and cut into vari-
ous shapes for clothing. In addition, both 
men and women wore some jewelry made 
from precious metals and stones, which had 
to be imported. Of course, the wealthier 
classes enjoyed more elaborate clothing and 
jewelry.

The favorite recreations of the Assyrians 
were military in character. They loved to 
hunt (on royal hunts, see above). Contests in 
archery, javelin-throwing, stone-slinging, 
and similar sports were other popular pas-
times. The Assyrians also entertained them-
selves with more peaceful pursuits. The 
parades of the great religious festivals were 
eagerly watched by the common people lin-
ing the streets of the great Assyrian metropo-
lises. In the squares and gates, scribes and 
poets recited epics and sang songs to the 
masses. Both the parades and the recitations 
were accompanied by vocal and instrumen-
tal music, the instruments including strings, 
winds, and percussions. Older and more 
sedentary people entertained themselves 
with board games, while children had toys 
such as clay models of chariots and soldiers.

M. Legacy
A major legacy of Assyrian civilization to 

the history of the world is the practical cre-
ation of an empire which embraced a large 
part of the civilized world. It was the Assyr-
ian kings who Þrst extended their authority 
well beyond the conÞnes of national bound-
aries to rule over or e#ectively control a vari-
ety of far-ßung peoples and territories. Sub-
sequent conquerorsÑ the Achaemenid Per-
sians, Alexander the Great, and the 
RomansÑ would strive to emulate the Assyr-
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RomansÑ would strive to emulate the Assyr-
ian achievement.

A second legacy was the elaborate struc-
ture and formality of the Assyrian court, 
which survived in later, neighboring cultures 
such as Achaemenid and Safavid Persia and 
O! oman Turkey. Similarly, Assyrian mili -
tary organization, strategy, and tactics reap-
pear in these and other later civilizations.

A more subtle legacy is the protective role 
which Assyria played in sheltering Babylo-
nia from foreign conquest, thus allowing that 
land to devote so much energy to cultural 
pursuits. Indeed, Assyria took an active part 
in creating libraries in which Babylonian lit -
erary and scientiÞc works predominated. 
The libraries of Ashurbanipal at Nineveh are 
still our most important source for Babylo-
nian culture. See CAH 1Ð3; GARI; TCS 5; LAR.
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 A. KIRK GRAYSON

HISTORY AND CULTURE OF BABYLONIA
The name ÒBabyloniaÓ (see 

MESOPOTAMIA) can be used as both a 
geographical and a political term. As a geo-
graphical name it covers the S part of the 
modern Republic of Iraq, approximately 
from Baghdad in the N to Basra in the S. On 
the W it extends roughly to the border of 
Saudi Arabia and on the E to Iran. In ancient 
times this area was a uniÞed political unit 
only in certain periods, including the la! er 
years of Hammurapi (ca. 1792Ð1750 B.C.) and 
the time of the Neo-Babylonian Empire 
(627Ð539 B.C.). Before Hammurapi it was fre-
quently divided politically into two areas, 
with Nippur at the center. The N was called 
Akkad and the S Sumer, and the phrase Òthe 
lands of Sumer and AkkadÓ was still in vogue 
long a" er the political division had any real-
ity.
ÑÑÑ
A. Geography

1. Physical Features
2. Climate
3. Natural Resources
4. Agriculture and Animal Husbandry
5. Trade, Communication, and 

Transportation
6. Se! lement Pa! erns

B. Sources
1. Wri! en Sources
2. Archaeological Sources

C. Chronology
D. Political History

1. Akkadians, Amorites, and Sumerians
2. Early Old Babylonian Period (ca. 

2017Ð1793 B.C.)
3. The Hammurapi Age (ca. 1792Ð1750 

B.C.)
4. The Fall of Babylon (ca. 1750Ð1595 B.C.)
5. The Kassites
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6. Middle Babylonian Period (ca. 

1595–1000 B.C.)

7. Babylonia and Assyria (ca. 1000–627 

B.C.)

8. The Neo-Babylonian Empire 

(626–539 B.C.)

9. Babylonia Under the Persians and 

Greeks

E. The State

1. The King

2. Administration

F. Socioeconomic Structure

G. Legal Structure

1. Law Codes

2. Law in Practice

3. Status of Women

H. Literature, Learning, and Libraries

1. Literature

2. Learning

3. Libraries

I. Religion

1. State Religion

2. Popular Religion

3. Divination

J. Everyday Life

K. Legacy

———

A. Geography
1. Physical Features. Babylonia is the S 

part of Mesopotamia, the “Land Between the 

Rivers,” a name which reflects the impor-

tance of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. 

These join to form the Sha!-el-Arab, which 

drains into the Arabian/Persian Gulf in the 

S. A major tributary of the Tigris is the 

Diyala river. The rivers flood the flat plain in 

the springtime, bringing water sorely 

needed for plant growth. The S part of Baby-

lonia consists of marshes, where, since pre-

historic times, people have lived as much in 

boats as on land. The N extremity of the 

plain is determined by the narrowest point 

between the Tigris and the Euphrates, 

although culturally Babylonian civilization 

oen stretched farther up the Euphrates to 

such ancient sites as Mari. To the W are the 

Syrian and Arabian deserts, and to the E are 

the Zagros mountains. From the point of 

view of physical geography, the Khuzistan 

plain to the SE is an integral part of Babylo-

nia despite the presence between them of 

the Qarun river, which flows into the Sha!-

el-Arab.

2. Climate. The climate of a region 

affects not only its flora and fauna but also 

the human inhabitants and their behavior. 

Thus, in prehistoric times, the dwellers of the 

Babylonian plain were prompted to invent 

artificial irrigation systems in order to regu-

late the erratic water supply from rainfall 

and flooding rivers so that crop production 

was possible. From late spring to late fall the 

weather is hot and dry, while in the winter 

and early spring it is cool, sometimes close to 

freezing, and rain falls in abundance. The 

sudden and frequent downpours turn dry 

gullies, known as wadis, into swi rivers in a 

ma!er of hours. In the dry weather, high 

winds from various directions blow up fierce 

sandstorms, and in late summer a scorching 

wind from the S arises which is important 

for the ripening of dates. As far as is known, 

there was no significant change in climate 

during the historic period.

3. Natural Resources. Babylonia was 

rich in only a limited number of natural 

resources: soil, salt, bitumen, reeds, water, 

fish, birds, animals, and plants. The soil was 

valuable not only for agriculture and animal 

husbandry but also as a source of clay for 

bricks (used for building) and for tablets 

(used for writing). Reeds from the marshes 

were used as writing styluses and in build-

ing, either as the main material in the con-

struction of reed huts or, when coated with 

bitumen, for binding mats placed between 

44Exported)from)Logos)Bible)Software)4,)5:01)PM)November)14,)2011.

http://www.logos.com/


The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary. 1996 (D. N. Freedman, G. A. Herion, D. F. Graf, J. D. Pleins & A. B. Beck, Ed.). New 
York: Doubleday.

bitumen, for binding mats placed between 
layers of mud bricks. The rivers, marshes, 
and Arabian/Persian Gulf teemed with vari-
ous types of fish and also provided useful 
communication routes by boat. Birds were 
abundant, especially in the marshes, for 
Babylonia was, and is, at the S end of a major 
flyway of birds migrating from Europe. Wild 
animals in antiquity ranged in size and type 
from mice and snakes to wolves, pigs, 
gazelles, onagers, and lions. Missing from the 
list of Babylonia’s natural resources are 
important items such as stone, metals, and 
timber, which had to be imported through 
trade.

4. Agriculture and Animal Hus-

bandry. Agriculture and animal husbandry 
were the mainstays of the economy of the 
Babylonian plain throughout ancient times. 
The chief crops cultivated were barley and 
sesame, the former to make bread and beer 
and the la!er to make vegetable oil. Onions, 
garlic, leeks, and mustard were common, but 
green vegetables were rare. In S Babylonia 
the date tree was, and still is, grown in large 
plantations for its fruit.

The most popular domestic animals were 
mules, donkeys, cows, sheep, goats, pigs, 
dogs, and cats. Mules and donkeys were 
used as pack animals and for riding. Cows 
and goats provided milk and hides, while 
sheep produced wool. Only on special occa-
sions would these animals be slaughtered for 
meat; chickens, ducks, geese, wild birds, and 
cheese were more economical sources of pro-
tein. Horses were not used extensively until 
the late 2d millennium B.C., when they began 
to be used for drawing chariots; the camel 
also became common at about that time.

5. Trade, Communication, and Trans-

portation. Foreign trade flourished as early 
as prehistoric times, when the inhabitants of 
the Babylonian plain sought good timber 
(such as cedar from Lebanon) and stone 

(such as marble from Assyria) for building; 
metals (such as tin and copper) for weapons 
and utensils; and precious metals (such as 
gold and silver) and precious stones (such as 
lapis lazuli) for luxury items. Overland com-
munication and transportation followed 
river courses, since these provided water and 
food for travelers. In particular, the Diyala 
valley was a conduit for goods traveling to 
and from the Iranian plateau. Water routes 
were intensively used, with ras and boats 
plying up and down the Tigris and 
Euphrates and larger boats carrying cargo 
through the Arabian/Persian Gulf to the 
coast of Oman and beyond. The speed with 
which one could travel these routes varied 
according to many factors, such as weather, 
terrain, and means of travel. Under optimum 
conditions a caravan covered about 25 km a 
day, while a swi runner could cover about 
160 km in the same time. This meant a trad-
ing caravan could ideally transport goods 
from the Gulf along the Tigris to the mouth 
of the Diyala, a distance of about 600 km, in 
about twenty-four days. A relay of fast run-
ners could deliver a message over the same 
route in about four days, under ideal condi-
tions.

6. Se!lement Pa!erns. Inevitably, peo-
ple se!led in Babylonia by the water, for it 
provided their basic needs and was the easi-
est link for trade. Only as the inhabitants 
developed artificial irrigation were they able 
to spread beyond onto the plain. This 
required cooperation and organization, and 
thus urban communities developed. By the 
dawn of history (ca. 3000 B.C.), the Babylo-
nian plain was do!ed with a multitude of vil-
lages, towns, and cities. Along the Euphrates, 
on the periphery of the plain, were the semi-
nomads, herders of sheep and goats, who 
wandered between the plain and the Syro-
Arabian desert. They could not go far into 
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Arabian desert. They could not go far into 
the desert until they had the camel, in the 1st 
millennium B.C., and that is why they are 
called seminomads or donkey nomads. 
(Adams 1965; 1972; 1981).

B. Sources
Until the mid-19th century of our era, the 

only sources available for ancient Babylo-
nian history were the scant remarks in the 
Bible and in the writings of classical authors. 
By A.D. 1850, this had all changed, thanks to 
the beginning of archaeological excavations 
at ancient sites and the decipherment of 
Babylonian inscriptions. Since that date, 
research on the archaeological and wri!en 
remains of Babylonian civilization has added 
enormously to the sources for and knowl-
edge of this ancient culture. This activity con-
tinues today; and as these words are being 
wri!en, yet more sources are coming to light.

1. Wri!en Sources. a. Indigenous. The 
contemporary, indigenous inscriptions of 
Babylonia, consisting of tens of thousands of 
texts, are by far the largest body of sources. 
These are wri!en in the cuneiform writing 
system and in the Babylonian dialect of the 
Akkadian language. The vast majority of 
inscriptions are wri!en on clay tablets, 
although some are on clay cylinders, bricks, 
stone slabs, and various objects made of pre-
cious stones and metals. These texts may be 
divided into a few groups; namely, royal 
inscriptions, le!ers, contracts, and adminis-
trative documents.

Royal inscriptions were originally wri!en 
records commissioned by the king to report 
to the gods that he had fulfilled his duty on 
earth. Principally, this duty entailed building 
projects (such as a temple), so that royal 
inscriptions were normally building inscrip-
tions. As to their pious purpose, very early 
they developed into boasts by the ruler of his 
achievements. As a source for reconstructing 
Babylonian history, they are useful because 

of the wealth of detail they provide about 
kings, gods, and buildings. But one must 
remember that they are “official statements,” 
and therefore should be used carefully.

Fortunately, a significant number of let-
ters, many of them to or from the king and 
his officials, have been recovered. These 
allow us to look behind the official facade 
presented by the royal inscriptions and 
snatch glimpses of what was really going on 
and how those in charge were reacting. Nor-
mally, le!ers can be used for historical 
research in a meaningful way only when 
there is a cohesive corpus. Thus, for example, 
we have scores of le!ers wri!en by Hammu-
rapi to his chief officer at the city of Larsa, 
and this permits us to study that king’s 
treatment of a city which he had just con-
quered. Individual and broken le!ers are 
usually of minimal value.

Babylonian contracts and administrative 
documents number in the tens of thousands 
for certain periods, such as the NB Empire 
(627–539 B.C.). Like le!ers, they are normally 
only useful as sources when a cohesive cor-
pus or archive has been recovered. A good 
example is the Murashû Archive, a corpus of 
documents le behind by a rich and influen-
tial family of businessmen of the Persian 
period (539–331 B.C.). See MURASHÛ, 
ARCHIVE OF.

Later indigenous wri!en sources comprise 
chronicles, king lists, and literary texts. For-
tunately for us, the Babylonians wrote a 
number of chronicles, mainly of the later 
period, which narrate concisely but precisely 
outstanding events year by year. These, 
together with lists of kings, are the backbone 
of our chronological reconstruction of Baby-
lonian history. The chronicles are a reliable 
source in that they do not have a particular 
theory to prove, nor are they nationalistic in 
a!itude. Literary texts of value to the histo-
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a!itude. Literary texts of value to the histo-
rian are limited in number and very fragmen-
tary. Nevertheless, they provide insights oth-
erwise denied us; for example, a badly pre-
served historical epic of the late Kassite 
period (13th century B.C.) speaks of a religious 
rebellion against the reigning monarch, an 
event otherwise unknown from other 
sources. (Grayson 1975: 56–77).

b. Foreign. The earliest biblical refer-
ence to Babylonian history seems to appear 
in Genesis 14, in which an invasion of 
Palestine by eastern rulers is narrated. While 
the identity of these rulers and the events 
elude us, there can be li!le doubt that a ker-
nel of historical fact lies here in obscurity 
and that the references to Amorites suggest 
the Old Babylonian (OB) period (ca. 
2000–1595 B.C.). Much later in time, more con-
crete information appears in the biblical 
account (Isaiah 39) of the envoy sent to 
Hezekiah, king of Judah, by Merodach-bal-
adan II, king of Babylonia (7th century B.C.). 
See MERODACH-BALADAN. This informa-
tion is valuable in reconstructing the war 
waged by Merodach-baladan against Sen-
nacherib, king of Assyria. See 
SENNACHERIB (PERSON). By far the most 
dramatic biblical source for Babylonian his-
tory (2 Kings 24–25; 2 Chronicles 36; Jeremiah 
passim) is about the invasion of Judah by 
Nebuchadnezzar II, king of Babylonia 
(604–562 B.C.). See NEBUCHADNEZZAR. 
The final capture of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. and 
the exile to Babylonia of many of its inhabi-
tants is narrated in detail in the Bible, a wel-
come circumstance since the Babylonian 
chronicle for this period has not yet been 
found.

Among other foreign sources are the 1st-
century writings of the Jewish historian Jose-
phus, who wrote in Greek. Indeed, Babylo-
nian history is touched upon by a number of 
classical authors, including Herodotus, Cte-

sias, Diodorus Siculus, Xenophon, and 
Claudius Ptolemaus. Legends these preserve 
about Babylonian personalities (such as 
Nitokris, “queen of Babylonia”) may well 
have had a historical basis, but this is now dif-
ficult to document.

2. Archaeological Sources. The best-
known Babylonian site, from an archaeologi-
cal point of view, is the city of Babylon itself. 
Systematic excavation of this large tell was 
undertaken at the beginning of this century 
by a German expedition led by Koldewey. 
More recently, excavations have been 
resumed by the State Organization of Antiq-
uities of the Republic of Iraq. The monumen-
tal buildings, walls, and processional way of 
the Neo-Babylonian period (6th century B.C.) 
have been uncovered. Earlier levels are not so 
well preserved. At Dur-Kurigalzu, the capital 
of the Kassites (ca. 1595–1200 B.C.), digging has 
been done over some years, and both palaces 
and temples have been discovered. Other 
major archaeological sites are Nippur, Ur, 
Larsa, Isin, and Sippar, to name only a few.

C. Chronology
Babylonian chronology is well established 

for some periods but poorly known for oth-
ers. The best period, from this viewpoint, is 
the time from the mid-8th century B.C. and 
later. There are three main reasons for this: 
the wealth of indigenous documents bearing 
dates; the Babylonian chronicles and king 
lists; and the link these have with volumi-
nous Babylonian records of observations of 
the movements of stars and planets, which 
modern astronomers can date. Between ca. 
1595 and 750 B.C., chronological evidence is 
much more sparse. There are relatively few 
dated documents and chronicles, and the 
king lists are so badly broken that sometimes 
even the names and order of the kings are 
unknown. For the oldest period, ca. 
2000–1595 B.C., the relative chronology—the 
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2000–1595 B.C., the relative chronology—the 
sequence of kings and events—is well 
known, but the absolute dates are very 
uncertain. There are, in fact, three schools of 
thought among modern scholars about 
these dates, giving rise to the terms “High 
Chronology,” “Middle Chronology,” and 
“Low Chronology.” This article follows the 
Middle Chronology. For the High or Low 
chronologies, add or subtract, respectively, 
about sixty-four years.

D. Political History

If one could chart graphically the political 
history of Babylonia, it would appear like a 
rugged mountain landscape, the tall peaks 
symbolising the few periods of Babylonia’s 
greatness and the deep valleys the long peri-
ods of weakness. For Babylonia, unlike 
Assyria, was rarely a great military or politi-
cal power, the exceptions being the reigns of 
Hammurapi, Kurigalzu, Nebuchadnezzar I, 
and the Neo-Babylonian Empire. But even 
during the times of political eclipse, Babylo-
nian culture flourished and le a legacy for 
Eastern and Western civilizations alike.

1. Akkadians, Amorites, and Sumeri-

ans. Babylonian civilization was a pastiche of 
cultures and peoples which blended 
together to create one of the world’s great civ-
ilizations. The evolution of an outstanding 
culture from the fusion of different ethnic 
groups was an ongoing process in Babylo-
nian history. It continued to operate as new 
peoples moved into the Babylonian plain in 
subsequent periods. Chief among the ethnic 
strains in the population of Babylonia ca. 
2000 B.C. were the Akkadians, the Amorites, 
and the Sumerians. The Sumerians and 
Akkadians had been present in the area for a 
long time and had created a civilization in 
the 3d millennium, commonly called “Sume-
rian,” of which Babylonian civilization was a 
direct heir. See above MESOPOTAMIA IN 
THE THIRD MILLENNIUM B.C. Some 

Amorites were also living in the plain with 
the Sumerians and Akkadians in the 3d mil-
lennium, but it was the massive immigration 
of Amorite tribes around 2000 B.C. that trans-
formed the old order of things into Babylo-
nian civilization.

The oldest of the three peoples were the 
Sumerians, who spoke a language which 
cannot be identified with any known family 
of languages. This is not unusual in the his-
tory of ancient SW Asia, where there were 
many such tongues. Both Akkadian and 
Amorite, on the other hand, belong to the 
Semitic language family, a group which also 
includes Hebrew and Arabic. The region 
from which Semitic speakers spread was the 
Syro-Arabian desert (as we shall see when 
discussing other such groups, the Arameans 
and Arabs). The origin of the Sumerians is 
still debated.

The Sumerian language was in decline by 
2000 B.C., being gradually replaced by Akka-
dian. This la#er language was now being 
influenced by Amorite, and out of this melt-
ing pot emerged the Babylonian dialect of 
Akkadian. The other major Akkadian dialect 
was Assyrian. A writing system called 
cuneiform, which had been invented for 
Sumerian a thousand years before, was bor-
rowed by the Babylonians to write their own 
language. It is an indication of the influence 
of Sumerian culture in Babylonia, however, 
that the Babylonian scribes also continued to 
write literary and learned works in Sume-
rian, a language which was no longer widely 
spoken or understood. To the very end of 
Babylonian civilization, religious rituals, sci-
entific compositions, and divinatory texts 
were wri#en either in Sumerian or in a tech-
nical jargon which consisted largely of 
Sumerian logograms. But for affairs of state, 
business transactions, and everyday inter-
change, the Babylonian dialect of Akkadian 

!"Exported)from)Logos)Bible)Software)4,)5:01)PM)November)14,)2011.

http://www.logos.com/


The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary. 1996 (D. N. Freedman, G. A. Herion, D. F. Graf, J. D. Pleins & A. B. Beck, Ed.). New 
York: Doubleday.

change, the Babylonian dialect of Akkadian 
prevailed from about 2000 B.C. until about 
700 or 600 B.C., when another Semitic lan-
guage, Aramaic, gradually gained popular-
ity. This phenomenon was linked to Babylo-
nian political and cultural history, as will be 
discussed later. Aramaic first became the 
everyday tongue and then slowly became 
more common in the domain of business 
and administration. At the same time, the 
Aramaic writing system, which utilized an 
alphabet, gained in favor. Nevertheless, Baby-
lonian Akkadian and the cuneiform script 
continued to be used in some circles, essen-
tially temples, until the beginning of the 
Christian era.

The borrowing of the cuneiform script and 
the continued, albeit restricted, use of the 
Sumerian language by the Babylonians were 
not the only spheres in which a Sumerian 
legacy is evident. In fact, Sumerian culture 
permeated Babylonian civilization, and it is 
no exaggeration to say that it is impossible to 
understand Babylonian history without a 
firm grounding in Sumerian history. Baby-
lonian literature, law, religion, socioeco-
nomic structure, and political structure all 
bear witness to a pervasive Sumerian pres-
ence. This influence was most evident in S 
Babylonia, the ancient center of Sumerian 
culture, although even in such a city as Sip-
par far to the N there was abundant testi-
mony. Indeed, geography played a large role 
in this cultural continuum, for it was natural 
that later peoples, many of whom still had 
Sumerian blood, living in the same region, 
should carry on the same traditions. It is for-
tunate for us that the Babylonians were so 
influenced by and in awe of Sumerian cul-
ture, for it is primarily thanks to the Babylo-
nians that so much of Sumerian literature 
and religion is known today. Most Sumerian 
literary and religious compositions were first 
wri! en down in the early OB period (see 2. 

below) and deposited in libraries, the best of 
which was at Nippur. The discovery of the 
Nippur library in the last century opened to 
modern eyes the riches of ancient Sumerian 
civilization. Thus, in addition to Babylonia’s 
own legacy (see K. below), her role in this 
respect has earned our gratitude.

2. Early Old Babylonian Period (ca. 
2017Ð1793 B.C.). The fall of the city-state of Ur 
in S Babylonia ca. 2004 B.C. marked the end 
of Sumerian civilization, while the founda-
tion of an Amorite dynasty at Isin, some dis-
tance N of Ur, in 2017 B.C., was the beginning 
of Babylonian civilization. There was some 
overlap, as evident from the dates, since the 
founder of the Isin I dynasty, Ishbi-Erra, was 
at first a vassal of Ibbi-Sin, the last king of Ur. 
But as Ur was more and more surrounded 
by enemies, primarily Amorite tribes and 
Elamites, Ishbi-Erra became increasingly 
independent. By the time Ur fell, Ishbi-Erra 
had already been acting as an independent 
ruler for some time.

The period of history which ensued is 
characterized by the emergence of various 
Amorite dynasties in various small city-
states, each of which was autonomous if only 
for a brief time. Chaos and warfare between 
these city-states were rife, and frequently 
one or more of the city-states fell under the 
power of another. In the confusion two city-
states, Isin and Larsa, o" en commanded cen-
ter stage, however precariously, and thus the 
Early OB era is o" en called the Isin-Larsa 
period.

a. The Amorites. The Amorites were 
the moving force in this era, and it is this 
aspect of them which must be discussed 
here. The name Amorite embraces a number 
of Semitic-speaking tribes who came in large 
numbers from Syria-Arabia to Babylonia, 
and other parts of the Near East, toward the 
end of the 3d millennium. They were semi-
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end of the 3d millennium. They were semi-
nomads, or donkey nomads, despised by the 
residents of Babylonia because of their primi-
tive ways but feared because of their Þerce 
Þghting qualities. Some actually entered 
Babylonia peacefully and took up menial 
tasks, such as digging ditches. Indeed this 
peaceful process had been going on long 
before 2000 B.C. But others entered with 
force and captured the key centers in Baby-
lonia. Gradually they, like all immigrants to 
Babylonia, adopted the Babylonian language 
and customs, and even the later kings of the 
Amorite dynasties commonly bore Babylo-
nian names. See also AMORITES.

b. Isin. The founder of the Isin dynasty, 
Ishbi-Erra, was an Amorite from Mari, a city 
on the middle Euphrates, and he was part of 
a whole group of immigrants to Isin from 
Mari. During his long reign (ca. 2017Ð1985 
B.C.) he not only became the independent 
ruler of Isin but also gained control over 
Nippur and Larsa and even over Ur, to which 
he had formerly been subservient. It is 
apparent that he was struggling to hold sway 
over the territory which formerly had been 
the empire of Ur. It is not surprising, there-
fore, that he adopted the e! cient if complex 
administrative system of the Ur bureau-
cracy. A new element appears in his adminis-
tration, however. O! cials in the state 
bureaucracy at Isin were extremely obse-
quious, as shown by the personal names 
which they adopted (ÒIshbi-Erra-Is-the-Life-
of-the-Land,Ó ÒIshbi-Erra-Is-the-God-of-His-
Land,Ó and ÒIshbi-Erra-Is-my-GodÓ).

The history of Isin a" er Ishbi-ErraÕs death 
is a long tale of numerous rulers of limited 
political power constantly vying with the 
heads of other city-states for the upper hand. 
The Þrst invasion of Babylonia by Assyria 
took place during this time. Of signiÞcance, 
though, is the fact that cultural activity was 
very much alive during this period and 

resulted, among other things, in the rebuild-
ing of temples, the writing of literary compo-
sitions, and the compilation of Òlaw codes.Ó 
Moreover, a custom of the ruler issuing 
edicts to correct social and economic abuses 
now became well established. (Kraus, 1984.)

c. Larsa. The dynasty of Larsa was also 
Amorite and was founded about the same 
time as the dynasty of Isin, ca. 2025 B.C. 
Unlike the Isin rulers, however, the members 
of the Larsa dynasty were politically insignif-
icant until a certain Kudur-Mabuk crashed 
into Larsa and made it his center of opera-
tions ca. 1834 B.C. Kudur-Mabuk was the col-
orful and energetic head of an Amorite tribe 
called Yamut-Bal. He and his tribe had been 
employed as mercenaries by the Elamites, 
but when he captured Larsa he regarded 
himself as independent, and nothing further 
is heard of Elam.

Kudur-Mabuk clearly had an ambitious 
and long-range policy. He seems to have 
treated the defeated people of Larsa well and 
appointed his son, Warad-Sin, as ruler of 
Larsa (ca. 1834Ð1823 B.C.) while he wandered 
forth once more to seek his fortune in war. 
Thus, the son looked a" er the administration 
of the state, and the father captured more 
territory for its domain. When Warad-Sin 
died, presumably at a relatively young age, 
Kudur-Mabuk was still alive and took over 
the administration for a time. But he had no 
liking for o! ce work, and a" er a few months 
he appointed another of his sons, Rim-Sin, as 
king of Larsa.

Rim-Sin was destined to be the longest-liv-
ing king in Babylonian history (ca. 1822Ð1763 
B.C.). His reign marks the high point in 
LarsaÕs political fortunes. In the early years 
of his reign, Kudur-Mabuk paid careful 
a#ention to him, an indication of his youth 
and inexperience. Eventually, however, noth-
ing more is heard of Kudur-Mabuk, for the 
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ing more is heard of Kudur-Mabuk, for the 
old warrior had obviously died at last.

Between about 1820 and 1804 B.C., Rim-Sin 
was very active, undertaking numerous mili -
tary campaigns. He gradually gained control 
of all Babylonia except the north. In his thir -
tieth year (ca. 1804 B.C.), he captured Isin. 
This was the high point of his career, and it 
was celebrated with due pomp and circum-
stance. It is of particular interest that he used 
this victory to date subsequent events in his 
reign. Thus, his thirty-Þrst year was called 
ÒThe Þrst year a! er the king captured IsinÓ; 
his thirty-second year, ÒThe second year 
a! er the king captured Isin,Ó etc. This is the 
Þrst known example in history of an era dat-
ing system. It was short-lived, however, for it 
did not survive Rim-SinÕs death.

By the close of the Early OB period a num-
ber of phenomena had developed. Cultur-
ally, Babylonian civilization had passed 
through its formative years and was ready to 
blossom. Politically, socially, and economi-
cally, the scene was still confused, but the 
stage had been set for the entrance of one of 
BabyloniaÕs greatest kings, Hammurapi.

3. The Hammurapi Age (ca. 1792Ð1750 
B.C.). No king of Babylonia, with the excep-
tion of Nebuchadnezzar II, is so well known 
in modern times as Hammurapi. Although 
he is never mentioned in the Bible, the dis-
covery of his famous Òlaw codeÓ in the last 
century has made his name a household 
word. Since then, industrious archaeological 
excavation and research over more than a 
century have presented a fuller picture of 
Hammurapi and his era. He was a giant 
among giants, his chief opponents being 
Rim-Sin of Larsa (discussed above), the kings 
of Mari, and Shamshi-Adad I.

a. Mari. The discovery in the 1930s of 
the Mari archives, consisting of about 20,000 
cuneiform tablets, was the single most impor-
tant event in reconstructing the history of 

the Hammurapi age. Most of the documents 
from Mari, located about 300 km upstream 
from Babylon, are le" ers and administrative 
texts, and from them we learn of the com-
plex politics of the time in which interna-
tional intrigues and coalitions were com-
monplace. Before the time of Hammurapi, 
Mari was one of several autonomous city-
states in N Mesopotamia and Syria and was 
controlled by a dynasty of Amorite origin. 
An early important king of Mari was Yah-
dun-Lim, who claimed sovereignty over 
states as far W as the Mediterranean. He also 
concluded working agreements with the 
seminomadic tribes along the Euphrates that 
were perennial problems for Mari. But Mari 
soon fell under the sway of Shamshi-Adad I. 
See also MARI (ARCHAEOLOGY).

b. Shamshi-Adad I (ca. 1813Ð1781 B.C.). 
Shamshi-Adad I was also of Amorite extrac-
tion. During his successful military career he 
moved around a great deal but Þnally se" led 
his capital at Shubat-Enlil in E Syria. At the 
height of his power he controlled the city-
state of Asshur and the area of Assyria, and 
he, or at least his supporters at Asshur, went 
to some e#ort to promote the Þction that 
Shamshi-Adad was a rightful member of the 
ruling dynasty at Asshur. Thus, he was 
regarded in later tradition as a king of 
Assyria. It is relevant to our purpose that he 
captured Mari a! er Yahdun-Lim was assassi-
nated and appointed his younger son, Yas-
mah-Adad, as governor of Mari. Ishme-
Dagan, his elder son, was made governor of 
Ekallatum, just south of Asshur. Thus, 
Shamshi-Adad, with his two sons, ruled over 
most of N Mesopotamia. By this time, how-
ever, Hammurapi had ascended the throne 
at Babylon.

c. Hammurapi (ca. 1792Ð1750 B.C.). 
Hammurapi was the sixth member of the 
Þrst dynasty of Babylon, another Amorite 

!"!"#$%&'()*%$+),$-$.)/012')3$*&45%')67)89:;)<=)>$?'+1'%);67)@:;;A

http://www.logos.com/


The Anchor Yale Bible Dictionary. 1996 (D. N. Freedman, G. A. Herion, D. F. Graf, J. D. Pleins & A. B. Beck, Ed.). New 
York: Doubleday.

Þrst dynasty of Babylon, another Amorite 
dynasty. When he ascended the throne, 
Babylon was only one of a few city-states of 
medium power. Earlier kings of Babylon had 
laid the foundations of political and military 
power Þrmly; nevertheless, with such foes as 
Rim-Sin to the S and Shamshi-Adad to the 
N, Babylon was not an obvious candidate for 
supremacy. But Hammurapi made it 
supreme, conquering the other states and 
inaugurating a cultural golden age in Baby-
lonia. Indeed, this is the Þrst time one can 
speak of ÒBabyloniaÓ as a uniÞed political 
entity.

The name Hammurapi is actually Amorite, 
and since his two immediate predecessors 
bore Akkadian names, this suggests a return 
to ancestral values. In this same vein, Ham-
murapi made extensive use of Amorite 
troops in his conquests. He was not merely a 
warrior, however. He frequently used inter-
national diplomacy to achieve his ends, as is 
apparent from the Mari archives. Peaceful 
measures were the salient features of the Þrst 
half of his reign. He carried on friendly corre-
spondence with Shamshi-Adad I, and there 
may actually have been a treaty between the 
two rulers. Similarly, there is some evidence 
of a treaty with Rim-Sin in those early years. 
This is suggested by HammurapiÕs sending 
of his troops to defeat some nomads which 
had harassed Rim-SinÕs territory.

But the scene changed when Shamshi-
Adad died and Eshnunna, a city-state on the 
Diyala river, formed an alliance with Elam 
and marched against Mari. The death of 
Shamshi-Adad also led to a revolution at 
Mari, where Zimri-Lim, son of the assassi-
nated Yahdun-Lim, gained control. In face of 
the dramatically changed political scene, 
Hammurapi allied himself with Zimri-Lim 
and thus forestalled the a! empt of the 
Elamo-Eshnunna coalition to capture Mari.

Zimri-Lim and Hammurapi remained 

good allies for many years, exchanging 
friendly le! ers (of which many have sur-
vived) and helping each other in time of 
need. Nevertheless, they each had agents in 
the otherÕs court who reported regularly on 
the otherÕs movements. The king of Mari was 
wise to be on the alert, for eventually Ham-
murapi became more active militarily, his 
principal target now being Rim-Sin at Larsa. 
The campaign against Larsa lasted Þve years, 
at the end of which the city and its territory 
fell to Hammurapi and was absorbed into 
the Babylonian state.

Now that Hammurapi controlled all of S 
Mesopotamia, it is not surprising that he 
turned his a! ention northwards. He a! acked 
Zimri-Lim at Mari and was immediately suc-
cessful. Over the next few years he consoli-
dated his hold over Mari and expanded his 
domain to embrace Asshur and the area in 
between. Now Hammurapi was king not 
only of the Babylonian plain but also of the 
area which would eventually be called 
Assyria.

The age of Hammurapi was not just one of 
military clashes. The Òlaw codeÓ for which 
Hammurapi has become so famous in mod-
ern times is an example of the concern the 
king had for justice. This is amply borne out 
by the royal correspondence found at Larsa, 
in which the king deals with individual com-
plaints over land rights and related prob-
lems. It is very clear from this archive that the 
Babylonian monarch was accessible to any 
subject who had a just grievance. In fact, 
Hammurapi was, so far as one can tell, as 
good an administrator as he was a diplomat 
and soldier. In religion, the Sumerian beliefs 
and practices still prevailed, but there were 
some changes. Shamash, the sun-god and 
chief god of the N state of Sippar, now came 
to prominence. A curious institution at Sip-
par, consisting of celibate women being ded-
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par, consisting of celibate women being ded-
icated to Shamash, was favored by Hammu-
rapi. In general, however, there was a ten-
dency toward the economic weakening of 
the temple in favor of the palace. This pro-
cess began in the 3d millennium as a result of 
the wealth that was brought back by the 
campaigning kings and deposited in the 
palaces. Finally, literature in the Akkadian 
language was ßourishing by the age of 
Hammurapi, and many modern critics 
believe that this was the period of Òclassical 
Babylonian,Ó just as 5th-century Athens was 
the time of Òclassical Greek.Ó

4. The Fall of Babylon (ca. 1750Ð1595 
B.C.). The decades a! er HammurapiÕs death 
saw the leveling o"  of Babylonian power and 
then gradual decline. Samsu-iluna (ca. 
1749Ð1712 B.C.), HammurapiÕs son and succes-
sor, managed to maintain his hold over 
much of the territory he had inherited. But 
already in his time serious competition for 
supremacy, never really suppressed, came 
again to the fore. Chief among the competi-
tors were the Kassites, the people of the Sea-
Land, and Rim-Sin II of Larsa. It is these 
forces which gradually weakened Babylo-
nian might, leading to its fall.

The Kassites were Þrst mentioned by name 
in wri#en documents from the reign of 
Samsu-iluna. In fact, there is a reference to a 
Kassite army. It is apparent from this, and 
from their subsequent seizure of power at 
Babylon (ca. 1595), that they continued to be 
troublesome to Babylonia throughout the 
two centuries under discussion, but few facts 
have so far been recovered to prove this.

More concrete information is available 
about the ÒSea-Land,Ó a literal translation of 
the Akkadian expression m! t t! mtim used to 
describe the area of the marshes on the N 
periphery of the Arabian/Persian Gulf, part 
of the homeland of the Sumerians. About 
the time of the foundation of the Þrst 

dynasty of Babylon, a dynasty of the Sea-
Land emerged and eventually produced its 
most powerful king, Ilimaila, who was a con-
temporary of Samsu-iluna. Ilimaila chipped 
away at BabylonÕs S holdings and even 
gained control for a time over Nippur. The 
Sea-Land kings continued to wax in power 
until the end of the Þrst dynasty of Babylon 
when the Sea-Land, like Babylon, was con-
quered by the Kassites.

During the reign of Samsu-iluna yet a 
third power, Rim-Sin II of Larsa, challenged 
Babylonian suzerainty. This Rim-Sin, a 
nephew of the great Rim-Sin, managed to 
gain independence for Larsa for perhaps as 
long as Þve years. From there he expanded 
his inßuence farther aÞeld but eventually 
was defeated at Kish, near Babylon, and 
killed. This le!  Babylon, the Sea-Land, and 
the Kassites as the three major powers in the 
area until the fall of Babylon.

Very li#le information is available concern-
ing the events leading up to the fall of Baby-
lon. The dearth of documentation is in itself 
a testimony to the chaotic nature of a" airs in 
the la#er days of the Þrst dynasty of Baby-
lon. Only one fact is well documented: Baby-
lon was actually captured ca. 1595 B.C. by a 
Hi#ite king, Murshili I, who looted the city 
and then withdrew. How it came about that a 
Hi#ite army was so far from home and that it 
retreated so quickly are mysteries, but the 
facts are a#ested to in both Babylonian and 
Hi#ite sources. The people who gained from 
this raid were the Kassites, who now entered 
Babylon and established there a dynasty 
which lasted for four centuries.

5. The Kassites. The Kassites, unlike 
other major migrants to Babylonia such as 
the Amorites or Arameans, remain very 
much of an enigma. There is doubt about 
their origin, their language belongs to no 
known family of languages, and they le!  lit -
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known family of languages, and they le!  lit -
tle of their culture as a legacy to Babylonian 
civilization. Part of the reason for our lack of 
facts about them is, no doubt, that they were 
conÞned to Mesopotamia, whereas other 
large groups such as the Amorites and 
Arameans also had an impact on Syria-
Palestine, and thus we learn about them 
from the Bible.

It is clear that the Kassites were illiterate 
nomads who probably came into 
Mesopotamia from the central Asian steppes 
either through the Caucasus mountains or 
the Iranian plateau. Virtually nothing of 
their language has survived, for they 
adopted the Babylonian language when they 
learned to write in cuneiform. They lived on 
the periphery of Mesopotamia for some 
time, possibly several centuries, before tak-
ing control at Babylon ca. 1595. As noted 
above, they are Þrst mentioned by name in 
Babylonian documentation in the reign of 
Samsu-iluna, where they are in the form of 
an army; but, no doubt, peaceful Kassite 
penetration of Babylonia had gone on for 
some time before.

From Samsu-ilunaÕs time onwards, there is 
evidence that Kassites were pressing into 
Babylonia both in armed bands and by 
peaceful means. The la" er method is illus-
trated by Babylonian documents in which 
Kassites are listed as herdsmen and har-
vesters. More information about this early 
phase can be gleaned from a Babylonian 
king list, which gives the names in succession 
of the ÒKassite DynastyÓ in Babylonia. 
Although the list is in part badly broken, it is 
apparent from the large number of names 
and from synchronisms with later kings of 
Assyria that the earliest rulers in this list 
could not have been resident in Babylonia. 
In other words, the list seems to begin with 
the time when the Kassites had moved into 
the Mesopotamian periphery, long before 

they captured Babylon ca. 1595 B.C. In this 
early era the rulers could have been li" le 
more than tribal chiefs. The Þrst such leader, 
Gandash, was probably a contemporary of 
Samsu-iluna and therefore the one who led 
the Kassite ÒarmyÓ against that king. Nothing 
is known about subsequent rulers, other 
than their names, until the accession of 
Agum II (the ninth in the list), who was prob-
ably the Þrst Kassite to rule at Babylon.

6. Middle Babylonian Period (ca. 
1595Ð1000 B.C.). The Middle Babylonian 
period covers two ruling dynasties at Baby-
lon: the Kassite dynasty and the 2d dynasty 
of Isin. The two are divided by an invasion 
and capture of Babylonia by the Elamites ca. 
1157 B.C. Each dynasty produced one out-
standing monarch, Kurigalzu of the Kassite 
dynasty and Nebuchadnezzar I of the Isin 
dynasty. During the two dynasties, and par-
ticularly during the reigns of the two kings 
just mentioned, the culture and economy of 
Babylonia thrived. There were, nonetheless, 
long periods of depression caused largely by 
the inroads of Elamites and Assyrians.

a. Kassite Dynasty. Agum II seems to 
have been the Kassite king who Þrst took 
control of Babylon a! er the Hi" ite raid ca. 
1595 B.C. He ruled over Babylonia and the east 
Tigris region, the Þrst area of Kassite pres-
ence. With one exception the events of his 
reign are virtually unknown: he won back 
from the Hi" ites the cult statue of Marduk, 
the tutelary god of Babylon, which had been 
part of the booty carried o# in the Hi" ite 
raid. When the statue was returned, it was 
installed with much pomp and ceremony in 
the newly renovated temple of Esagil, sym-
bolizing the return of BabylonÕs fortunes. In 
subsequent centuries MardukÕs statue 
would again be seized as booty on no less 
than four occasions, each one marking a 
drastic decline in BabylonÕs morale.
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In tracing the history of Babylonia we must 
now skip over more than two centuries, for 
lack of documentation, to the 14th century 
B.C. In this era le!ers found at Amarna, on 
the upper Nile in Egypt, suddenly illuminate 
the darkened stage, for many of these le!ers 
are from Babylonian kings to the pharaoh. 
See AMARNA LETTERS. The language of 
the le!ers is Babylonian and the script is 
cuneiform, evidence that Babylonian was the 
lingua franca of the Near East in the 14th cen-
tury B.C. The Amarna Le!ers show that Baby-
lonia was now accepted as a major power in 
the Near East and that its kings dealt as 
equals with the Egyptian monarchs. The 
main theme of the correspondence is an 
exchange of Egyptian gold for Babylonian 
princesses, who would enter the pharaoh’s 
harem. It is reasonably obvious, then, that a 
treaty existed between the two nations. If 
wri!en copies of such a treaty ever existed, 
they have not survived, and one can only 
surmise what the purpose was. But Egypt 
was very worried about the power of Mitanni 
in E Syria and also the Hi!ite invasion of W 
Syria. Egyptian interests would have been 
helped by a friendly ally on the other side of 
those two powers, and that consideration 
would lie behind any treaty.

The Amarna Le!ers provide a hint of the 
decline in Babylonia’s importance, aer a 
time, in Egyptian eyes. The Babylonian king 
began to complain that Assyrian ambas-
sadors were being received at Amarna. This 
may have been shortly before Babylonia 
actually became a puppet state of Assyria 
under Ashur-uballiṭ I (ca. 1364–1329 B.C.), for 
le!ers of Ashur-uballiṭ to the pharaoh were 
also found at Amarna. Just how Assyria 
gained ascendancy over Babylonia is still to 
be explained by future discoveries. What is 
known is that the daughter of Ashur-uballiṭ 
was married to the Kassite king of Babylonia. 

The Babylonians rebelled against this king 
and put a usurper on the throne. Ashur-
uballiṭ invaded Babylonia to avenge his son-
in-law, put down the revolt, and installed 
another man as king. This information 
comes from two documents, the Synchronis-
tic History and Chronicle P (see 
HISTORIOGRAPHY [MESOPOTAMIA] 
and TCS 5), which disagree in certain details 
although they both have the general outline 
presented here.

At some time aer Ashur-uballiṭ’s inva-
sion, Babylonia regained independence and 
entered the greatest era of the Kassite period, 
the reign of Kurigalzu. This king not only 
held the Assyrians at bay, but he probably 
defeated their army on one occasion in a 
pitched ba!le at Sugaga, a place just south of 
the city of Asshur. He also launched success-
ful campaigns against Elam, capturing the 
Elamite king, and possibly also the Sea-Land. 
Like most Babylonian rulers, he was a great 
builder. He erected temples and palaces at 
various cities, but his chief concern, and 
indeed creation, was the founding of Dur-
Kurigalzu (“fortress of Kurigalzu”). At this 
city, virtually a suburb of modern Baghdad, 
he constructed a complex of temples and 
palaces which have been under excavation 
for the last four decades by Iraqi archaeolo-
gists. The temple tower (ziggurat) of Dur-
Kurigalzu is still in large part standing today 
and dominates the surrounding landscape.

With the death of Kurigalzu, Babylonian 
history is again obscure, and apart from men-
tion of occasional clashes with Assyria, li!le 
is known for a century or more. One of these 
encounters with Assyria, during the reign of 
Tukulti-Ninurta I (1244–1208 B.C.), led to an 
Assyrian invasion of Babylonia and to the 
death of its king, Kashtiliash IV. The Assyri-
ans looted Babylon and carried off the Mar-
duk statue. For a brief period aerward, 
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duk statue. For a brief period a! erward, 
Babylonia was ruled by Assyria. The death of 
Tukulti-Ninurta meant freedom again for 
the Babylonians, and during the next few 
decades Babylonia not only remained inde-
pendent but may have exercised some 
authority over a temporarily weak Assyria as 
well. During this time the Marduk statue 
must have been returned, although no speci-
Þc record has been preserved. Major 
changes were taking place within Babylonia 
in this period, these changes centering 
around a religious revolution which 
inevitably had a political and economic 
impact. The controversy, as we know from a 
recently published Babylonian epic, was 
instigated by the a" empt to recognize o# -
cially the god Marduk as king of the gods. 
The nobles of Babylonia supported the 
cause and, a! er a struggle, forced the king 
Adad-shuma-u$ur (1218Ð1189 B.C.) to accede 
to certain demands. Precisely what these 
were is unknown, since the epic is badly bro-
ken (Grayson 1975: 56Ð77).

The end of the Kassite dynasty was rapidly 
approaching. During the one-year reign of 
Zababa-shuma-iddina (1160 B.C.), both the 
Elamites and the Assyrians invaded Babylo-
nia from di%erent sides. The Kassite dynasty 
was now to" ering, although its last member, 
Enlil-nadin-ahhe, managed to hold onto 
power for three years before an Elamite 
a" ack in 1157 B.C. captured and carried him 
o% to Elam. The statue of Marduk was also 
removed. The destruction of the Kassite 
dynasty by the Elamites was commemorated 
in various Babylonian literary works and 
won for the Elamites a notorious reputation, 
which would endure for centuries.

While the Kassites had li" le cultural 
impact upon Babylonian civilization, much 
happened in the cultural sphere during their 
four centuries of power. As noted already, 
the god Marduk was moving up in rank to 

become king of the gods, and Dur-Kurigalzu 
is a lasting monument to Kassite building 
endeavors. In literature there was much edit-
ing and organization going on, and most 
Babylonian literary works, such as the Gil-
gamesh Epic, were given their Þnal form dur-
ing this period. In addition, many original 
poetic works, mainly about such Kassite 
kings as Kurigalzu, were composed in this 
era. The cultural impact of Babylonia on the 
West, on the other hand, is apparent from 
the discovery of a cache of inscribed stone 
seals of the Kassite type at Thebes in Greece.

b. Second Dynasty of Isin. A! er the 
Kassite dynasty fell, there is obscurity in 
Babylonian history for a brief period. During 
this time a new dynasty, the Òsecond Isin 
dynasty,Ó was founded at Isin and eventually 
produced one of the most important kings of 
the Middle Babylonian period, Nebuchad-
nezzar I (1133Ð1116 B.C.; not to be confused 
with Nebuchadnezzar II of the Bible). By the 
time he ascended the throne the capital was 
once again Babylon rather than Isin or Dur-
Kurigalzu.

Nebuchadnezzar I became famous in Baby-
lonian history for two major reasons which 
are closely linked. The Þrst reason is that he 
led one or more highly successful expedi-
tions into Elam and severely ba" ered this 
hated enemy. Dramatic details of part of this 
invasion are narrated in the text of a Babylo-
nian boundary stone, wherein we read of the 
heat and thirst which a& icted the Babylo-
nian soldiers who, nevertheless, conquered 
the Elamite army. We learn from the same 
source that the chariotry was particularly 
e%ective in winning the day. Elam was devas-
tated and looted, and among the plunder 
brought back to Babylonia was the statue of 
Marduk. This, the return of MardukÕs statue, 
was the second reason for NebuchadnezzarÕs 
fame in Babylonian tradition. As remarked 
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fame in Babylonian tradition. As remarked 
above, there is a pa!ern in Babylonian his-
tory revolving around the occasions when 
the statue was abducted by an enemy and 
later brought back. This, the third such time, 
was used by the Babylonian king to proclaim 
officially that Marduk was king of the gods. 
The movement in this direction, which must 
go back to the time of Hammurapi, gained 
momentum in late Kassite times, as observed 
when speaking of the rebellion against Adad-
shuma-uṣur. Now the time was ripe to make 
the formal proclamation. The temple of 
Esagil was renovated for the occasion, and 
special hymns and poems were composed. 
The statue of Marduk was led down the 
great processional way, lined with Babyloni-
ans, and was accompanied by the statues of 
lesser deities. Once Marduk was installed 
upon his dais, and aer the proper cere-
monies and rituals had been performed, the 
other gods were returned to their shrines. 
Marduk now reigned supreme. His statue 
was not disturbed again until 689 B.C. (see 
D.8.c. below).

One final event known about the reign of 
Nebuchadnezzar I is that he made two 
a!acks on Assyrian border towns. Our only 
source, the Assyrian Synchronistic History, 
says these a!acks were unsuccessful. Even if 
this is true, the fact that Babylonia, not 
Assyria, was the aggressor is an indication of 
the relative strength of the two.

The subsequent kings of the second Isin 
dynasty are of minor importance, with the 
exception of Marduk-nadin-ahhe (1098–1081 
B.C.), who raided the Assyrian border town of 
Ekallatu and carried off the statues of its 
gods. These statues remained in Babylonia 
for centuries, despite long periods of weak-
ness, until Sennacherib recaptured them in 
the 7th century B.C. As the end of the 2d mil-
lennium approached, Babylonia once more 
entered a dark period. The Aramean inva-

sions considerably constricted her ambitions 
and caused serious disruptions within Baby-
lonia itself. In the wake of these incursions, a 
restored and even more vigorous Assyria 
pressed down upon Babylonia’s N border.

7. Babylonia and Assyria (ca. 1000–627 
B.C.). a. A Period of Weakness (ca. 1000–748 
B.C.). During the 2d millennium Assyria 
increasingly became an important back-
ground presence in Babylonian history, and 
in the 1st half of the 1st millennium this was 
even more evident. Other peoples and pow-
ers, such as the Arameans and Elamites, had 
a significant impact upon Babylonia, but it 
was Assyria which gradually gained the lead-
ing control over Babylonia. At the beginning 
of the 1st millennium Babylonia was inde-
pendent once again, for Assyria was strug-
gling against the Arameans for its very sur-
vival. The Arameans penetrated Babylonia, 
too, winning land and wealth and causing 
much chaos.

There is more detailed information avail-
able for the 9th century B.C., which shows 
that Babylonia and Assyria, aer some minor 
skirmishing, were on good terms. The first 
important Babylonian king of the millen-
nium, Nabu-apla-iddina (ca. 887–885 B.C.), 
had a treaty with his Assyrian counterparts. 
His reign is a highlight in a bleak period of 
Babylonian history. The country’s borders 
were secure, internal stability prevailed, and 
energy was devoted to reconstruction and 
restoration. For example, thanks to the dis-
covery of a text of Nabu-apla-iddina’s 
inscribed on a stone tablet, we know that the 
king sponsored the rebuilding of the temple 
of the sun-god (Shamash) at Sippar.

When Nabu-apla-iddina died, his succes-
sor, Marduk-zakir-shumi I (ca. 854–819 B.C.), 
renewed the old treaty with Assyria, which 
was now ruled by Shalmaneser III (858–824 
B.C.). There is actually an Assyrian relief 
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B.C.). There is actually an Assyrian relief 
showing the two kings clasping hands to seal 
the agreement. The renewal of the treaty 
proved advantageous for Marduk-zakir-
shumi; when his brother led a rebellion and 
seized some of Babylonia for himself, Mar-
duk-zakir-shumi called upon Shalmaneser 
to intervene, invoking the treaty between 
them. The Assyrian responded by a! acking 
and defeating the brother and restoring the 
kingdom intact to Marduk-zakir-shumi. 
A" er this incident, Babylonia continued to 
enjoy peace with Assyria and general pros-
perity. In fact, Babylonia subsequently was 
able to repay ShalmaneserÕs favor. When 
Shalmaneser was ge! ing very old, a major 
rebellion broke out in Assyria and continued 
for some years. It appears that one of Shal-
maneserÕs sons, Shamshi-Adad, sought and 
gained Babylonian support. A fragmentary 
copy of a treaty between Shamshi-Adad and 
Marduk-zakir-shumi I testiÞes to this, 
although the Babylonian king used the occa-
sion to demote the Assyrian to a lower status 
so that in the treaty he appears as the lesser 
party. When the rebellion had been sup-
pressed and Shamshi-Adad, the Þ" h king of 
that name, had been crowned, he invaded 
Babylonia, presumably out of revenge for 
the humiliating treaty imposed upon him. 
This is the Þrst time for almost a century that 
there was open conßict between the two 
states. Shamshi-Adad V led three expedi-
tions into Babylonia, capturing major Baby-
lonian cities, including Babylon, and Babylo-
nia was forced to pay tribute.

The Assyrian Adad-narari III (810Ð783 B.C.) 
continued the aggressive stance toward 
Babylonia, although it is unknown how 
many campaigns he sent there. A treaty 
favorable toward Assyria was imposed upon 
Babylonia, which again had to pay tribute. 
Fortunately for Babylonia, this reign marked 
the end of a troublesome time with Assyria. 

By the end of Adad-narariÕs reign, Assyria 
was once again hard pressed by another 
power, this time Urartu, and had no time to 
meddle in Babylonia. Thus for the Þrst half 
of the 8th century B.C., Babylonia, free of for-
eign invasion, seemed to be in a position to 
enjoy peaceful pursuits. However, there is no 
clear evidence of economic prosperity or cul-
tural development during this phase. 
Indeed, even the political history is obscure, 
which suggests that Babylonia was experi-
encing some di# culties. There is some indi-
cation of a major religious upheaval at the 
Ishtar temple in Uruk. Whether or not this 
was more widely spread is unknown.

b. Under Assyrian Control (ca. 747–627 
B.C.). BabyloniaÕs fate was closely linked to 
that of Assyria throughout this era, particu-
larly so in the Sargonid age in Assyria. When 
Tiglath-pileser III (744Ð727 B.C.) took the 
Assyrian throne, Nabu-nasir (747Ð734 B.C.) 
had barely begun his rule at Babylon, a rule 
that held great promise for Babylonia: the 
borders were secure, the state was stable 
internally, the king encouraged literary and 
scientiÞc projects (including astronomical 
observations and chronicle writing), and 
Tiglath-pileser III concluded a treaty with 
Nabu-nasir.

The death of Nabu-nasir brought an 
abrupt end to BabyloniaÕs fortunes. Mukin-
zer, the leader of a tribe of Chaldeans in S 
Babylonia, a! empted to seize the Babylonian 
throne, forcing Tiglath-pileser III to respond 
by invading Babylonia, pushing Mukin-zer 
and his forces back south, and having him-
self crowned as king of Babylonia. Thus, for 
the Þrst time, Assyria and Babylonia were a 
united kingdom, ruled by an Assyrian 
monarch.

To understand subsequent events in Baby-
lonian history, it is necessary to look brießy 
at the various groups now present in the 
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at the various groups now present in the 
Babylonian plain, for the Babylonian popula-
tion was quite heterogeneous. Essentially 
there were four elements: “native” Babyloni-
ans, Elamites, Arameans, and Chaldeans. To 
this one must add a small group of Assyrians 
who came to Babylonia under the Sargonids 
as soldiers and administrators. Each of these 
groups had special interests and goals which 
frequently clashed with those of the others. 
Thus, throughout the Sargonid age Babylo-
nia suffered from internecine unrest, and 
this caused Assyria to invade frequently, for 
Assyrian kings wanted both a subordinate 
and a stable neighbor to the south.

The most active of all anti-Assyrian agita-
tors in Babylonia at this time was 
MERODACH-BALADAN II. He was the 
leader of a Chaldean tribe called Yakin and 
first took an active military role toward the 
end of Tiglath-pileser III’s reign. When Sar-
gon II (721–705 B.C.) ascended the Assyrian 
throne, Merodach-baladan had himself 
crowned king at Babylon. The Assyrian tried 
unsuccessfully to depose Merodach-bal-
adan, who ruled Babylonia for the next 
decade. But in 710 B.C., Sargon finally 
defeated the Chaldeans, and Merodach-bal-
adan took refuge in the S marshes.

Our sources for this period are primarily 
Assyrian, and their view is that Merodach-
baladan and other active figures in Babylo-
nia were “rebels” or “usurpers” who 
oppressed Babylonia, and it was only the 
Assyrians who restored peace and prosper-
ity. This may, in part, be true, but the Assyri-
ans were still making a profit out of Babylo-
nia to the la"er’s disadvantage. This is evi-
dent from the increasing resistance to Assyr-
ian rule, which came to a head in the reign of 
Sennacherib (704–681 B.C.).

Babylonia, as represented by Merodach-
baladan and other leaders, staunchly 
resisted Sennacherib. Merodach-baladan 

actually regained the throne at Babylon 
briefly in 703 B.C., forcing the Assyrian to 
turn from other concerns (Palestine) and 
invade Babylonia. Merodach-baladan again 
fled south to the marshes, but over the next 
few years he stirred up opposition to the 
Assyrian occupation. Sennacherib 
a"empted to rule Babylonia through puppet 
kings while he led the Assyrian army in an 
abortive a"empt to capture Merodach-bal-
adan. The critical point in this phase of 
Assyro-Babylonian affairs was the entry of 
Elam into the fray. The Elamites invaded 
Babylonia, captured Sennacherib’s son and 
heir (who had been crowned king of Babylo-
nia), and carried him off to exile and death.

Sennacherib was enraged by this, regard-
ing it as Babylonian treachery. He launched 
vicious campaigns first against Elam and 
then against Babylonia, finally capturing 
Babylon itself in 689 B.C. He boasted that he 
had looted, burnt, and destroyed the city 
(LAR 2: 339–41). The statue of Marduk was 
taken away to Assyria. This was one of the 
lowest points in Babylonian history. Its capi-
tal city was in ruins, and its tutelary god was 
gone.

The next Assyrian king, Esarhaddon 
(680–669 B.C.), set himself the task of reconcil-
iation with and reconstruction of Babylonia. 
This was a wise policy and won for him a 
reign untroubled on the S border. Esarhad-
don ordered and had carried out the rebuild-
ing of Babylon and in particular of Marduk’s 
temple, Esagil. The god’s statue was not actu-
ally returned until aer Esarhaddon’s death. 
For some unknown reason, Esarhaddon had 
decided that when he died his kingdom 
would be divided between two of his sons, 
and thus Ashurbanipal (668–627 B.C.) came 
to rule over Assyria and Shamash-shuma-
ukin (667–648 B.C.) to rule over Babylonia. It 
was a major error, for it was only a ma"er of 
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was a major error, for it was only a ma! er of 
time before war broke out between the 
brothers. Shamash-shuma-ukin, although 
an Assyrian, had the support of Babylonia in 
his dispute with his brother. To this he 
added the aid of the Elamites and Arabs. 
Increasing unease broke into open ba! le in 
652 B.C. and continued for four years, to 648 
B.C. Assyria quickly gained the upper hand, 
and, a" er a long siege, Babylon fell and 
Shamash-shuma-ukin perished in his burn-
ing palace (LAR 2: 789Ð98). Ashurbanipal 
now ruled Babylonia through a puppet king, 
Kandalanu (647Ð627), but li ! le is known of 
those years.

Given the tumultuous political scene in 
Babylonia during the Sargonid age, it is no 
surprise that cultural and economic pursuits 
did not ßourish. There were brief periods 
when business could be conducted some-
what normally, of course, and there is slight 
evidence of literary activity, but taken as a 
whole it was a very bad time for Babylonia.

8. The Neo-Babylonian Empire 
(626–539 B.C.). a. Imperial Beginnings 
(626–605 B.C.). Out of the ashes of a Babylonia 
scorched by the Assyrians in 689 and 648 B.C. 
rose a new dynasty destined to establish 
both an independent Babylonia and Babylo-
nian rule over the former Assyrian empire. 
The founder of this dynasty was Nabopolas-
sar (625Ð605 B.C.), a Chaldean who was 
crowned king at Babylon a" er defeating an 
Assyrian army in Babylonia. No details of 
NabopolassarÕs background are known; nor 
is there much Þrm evidence about the situa-
tion before the events leading up to his coro-
nation. It is apparent, however, that the Baby-
lonians were actively rebelling against the 
Assyrians and trying to expel them from 
their land. Nabopolassar became the cham-
pion of this freedom Þght, and in 626 B.C. he 
led Babylonian troops to lay siege to Nippur, 
which contained an Assyrian garrison. The 

siege was lengthy and the people so impover-
ished that some of them, as we know from 
contracts discovered at Nippur, were forced 
to sell their children into slavery so that they 
could buy food. Eventually the siege was 
li" ed when an Assyrian army arrived and 
pursued the Babylonian troops as far as 
Babylon. In a ba! le outside BabylonÕs walls, 
the Assyrians were defeated. This was the 
last a! ack Assyria ever made on Babylon. 
The Babylonians were so elated by this suc-
cess that they crowned Nabopolassar as their 
king, thus founding a new dynasty. The new 
monarchÕs Þrst act was to return to the 
Elamites statues of their gods which the 
Assyrians had abducted and brought to 
Babylonia many years earlier. This indicated 
a Þrm bond of friendship between the two 
states. Elam, however, had become very weak 
as a result of the raids of Ashurbanipal and 
in future years played no meaningful role in 
Babylonian a#airs.

During the early years of NabopolassarÕs 
reign, the Babylonian o#ensive went from 
success to success, and Assyria gradually 
withdrew to the north. When Nabopolassar 
pushed up to the Upper Euphrates region, 
Egypt became alarmed and sent aid to 
Assyria (616 B.C.). Such an alliance had never 
existed before and is a symbol of the momen-
tous changes occurring in ancient Near 
Eastern politics. About the same time that 
Egypt aligned itself with Assyria, the Medes 
allied themselves with the Babylonians. The 
Medes had long been established in W Iran 
and more recently had spread their control 
westward into eastern and central Anatolia. 
For the next four years the Medes and Baby-
lonians pounded away at Assyrian holdings 
and at the Assyrian heartland itself. In 614 
Asshur was captured. Then, in 612 the allies 
laid siege to Nineveh. The siege lasted all 
summer before the city fell. A remnant of 
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summer before the city fell. A remnant of 
Assyrians escaped W to Harran, where a 
mini-Assyrian dynasty was established. 
Nabopolassar, supported by the Medes, 
a!acked Harran in 610 and forced the com-
bined armies of Assyria and Egypt to flee to 
Syria. In 609 this army returned and made a 
vain a!empt to dislodge the Babylonians and 
Medes from Harran.

The decisive ba!le between the two sides 
came in 605 at Carchemish. Egypt now stood 
alone, for nothing is ever heard again of an 
Assyrian army. By this time the Babylonian 
army was being led in alternate years by the 
king Nabopolassar and his son and heir 
Nebuchadnezzar. In 605 the son was in 
charge of the expedition. Nebuchadnezzar 
led a surprise a!ack on the Egyptian army at 
Carchemish. The Egyptians were caught 
inside the walls but managed to break out 
and avoid being sealed in by a siege. The 
fighting was fierce, and the Egyptians even-
tually broke and ran with the Babylonians in 
hot pursuit, slaying every man they could 
catch. This was the ultimate victory for Baby-
lonia. Assyria was destroyed, and Egypt had 
lost any credibility in Asia. Eventually the 
Babylonians would follow this up by cam-
paigning to and claiming all of Syria-Pales-
tine. But there was a slight delay. News 
arrived a"er the Ba!le of Carchemish that 
Nabopolossar had died. Nebuchadnezzar 
returned swi"ly to Babylon, where he was 
crowned king.

b. The Empire (604Ð556 B.C.). 
Nebuchadnezzar II (604–562 B.C.) is widely 
known by readers of the Bible as the king 
responsible for the sack of Jerusalem and the 
exile of many of its inhabitants in 587 B.C. Be 
that as it may, Babylonia reached its greatest 
heights as a political power during his reign, 
and the Babylonian empire came to include 
essentially the same territory as the Assyrian 
empire. This extension of power was the 

result of vigorous campaigning by 
Nebuchadnezzar. No sooner were the coro-
nation ceremonies over for Nebuchadnezzar, 
a"er the death of his father, then he has-
tened back to Syria to resume his campaign-
ing. He had defeated the Egyptians at Car-
chemish in 605 B.C., but this did not automat-
ically bring Syria-Palestine under Babylo-
nian control. In the following years he led a 
series of expeditions W of the Euphrates. 
Sometimes local rulers acknowledged him as 
lord and paid tribute without question; at 
other times, they resisted and the Babylo-
nian army laid siege to their cities.

By 601 Nebuchadnezzar felt his hold over 
Syria-Palestine was strong enough to permit 
a campaign against Egypt. This was a mis-
take. A pitched ba!le between the two forces 
in Egypt resulted in a stalemate, and 
Nebuchadnezzar, choosing discretion, led 
his army back to Babylon. A"er a year spent 
repairing the damage to his army and 
equipment, he resumed his Syrian cam-
paigns. This was urgent, for the Babylonian 
humiliation in Egypt had encouraged W 
states to rebel. One such state was the king-
dom of Judah and its capital, Jerusalem. 
Jerusalem during this period was torn 
between two factions, one pro-Egyptian and 
one pro-Babylonian. The king, Jehoiakim, 
and his supporters were in favor of siding 
with the Egyptians, but the prophet 
Jeremiah preferred the Babylonians. 
Although Jehoiakim had paid tribute to 
Babylonia a"er the Ba!le of Carchemish, 
Babylonia’s ignominious withdrawal from 
Egypt in 601 led him to renounce his alle-
giance to Babylonia and throw in his lot with 
Egypt. Nebuchadnezzar could not let this 
key center fall away, and so in 597 he 
besieged and captured Jerusalem. He 
appointed a new king, Zedekiah, and 
imposed a heavy tribute. Jehoiakin, son of 
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imposed a heavy tribute. Jehoiakin, son of 
Jehoiakim who had died, his family, and 
many leading citizens were taken as captives 
to Babylon, and modern excavations have 
unearthed some of the lists of rations for 
these prisoners. This event was the Þrst of 
two disasters for Jerusalem. Egypt, as 
Jeremiah had predicted, did not intervene.

In the years a! er 597, Zedekiah allowed 
himself gradually to be persuaded by those 
who favored Egypt. Eventually, with a 
promise of Egyptian support, he abandoned 
allegiance to Babylonia, refusing to pay trib-
ute. In 587 Nebuchadnezzar again invaded 
Judah, capturing various cities as he 
marched on Jerusalem. These Judean cities 
were not plundered but were treated merci-
fully in a deliberate a" empt to weaken the 
resolve of JerusalemÕs defenders. Therefore, 
when Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to 
Jerusalem, Jeremiah and his supporters 
pointed to the lenient treatment of other 
cities and vainly urged capitulation. Mean-
while, the Egyptian army moved into Judah 
and tried, unsuccessfully, to li !  the Babylo-
nian siege. Then the Babylonians captured 
Jerusalem. The city was plundered and 
destroyed, its leaders were executed, and 
most of the remaining population were car-
ried o# in exile to Babylonia.

True to Babylonian tradition, Nebuchad-
nezzar was as much a builder and a patron of 
culture as he was a military leader. The 
wealth and political security which his cam-
paigns produced enabled him to pursue 
these activities with unexcelled results. His 
building program at Babylon was extensive, 
involving major replanning and new con-
struction. He built a new palace by the 
Euphrates at the N edge of the city. The walls 
also were rebuilt, and a bridge was con-
structed to facilitate communication 
between the two parts of Babylon that lay on 
opposite sides of the river. The temple tower 

(ziggurat), the legendary Tower of Babel, was 
completely restored, as was the temple of 
Esagil, MardukÕs shrine, adjacent to it. The 
origin of the legendary idea of the ÒHanging 
Gardens of BabylonÓ (one of the ÒSeven 
Wonders of the Ancient WorldÓ) may have 
been the live vegetation growing at the top of 
the ziggurat that, from a distance, would 
have appeared to tower over the city walls.

While it is apparent that literary and artis-
tic activity must have ßourished during this 
reign, it is di$ cult to document it since such 
creations are rarely dated. However, frag-
mentary remains of an epic about 
Nebuchadnezzar bear witness to the high 
regard which creative Babylonians had for 
him. NebuchadnezzarÕs reign marks the 
apogee of the Neo-Babylonian empire. A! er 
his death he was succeeded by some rela-
tively unimportant monarchs, including Evil-
Merodach and Nergal-Sharezzer. If the king-
dom was still strong, it was nevertheless no 
longer expanding.

c. Nabonidus and the Fall of Babylon 
(555Ð539 B.C.). Nabonidus, the last member of 
the Neo-Babylonian dynasty, is an intriguing 
Þgure. See NABONIDUS. While forces por-
tending doom to Babylonia gathered on the 
horizons, he found time to promote a reli-
gious change, to undertake major building 
operations, and even to live in the desert for 
ten years. He did not, however, ignore the 
external dangers to BabyloniaÕs 
securityÑ far from it. When at last the Per-
sian army invaded Babylonia, he fought 
valiantly but in vain to repel them.

NabonidusÕ religious changes provide a 
key to his other actions. He was not in the 
direct line for the throne (one Babylonian 
text called him a ÒusurperÓ), and it is 
unknown how he became king. His mother, 
Adad-guppi, certainly played some part in 
this. She came from Harran, the city where 
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this. She came from Harran, the city where 
the ruling Assyrian dynasty made its last 
abortive a! empt to survive. There, she wor-
shipped the tutelary deity, the god of the 
moon. When Nabonidus came to power, he 
promoted this cult of the moon and sought 
out similar cults in Babylonia. Thus he 
favored the Babylonian deity Sin, god of the 
moon and the city Ur. He had li! le interest 
in BabylonÕs god, Marduk. This brought 
down upon his head the wrath of the Mar-
duk priests and supporters who, among 
other things, wrote literary works condemn-
ing Nabonidus for his sacrilege.

A second unique feature of this kingÕs 
reign was his ten-year self-imposed exile in 
Tema, an oasis in the Arabian desert. While 
he lived there his son, BELSHAZZAR, man-
aged a" airs at Babylon. Many writers, 
ancient and modern, have suggested reasons 
why Nabonidus went to live there, but none 
of these reasons can be proved valid since no 
contemporary document gives details of the 
event. It is a fact that pre-Islamic Arabs in the 
Arabian peninsula revered the moon-god, 
and this may have been an important motiva-
tion for Nabonidus, given his intense interest 
in this cult. But this would not exclude one 
or more other reasons, such as an a! empt to 
regain his health, for the long exile.

The third area of special interest in this 
reign was the manner in which Nabonidus 
conducted his building operations. It was, of 
course, usual for a Babylonian king to erect 
or restore monumental buildings, as 
Nabonidus did. What was unusual was the 
zeal with which he sought out ancient stat-
ues and inscriptions of his predecessors 
when digging in the foundations of old 
buildings. This characteristic has won for 
Nabonidus the epithet Òthe worldÕs Þrst 
archaeologistÓ among modern scholars.

Given these intriguing facets of the kingÕs 
character, it is a pity he met such an ignomin-

ious fate. The Persians under Cyrus the 
Great had been gathering around the bor-
ders of the Babylonian empire, preparing for 
a major assault which took place in 539 B.C. 
The Persians came down the Diyala river, 
and Nabonidus, at the head of his army, met 
and fought with them at Opis near modern 
Baghdad. Nabonidus was defeated. The Per-
sians then marched on Babylon where, 
according to a native source, the Babylonians 
opened the gates and with rejoicing wel-
comed Cyrus as a deliverer from the ÒtyrantÓ 
Nabonidus. This sounds like a biased 
account, and it is hard to believe that all 
Babylonians were glad to see the Persian 
invaders. Indeed, Herodotus says the city 
had to be taken by force. Whatever the truth, 
Babylon did fall to the Persians in 539 B.C., 
and so ended indigenous rule in Babylonia.

9. Babylonia Under the Persians and 
Greeks. Although the Babylonians ceased to 
be politically autonomous in 539 B.C., their 
civilization continued for several centuries 
under foreign rule. The conqueror of Baby-
lon himself, Cyrus, ensured the preservation 
of Babylonian culture by avoiding any inter-
ference in domestic a" airs so long as the 
Babylonians were loyal. This was a feature of 
CyrusÕ rule, known from other areas he had 
conquered, notably Palestine. In the Bible, as 
in Babylonian works, Cyrus is enshrined as a 
savior who restored justice and good admin-
istration (cf. Isa 45:1Ð13). In Babylonia, this 
view of Cyrus is sometimes extreme and 
therefore suspicious, but the general picture 
is nonetheless valid.

Babylonia continued to be well treated 
under Cambyses II (529Ð522 B.C.) and 
remained docile. When revolt broke out in 
Persia at the death of Cambyses, however, 
Babylonia took the opportunity to appoint 
her own kings for a year or two. But Darius I 
(521Ð486 B.C.) successfully suppressed the 
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(521Ð486 B.C.) successfully suppressed the 
rebellion and paciÞed the various parts of his 
empire, including Babylonia. He put the 
provincial administration in order, and Baby-
lonia gained the doubtful honor of contribut-
ing more tribute to the Persians than any 
other province.

Only one further serious a! empt at inde-
pendence was made by Babylonia during 
the Persian era, and this was in the reign of 
Xerxes I (485Ð465 B.C.). The rebels put their 
own appointee on the throne and withheld 
tribute from Xerxes, thus bravely disowning 
any allegiance to Persia. Xerxes responded 
with devastating deliberation. He sent in an 
army which not only defeated the rebels but 
looted and destroyed Babylon as well. Mar-
dukÕs temple, Esagil, was demolished and his 
statue carried o"  to Persia. It is not surpris-
ing, perhaps, that nothing further is heard of 
Babylonian rebellion for the remainder of 
Persian rule.

The incredible march of Alexander the 
Great through W Asia and his defeat of the 
last Persian monarch, Darius III (335Ð331 B.C.), 
is part and parcel of Babylonian history, for 
Alexander chose Babylon as the capital of his 
Asiatic-European empire. Tragically he died 
at Babylon at a young age, just as he had con-
quered the area from the A! ic peninsula to 
the Ganges valley and was preparing to orga-
nize his empire. It would appear that the 
Babylonians liked Alexander, as well they 
might considering what he planned to do for 
them.

Because Alexander had not yet consoli-
dated his empire, wars broke out among the 
Diadochi, AlexanderÕs successors. From the 
conßicts emerged Seleucus I (305Ð281 B.C.) as 
king of Babylonia and W Asia. He founded 
both a new dynasty and a new dating sys-
tem, the la! er called the Seleucid Era and 
based on the date on which Seleucus 
marched into Babylon (312 B.C., a retroactive 

date). By this time the Greek language was 
widely spoken and wri! en in Babylonia by 
the ruling and educated classes. Neverthe-
less, Aramaic and Akkadian continued to be 
used in some circles. In fact, Akkadian 
cuneiform was used for several centuries 
more in temples for religious, divinatory, and 
administrative texts, the last such text dating 
to A.D. 64.

There are no indications of major revolts 
by the Babylonians against their Seleucid 
masters. There was some dissatisfaction, 
however. This was in part due to the creation 
of a new city, Seleucia-on-the-Tigris, which 
drained o"  some population from Babylon. 
A more subtle reason for discontent is that 
the Babylonians felt themselves superior to 
the Greeks. This a! itude is elusive to detect 
but there, nonetheless. There was a feeling 
that the Greeks were uncultured barbarians 
with no history or civilization to speak of. 
Thus, a Babylonian priest, Berossos, wrote a 
history of Babylonia in Greek, only frag-
ments of which have survived, in order to 
teach his masters about a great civilization 
(i.e., the Babylonia civilization).

Eventually the Arsacids pushed into Baby-
lonia in the 2d century B.C., forcing the Seleu-
cids to withdraw to Syria. Our sources for 
the political history now rapidly dwindle, 
and li! le is known about the history of Baby-
lonia in this time.

E. The State
The political structure of the Babylonian 

state was essentially that of the Sumerian 
state. Only gradually did changes take place 
to meet new conditions, particularly when 
Babylonia became a major imperial power in 
the 7th and 6th centuries B.C.

1. The King. The institution of monar-
chy in the Babylonian plain was Sumerian in 
origin. As in Sumer, the political philosophy 
was that monarchy came from the gods. The 
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was that monarchy came from the gods. The 
gods appointed a particular human being to 
rule and, in so doing, made him the 
supremely powerful human on earth. He 
had absolute power in every sphereÑ admin-
istration, courts, economy, army, society in 
generalÑ except religion. In religion, he had 
to respect the position of the high priest, and 
this fact was made manifest once a year, in 
the New Year Festival. Part of the New YearÕs 
ritual called for the high priest to slap the 
kingÕs face and pull him by the ears. The 
purpose of this was to remind the king that 
he was a humble servant of the gods. The 
king had certain duties to perform as a condi-
tion of his divine appointment. First, he was 
responsible for the nourishment of the gods, 
which meant that he had to contribute sub-
stantially from state resources toward the 
maintenance and building of the temples. 
Second, he was responsible for the Òshep-
herdingÓ of the people, which in fact meant 
maintaining an elaborate bureaucracy to 
carry out the administration. Third and 
Þnally, he had to administer justice to all, 
rich and poor, young and old; and thus, he 
was both a judge and a legislator.

In practice the monarchy was hereditary, 
with primogeniture (inheritance by the Þrst-
born son) being the rule. The heir had to go 
through an elaborate coronation, which 
included both the gods and the Babylonian 
nobility approving his accession to the 
throne. There were numerous disruptions to 
the succession in Babylonian history, and 
there were many short-lived dynasties, par-
ticularly in the early centuries of the 1st mil-
lennium.

Along with the institution of monarchy 
came the idea that the king was divine, a con-
cept also inherited from the Sumerians. This 
idea persisted in the early Old Babylonian 
period, during which many hymns were 
composed in praise of kings as gods and 

their names were preceded in writing by the 
cuneiform sign which indicated divinity. By 
the time of Hammurapi, however, the idea 
had died out and never reappeared. The 
image of the Babylonian king, as portrayed 
in literature and art, was of a pious ruler who 
fulÞlled his divine commissions and had lit -
tle to do with war and commerce. Of course 
in practice he had much to do in both 
spheres, particularly with regard to war dur-
ing the Neo-Babylonian empire. This image 
is quite di! erent from that of the Assyrian 
king, who is depicted as a vigorous, albeit 
pious, warrior.

2. Administration. While the king was 
an absolute monarch, he required an elabo-
rately structured administration to run the 
state. It is a feature of Babylonian administra-
tion that any Babylonian who felt he had a 
grievance could appeal directly to the king. 
There are many examples of this happening 
and of a king, such as Hammurapi, taking 
direct charge and personally correcting the 
grievance.

Babylonian administration can be por-
trayed as a pyramid with the king at the pin-
nacle and the numerous unskilled laborers, 
including slaves, forming the foundation. In 
between were several layers of bureaucrats 
and workers. Directly under the king were 
the governors of provinces and city mayors. 
Under these were the superintendants of 
tradesmen and laborers, and under these, in 
turn, were the next lower classes. Among the 
general population, Þrst came the freemen, 
who were economically well o! , owning land 
and doing li" le or no actual labor them-
selves. Below them were the half-free, palace 
o# cials, tradesmen, and small tenant farm-
ers who did much of the work. Then there 
were the slaves, who were either debt slaves 
or prisoners of war. On the periphery of this 
structure were the seminomads, who would 
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structure were the seminomads, who would 
perform public works, including Þghting, in 
return for payment. A group outside of the 
system was the temple personnel, for the 
temple had its own administrative system.

At every level and in every segment of 
Babylonian administration there was the 
scribe, for meticulous records of administra-
tive ma! ers had to be kept. This was another 
legacy from the Sumerians. There were chief 
scribes a! ached to the court, scribes in the 
governorsÕ palaces, and even scribes 
assigned to record the rations issued to 
gangs of workmen dredging out canals. It is 
fortunate for us that this was so, since most 
of what we know of Babylonian administra-
tion has been learned from the le! ers, lists, 
memoranda, etc., le"  by these scribes. 
Another ubiquitous occupation was that of 
tax collector. There were numerous tax col-
lectors throughout the land to collect a share 
of every crop and custom duties on every 
item going through the citiesÕ gates. Public 
works were performed by corvŽe, it being 
the responsibility of every Babylonian to con-
tribute some of his time to the maintenance 
of roads and irrigation canals.

Over the long passage of time in Babylo-
nian history, some fundamental changes in 
the monarchy and administration took 
place. In the Old Babylonian period, a 
change that had begun in Sumerian times 
came to fruition: the economic and political 
supremacy shi" ed from temple to palace, a 
change brought about by the increasing 
campaigns of the monarch which enriched 
his palaceÕs treasury. By the time of Hammu-
rapi, the palace was clearly more powerful 
and wealthy than the temple. During the 1st 
millennium, however, another shi"  devel-
oped: by the time of the Neo-Babylonian 
empire, the king had lost some authority and 
revenues to the provincial governors, the city 
mayors, and the temple. In fact, even under 

the Persians and Seleucids the temples were 
large and wealthy institutions.

F. Socioeconomic Structure
As in other aspects of Babylonian civiliza-

tion, The Sumerian legacy in the socioeco-
nomic structure is quite apparent. This is, in 
signiÞcant part, an inevitable condition 
imposed by Babylonian geography, which 
considerably limited the economic options 
open to the inhabitants of the plain. Thus 
both the Sumerian and Babylonian eco-
nomic structures rested upon three founda-
tions: agriculture, animal husbandry, and 
foreign trade (see A. 5Ð6 above).

The theory behind the economic structure 
was distinctively Sumerian and had been 
taken over by the Babylonians. According to 
this theory, the gods owned all the land and 
the king administered it for them. In prac-
tice, however, private ownership of land was 
common, and a Babylonian could buy and 
sell real estate at will. He need be careful only 
of two conditions, payment of taxes and pro-
vision of corvŽe labor, since ownership of 
any land entailed these two obligations. 
There were small and medium-sized plots of 
land as well as large estates, the la! er some-
times consisting of land sca! ered over more 
than one province. Not only land transfer 
but virtually any economic transaction was 
carefully recorded in writing by the scribes, 
and tax collectors were at work everywhere, 
since virtually every transaction involved a 
payment to the palace.

Money did not exist in BabyloniaÑ it 
seems to have been a Greek inventionÑ and 
payment was in kind according to a standard 
exchange. Silver was the metal most com-
monly used as the standard, although in 
some periods use was made of other metals, 
such as gold, tin, or copper. This system was 
not so cumbrous as one might think, since 
credit was well known. Most transactions 
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credit was well known. Most transactions 
that were recorded, from small commissions 
to farm li! le plots of land to major property 
transfers, involved credit. The most impor-
tant and wealthiest Babylonian business-
men, called the tam k! rum, had extensive 
resources built on credit, and they dealt in 
both domestic and foreign trade. Interest 
rates varied a great deal, but 25 percent was 
common, rates of 33 percent to 50 percent 
were not unusual, and rates up to 100 per-
cent were known. Because of such high inter-
est rates, a large number of Babylonians were 
in debt all their lives, and many went 
bankrupt, which in Babylonian society 
meant they became debt slaves. They had 
the right to buy themselves out of slavery, 
and some did manage to do so. Despite these 
tragedies, credit and interest were the basis 
of an enormously successful economy, for as 
a Babylonian proverb stated: ÒLending 
money is like making love and ge! ing it back 
is like having a son.Ó

There is some uncertainty about whether 
Babylonian business was uncontrolled (free 
market) or whether the state imposed some 
restrictions on it (state regulated). There is 
evidence on both sides of this question, and 
that is why there is uncertainty. On the one 
hand, it is clear from records of everyday 
transactions that prices ßuctuated in relation 
to supply and demand. An extreme example 
is the exorbitant prices charged for food in 
7th-century Nippur when it was under siege 
by Nabopolassar and food was very scarce. 
On the other hand, there are many refer-
ences in Babylonian documents to royal 
decrees which state the cost of such diverse 
things as the purchase of grain and the 
rental of boats. The problem of these diverse 
facts remains to be resolved, but it is obvious 
that the Babylonian economic structure was 
neither entirely free nor entirely controlled.

The urban character of Babylonian society, 

another legacy from the Sumerians, is strik-
ing. The surrounding countryside merely 
served the needs of the city, which was the 
focal point of Babylonian economy and 
societyÑ indeed the center of every aspect of 
Babylonian civilization. It was the city that 
fostered not only pragmatic pursuits but 
also intellectual and artistic endeavors. It is 
thanks to the urban centers that Babylonian 
civilization is noted for its art, literature, and 
science. There was much rivalry among the 
cities, and some of them, such as Babylon 
and Sippar, claimed ancient privileges which 
even the Assyrian conquerors had to respect. 
Those privileges involved such things as 
exemption from certain taxes, billeting of 
troops, and levying of troops.

The structure of Babylonian society was 
essentially the same as that of the administra-
tion, which has already been outlined (E. 2). 
Family and tribal a" liation was of funda-
mental importance to a Babylonian, and one 
usually remained in the social class into 
which one was born. It should be noted that 
slavery, although a basic element in Babylo-
nian society, was not a major component 
either of the society or of the economy. The 
number of slaves was relatively small, and 
much of the menial labor was done by free 
or half-free individuals. This, of course, was 
in contrast to the situation in the Roman 
Empire.

Four observations can be made about the 
character of Babylonian society. First, Baby-
lonians were a very religious people, and reli-
gion pervaded every aspect of life for every-
one, from the king down to the slave (see I 
below). Second, they had a strong sense of 
morality, and there was strong disapproval 
when anyone broke the moral code. Gods 
could err morally as well, and there are 
examples of this in the mythology (see H 
below). Third, Babylonian society, like prein-
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below). Third, Babylonian society, like prein-
dustrial societies in general, was very conser-
vative. Change, if it occurred at all, was slow; 
for to their minds it was foolish to abandon a 
practice or theory that had existed since time 
immemorial. Fourth, and Þnally, it was a 
society very conscious of its past. Kings 
commonly referred to the achievements of 
their predecessors, and records of Babylo-
nian history were kept in various forms for 
the use of the king and scribes. Epics about 
great heroes of the past were recited to the 
illiterate.

Over the many centuries that Babylonian 
civilization ßourished, there were some 
gradual changes in the socioeconomic struc-
ture. By about 1000 B.C. some Òlarge cities,Ó 
such as Babylon, had emerged and become 
the focal points of Babylonian life. This pro-
cess involved, in part, siphoning o!  popula-
tion from other urban centers, particularly 
the old Sumerian cities in the south, which 
gradually shrank in size. During the 1st mil-
lennium, both domestic and foreign trade 
activity expanded as a result of imperial con-
quest Þrst by the Assyrians and later by the 
Babylonians. Thus, by the time of the Neo-
Babylonian empire, the Babylonian popula-
tion and economy were concentrated in a 
few large cities and a few big temples.

G. Legal Structure
Since the discovery of the law code of 

Hammurapi in the 19th century, it has been 
well known how important the subject of law 
was in Babylonian civilization. The ÒLaw 
CodesÓ (for several are now known) are, how-
ever, not really what the name suggests; to 
understand the legal structure of Babylonia, 
we must look as well at other documentation, 
contracts and court records. Only by com-
bining these two di! erent types of records 
can we achieve an understanding of the func-
tion and character of law in Babylonia. See 
LAW.

1. Law Codes. The law code of Hammu-
rapi is now only one of several such docu-
ments known from ancient Mesopotamia. In 
chronological order there are the codes of 
Urukagina (ca. 2350 B.C.), Ur-Nammu (ca. 
2112Ð2095 B.C.; ANET, 523Ð5), Lipit-Ishtar (ca. 
1934Ð1924 B.C.; ANET, 159Ð60), Eshnunna (ca. 
1900 B.C.; ANET, 161Ð3), and Hammurapi (ca. 
1792Ð1750 B.C.; ANET, 163Ð80). Related to these 
are non-Babylonian codes, viz. the MA laws 
(ANET, 180Ð8), the Hi" ite laws (ANET, 
188Ð97), and the Hebrew laws (Exodus 19Ð23). 
The languages of these documents vary, 
some being in Sumerian (Urukagina, Ur-
Nammu, and Lipit-Ishtar), some in Akkadian 
(Eshnunna, Hammurapi, and MA), one in 
Hi" ite, and one in Hebrew; but they all share 
similarities in structure and content. A good 
illustration of the similarities is the group of 
laws concerning goring oxen:

Eshnunna 53. If an ox gored an (other) ox 
and killed (it), both ox owners 
shall divide the price of the live 
ox and also the equivalent of 
the dead ox.
54. If an ox is known to gore 
habitually and the authorities 
have brought the fact to the 
knowledge of its owner but he 
has not had his ox dehorned; 
(if then) it gored a citizen and 
killed (him), the owner of the 
ox shall pay two thirds of a 
mina of silver.
55. If it gored a slave and killed 
(him) he shall pay Þ#een 
shekels of silver

Hammurapi 250. If an ox, when it was going 
along the street, gored a citizen 
and killed (him), that case is 
not subject to claim.
251. If a citizenÕs ox was an 
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251. If a citizenÕs ox was an 
habitual gorer and his city-
ward notiÞed him that it was 
an habitual gorer, but he did 
not pad its horns (or) keep 
watch over his ox and that ox 
gored and killed a member of 
the citizen class, he shall pay 
one half mina of silver.
252. If it was a citizenÕs slave, he 
shall pay one third of a mina of 
silver.

Exodus 21:28. If an ox gored a man or a 
woman and they died, the ox 
shall be stoned and its meat 
shall not be eaten but the 
owner of the ox shall be clear.
21:29. If the ox habitually gored 
in the past and its owner was 
informed but did not keep 
watch over it and it killed a 
man or woman, the ox shall be 
stoned and its owner shall also 
be executed.
21:31. If it gored a manÕs son or 
daughter, he shall be dealt 
with according to the same law.
21:32. If the ox gored a slave, 
male or female, the owner shall 
pay to their master thirty 
shekels of silver, and the ox 
shall be stoned.
21:35. If one manÕs ox hurts 
anotherÕs and it died. then 
they shall sell the live ox and 
divide the price of it and the 
dead animal also shall they 
divide.

The similarities are striking and cannot be 
explained away simply by the fact that any 
society which used oxen would, from time to 
time, have trouble with renegade oxen (cf. 
Finkelstein 1981). There is a clear connection 

here. This is, of course, not surprising in the 
case of the Eshnunna and Hammurapi 
codes. They were close in time, culture, and 
geography.

But what about the Hebrew laws? To 
understand this connection one must look at 
the whole question of the relationship 
between Babylonian and biblical literature, 
since the Babylonian law codes were, as we 
shall see, as much literature as law (see H. 1 
below). Just when these cultural similarities 
appeared is uncertain. It could have been in 
the Amorite period, when Amorites occu-
pied both Babylonia and Palestine early in 
the 2d millennium; or it could have been in 
the Amarna age, when there was much inter-
national exchange throughout the Near 
East.Other areas in which there is similarity 
are the prescribed punishments for bodily 
injury:

Eshnunna 42. If a man bit the nose of a 
(nother) man and severed it, he 
shall pay one mina of silver. 
(For) an eye (he shall pay) one 
mina of silver, (for) a tooth on 
half mina, (for) and ear one half 
mina, (for) a slap in the face ten 
shekels of silver.

Hammurapi196. If a citizen destroyed the 
eye of a member of the citizen 
class his eye shall be destroyed.
200. If a citizen knocked out the 
tooth of a citizen of his own 
rank, his tooth shall be knocked 
out.

Exodus 21:22Ð25. If men were Þghting 
and hurt a pregnant woman so 
that she had a miscarriage and 
yet no harmed followed, the 
one who hurt her shall be Þned, 
according to what the womanÕs 
husband shall impose upon 
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husband shall impose upon 
him; and he shall pay as the 
judges determine. If any harm 
follows, then you shall give life 
for life, eye for eye, tooth for 
tooth, hand for hand, foot for 
foot, burn for burn, wound for 
wound, stripe for stripe.

What is striking here is that the Eshnunna 
code prescribes Þnancial restitution for bod-
ily injury, but both the Hammurapi and 
Hebrew codes prescribe proportional physi-
cal retaliation against the guilty party. Thus, 
we see that the principle of reprisal (lex 
talionis), an eye for an eye and a tooth for a 
tooth, had a late appearance in 
Mesopotamia. Since Hammurapi was of 
Amorite origin, and the Amorites were also 
well entrenched in Palestine at about the 
same time, it seems that this custom may 
have been Amorite in origin.

The traditional modern term Òlaw codesÓ 
implies a formal code such as the Romans 
had, or we have today, which is a comprehen-
sive and cohesive collection of laws to be 
obeyed and used as the rule in legal disputes. 
Since the Babylonian documents were none 
of these things, it is really incorrect to use the 
term Òlaw code.Ó

Even a quick examination of HammurapiÕs 
Òlaw codeÓ shows that it is not such a docu-
ment. It is not comprehensive; it covers 
many legal situations but leaves many, 
including homicide, out. Nor is it cohesively 
consistent. In various sections of the code 
the! , for example, is dealt with but in di" er-
ent ways. In section 6 it is stated that the the!  
of any property from a temple is punishable 
by death, but in section 8 that the!  of an 
animal from a temple means the thief must 
repay thirty times the animalÕs value. On the 
other hand, there is a total lack of evidence 
that anyone in Babylonia ever thought the 
code must be obeyed. In particular, among 

the large number of contracts and court 
records of HammurapiÕs time, never once is 
the ÒcodeÓ referred to.

If these documents are not Òlaw codes,Ó 
what are they? To seek an answer to this 
question we must go back to the Þrst docu-
ment, that of Urukagina. This text is actually 
a royal inscription of Urukagina, last king of 
the Þrst dynasty of Lagash. Within the royal 
inscriptions there was incorporated a record 
of numerous social and economic reforms 
which the king had decreed. Those reforms 
included reduction of taxes and what we 
would call Òfair tradeÓ enactments. Similarly, 
the very fragmentary text of Ur-Nammu is 
really a royal inscription, a record of reforms 
which he had carried out. The same is true of 
the Lipit-Ishtar Òcode.Ó It is known that in 
late Sumerian times and the early Old Baby-
lonian period, kings, when they Þrst came to 
the throne, frequently issued numerous 
decrees to correct abuses which had been 
developing during previous reigns. Thus, for 
example, if too many people had been falling 
into debt slavery because of high interest 
rates, a new king might decree a reduction in 
the rate. Not only did this practice alleviate 
hardship, it also made the new ruler popular 
with the people. These decrees were wri#en 
down in collections by the scribes, initially as 
archival records. But the collections proved 
useful to the scribes composing royal inscrip-
tions, for they could and did copy them into 
the royal texts as proof that the king had 
ruled his people with justice. The Eshnunna 
ÒcodeÓ is actually such a collection of 
decrees, while the Hammurapi code, which 
has a lengthy prologue and epilogue, has the 
structure of a royal inscription. Thus, each 
article was, in theory, a decree originally 
intended to deal with a speciÞc issue; but the 
scribes not only copied decrees from texts of 
previous rulers but also added some articles 
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previous rulers but also added some articles 
of their own to Òround outÓ to their own satis-
faction a particular theme. The Òlaw codesÓ 
then give us only part of the picture of the 
Babylonian legal structure. They reßect a! i-
tudes and mores peculiar to this civilization 
and, of course, give real indications of what 
Babylonians regarded as legally right and 
wrong; but we must go on to examine the 
everyday legal transactions in order to shed 
more light on this topic.

2. Law in Practice. There are two kinds 
of legal documents in Babylonia: contracts of 
various sorts and court records (cf. ANET, 
217Ð22; 542Ð47). All legal documents had cer-
tain features in common. They were drawn 
up on clay tablets in the presence of wit-
nesses whose names were wri! en on the 
document, and the personal seal of each wit-
ness was impressed in the wet clay. Then a 
clay envelope was wrapped around the 
tablet and a prŽcis of the contents inscribed 
over most of the surface. Thus, if anyone in 
the future tried to tamper with the docu-
ment, it would immediately be obvious from 
the broken seals on the envelope.

Contracts included marriages, divorces, 
adoptions, conveyances (sales) of movable 
and immovable property, loans, and the hir-
ing of human and animal labor. These were 
private transactions, and the state was not 
normally involved. The contracting parties, 
a" er an oral agreement, had a scribe draw up 
the necessary contract, as described above. 
Some types of contracts, such as marriage 
contracts, were for obvious reasons kept 
permanently. Tablets recording loans and 
debts, on the other hand, were destroyed 
when the debt was paid, thus eliminating the 
need for a receipt. If a creditor could not 
produce a wri! en document proving a debt 
against someone, he had no legal claim 
against that person.

Court records are not nearly so common as 

contracts, since legal disputes were usually 
se! led privately. But if the state legal machin-
ery was put in motion, records of the pro-
ceedings had to be kept. Unfortunately, the 
court records are not very useful sources of 
information about how Babylonian courts 
worked. This is true where the customs had 
been well known to everyone involved, and 
so no need had ever been felt to write them 
down.

Judges did exist in Babylonia, and the king 
himself was the head of the whole judicial 
system, the supreme judge as it were. If all 
else failed, a Babylonian with a grievance 
could ultimately appeal to the king. More 
than one judge presided in a case, and they 
were assisted or advised by an assembly 
(puhru). Both claimant and defendant were 
called upon to state their respective cases 
and to produce witnesses to prove them. 
Oaths to the gods were taken by everyone. It 
is unknown how the judges came to a deci-
sion. However, when they could not reach a 
decision for some reason, they resorted to 
trial by ordeal. This meant the accused was 
thrown into the river. If he sank, he was 
guilty; if he survived, he was innocent. This 
was far more sensible than the water ordeal 
for witches in medieval Europe, where the 
survivor was judged to be a witch and burnt!

In Babylonian law there were no state 
cases. All disputes and all court cases were 
between private individuals. The state did 
not take anyone to court. Even in the case of 
homicide, it was the family of the victim 
which sought punishment and compensa-
tion. Here the vende! a, the blood feud, pre-
vailed and led to terrible feuds between fami-
lies. Imprisonment as a punishment was 
largely unknown, for there were no state 
prisons. The only reason anyone was ever 
incarcerated was for a political crime. Even 
this was rare, since execution was the com-
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this was rare, since execution was the com-
mon punishment for treason.

3. Status of Women. The status of 
women in Babylonian society is best dis-
cussed under the legal structure, since there 
is more information about the legal status of 
women than about other areas. In the Old 
Babylonian (OB) period, the status of women 
was relatively high, but as time went on, 
womenÕs rights and prerogatives declined so 
that in later Babylonian history their status 
had greatly diminished.

Legally, a Babylonian woman in the OB 
period was equal with a Babylonian man in 
many respects. She could own, buy, and sell 
property as she liked. She could borrow and 
lend, she could adopt children, and she 
could serve as a witness to a contract. She 
could sue someone, and she could own her 
own seal. This leaves large areas, however, in 
which she had few or no legal rights. Most 
signiÞcant is that a woman was under the 
authority of either a man (a father or hus-
band) or a temple. Most women, as most 
men, were expected to marry, and a man 
could have more than one wife. Until mar-
riage a woman lived in her father and moth-
erÕs house and was under the authority of 
her father. When she married, she moved to 
her husbandÕs house, which meant the 
house of her father-in-law, and was under 
her husbandÕs authority. Unmarried women 
entered the service of a temple. In the OB 
period, there are examples of women receiv-
ing a good education and even becoming 
scribes. Women living in a household were 
kept apart in a harem, and normally male vis-
itors never saw them. The women were 
responsible for the cooking, cleaning, house-
hold chores in general, and care of the chil-
dren. The amount of physical labor a woman 
actually did depended on the economic sta-
tus of her family. A member of the court 
harem did no labor, since this was done by 

the palace sta! . But even poorer families had 
servants of some kind to help with menial 
tasks.

There were various types of temple 
women, but one of the most important and 
interesting was the nadõ!tum, which means 
Òfallow womanÓ; that is, a woman who is not 
to bear children. The institution of the 
nadõ!tum ßourished during the OB period. 
While there were di! erent kinds of nadõ!tums, 
the best known were those who lived in a 
cloister. The largest cloister was at Sippar 
and was dedicated to the god Shamash. The 
women were regarded as brides of Shamash, 
and many bore names compounded with 
the divine name Aya, meaning the spouse of 
Shamash. The nadõ!tum was not a priestess, 
for she neither performed rituals nor 
assisted in any. Exactly what her duties were 
and what went on inside the cloister are 
unknown. Clearly it was a religious institu-
tion, but there was an economic element as 
well. Most of the nadõ!tums came from 
wealthy families, and when they entered the 
cloister, they were accompanied by a sub-
stantial dowry. This dowry was administered 
by the cloister but remained the private 
property of the nadõ!tum and reverted to her 
family at her death. Thus, a family in dedicat-
ing a daughter to the cloister preserved some 
of its property intact. If the girl had married 
instead of becoming a nadõ!tum, the dowry 
would have been lost to the family.

The rulers and o" cials of Babylonia were 
always men. Only rarely did a woman 
achieve any kind of political pwer; and when 
she did, she had no o" cial status. To illus-
trate this point, let us look at two women, one 
from the Old Babylonian period and one 
from the Neo-Babylonian period. Shibtu was 
the wife of Zimri-Lim, king of Mari and con-
temporary of Hammurapi (ca. 1792Ð1750 B.C.). 
She took much interest in her husbandÕs 
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She took much interest in her husbandÕs 
a! airs, and Zimri-Lim soon learned that he 
could trust her to manage important state 
ma" ers. This was particularly important 
when he was on campaign. A number of writ -
ten reports from Shibtu to the king on vari-
ous administrative ma" ers have been pre-
served, and she was frequently entrusted 
with highly conÞdential ma" ers. Yet her pri-
vate side also emerges in the correspon-
dence; in one brief but joyful le" er, she 
announced to her husband the birth of 
twins. The other example of a stateswoman is 
Adad-guppi, mother of Nabonidus (555Ð539 
B.C.). This remarkable woman lived to the age 
of ninety-Þve, having been born during the 
reign of Ashurbanipal (668Ð627 B.C.). She 
claimed to have served every king in the Neo-
Babylonian dynasty and to have persuaded 
Nebuchadnezzar II to take her son 
Nabonidus into his service. Once established 
at the Babylonian court Adad-guppi no 
doubt continued to maneuver and manipu-
late a! airs to her sonÕs advantage. As a result, 
he eventually became king. Adad-guppi 
exercised so much authority that a legend 
evolved around her memory, portraying her 
as a queen in full control of Babylonia, a leg-
end embedded in the histories of Herodotus 
(where she is given the name Nitokris).

H. Literature, Learning, and Libraries
One of the most signiÞcant legacies of 

Babylonian civilization is its extensive litera-
ture. The tradition of writing down legends 
and songs, which had been transmi" ed 
orally, for posterity began with the Sumeri-
ans, just at the beginning of the Old Babylo-
nian period. Until that time very li" le Sume-
rian literature existed. But the scribes 
became worried that their civilization would 
die and so began an industrious and lengthy 
endeavor to preserve in writing their oral her-
itage. This impetus was passed on to the 
Babylonians.

In discussing the wri" en records preserved 
in Babylonian libraries, an important distinc-
tion must be made. On the one hand, there is 
ÒliteratureÓ in the strict sense of the word 
(artistic and creative writings such as epics 
and myths); on the other hand, there are 
compositions of li" le or no literary merit, 
which, nonetheless, the Babylonians 
regarded as having lasting value (lexical 
texts, prognostic texts, etc.). In the following 
discussion we shall Þrst speak of Babylonian 
ÒliteratureÓ in the strict sense; and then, we 
shall treat the other kinds of wri" en works 
preserved in Babylonian libraries.

1. Literature. As stated above, the impe-
tus to write literature in Babylonia goes back 
to the Sumerians. It is, therefore, not surpris-
ing to Þnd Sumerian inßuence in the form, 
content, and style of Babylonian literary 
works. (A sample of Babylonian literature, in 
English translation, can be found in ANET).

One form of literature in which the Baby-
lonians departed from the Sumerian inheri-
tance was poetry. Babylonian poetry is a very 
distinctive art form, followed later in Hebrew 
and Arabic poetry. The chief characteristic 
of this poetry is parallelism. That is, there are 
two parallel parts to each phrase, line, or 
stanza. The parallels may be synonymous or 
antithetical, or yet some other variation. 
Apart from parallelism, there is nothing that 
can be called a universal characteristic of 
Babylonian poetry. It does not rhyme; while 
it may have meter, to date this has not been 
proved. A feature of Babylonian poetry is the 
frequent use of repetition. Long speeches are 
repeated verbatim in an epic, or the same 
motif will appear in the same words in di! er-
ent compositions. Thus, IshtarÕs short 
lament over the destruction of the Flood 
appears in di! erent epics.

While di! erent genres are apparent in 
Babylonian literature, there is no evidence of 
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Babylonian literature, there is no evidence of 
how the Babylonians themselves divided up 
their literature or what names they gave for 
such English words as Òepic,Ó Òmyth,Ó and 
Òhymn.Ó In modern terms, the following gen-
res can be recognized: epic, myth, prayer, 
and hymn. Standing separate is a group of 
texts called ÒWisdom,Ó a name borrowed 
from a translation of the Hebrew term used 
to describe such book as Proverbs and Job.

Several Babylonian epics, which are in 
poetry, are known, and by far the most impo-
rant is the GILGAMESH EPIC. There were 
Sumerian poems about Gilgamesh (ANET, 
44Ð52), but the epic itself was a Babylonian 
creation (ANET, 72Ð99; 503Ð7). It is a lengthy 
poetic narrative of the life and adventures of 
Gilgamesh, ruler of Uruk, who sought in vain 
for eternal life. A version of the Flood story 
makes up part of this epic. The Flood story, 
of which there were several versions in 
Sumerian, is itself the major theme in the 
Atram-hasis Epic. Here, we read that when the 
gods decided to destroy humankind (be-
cause they made too much noise and dis-
turbed the godsÕ rest), one man and his fam-
ily were spared. This manÕs name was Atram-
hasis.

Myths were very popular in Babylonia and 
were also wri! en down in poetry. One myth 
is the Descent of Ishtar Into Hell (ANET, 
106Ð9). This composition was originally in 
Sumerian, and the Babylonian version is 
essentially an edited translation. It describes 
the descent of Ishtar into hell in search of her 
lover, Dumuzi, who had been lured down 
there by the goddess of the underworld. An 
independent Babylonian myth is Enuma 
Elish, ÒWhen Above,Ó sometimes called the 
Creation Epic (ANET, 60Ð72; 501Ð3). This is a 
kind of religious treatise, for it describes and 
justiÞes how Marduk, the god of Babylon, 
became king of the gods.

It is o" en di# cult to tell the di$erence 

between Babylonian prayers and hymns, 
since there is usually no indication of 
whether the poem was accompanied by 
music. The number of such texts is in the 
hundreds, but only a small proportion, 
including a long hymn to Shamash, the sun-
god, are of outstanding literary merit (cf. 
ANET, 383Ð92).

Within the general category of Wisdom 
Literature, there is a diversity of works. 
There are a few compositions sharing a 
common theme, the problem of evil, but 
each is unique in form. Such a work is one 
called Ludlul B! l N!m!qi, ÒI Will Praise the 
Lord of WisdomÓ (ANET, 434Ð37; 596Ð600). 
In this lengthy and somber piece, the poet 
complains, like Job, that though he has been 
good all his life, his reward has been one long 
series of misfortunes. ÒDoes the righteous 
man receive no just reward?Ó is his question. 
Another type of Wisdom Literature is repre-
sented by the ÒDisputesÓ and is Sumerian in 
origin. An example of a Babylonian Dispute 
is a work called The Date Palm and the 
Tamarisk. In this highly structured literary 
work a formal debate between the two kinds 
of trees takes place, each enumerating its 
merits to the disadvantage of the other. 
Finally, there were a number of Proverb col-
lections, mainly in Sumerian but some in 
Babylonian (cf. ANET, 425Ð27).

Babylonian literary works such as these 
played a dual role in Babylonian civilization: 
entertainment and ediÞcation. Some of the 
Wisdom Literature, such as the Wisdom of 
Shuruppak, was intended to teach proper 
conduct to the young. On the other hand, 
the Gilgamesh Epic both ediÞes and enter-
tains as the hero grapples with the reality of 
mortal existence. The vast majority of Baby-
lonians were illiterate, which meant that they 
could not read this literature for themselves; 
it had to be recited to them in groups in for-
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it had to be recited to them in groups in for-
mal or informal gatherings, sometimes with 
musical accompaniment. There is reason to 
believe that some compositions, such as the 
Descent of Ishtar Into Hell, was staged. The 
seven steps by which Ishtar entered hell, the 
actions of each step being precisely 
described, strongly suggest a dramatic per-
formance.

2. Learning. Learning was the preroga-
tive of the scribes, for only they were literate. 
In fact, learning in the academic sense was 
conÞned to a small number of scribes, since 
the majority were employed in everyday 
business, writing le! ers, contracts, and 
administrative texts. The privileged few who 
had free time to pursue knowledge were in 
the employ of the palace or temple. They 
were poorly lodged and not well paid, if we 
believe their frequent complaints. The daily 
activities of these scribes were diverse, 
depending on their training, talent, and 
experience. Some, such as the astrologers, 
were employed in divination, some in look-
ing a" er the royal correspondence, some in 
preparing royal inscriptions for building 
works, and so on. The majority, however, 
spent much of their time making new copies 
of library and archival texts (similar to the 
occupation of monks in scriptoria in 
medieval Europe).

The scribal profession as a whole had a 
tremendous inßuence in Babylonian society, 
because most people could neither read nor 
write. Even the king and his chief o# cers 
were illiterate. This meant that all wri! en 
communication with the king, as with any-
one else, had to go through at least two 
scribes, one to write the le! er and one to 
read it out upon arrival. Here, there was 
plenty of scope for slanted interpretation or 
misunderstanding. Occasionally, as in the 
Amarna Le! ers, the scribe writing a le! er 
would add a note to the colleague who was to 

read the le! er out, suggesting what the 
reader should emphasize.

As with all Babylonian occupations, the 
scribal profession was essentially hereditary. 
Of course one prerequisite was excellent eye-
sight, since magniÞcation had not been 
invented. The course of study for the poten-
tial scribe lasted many years, probably until 
his late teens. The hours were long and the 
discipline, which included corporal punish-
ment, strict. In the schoolhouse, learning was 
mainly acquired by rote, and the students 
copied and recopied set texts. Thousands of 
these copies, Òschool textsÓ as we call them, 
have been unearthed by modern excavations.

At least some, and possibly most, of the 
privileged scribes who gained senior posi-
tions in a palace or temple had a certain 
amount of time free from their formal duties 
to indulge in their own interests. These were 
the scholars and poets who produced Baby-
lonian literature and scholarly texts. They 
were very conscious of their special status 
and proudly wrote down the name of the 
scribal school to which they belonged. The 
one place where they remained anonymous 
was in the authorship of literary texts. Thus, 
while we know the names of scribes who 
edited and copied such a famous text as the 
Gilgamesh Epic, we are never given the name 
of its author.

Babylonian learning included vast areas of 
knowledge which can be grouped together 
under the headings astrology and astron-
omy, extispicy and anatomy, medicine, 
mathematics, lexicography, theology, histo-
riography, and commentaries. Some of this 
learning, mainly astronomy and mathemat-
ics, spread to Greece in the Hellenistic age. 
The Babylonian practice of divination (see I 
below) gave rise to extensive records of astro-
nomical phenomena and calculations on 
future celestial movements, including 
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future celestial movements, including 
eclipses. It also, in the case of extispicy (exam-
ination of animal entrails), led to the compila-
tion of much material on anatomy and phys-
iology.

Babylonian medicine had two sides, one 
practical and one theoretical. On the practi-
cal side, the Babylonians had a vast store of 
knowledge concerning herbs, medicines, 
and the symptoms for which they were e! -
cacious. A Babylonian doctor could do cer-
tain kinds of surgery, such as an operation 
on the eye, probably to remove a cataract. 
On the theoretical side, the Babylonians had 
a vast store of incantations and rituals to 
exorcise the demons believed to cause a 
patientÕs illness. The incantation priests 
(!" ipu) worked hand in hand with the practi-
cal doctors (asž) to cure a su" erer.

The heyday of Babylonian mathematics 
was the early Old Babylonian period (ca. 
2000Ð1780 B.C.). During that time mathemati-
cians went beyond the crude arithmetical 
necessities of everyday life to explore what 
we call algebra and geometry. They discov-
ered EuclidÕs theorem and the Pythagorean 
triangle more than a thousand years before 
those Greek scholars lived. Scores of Babylo-
nian Òproblem textsÓ have been discovered, 
and they include both practical problems 
(such as calculating the height of a ziggurat) 
and theoretical problems.

Lexicography, the science of words (the 
principles and practices of making dictionar-
ies), was a highly important occupation. Next 
to prognostic texts, lexicographical texts 
were the most numerous in ancient Babylo-
nian libraries. These included lists of names 
(plants, animals, professions, etc.), bilingual 
and multilingual dictionaries, and lists of 
cuneiform signs of various shapes and inter-
pretations. Among this material were many 
lists of god names in which several divine 
names were frequently identiÞed with one 

god, indicating a basic syncretistic theology.
As stated earlier, Babylonians were keenly 

interested in their past, and in academic cir-
cles this meant that scribes compiled works 
on the subject. These included king lists, 
chronicles, and poetic works about famous 
Þgures of the past. A few scribes went farther 
and wrote in a prophetic style about past 
events in an a#empt to justify modern 
change or possibly even to make a real pre-
diction seem credible. This literature (ANET, 
451Ð52; 606Ð7), which has parallels in the bib-
lical book of Daniel, may well be the begin-
ning of apocalyptic literature. See 
APOCALYPSES AND APOCALYPTICISM.

As if this were not enough learning, the 
scribes occasionally indulged in highly eso-
teric composition. They wrote some com-
mentaries to literary texts, which to our 
minds o$en seem abstruse and are di! cult 
to read. From time to time they also wrote in 
numbers rather than in cuneiform signs, 
each number representing a syllable or 
word. Such passages are extremely hard to 
decipher. They were really learned games, 
such as di! cult crossword puzzles.

3. Libraries. More is known about 
Assyrian libraries than Babylonian libraries. 
(The reader is referred to the discussion 
under Assyria [previous article] for fuller 
information than can be given here.) The rea-
son is the chance of archaeology. Most 
libraries in Babylonia were unearthed in the 
19th century before proper excavation tech-
niques had been developed. At Asshur, on 
the other hand, scientiÞc methods were 
employed with great beneÞt to modern 
knowledge.

Libraries no doubt existed in all major 
Babylonian cities; speciÞcally, they have 
been discovered at Babylon, Borsippa, Sip-
par, and Nippur, to name the best known. 
The library discovered at Nippur is largely 
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The library discovered at Nippur is largely 
early Old Babylonian in date and Sumerian 
in content. Most of the tablets are now 
housed in Istanbul, Jena (East Germany), and 
Philadelphia. The libraries from Babylon, 
Borsippa, and Sippar are both Old and New 
Babylonian in date and the contents mainly 
in Akkadian. Most of these tablets are now in 
the British Museum.

Recently (1986), a whole new library was 
discovered at Sippar by archaeologists from 
the University of Baghdad. This is the most 
important Þnd of the decade and when the 
tablets have been analyzed and published, 
they will supply much information on the 
subject. The texts seem to be Neo-Babylo-
nian in date. The discovery also sheds light 
on the physical arrangements in a Babylo-
nian library. The tablets were stored in deep 
cubicles made up of clay shelves and 
uprights. Brief markings on the tablet edges 
were notes (Òcall numbersÓ) to assist the 
libraries in locating the texts they wanted.

I. Religion
Babylonian religion permeates Babylonian 

society, being present in every event, every 
action, every institution, every thought. This 
feature cannot be overemphasized, particu-
larly in our modern secular society where 
such a phenomenon seems so strange. For 
this reason it has become fashionable in 
scholarly circles in recent years to be very 
negative about the possibility of our gaining 
an understanding of ancient religion. Some 
modern specialists in Babylonia claim that 
the very nature of the available sources 
excludes any comprehensive and profound 
knowledge of Babylonian religion (Oppen-
heim 1964); but this is overstating the case. 
Among the tens of thousands of artifacts and 
inscriptions which archaeologists have exca-
vated, there is a wealth of information on the 
subject. This includes religious scenes in art, 
votive Þgurines from temples, mythological 

texts, rituals, hymns, prayers, and o! ering 
lists. We can never discover exactly what a 
given Babylonian thought about religion, of 
course, anymore than we can do this for a 
modern human being; but, as shall be seen 
in the following pages, we now have consid-
erable information about this subject.

Babylonian religion was very heavily inßu-
enced by Sumerian religion, and all of the 
characteristics described here are character-
istics of Sumerian religion. Babylonian reli-
gion had a number of outstanding character-
istics. It was a polytheistic religion, the num-
ber of gods, goddesses, demons, etc., being in 
the hundreds. These were ranked in a hierar-
chy, but there were many overlaps and 
regional di! erences. To further complicate 
ma" ers, each divinity had a spouse. The reli-
gion was animistic, for every animate and 
inanimate object was believed to have life 
and being. Cults were an important part of 
Babylonian religion, and every city had both 
major and minor cults, each with its temple, 
priests, o! erings, and rituals. There was an 
o# cial or state religion, and there was private 
religion. Morality was involved in Babylo-
nian religion, and a very high ethical tone is 
evident in some writings. Divination and 
magic were important parts of the Babylo-
nian way of life.

1. State Religion. The chief Babylonian 
gods, and the cities where their cults were 
centered, were Marduk at Babylon, Nabž at 
Borsippa, Enlil at Nippur, Ishtar at Uruk, Sin 
at Ur, Shamash at Sippar, and Nergal at 
Cuthah. When Babylonian history began, 
the Sumerian god An was still o# cially 
regarded as the king of the gods. In practice, 
Enlil, as in Sumerian times, played the chief 
role. See ENLIL. As time passed and the city 
of Babylon became the political and cultural 
center of the land, its god, Marduk, gradually 
moved into a more important position. Ulti -
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moved into a more important position. Ulti -
mately, he was o! cially recognized as king 
of the gods, during the reign of Nebuchad-
nezzar I (ca. 1125Ð1104 B.C.; see D. 6 above). 
Many of the a" ributes and much of the 
mythology a" ached to Enlil became his. In 
the late period, Marduk was o#en simply 
called Bel, Òlord.Ó Nabž was MardukÕs son 
and was the god of scribes and learning. 
Libraries in temples were called Òthe shrines 
of Nabž.Ó Ishtar was the mother goddess and 
the goddess of love. Sin was the moon-god, 
and his cult became unusually important 
during the reign of Nabonidus (see D. 8 
above). Shamash was the sun-god and 
always had great prominence because he 
was in charge of justice and divination. Ner-
gal, who was commonly associated with Erra, 
was the god of the netherworld, and death 
came under his jurisdiction.

Each cult not only had its own temple, per-
sonnel, and o$erings but also its own festi-
vals and rituals. The festivals of the major 
cults were, of course, more important than 
those of minor cults. The chief event of all 
was the Akõ!tu or New Year Festival. This was 
celebrated every spring at Babylon for the 
Þrst twelve days of Nisan, the Þrst month of 
the year. The statues of gods from other 
cities, such as Nabž from Borsippa, were 
brought by boat with great ceremony to 
Babylon. Here, they greeted Marduk and 
accompanied his statue, placed on a ceremo-
nial ßoat, out of the temple. The magniÞcent 
procession progressed down the wide 
avenue from MardukÕs temple through the 
Ishtar Gate to the Akõ!tu house outside Baby-
lonÕs walls. In this house rituals were per-
formed and the Enuma Elish poem, describ-
ing how Marduk became king of the gods, 
was recited. Then Marduk was escorted back 
to his temple, and the gods returned to their 
own cities and temples. The Babylonian king 
had an essential role in state religion, and 

this was particularly apparent in the Akõ!tu 
festival. At one point the chief priest would 
slap him in the face and drag him by the ears 
to MardukÕs throne, where he forced the 
king to bow down and recite a confession. 
Another part of the Akõ!tu festival was the 
sacred marriage between the king and the 
chief goddess, Zarpanitu. The marital act 
was actually carried out by the king with the 
chief priestess.

Babylonian mythology is quite colorful, 
and many of the myths, which are in poetry, 
are exciting to read (see H. 1 above). This is 
true in part because the Babylonians had a 
very anthropomorphic view of their gods. 
They believed that the gods looked, thought, 
and behaved just like human beings. The 
only di$erence was that the gods were 
immortal and normally invisible. In the 
mythology the gods loved, hated, fought, ate, 
drank, sinned, and repented just like mor-
tals. Babylonian cosmology saw the world as 
divided into three parts, with heaven above, 
the netherworld below, and the earth in 
between. Shamash, the sun, traveled 
through the netherworld at night. The stars 
and planets were identiÞed with speciÞc 
gods, and their movements were carefully 
studied for astrological reasons. The earth 
itself was seen as a disk surrounded by salt 
water, with fresh water bubbling up from 
below the earth to form rivers and lakes. 
Babylonia and its two rivers, the Tigris and 
the Euphrates, were in the center of the 
world.

In Babylonian belief, the gods, heaven, and 
underworld had always existed. There are no 
stories of how the gods and their dwelling 
places evolved, as there are, for example, in 
Egypt. Humankind, however, was created by 
the gods, as was earth. There are various sto-
ries about the creation, but the central theme 
is basically the same: there was a major con-
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is basically the same: there was a major con-
ßict between old gods and young gods. One 
story, Enuma Elish, says the reason for the 
war was that the young gods were making 
too much noise and disturbing the sleep of 
the old gods. Another story, Atram-hasis, says 
the young gods became tired of doing all the 
work to clothe and feed the old gods and 
went on strike. In Enuma Elish, Marduk is 
chosen champion of the young gods. He 
defeats the leader of the old gods, the dragon 
Tiamat, and creates earth out of her body. 
Then, with a lump of clay and some blood 
from the dead spouse of Tiamat, he creates 
man. Man is placed on earth to serve the 
gods.

The Atram-hasis Epic narrates the creation 
of man in somewhat the same fashion, but 
then goes on to describe the Flood. A! er 
humankind had been created and had 
relieved the young gods of menial toil, the 
humans multiplied rapidly. The noise this 
multitude made disturbed the gods, and 
a! er holding an assembly the gods decided 
to destroy their creations with a Flood. The 
Flood duly came and swept over the face of 
the earth. But one man, Atram-hasis (in other 
Flood stories he has other names), had been 
warned by the god Ea that the Flood was 
coming. He therefore built an enormous 
boat, loaded his family, livestock, and all his 
possessions into it, and thereby survived the 
deluge.

Death and its sequel were very gloomy sub-
jects in Babylonian thought, for there was no 
concept of a happy a! erlife. Slightly di" er-
ent views are given in di" erent texts of what 
happened a! er death, but there is a pervad-
ing sense of misery. It was Þrst and foremost 
important to bury a dead person, for other-
wise his or her ghost (e!emmu) would wander 
about homeless and might haunt relatives 
and friends. The body was buried under the 
ßoor of the family home, where antiquated 

family archives were also buried. A! er 
proper burial, the ghost went down to the 
netherworld. This is eloquently described in 
the Gilgamesh Epic (8: 34Ð39):

To the dwelling where none may leave 
who have entered,

To the dwelling where the occupants 
have no light,

Where they eat dust and clay they 
consume.

They are dressed like birds, wings are 
their clothes,

They see no light but dwell in darkness.

Every human being went to this gloomy 
place upon death. There was no paradise for 
the good or hell for the bad. It is not surpris-
ing that Babylonians had a fatalistic view of 
life and that some of them practiced hedo-
nism, ge#ing as much pleasure from life as 
they could before they died.

The temples in which the cults had their 
homes were major economic and social insti-
tutions in Babylonia. To provide some 
impression of this, one might roughly com-
pare it with the status of the Christian 
Church in Western Europe during the Mid-
dle Ages. Physically, the temple consisted of 
a large complex of buildings with shrines, 
kitchens, dormitories, workrooms, and stor-
age rooms. Normally a temple tower, or zig-
gurat, was part of the temple complex. The 
size of a templeÕs sta"  depended on the tem-
pleÕs importance and wealth. The temple of 
Marduk at Babylon in the 1st millennium 
was an enormously large and rich institu-
tion. We have no indication of the numbers 
of people on its sta" , but they were probably 
in the hundreds. At the top was the chief 
priest, and next to him were his chief advis-
ers. There were several di" erent kinds of 
priests who performed the various rituals 
and related sacred duties. Cra! smen and 
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and related sacred duties. Cra! smen and 
laborers, including kitchen sta"  and herds-
men, were employed by the temple both to 
provide for its own needs and to produce a 
surplus for trade and proÞt. A temple usu-
ally owned some land and also had a share 
(Òo" eringsÓ) in crops and herds from some 
property it did not own. The more important 
temples also received support from the 
palace, although the amount of this support 
varied from period to period. This support 
included building and repairs that were car-
ried out by corvŽe at the order of the king. 
Containers were le!  at temple doors for wor-
shippers to deposit voluntary o" erings. 
Temple revenues were in kind, and the food 
provided for the gods was in practice con-
sumed by the temple personnel.

2. Popular Religion. Li#le is known 
about popular religion in Babylonia, since 
most of our sources are artifacts and docu-
ments excavated at the large temples. It was 
believed that everyone, even the lowest slave, 
had a personal god and that the godÕs rank 
had a direct relation to the humanÕs rank. 
The relationship between a human and his 
or her god was quite businesslike. The 
human provided food and clothing for the 
god, and the god, in turn, carried the 
humanÕs requestsÑ such as for good 
healthÑ to a higher god who could perform 
the deed.

Magic, both black and white, was universal 
in Babylonia, but one suspects, although it 
cannot be proved, that it was particularly 
popular among poorer people. Incantations 
and rituals in the hundreds are known from 
the great libraries. These cover the whole 
gamut of life: love potions, illness, business 
a" airs, a house infected with insects, child-
birth, etc. Clay dolls with human hair were 
sometimes fashioned as part of a ritual, such 
as one designed to cast an evil spell on a per-
son. Herbs and roots were the most common 

elements used in the rituals, and frequently 
the rituals describe how to use them to mix a 
poultice or medicine, particularly in the case 
of illness.

Babylonian texts occasionally refer to road-
side shrines. Some of these were certainly 
part of the state religion, but others were 
probably manifestations of popular belief. 
Anyone who has traveled in the Near East 
must have been struck by the number of 
small shrines of virtually every religion in 
town and country alike, even today.

3. Divination.  As religion permeated 
Babylonian civilization, so did divination. 
The theory and practice of 
prognosticationÑ predicting the 
futureÑ was endemic to this culture and 
a" ected every aspect of life. It was based on 
the belief that the gods, whenever they 
decided to do something, sent a message or 
messages to human beings through a variety 
of means. If humans wished to know what 
the gods intended, they had to learn how to 
read these signs.

Almost anything could be a medium for 
divine messages, such as the shape of smoke 
from a Þre, the conÞgurations of oil poured 
upon water, the ßight of birds, or the sudden 
appearance of a snake. The Babylonians, 
building upon a Sumerian tradition, devel-
oped the science (if we can call it that) of read-
ing these signs into a very complex and com-
prehensive system. This system was carefully 
recorded on clay tablets and Þled away in 
libraries for reference. One gains some idea 
of the importance of divination to Babyloni-
ans from the fact that of all the documents 
stored in Babylonian libraries, prognostic 
texts were the most numerous.

The kinds of divination we know most 
about are those used by the king and his 
court. These were extispicy and astrology. 
ExtispicyÑ the examination of the entrails of 
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ExtispicyÑ the examination of the entrails of 
sacriÞcial animals for ominous signsÑ was 
popular in the Old and Middle Babylonian 
periods, but by the Neo-Babylonian period 
astrology had become more common. There 
were both active and passive approaches in 
divination. Thus, in the active approach the 
king would address a speciÞc question to the 
diviners, asking if a certain proposal was 
approved by the gods. It might be a pro-
posed campaign or the appointment of an 
o! cial, or something else. The diviners 
would then sacriÞce some animals or watch 
the heavens and, on the basis of their vast 
lore, report back to the king. It says much for 
the skill and common sense of the diviners 
that there is no case yet known in which any 
of them were later charged with a false pre-
diction.

A passive approach to divination was also 
known. Thus, an astrologer might report to 
the king that his calculations showed that a 
solar eclipse would occur on such a date and 
that this meant the king would die. Neces-
sary preventive action had, therefore, to be 
taken. In one such case, of which there are 
several examples, a substitute king was put 
on the throne and at the end of the ominous 
period was executed. Then the real king, 
who had been in hiding resumed his throne. 
Yet another type of passive divination is rep-
resented by dreams and prophecies. A king 
might receive a message from the gods in a 
dream, or it might be transmi" ed to him 
through a prophet. These prophets, or bet-
ter, Òecstatics,Ó were usually women who 
induced a trance upon themselves, probably 
by dancing. While the women were in the 
trance, the gods would send them messages 
for the king. Usually these messages were 
just good wishes for well-being and not at all 
like the powerful and o#en threatening mes-
sages of the Hebrew prophets.

J. Everyday Life

The everyday life of a Babylonian changed 
li" le over the centuries, for rapid change was 
unknown in preindustrial societies. Food, 
lodging, clothing, and general behavior pat-
terns were essentially the same in Old Baby-
lonian as in Neo-Babylonian times. This was 
true despite the frequent immigration of 
new peoples, since new population groups 
soon melted into Babylonian society, leaving 
li" le trace of their identity.
ÒA person is what he eatsÓ is an old adage 

with much truth in it. OneÕs diet a$ects oneÕs 
thoughts and actions in a variety of ways. 
Thus, it is important to know what food 
Babylonians consumed. It was mainly cereal 
grains in the form of bread spread with oil 
pressed from sesame seed. The most com-
mon cereal was barley, which was also 
brewed for beer, the usual beverage. Wine 
was known but was reserved for festive occa-
sions or for use by rich people. The people 
also ate leeks, onions, and garlic. Milk, usu-
ally from goats, was made into ghee (clariÞed 
bu" er) and cheese. Eggs from chickens and 
ducks were also part of the regular diet. Fish 
was commonly caught and eaten. For sweets, 
there were dates and honey. For most peo-
ple, meat (fowl, sheep, or goat) was a rare lux-
ury. Only the nobility could a$ord meat reg-
ularly; the lower classes were able to indulge 
in it only on festive occasions. Indeed, the 
upper classes had a great respect for good 
food, and many recipes for the preparation 
of a meal have been discovered. Not surpris-
ingly, some of the recipes are similar to those 
for modern dishes found in the area.

There is a description of a banquet among 
the gods in the epic Enuma Elish (3: 133Ð37), 
and this may reßect human practice. The 
story does not tell us what they ate, except 
that they ate well, but it does say they drank 
enough to become quite cheerful:

They cha" ed together as they sat down 
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They cha! ed together as they sat down 
at the banquet,

They drank through straws the sweet 
liquor,

As they drank the alcohol their bodies 
relaxed,

They forgot their cares, their mood 
became expansive.

The universal building material for 
dwellings was mud brick, the only exception 
being in the marshes, where reeds were used. 
Stone and timber, which had to be imported 
and were therefore expensive, were used 
only for palaces and temples. The house of a 
family of modest means was usually of two 
stories surrounding a courtyard. There were 
no openings onto the street except for the 
door. All windows, which had no coverings, 
opened onto the courtyard, where there was 
a pool of water. The second ßoor had a bal-
cony all around the courtyard. Wealthy fami-
lies and certainly the king had gardens. 
There were poor people who were homeless, 
and many of them carved out niches for 
themselves in the city walls or in the ruins of 
old temples and palaces, while others simply 
slept in doorways. The streets were narrow, 
twisting, and Þlthy, since they had open sew-
ers in the center to carry o"  all waste from 
the houses. The streets were also dark and 
dangerous at night because of robbers.

Clothing was a relatively simple ma! er for 
most people and consisted of one or two 
loose-Þ! ing garments. The material came 
from goatsÕ hair or sheepsÕ wool. Both men 
and women wore some jewelry. The upper 
classes and royalty had more elaborate gar-
ments and, of course, wore ornaments of pre-
cious stone, such as lapis lazuli, and of metal, 
such as gold and silver.

For recreation the Babylonians had a vari-
ety of options. There were the great religious 
festivals, which included parades which they 
could watch. Scribes and poets recited epics 

and stories to audiences in the squares and at 
the gates. Music, both vocal and instrumen-
tal, was sung or played universally from for-
mal hymns in the great temples to popular 
folk tunes. A variety of instrumentsÑ strings, 
wind, and percussionÑ were used. Ball 
games and wrestling were favorite sports. 
The more sedentary could entertain them-
selves with board games, some of which have 
been recovered in modern excavations. For 
the children, there were toys such as clay 
model wagons and dolls.

K. Legacy
Babylonia le# a legacy to civilization as a 

whole and to religion in particular. This is 
not surprising considering that Babylonia 
was one of the great civilizations of the Fer-
tile Crescent, an area one could call the 
cradle of civilization and the cradle of three 
great religions: Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam. A Babylonian legacy is also apparent 
in the modern region, southern Iraq, of the 
Babylonian plain and among its present 
inhabitants.

It is in the Bible that we Þnd the most obvi-
ous Babylonian legacy, and since the Bible is 
sacred to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, it 
is then a fact that all three religions have a 
legacy from the Babylonians. In the discus-
sions above, a connection has been observed 
between Babylonian and Hebrew law and lit -
erature. It is possible that apocalyptic litera-
ture, such as one Þnds in the book of Daniel 
or the book of Revelation, has its origin in the 
Babylonian prophecies.

A legacy in the Bible unßa! ering to the 
Babylonians is interesting. Biblical writers 
had good cause to hate the Babylonians a#er 
the Exile, and this hatred took the form of 
regarding them as the archetypes of evil. The 
strongest expression is in the book of Revela-
tion, where one reads of the iniquities of the 
ÒGreat Whore of Babylon.Ó Antagonism 
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“Great Whore of Babylon.” Antagonism 
toward Babylonia went back much farther 
though, as we can see in the episode of the 
Tower of Babel in Genesis 11, where the 
writer is scornful of Babylon’s wealth and 
pretensions, picturing its inhabitants as a 
godless and foolish bunch. These images of 
Babylon are still with us today, thanks to the 
Bible.

A final Babylonian legacy to religion is 
astrology. Astrology spread from Babylonia 
both east, to India and beyond, and west. In 
Western Europe, it gained a firm hold, thriv-
ing in the Middle Ages, and it still has a real 
presence in modern society.

Outside of religion, the most outstanding 
contribution which Babylonia has made to 
civilization is in science, a fact which has only 
come to light during the last few decades. As 
noted above, the Babylonians by about 1780 
B.C. had made great strides in mathematics, 
algebra, and geometry. They had already 
made the discoveries which Euclid and 
Pythagoras would rediscover later. Before 
the middle of the 1st millennium they had 
such a wealth of astronomical data and 
expertise (compiled for the purposes of 
astrology) that they could measure the solar 
and lunar years very accurately. They could 
also predict eclipses of the sun and moon 
and many other celestial phenomena. This 
vast lore of learning and discovery spread 
throughout the Near East and Eastern 
Europe during the Hellenistic age and thus 
formed the basis for Greek science, which, in 
turn, is the basis of modern science. The 
Babylonians also knew a great deal about 
medicine and the structure of the human 
body, but whether much of this knowledge 
was passed on to the Greeks is unknown.

The influence of Babylonian literature on 
Greek literature has been shown to be a real-
ity in recent years. There are, for example, 
reflections of Gilgamesh in the stories of Her-

cules, and some of the gods mentioned in the 
poetry of Hesiod reflect a Babylonian back-
ground. The Babylonians are famous in 
modern times for their law codes, and 
research during the last decade has shown a 
continuous chain in legal tradition from the 
Laws of Hammurapi through the Bible to 
modern law. (In fact there was a trial in the 
state of Michigan in the 1950s in which the 
goring-ox laws of Hammurapi’s code were 
cited as bearing on the case! See Finkelstein 
1981.)

The land where Babylonian civilization 
once flourished is now the S part of the mod-
ern republic of Iraq. Here, one can see a visi-
ble legacy of those ancient people in the 
minarets of the mosques. These towers 
remind one of the ancient ziggurats, or tem-
ple towers, the remains of which can still be 
seen at ancient sites throughout the land. In 
the early Middle Ages, when minarets were 
first being built, the ziggurats would have 
been even be!er preserved and apparent. 
Indeed, the famous medieval minaret at 
Samarra was consciously modeled aer a 
ziggurat.

The Babylonian dialect of Akkadian is no 
longer spoken in the area, but there are still 
relics of it in the Arabic which is spoken in 
Iraq today. By this, it is not meant simply that 
Arabic, being a Semitic language like Akka-
dian, has words and grammatical structures 
related to those in Babylonian; this is cer-
tainly true. But beyond this, in isolated vil-
lages one oen finds local words and expres-
sions which are otherwise not known in Ara-
bic but were current in Babylonian. An out-
standing example of this is the technical ter-
minology used by the date-palm cultivators 
in the extreme south. This terminology is 
actually Sumerian and therefore even older 
than Babylonian. But the Babylonians 
inherited it and passed it on to future genera-
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inherited it and passed it on to future genera-
tions.

Is there any trace of the Babylonian people 
themselves among the modern inhabitants 
of S Iraq? This is impossible to prove, but it 
seems highly probable. Aer all, when histo-
rians say a people “died out” or “disap-
peared,” what they really mean (except in 
cases of genocide or mass migration) is that 
the old population intermarried and melted 
into the new immigrant populations. This 
was certainly the case with the Babylonians. 
One region which was isolated and therefore 
experienced li"le of this melting is the 
marshes in the extreme south (see B. above). 
Here the Marsh Arabs, as the people are 
called, live in much the same way as the 
ancient Sumerians and Babylonians. They 
are quite different in almost every respect 
from other Iraqis. Perhaps, then, they are the 
closest we can come to finding traces of Baby-
lonians in the modern world.
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