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Chapter Two: The Bronze Age in the Ancient Near East and Egypt
The discovery of agriculture, followed by the use of bronze technology and writing, gave stimulus to the West Asian and African societies that grasped the concepts at an early date.  Various cultures in Mesopotamia, Egypt and the eastern Mediterranean would become the first western civilizations to embark on sophisticated political and economic strategies, many of which were in direct consequence to the availability of the natural resources of the region.  Throughout the third and second millennia BCE these civilizations and the peoples who moved into the region interacted in war and peace, resulting from time to time in political shifts, cultural decline and the rise of new power centers.

How do we understand the rise of complex and historic societies in the Near East and Europe?  To what extent did the natural environment pay a role in the shaping of these societies?  This chapter begins by focusing on the role of traditional scholarship in explaining the rise of historic civilization in the ancient Near East, as well as the implications of writing.   Section Two will look at the dialogue between the environment and the various peoples who interacted in the Mesopotamian watershed in the Bronze Age.  Section Three will turn to the rise of Egypt and the Hittites, the superpowers of the second millennium BCE.  

Section One: Deciphering the Archaeology of the Ancient Near East
Traditionally, a study of western civilization begins with an examination of the ancient Near East.  Scholarship has in general been western in origin and for a long time bent on equating the ancient Near East with events in the Old Testament.  Questions independent of Biblical interest, such as the nature of environmental impact on the societies of the ancient Near East, were incidental to the investigations, unless they touched on a religious issue.
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[Picture 2.1: Map of ancient Near East, ca 1400 BCE, web.ics.purdue.edu]
_____________________________________________________________________________________

The importance of archaeological discovery to the Bible student consists in the fact that we can at last study the history of the Chosen People in the same way as we do that of any other people. (W. Albright, Recent Discoveries in Bible Lands, Funk and Wagnalls, New York, 1936, pp.4-5)
Biblical archaeology rested on two fundamental a priori assumptions: that the Bible was historical, and that archaeology provided an external, objective source of realia. These in turn were dependent on a belief in the Bible as the Word of God and on a nineteenth-century understanding of science as an endeavor that was immutable and unaffected by the presuppositions of the scholar. Archaeology was properly one of the humanities, and as such it was the hand- maiden of history… The Bible was the historical document of Palestine; therefore, it was the source of the agenda for biblical archaeology. This agenda was historical, biblical, and, in its ultimate extent, apologetical.

The avowed aim of biblical archaeology…  was the grounding of the Bible in the realm of realia. Albright specifically wished to make biblical studies a science through the twin tools of linguistic analysis and archaeology. Archaeology was to establish objective criteria for judging the historical validity of the biblical record. General cultural evolution was of no interest to the theoreticians of biblical archaeology. In essence, only a small segment of cultural evolution was of interest: the evolution of Spiritual Man…

Biblical archaeology understood cultural change to be the result of historical and ideological (even divine) factors. Hence it developed, in the ceramic methodology of Albright, a field methodology geared to elucidate questions of chronology and political history...  (Thomas W. Davis, Shifting Sands : The Rise and Fall of Biblical Archaeology. Oxford University Press,, 2004. p 154-5)
The Question:  Based on the map and sources above, what was the original intent of archaeological and historical study of the ancient Near East?
__________________________________________________________________________________
Albright’s view is typical of the philological approach taken through much of the period before the mid-twentieth century.  Archaeological evidence had to be biblically relevant.  Thus there was early interest in issues like the impact of the Great Flood, the origins of Abraham, and the interactions of Iron Age empires on the emerging kingdoms of Israel and Judah.   The great early expeditions to the Near East searched for texts and physical evidence to prove the existence of Biblical events and places.   Western civilization was traced through the literature of the Old Testament.  However, the region was studied as the precursor to the Classical period of Greek and Hebrew literature, disconnected from the true lineage of western civilization after the time of the Old Testament.  Mesopotamia and Egypt may have held the “cradle of civilization”, but declined too rapidly for enlightened ideals to take hold.  This is a progressivist view of history - that human events have moved forward in a positive direction and away from a primitive beginning.
Bahrani and others have questioned the approaches taken by the earliest researchers in Mesopotamia and Egypt, suggesting that the Biblical and progressivist concerns of European and American archaeologists, who saw true civilization as a western invention, overrode any real interest in the region’s history:
___________________________________________________________________________________
In this way a distinction came to be made between the region before and after the advent of Islam that implied the death of one civilisation and its replacement and eradication by another. Within this disciplinary organisation the term that came to be the acceptable name for Iraq in the Pre-Islamic period was “Mesopotamia.” This revival of a name applied to the region in the European Classical tradition came to underscore the Babylonian/Assyrian position within the Western historical narrative of civilisation as the remoter, malformed, or partially formed, roots of European culture which has its telos in the flowering of Western culture and, ultimately, the autonomous modern Western man. Thus the term Mesopotamia refers to an atemporal rather than a geographical entity, which is, in the words of the renowned Mesopotamian scholar, A. Leo Oppenheim (1964), a “Dead Civilisation.” This civilisation had to be entirely dissociated, by name, from the local inhabitants and contemporary culture in order to facilitate the portrayal of the history of human civilisation as a single evolutionary process with its natural and ideal outcome in the modern West.

… according to this still commonly held view, the ‘torch of civilisation’ was passed from Mesopotamia to Europe via the two ‘Eastern ethnicities’ that are acceptable to the west: Greeks and Jews.  Paradoxically, in the two main sources of the Western cultural narrative, Classical texts and the Bible, the Assyrians and Babylonians and their successors, the Persians, are the hostile other, presenting a constant threat to the political freedom of democracy and the worship of the true God.  The earliest archaeological expeditions to Mesopotamia were unambiguous in defining the purposes of their mission.  Since human civilization was thought to originate in Mesopotamia, and this civilization was transferred from the east to the West, the two justifications for the archaeological expeditions were repeatedly stated as being the search for the ‘roots’ of Western culture and to locate the places referred to in the Old Testament.

This obsessive desire to disassociate the past of the region from its present and to present it instead as a primitive stage in the evolution of mankind facilitated the concept of ‘Mesopotamia’ as the rightful domain of the West, both in a historical and a geopolitical sense.  A separation and division of (Sumerian, Babylonian, and Assyrian) cultures and an exclusion of the later history of the region was successfully articulated through the act of naming…

The image of Mesopotamia, upon which we still depend, was necessary for a march of progress from East to West, a concept of world cultural development that is explicitly Eurocentric and imperialist. (Zainab Bahrani, in Lynne Meskell, ed., Roth, Ann M. (Contributor); Silberman, Neil (Contributor). Archaeology under Fire: Nationalism, Politics and Heritage in the Eastern Mediterranean and Middle East  London, GBR: Routledge, 1998, pp165-6, 172. )

The Question:  Is there a bias in how western scholars have studied the ancient Near East?  How does this compare to the generation of Albright?
_________________________________________________________________________________
Increasingly, archaeologists have questioned the traditional ways of understanding the ancient Near East.  They ask whether more attention should be given to understanding the social relationships in the small villages of the ancient landscape, the role of women, the impact of environmental change and the formation of non-western ideas about the nature of man’s place in the universe.  They ask whether it is a question of linking Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilization to the west for legitimization, or whether Near Eastern archaeology  stands as the beginning of an equally valid non-Western civilization that interacted with the cultures of the Mediterranean world.

However, the problems do not end with defining and contextualizing the ancient Near East.   Reconstructing any history of the region is made difficult by the nature of the evidence.   Most west Asian structures were constructed of perishable mud-brick and plant materials.  Few were built of fire-hardened materials, and have disintegrated into clay.  Over the centuries a settlement assumed a hill profile, as layer built upon layer, compressing the evidence from the older structures underneath.  The result is something like a large wedding cake kept out in the rain and left to melt one layer into the next.  The archaeologist’s dilemma, therefore, is the multitude of layers so compacted on one another that it can at times be close to impossible to record and date the layers except in relationship to one another. 
Another challenge lies in the spottiness of surviving written sources, the clay tablets used for recording events, government business and commercial transactions.  Most were never meant to survive the millennia between us and antiquity.  However, on occasion archived material has survived, either through abandonment of the site, which allowed the tablets to rest undisturbed, or because the location had been burned, fire-hardening the tablets and significantly increasing survival.  Some years are heavy with preserved archival material, while entire decades go virtually unrecorded, save for a chance document find here and there.   However, even surviving records pose a dating challenge:
___________________________________________________________________________________
…”Then Uruk was defeated and the kingship was taken to Agade. 
In Agade, Sargon, whose father was a gardener, the cupbearer of Ur-Zababa, became king, the king of Agade, who built Agade; he ruled for 56 years. 
Rimuš, son of Sargon, ruled for 9 years.
Maništušu, the older brother of Rimuš, son of Sargon, ruled for 15 years. 
Naram-Sin, son of Maništušu, ruled for 56 years. 
Šar-kali-šarri, son of Naram-Sin, ruled for 25 years. 
Then who was king? Who was not king? 
Irgigi was king, Nanum was king, Imi was king, Elulu was king; those four kings ruled 3 years. 
Dudu ruled for 21 years. 
Šu-Durul, son of Dudu, ruled for 15 years. 
Eleven kings ruled for 181 years…” (Sumerian Kings List)

The question:  What does this passage suggest about the difficulty of dating Mesopotamian civilization?
_____________________________________________________________________________________
The excerpt above from the Sumerian King List is a good example of the lack of points of reference within the accounts to help us date the sequence of events to the present calendar.  The further back one goes, the more dubious the information, until one is in the realm of mythology.  The Sumerians only knew of the earliest rulers by legend if at all, and inscribed rules of decades and even centuries to the older kings.  For that reason, archaeologists and historians have often disagreed on the dates of various Mesopotamian political benchmarks.  While we possess several brief and dubious chronologies of Mesopotamian rulers, called the Sumerian King List, we can only say that relatively, such and such a king  came before the next king mentioned and after the king mentioned before him.  
There were several concurrent experiments in earliest record keeping.  For instance, a token based accounting system was already in use in the fourth millennium.  These tokens and an accounting record would be sealed in a clay envelope that could then be stored in case of dispute.  Another early claim belongs to the small cylinder seals carved with a specific marker identifying the seal’s owner.  The seal could be rolled across clay patches set on items to identify or verify an owner or other authority of the item thus marked or sealed.  However, is this “writing” as we would define it?

We are on firmer ground with cuneiform.  Beginning in the later fourth millennium as pictographic impressions on clay, signifying numbers and commodities, accounting concepts and action identifiers, cuneiform slowly changed into a more stylized and abstracted set of incised wedge-shaped (the Greek meaning of cuneiform) symbols.
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[Picture 2.2: Evolution of Cuneiform. britannica.com.ph]
The question: Given the clay medium on which one wrote, what are the challenges that you see in developing written communication?
With the appearance of a script we suddenly have a people living in complex cities who name themselves and their Sumer, the “Black-headed People”.  Their language is so remote that we have no living ancestors or relatives; all the same, historians consider them the first historic society because they could write.
Writing as History

Does the existence of writing make a society “historic”?  The answer at first might seem obvious.  Historians accept the presence of writing as the basis for a historical society.  Bottero summarizes the historian’s argument. 

_______________________________________________________________________________

…The oldest “cuneiform” documents that can be understood and used on an historical level are close to the year 3000.  Even better, it is these texts that contain something of an unsurpassable limit in them: the oldest among them are very close in space and time to the invention of cuneiform writing in Mesopotamia, probably even to the invention of writing itself.  Besides, only written documents can give us an assured knowledge of our past that is precise, detailed and analytical.  Prehistorians and archaeologists as such can only see a hazy and uncertain outline of the past.  This is why history begins at Sumer, as is emphasized by the title of a popular book.  In other words, history begins in lower Mesopotamia in the first part of the third millennium. 
And this history is our history!...  we are largely formed in all aspects of our culture by the Mesopotamian civilization which was born in the fourth millennium and was already well developed in the third.  This civilization is perhaps the oldest in the world that deserves this noble title… (Jean Bottéro, Mesopotamia: Writing, Reasoning and the Gods, tr. Zainab Bahrani and Marc van der Mieroop: Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1992, p. 28)

The Question:  Is the use of writing the beginning of history?
____________________________________________________________________________________
Bottero, a noted scholar of cuneiform, suggests that when a society is capable of recording what is important to that society in a script that goes beyond simple counting and commodity symbols, we say the society has become historic.  While prehistory was filled with vibrant peoples and complex cultures, we have no other way to identify them as societies than by distinctive physical remains, like pottery (the Bell Beaker people), a site (the Uruk culture), or even an activity (Urnfeld people).  In his opinion, this is not enough to be labeled as a “civilization”.  However, archaeology takes a different approach to the question of whether to view writing as the hallmark of “historic”:

________________________________________________________________________________
These attributes of the archaeological record – its tangibility and its incompleteness – can all too easily be viewed as drawbacks to the value of archaeology in approaching the past, especially in contrast to the surviving written record.  We should not view them in this way, however.  The written textual record of the Mesopotamian past, represented by thousands of cuneiform texts on clay tablets, suffers from similar and connected problems of bias, incompleteness and ambiguity.  In addition, the written record hosts a potential bias that rarely distorts the archaeological record, that of deliberate falsification of the evidence.  In his poem ‘Archaeology’ [1976], W. H. Auden characterises history, in contrast to archaeology, as being made by ‘the criminal in us’.…Indeed, there might be numerous reasons for writing a text in such a way that it distorts or reshapes reality, as every tax-form filler or politician knows, but there is no value to be had from distorting the nature of one’s physical environment with an eye to remote posterity, even if one is able to do so.  The archaeological record qua historical source, however patchy and concrete it may be, is unaffected by its makers’ intentions or desires as to the nature, survivability and recovery of that record, even if it reveals some of those intentions within their contemporary social contexts… (Roger Matthews, The Archaeology of Mesopotamia, London, Routledge: 2003, pp. 31-2)
The Question:  Which is more accurate, the “history” evoked by the writings or the “history” revealed by archaeologists?
_________________________________________________________________________________
Matthews and other archaeologists acknowledge the value of the written word, but ask if we are perhaps relying too much on these sources in understanding the ancient Near East.  Matthews suggests that some written sources have been deliberately falsified to serve a past need, but that archaeological remains are devoid of human bias.   It is left to archaeologists to construct a more accurate history, especially as quite often the records are completely silent on entire periods, and aspects of life, like the relationship of these earliest societies to the natural environment.  Outside the cities, neither writings nor archaeology has yet to contribute much, although this picture is changing.   In the end, we must acknowledge that Bronze Age studies require the use of archaeology to fill out the gaps that the writings leave, but that we are indeed in a period where we can follow the politics of regions and individuals for the first time.    
Section Two: The Geopolitics of an Arid World
Mesopotamia, ‘Land Between the Rivers”, is the name the Greeks gave to the entire region influenced by the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers.  When we refer to Mesopotamia and the ancient Near East today we acknowledge a large watershed that impacts not only those areas directly watered by the rivers, but the neighboring hills and plains influenced by the cultures living in the watershed.  Egypt, on the other hand, is the beneficiary of one crucial river.  There were also several Bronze Age states in west Asia.  The one factor that connected them was the region’s dry environment beyond the river valleys.  On the other hand, the early farming communities in northwest Asia and Europe possessed a much better environment.  Why was it southern Mesopotamia, with its challenging environment, that developed the first historic society?  Algaze notes:
_______________________________________________________________________________
… Whereas geography in the south both permitted and encouraged linearly arranged agglomerations based on boat and barge transport, and whereas irrigation agriculture provided the practical means to support such enlarged populations, the geography and rainfall patterns of the northern plains encouraged population dispersal instead so as to maximize the amount of territory under cultivation. Thus, without a way to defeat the friction of overland travel by means of more efficient communication, in the aggregate, the geography of the northern plains naturally tended to foster smaller agglomerations than were possible in the south, and significantly more dispersed ones as well.

Under these circumstances, a critical mass of compact and closely interacting peer polities such as existed throughout the Uruk period in alluvial Mesopotamia failed to form across the hinterlands of northern Mesopotamia as a whole in the fourth millennium. Absent this critical mass, processes of intraregional exchange, competition, and emulation would have been less likely to occur in northern Mesopotamia than was the case in contemporary southern Mesopotamian societies. At the same time, however, northern societies would also have had both less need and less ability than their southern counterparts to engage in bulk external trade with its many social ramifications. …

In this light, the Sumerian takeoff became, in effect, an unanticipated consequence of long-term trade patterns that differentially favored the development of societies in the alluvial lowlands of Mesopotamia over polities in neighboring regions… At first, the trade was spurred by differences in productivity that favored the south and that were largely the result of geographical and environmental factors…  Once a significant measure of exchange was in place, however, further conditions expanding and compounding the competitive advantages of Sumerian societies now arose mostly from the “created landscape” ensuing from the social ramifications of the trade. One such condition was provided by synergies derived from the greater density of population in rapidly urbanizing Uruk polities possessing ever larger markets and ever larger and more diverse pools of skilled and unskilled labor, usable, as needed, for commodity production, or building or agricultural activities, as soldiers engaged in warfare against local rivals, or as colonists and emissaries sent to faraway lands. (Guillermo Algaze, Ancient Mesopotamia at the Dawn of Civilization: The Evolution of an Urban Landscape  Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009. pp. 141-42, 145-7)

The Question:  How might a challenging environment prove an incentive for a complex society?

___________________________________________________________________________________
One of the areas where the historical record and the archaeological record often disagree is in the relationship of the Near East and Egypt to the natural environment.  From the beginning of recorded activity the Sumerian cities competed with each other for control of agricultural land, trade connections and water rights.  Did the environment impact the development of Near Eastern and Egyptian society?  Did the growth of complex society in turn impact the natural landscape?    The theory of environmental determinism suggests that natural environment and environmental change create social, political and economic patterns in ways over which societies have no control, propelling some societies to superiority over others.  Possibilism suggests that environment in no way limits social development.  While very few would ascribe to either extreme today, many like Algaze admit a relationship between the arid, river-influenced environment and human society.  The inscription below suggests a strong political relationship between water rights and local power, as local kings made territorial decisions based on resource needs.  It also suggests how complicated and changing the power centers of the Sumerians could be.

________________________________________________________________________________
By the immutable word of Enlil, king of the lands, father of the gods, Ningirsu and Shara set a boundary to their lands. Mesilim, King of Kish, at the command of his deity Kadi, set up a stele [a boundary marker] in the plantation of that field.  Ush, ruler of Umma, formed a plan to seize it. That stele he broke in pieces, into the plain of Lagash he advanced. …
Eannatum, ruler of Lagash, brother of the father of Entemena [who put up this inscription] ... for Enakalli, ruler of Umma, set the border to the land. He carried a canal from the great river to Guedin . He opened the field of Ningirsu on its border for 210 spans to the power of Umma. He ordered the royal field not to be seized. At the canal he inscribed a stele. He returned the stele of Mesilim to its place. He did not encroach on the plain of Mesilim. …

Urlumma, ruler of Umma drained the boundary canal of Ningirsu, the boundary canal of Nina; those steles he threw into the fire, he broke [them] in pieces; he destroyed the sanctuaries, the dwellings of the gods, the protecting shrines, the buildings that had been made. He was as puffed up as the mountains; he crossed over the boundary canal of Ningirsu. Enannatum, ruler of Lagash, went into battle in the field of Ugigga, the irrigated field of Ningirsu. Entemena, the beloved son of Enannatum, completely overthrew him. Urlumma fled. In the midst of Umma he killed him. …

Ili, took the ruler of Umma into his hand. He drained the boundary canal of Ningirsu, a great protecting structure of Ningirsu, unto the bank of the Tigris above from the banks of Girsu. He took the grain of Lagash, a storehouse of 3600 gur. Entemena, ruler of Lagash declared hostilities on Ili, whom for a vassal he had set up. Ili, ruler of Umma, wickedly flooded the dyked and irrigated field; he commanded that the boundary canal of Ningirsu; the boundary canal of Nina be ruined.... Enlil and Ninkhursag did not permit [this to happen]. Entemena, ruler of Lagash, whose name was spoken by Ningirsu, restored their canal to its place according to the righteous word of Enlil, according to the righteous word of Nina, their canal which he had constructed from the river Tigris to the great river, the protecting structure, its foundation he had made of stone ....” (Based on: George A. Barton, "Inscription of Entemena #7" in: The Royal Inscriptions of Sumer and Akkad (New Haven, CT; Yale Univ., 1929) pp. 61, 63 and 65. Copyright 1998 by David W. Koeller. dkoeller@northpark.edu)

The question: Did water resources drive conflicts among the Sumerians?

___________________________________________________________________________________
Nissen sees the dispute in the text above as a vital component in political power:
__________________________________________________________________________________

“…the further receding of the waters involved continual refinement of the irrigation system…measures had to be taken to use and even to store…that part of the water that…flowed past the fields and was not used.  We must also note here that this unleashed one of the greatest countrywide catastrophes, the progressive salinization of the soil.

However, the changes in the water supply…also affected the settlement structure of the land…the tendency began to emerge for settlements to concentrate around the courses of the larger rivers, while the area between the rivers became increasingly empty….In addition…it led to the tendency for a few settlements to grow larger at the expense of others…the main body of the population was concentrated in such urban centers, while small settlements out in the countryside had almost ceased to exist…
…Because of the change in the course of the river that led to Umma’s rise, Uruk itself had declined considerably in importance, and since it did not lie on the same river course as Umma, contacts between them also did not have to e especially close.

The relationship between Umma and Girsu, whose surroundings were, for the most part, irrigated by the same eastern arm of the Euphrates, led to permanent conflict between these two cities.  According to the written sources… it was a question of borderlands and border canals.  This conflict, which continued to surface throughout many generations, was thus brought about by the changes in water supply and settlement structure.  It is tempting to assume that all the other numerous conflicts between Babylonian cities mentioned in texts… can be traced back to similar causes…

The changes in the distribution of water…can thus broadly be regarded as the cause of a qualitative change in ways of political co-existence… (Hans J. Nissen, The Early History of the Ancient Near East.  Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988, pp. 130, 135)
The question: Did water competition impact the way Mesopotamian societies develop and interact politically?
_____________________________________________________________________________________
Nissen argues from a view that incorporates elements of cultural ecology when he suggests that environmental change also brought opportunity.  While there were adverse changes to the land, there was also advantage for some centers to grow in power at the expense of others.
The accounts that survive suggest a resource-competitive collection of approximately thirteen Sumerian cities, each independent and possessed of kings and patron gods.  The Sumerian pantheon (collection of deities) was active and vibrant.  The surviving poetry and mythology suggest that the strong contrasts and challenges of the Mesopotamian environment were imprinted on the short-tempered capricious nature of the gods, who reflected the environmental uncertainties of life along the twin rivers.  Sumerian and later Mesopotamian belief linked humanity to the fragile and impermanent mud and clay, shaped the way potters shaped a vessel.  Death was merely a return of clay to the earth.
The Great Flood, sent by the gods to destroy their impertinent creation, was a significant episode of Mesopotamian myth.  Early biblical archaeologists, seeking to link this with the Biblical Flood story, looked for evidence along the rivers and at Mount Ararat, the traditional resting place of Noah’s Ark.  More recently, it has been suggested that there were folk memories of the long-term recession of the Persian Gulf, while exploration of the Black Sea coast has revealed a major flooding event in the Neolithic.  In the Mesopotamian account, there are survivors, Utnapishtim and his wife Ziusudra, who build a large boat stocked with animals to ride out the Flood.  Utnapishtim had been “tipped the wink” by a god who was a political rival of the divine architect of the flood.  For his cunning, Utnapishtim was rewarded with immortality.

The Flood story is found in the Epic of Gilgamesh, the adventures of the powerful and overbearing king and his steadfast companion Enkidu.  While Enkidu had originally been sent by the gods to defeat Gilgamesh - at the behest of his trod upon subjects - Gilgamesh ensured that Enkidu’s wild natural strength was tamed long before the two ever met.
_________________________________________________________________________________
"Go, hunter, lead forth the harlot Shamhat, /And when he approaches the cattle at the watering place, 

She must take off her clothes and reveal her attractions. 

He will see her and go close to her. 

Then his cattle, who have grown up in open country with him, will become 

alien to him." …

  

And he, Enkidu, whose origin is the mountain,/ Who eats vegetation with gazelles, 

Drinks at the watering place with cattle,/ Satisfied his need for water with wild beasts. 

Shamhat looked at the primitive man,/ The murderous youth from the depths of open country. 

  

"Here he is, Shamhat, bare your bosom,/ Open your legs and let him take in your attractions! 

Do not pull away, take wind of him! 

He will see you and come close to you. 

Spread open your garments, and let him lie upon you,/ Do for him, the primitive man, as women do. 

Then his cattle, who have grown up in open country with him,/ will become alien to him. 

His love-making he will lavish upon you!" 

  

Shamhat loosened her undergarments, opened her legs and he took in her attractions. 

She did not pull away. She took wind of him,/ Spread open her garments, and he lay upon her. 

She did for him, the primitive man, as women do... 

  

When he was sated with her charms,/ He set his face towards the open country of his cattle. 

The gazelles saw Enkidu and scattered,/ The cattle of open country kept away from his body. 

For Enkidu had stripped; his body was too clean. 

His legs, which used to keep pace with his cattle, were at a standstill. 

Enkidu had been diminished, he could not run as before. 

Yet he had acquired judgment, had become wiser... 

  

"You have become wise Enkidu, you have become like a god. 

Why should you roam open country with wild beasts? 

Come, let me take you into Uruk the Sheepfold,/ To the pure house, the dwelling of Anu and Ishtar, 

Where Gilgamesh is perfect in strength,/ And is like a wild bull, more powerful than any of the people…

[An old Babylonian continuation reads thus]
  

. . . . . . . 

He used to suck the milk/ Of wild animals. 

They put food in front of him. 

He narrowed his eyes, and looked,/ Then stared. 

Enkidu knew nothing/ Of eating bread,/ Of drinking beer. 

He had never learned. 

The harlot made her voice heard/ And spoke to Enkidu, 

  

"Eat the food, Enkidu,/ The symbol of life. 

Drink the beer, destiny of the land." …

  

His heart rejoiced,/ His face beamed... 

His body was hairy. 

He anointed himself with oil/ And became like any man,/ Put on clothes. 

He was like a warrior,/ Took his weapon,/ Fought with lions. 

The shepherds could rest at night; 

He beat off wolves, 

Drove off lions. 

The older herdsmen lay down;/ Enkidu was their guard, 

A man awake. (S. Dalley, Myths from Mesopotamia. New York: Oxford University Press, 1991, pp. 52-56, 138-39.)

The Question:  What does this myth suggest about the relationship of man and nature?

____________________________________________________________________________________
The idea of the power of woman as civilizer  - and sapper of strength - is apparently very old indeed.  Having traded wisdom for his virginity, Enkidu could not go back to a natural state.

Their adventures were abruptly ended when Enkidu died of a punishing illness sent by Marduk after Gilgamesh had (probably wisely) rebuffed the overtures of Marduk’s daughter Ishtar.  She resolved to teach Gilgamesh about power and mortality.  The bolt hit home.  A chastened and frightened Gilgamesh went in search of a legendary undersea plant that would confer immortality.  After meeting the challenge and securing the plant, Gilgamesh lay exhausted on the sands, giving a serpent the opportunity to eat the hard-won prize, and robbing man of eternal life.  Gilgamesh was advised in some versions to build immortality through great city walls, but the point had been driven home.  Life was struggle, with nothing to show for it in the inevitable end.  Man existed to labor for the gods.
The Akkadian Collapse
The Sumerian cities remained dominant until ca. 2400 BCE when the Akkadians, part of a larger nomadic group collectively called the Semites, entered Sumer and lower Mesopotamia.  The legend given by the Akkadians refers to the conqueror Sargon ( r. 2371-16) of Ur-Zababa, the first name to come out of the records that we can verify historically.  The story of his origins is, however, somewhat curious.  According to the account, Sargon’s mother feared for his life:
__________________________________________________________________________________
"My mother was a changeling (?), my father I knew not. The brothers of my father loved the hills. My city is Azurpiranu (the wilderness herb fields), which is situated on the banks of the Euphrates. My changeling mother conceived me, in secret she bore me. She set me in a basket of rushes, with bitumen she sealed my lid. She cast me into the river which rose not over me. The river bore me up and carried me to Akki, the drawer of water. Akki, the drawer of water, took me as his son and reared me. Akki the drawer of water, appointed me as his gardener. While I was gardener Ishtar granted me her love, and for four and (fifty?) ... years I exercised kingship." ( L. W. King, Chronicles Concerning Early Babylonian Kings II,  1907, p.87-96).
The question: What is the point that “Sargon” is trying to make in this story? Why is it familiar to western audiences?
_________________________________________________________________________________
Sargon created the first known complex state in the region, bringing together several separate entities, but the documents and the archaeology are so sparse we do not really understand the motives or impact of Sargon’s rule.    Some suggest that Sargon’s state was based on a palace coup and  military dominance, and there is evidence that this was a violent period.  However, despite Sargon’s personal success, the Akkadian kingdom collapsed after a few generations, leading archaeologists and historians to question why and how the Akkadians succeeded in the first place.

In explaining cultural or social change, the traditional explanation that historians fall back on when nothing else presents itself is invasion.   Certainly by the time of Shu-Sin (2038-30), there was trouble on the western front and from the north.  The records suggest that a long wall was built to protect the towns of southern Mesopotamia from these nomadic invaders.  On the other hand, peoples had wandered in variously sized groups all through Mesopotamian history.  What made this situation so damaging? Babylonian chronicles written a few centuries later at least suggest that divine retribution over poor kingship brought punishment in the form of barbarian Gutians: 
______________________________________________________________________________
“Naram-Sin destroyed the people of Babylon, so twice Marduk summoned the forces of Gutium against him. Marduk gave his kingship to the Gutian force. The Gutians were unhappy people unaware how to revere the gods, ignorant of the right cultic practices.  (Weidner Chronicle ABC 19: 53-7)

The Question: In the Mesopotamian worldview what could cause a strong kingdom to weaken enough for a people like the Gutians to conquer the region?
__________________________________________________________________________________
The account suggests that the invasion was the consequence, not the cause, of the collapse.  Historians also look for factors that make invasion a consequence rather than the prime cause of collapse.   Nissen thinks the collapse had far more to do with a reaction against a large state: 
__________________________________________________________________________________
The attempts made by Akkadian rulers to exert an influence in the neighboring regions and the creation of more direct and indirect relationships seem to have been restricted to the reigns from Sargon to Naram-Sin…  Unfortunately, our understanding of this phase is limited.  This is very regrettable, because the small amount of information we have managed, with tremendous effort, to put together points to the fact that the territory of the central state of Akkad gradually disintegrated into ever small units toward the end…  The end of the Akkad Dynasty was surely desired and brought about by many people for many and varied reasons…  it must definitely be assumed that the principle of particularism had forced its way into the foreground again.

Although we can only draw rough conclusions from the small amount of evidence available, it is clear that we can definitely rule out the official version, which both the so-called Sumerian King List and the poem “A Curse of Akkad” seek to convince us of: the claim that the Guti were solely responsible for the fall of the dynasty of Akkad. (Hans J. Nissen, The Early History of the Ancient Near East  Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988, pp. 184-5)

The Question:  Why did unification fail, in Nissen’s opinion?

____________________________________________________________________________________
Nissen believes that that the Guti were incidental to the collapse, and that particularism, the tendency to disaggregate into smaller polities, was responsible.  Post-Akkadian Sumerian culture was wealthy and powerful, but disunited.  Another theory points to evidence that the Sumerians had begun to seriously overextend the carrying capacity of the land.  Despite the irrigation and strong attachment to water rights, closely packed population clusters that may subjected farmland to environmental stress in a region where soil health was always fragile.    Irrigation agriculture bears a high price over the long run when nutrients are leached out and salt and mineral levels increase from evaporation, a process called salinization.  The change in soil chemistry supports documentation suggesting dramatically decreasing wheat yields, which may have weakened the political hold in Sumerian cities.  By 1700 BCE much of southern Mesopotamia was too salty to grow wheat.  However, the Mesopotamian literature did not focus on climate change in itself, perceiving environmental problems as consequences of poor political and military decisions.  The “Curse of Akkad”, written a century after the Akkadian episode, speaks of a massive famine:
____________________________________________________________________________________
“For the first time since cities were built and founded, 

The great agricultural tracts produced no grain, 

The inundated tracts produced no fish, 
The irrigated orchards produced neither syrup nor wine, 
The gathered clouds did not rain, the masgurum did not grow. 
At that time, one shekel's worth of oil was only one-half quart, 
One shekel's worth of grain was only one-half quart. . . .

These sold at such prices in the markets of all the cities! 
He who slept on the roof, died on the roof, 
He who slept in the house, had no burial, 
People were flailing at themselves from hunger. “ Curse of Akkad
The Question:  How did the Mesopotamians perceive the collapse period?

__________________________________________________________________________________
The Mesopotamian world seems to remember a widespread drought, and the title curse blames the misfortune on the Akkadian episode.  There is now evidence from regional soil deposits of severe climate change ca 2200 BCE.  The Indian monsoons that provided the majority of rains to feed the Nile River and Mesopotamia never reached the mountain streams.  Aridity caused soil erosion that deposited huge amounts of dust in the atmosphere, possibly causing several cooler seasons.  Thus, part of the answer to regional political instability and collapse  may lie in some sort of dramatic precipitation change across Egypt and the Near East.   The archaeology of the region shows an abandonment of what had been prime farmland and large settlements, which might explain the grain shortages in the “Curse of Akkad”.   If Ur and other southern Mesopotamian cities were indeed suffering from drought-induced famine and soil erosion, then certainly this helps to explain the stepped up competition for water and food, and the stepped up nomadic attacks.  A long and expensive wall makes sense, then, as an act of desperation.  Whatever the explanation, the relationship between climate, water and power would be the recurring story of Mesopotamian history.

The brief Sumerian recovery from ca 2200-2050 BC centered at Ur was eventually be subsumed by stronger powers to the north, principally Babylon and Assur.  The region of northern Mesopotamia that would become known as Assyria was a harsh, resource-poor land where agriculture was more difficult than in the lands further down the rivers.   To deal with the shortages the Assyrians became some of the most successful merchants of the region, supporting long-distance trade contracts as far as Anatolia (Turkey) and Iran.  However, the Assyrians also supported an army to expand access to resources, a mandate for so deeply ingrained into the Assyrian culture that the Assyrian kings were bound religiously to make war and increase the kingdom.  Further south, Babylonia and its conquests prospered under the long rule of Hammurabi (1792-50), who is best remembered for authorizing the first known comprehensive code designed to take the personal and property rights of various co-existent societies into consideration.  The code was also a reasoned attempt to keep order in a crowded and stratified multicultural society.  However, after 1600 these powers fell prey to new invasions, and remained disorganized for almost 300 years.
Mesopotamian society was dynamic but unstable, as various states competed with one another for the natural resources and land that kept the central power secure.  Its approach to water issues, invasion and interstate competition made the region very different from its powerful neighbor in Africa.

Section Three: The Nile, the Sun and Egypt

Whereas Mesopotamian myth reflected the uncertainties of the land, Egyptian creation myths and gods centered on the nourishing silt left by the Nile floods that gave life every year to a stable world.  The Egyptian afterlife was a happy place that all Egyptians hoped for.  Nonetheless, the Egyptians understood the delicate balance between life and death that the annual flow and flooding of the croplands brought, and its contribution to political stability.  How did Egypt, which faced challenges of aridity as did Mesopotamia, differ from its neighbor in its approach to society?  Was Egyptian culture affected by its environment?:
_________________________________________________________________________________

“The flowering of early civilization in Egypt was the result of major transformations both in socio-political and economic organization and ideology.    That such transformations were successful in the early Dynastic Period is truly remarkable, given that contemporaneous polities elsewhere in the Near East were much smaller in territory and population.  That this state as successful for a very long time – a total of about 800 years until the end of the Old Kingdom – is in part due to the enormous potential of cereal agriculture on the Nile floodplain, but it is also a result of Egyptian organizational skills and the strongly developed institution of kingship.”  (Kathryn Bard, “The Emergence of the Egyptian State” in B. Shaw Oxford History of Egypt, 2000, p.82)

The Question:  How did Egypt unify so quickly and with such stability?

____________________________________________________________________________________
Bard refers to the long stability of the early Egyptian state beginning around 2700 BCE.  Kemp points out that, unlike Mesopotamia, Egypt produced enough for its small population, and thus engendered less conflict in state formation.

_______________________________________________________________________________

…the waters of the Nile could be spread further and more efficiently by the creation of a system of irrigation and drainage canals…In building up a picture of ancient society it is necessary to consider how far along this path of improvement the Egyptians went.


The answer appears to be: not very far at all.  The need was not there…it has sometimes been thought that organized society – civilization – in Egypt and elsewhere arose from the need for collective effort to control rivers to allow agriculture to develop.  In the case of ancient Egypt one can state that this was not so.. 

Egypt is particularly interesting because…state formation seems to have taken place in the absence of some of the more obvious factors.  It is hard to imagine, for example, that in a land where population was relatively small and natural resources so abundant competition for resources from sheer necessity was a factor.  It also strains the evidence needlessly to promote trade into a major force.  Nor was there an external military threat, and the conflicts that developed within the Nile valley in the period leading up to the 1st Dynasty seem to have been amongst communities already well advanced along the road to statehood…

“We can begin simply by imagining a board game of the ‘Monopoly’ kind. At the start we have a number of players of roughly equal potential.  They compete (to some extent unconsciously) by exchanges of different commodities, and later more openly by conflict.  The game proceeds by means of a combination of chances (e.g. environmental or locational factors) and personal decisions…the game inexorably follows a trajectory towards a critical point where one player has accumulated sufficient assets to outweigh the threats posed by the other players and so becomes unstoppable” (Barry Kemp, Ancient Egypt. London: Routledge, 1989, pp. 10-11, 31-2)

The Question:  How did complex society develop in Egypt as compared to those in Mesopotamia?

________________________________________________________________________________
Kemp suggests that Egyptian and Mesopotamian societies, despite being a river-dependent in an arid land, conditions that describe Mesopotamia, reacted very differently.  In Mesopotamia it was increasingly difficult to water the fields and feed the growing population.   On the other hand, the Nile river valley was a greenbelt oasis, narrower but more intense in antiquity.  Beyond the floodplain, the Egyptian cliffs and deserts rapidly encroach, forming an arid brown backdrop to the intense colors of the valley itself.  In the fifth century BCE, Herodotus summed it up neatly, in a thesis that leaves little doubt how the ancient world viewed the role of the natural environment in the shaping of Egyptian civilization.

__________________________________________________________________________________
For any one who sees Egypt, without having heard a word about it before, must perceive, if he has only common powers of observation, that the Egypt to which the Greeks go in their ships is an acquired country, the gift of the river... 

Concerning the nature of the river, I was not able to gain any information either from the priests or from others. I was particularly anxious to learn from them why the Nile, at the commencement of the summer solstice, begins to rise, and continues to increase for a hundred days- and why, as soon as that number is past, it forthwith retires and contracts its stream, continuing low during the whole of the winter until the summer solstice comes round again. On none of these points could I obtain any explanation from the inhabitants…,

Some of the Greeks, however, wishing to get a reputation for cleverness, have offered explanations of the phenomena of the river, for which they have accounted in three different ways… One pretends that the Etesian winds cause the rise of the river by preventing the Nile-water from running off into the sea. But in the first place it has often happened, when the Etesian winds did not blow, that the Nile has risen according to its usual wont; and further, if the Etesian winds produced the effect, the other rivers which flow in a direction opposite to those winds ought to present the same phenomena as the Nile, and the more so as they are all smaller streams, and have a weaker current…. 

The second opinion is even more unscientific than the one just mentioned, and also, if I may so say, more marvellous. It is that the Nile acts so strangely, because it flows from the ocean, and that the ocean flows all round the earth. 

The third explanation, which is very much more plausible than either of the others, is positively the furthest from the truth; for there is really nothing in what it says, any more than in the other theories. It is, that the inundation of the Nile is caused by the melting of snows. Now, as the Nile flows out of Libya, through Ethiopia, into Egypt, how is it possible that it can be formed of melted snow, running, as it does, from the hottest regions of the world into cooler countries?..  If then, in the country whence the Nile has its source, or in that through which it flows, there fell ever so little snow, it is absolutely impossible that any of these circumstances could take place… 

…I will therefore proceed to explain what I think to be the reason of the Nile's swelling in the summer time. During the winter, the sun is driven out of his usual course by the storms, and removes to the upper parts of Libya. This is the whole secret in the fewest possible words; for it stands to reason that the country to which the Sun-god approaches the nearest, and which he passes most directly over, will be scantest of water, and that there the streams which feed the rivers will shrink the most.   (Herodotus 2.5, 19-24)

The Question:  In the Greek view, how important was the Nile River to the development of Egyptian civilization?  Why did it appear so mysterious in its constancy?

_________________________________________________________________________________
Herodotus, like other travelers from antiquity to today, noted strong relationship between the fertility of the Nile floodplain and the success of Egyptian society.   Unlike Mesopotamia, a broad throughway for peoples travelling west Asia, Egypt provided a very narrow north/south corridor of activity along the Nile until one reached the Delta.  To the south, an agricultural state based on cooperation and management of the Nile emerged, which we call Upper Egypt because of its location on the upper reaches of the Nile.  To the north was Lower Egypt, where land was better watered along the Delta, and where trade with West Asia and the Eastern Mediterranean brought in new goods and immigrants on a regular basis.  The Egyptian world was based on one’s place along the river:
__________________________________________________________________________________
Hail to thee, O Nile! Who manifests thyself over this land, and comes to give life to Egypt! Mysterious is thy issuing forth from the darkness, on this day whereon it is celebrated! Watering the orchards created by Re, to cause all the cattle to live, you give the earth to drink, inexhaustible one! Path that descends from the sky, loving the bread of Seb and the first-fruits of Nepera, You cause the workshops of Ptah to prosper! 

Lord of the fish, during the inundation, no bird alights on the crops. You create the grain, you bring forth the barley, assuring perpetuity to the temples. If you cease your toil and your work, then all that exists is in anguish. If the gods suffer in heaven, then the faces of men waste away. …

The night remains silent, but all is changed by the inundation; it is a healing-balm for all mankind. Establisher of justice! Mankind desires you, supplicating you to answer their prayers; You answer them by the inundation... 

Men exalt him like the cycle of the gods, they dread him who creates the heat, even him who has made his son the universal master in order to give prosperity to Egypt. Come (and) prosper! Come (and) prosper! O Nile, come (and) prosper! O you who make men to live through his flocks and his flocks through his orchards! Come (and) prosper, come, O Nile, come (and) prosper! (Oliver J. Thatcher, ed., The Library of Original Sources (Milwaukee: University Research Extension Co., 1907), Vol. I: The Ancient World, pp. 79-83.)

The Question: How did the Egyptians view the Nile?

___________________________________________________________________________________
The poem asserts a strong connection between the health of the river and the strength of Egyptian society.  By 3100 BCE Egypt had moved rather quickly into a central unified kingship with written records and international connections.  The introduction of writing and metals technology came so quickly that many have suggested the ideas were acquired through east Mediterranean contacts.
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The Question:  Compare hieroglyphics to cuneiform.  What might cause the differences in the way the characters were written?

Although hieroglyphics emerged as a pictographic solution to recording data, the script used some syllabic symbols, reducing the number of common symbols to learn.  Cuneiform had been an economic tool of status, but Egyptians from an early period wrote literature that required some number of a literate class, including women, to be able to read.  Monuments and paper-like papyri were marked with hieroglyphic, sometimes, engraved, sometimes painted. Neither style required abstracting the symbols as in cuneiform.  Thus the pictographic nature of hieroglyphics did not undergo a change as it did in Mesopotamia, although for speed’s sake there was a more script-like form called hieretic. 
Later Egyptian historians marked their history by approximately 30 dynasties of families, although there is dispute over how accurate some of the dynasty lists are, as they were dictated to us by a scholar of the Greek period.  We then subdivide these dynasties into three Kingdoms, two intermediate periods, a predynastic period and a post-Kingdom stage.  Before Dynasty One we have regional kingdoms with evidence of some powerful leaders who traded beyond Egypt, but little to no written identifiers as to their names.  However, the records suggest that one Menes (or perhaps Narmer) united the kingdoms of Upper and Lower Egypt in the Predynastic period (3150-2700).

For many, the first thing that comes to mind when studying Egypt is the so-called mystery of the Pyramids of the Old Kingdom (2700-2200 BCE).  This is not surprising, given their size.  However, most writing about their construction and purpose has either disappeared or was never there in the first place. Despite the popular theories, several have tried to explain the rationale behind the program in a way that does not involve extraterrestrials.  The simplest explanation seems to be that pyramid construction was a matter of visible power over the Egyptian landscape.  The Old Kingdom pharaohs, masters of a very stable domain, required the Pyramids as a statement of unified power and stability.  As the sun-god physically expressed in a land mindful of the power of the sun, the pharaoh presided over the people, who believed him to be merely resting on this world.  Fortunately for the early pharaohs, the natural environment surrounding the Nile allowed a strong and stable agrarian and riverine economy.  As long as the natural world and the river remained constant, the pharaoh’s godhood was secure.  The pyramids marking the tombs of the Old Kingdom pharaohs, the most stunning of which are found on the plateau of Giza (just outside modern Cairo) were meant to attract attention.  Cased in luminous limestone, brightly painted, and topped with a dazzling gilded capstone, they drove home the point - the pharaoh was almost absolute. 
The Pharaoh and the Land
The Old Kingdom declined rapidly after 2200, and the power of the pharaohs collapsed.  The disillusionment was linked to detrimental environmental change:  
_________________________________________________________________________
The Egyptians knew the Nile was the source of life. Their kings fostered the belief that they controlled the mysterious inundation, the very fountain of human existence. The reality was quite the reverse. Old Kingdom Egypt, with its scant rainfall but ambitious splendor, ultimately depended on the Indian Ocean monsoons and the whims of the Southern Oscillation. In a state where village farming and food supplies were decentralized and self-sustaining, those closest to the land held the key to the pharaoh’s survival.

Scientists have long known that droughts in Egypt often coincide with dry conditions in India. In 1908 the Imperial Gazetteer of India reported that “it is now fully established that years of drought in western or northwestern India are almost invariably years of low Nile flood. The relation is further confirmed by the fact that years of heavier rain than usual in western India are also years of high Nile flood.”…

The fragmentary record of Old Kingdom flood levels, from ancient lake levels in the Fayum Depression west of the Nile and from pharaonic sources, tells us that Nile floods were exceptionally high just as Egypt became a unified state in about 3000 B.C. There was a rapid decline during the First and Second Dynasties, at which point court officials began recording flood levels with Nilometers and other devices. (The Egyptians measured flood heights with markings on cliffs or with carved columns and developed the art of flood prediction to a high pitch.) As the Old Kingdom reached the height of its glory, Nile discharges continued to decline. A dry lake named Birket Qarun in the Fayum provides evidence for extremely low flood levels after 2180 B.C. If the Egyptians of the day are to be believed, the subsequent drought cycle was very severe indeed.

Few ancient leaders understood that their divinity was a pretense.  Remote and despotic, the Old Kingdom pharaohs considered themselves infallible masters of the Nile.  When El Niño proved them wrong with a generation of drought, their authority withered.  Disillusioned local leaders and nomarchs, with closer ties to the land, looked after their own people and ignored their divine ruler.  The later Middle Kingdom pharaohs, well aware of this lesson and themselves descended from nomarchs, never preached infallibility…These pharaohs endured another eighteen centuries because they were realists, determined that no drought would ever totally undermine what they had achieved.  (Brian Fagan, Floods, Famines and Emperors.Basic Books, 2000, pp. 127, 130, 301)

The Question:  What is the danger when power is linked to environmental stability?

___________________________________________________________________________________
Fagan refers to evidence that the major climate pattern that we call El Niño was in full swing in 2200, creating a regional drought even as it increased rainfall in the Indian Ocean.  This may be the same drought that contributed to the troubles of the Akkadians.   There is evidence of lessening river flow, fewer wild animals, and widespread famine, all crises that a true god should have been able to abate:

_______________________________________________________________________________
“The king’s person was no longer untouchable…[Plots against Pepy I] were dramatic events, but the growth of power and influence of local administrators…and the corresponding weakening of the royal authority may have had less dramatic, but potentially much more serious, consequences.   The ensuing crisis was inevitable, because its seeds were contained in the system itself.  It was, in the first instance, ideological, because the king whose economic power had been greatly weakened could no longer perform the role assigned to him by the doctrine of Egyptian kingdom.  The consequences of this for the whole of Egyptian society were serious; the ex officio system of remuneration no longer functioned satisfactorily and the fiscal system was probably on the verge of collapse…


Central government all but ceased to exist, and the advantages of a unified state were lost.  The situation was further aggravated by climatic factors, especially a series of low Niles and a decline in precipitation that affected areas adjacent to the Nile Valley and produced pressure on Egypt’s border by nomadic inhabitants.  (J. Malek, “The Old Kingdom”  in B. Shaw ed., Oxford History of Egypt. 2000 pp.105-7)

The question:  Why did royal authority crumble so rapidly when conditions worsened?  How does this compare to Fagan’s contention?

_________________________________________________________________________________
Malek reverses the chicken and the egg.  While Fagan links the weakening of the pharaohs to their inability to stop the drought, Malek notes that the noble and priestly families had grown in power during the period of the Old Kingdom, and eventually rebelled against the overwhelming power and massive spending programs of the pharaoh.  Eventually the realm may have overspent on these tombs, causing an economic collapse and subsequently a political upheaval.  The environmental problems merely exacerbated the situation, but did not start it.
When the pharaohs could not stop the deteriorating conditions, their power came into question.  The worsening environmental situation could have been enough to give real voice to noble and priestly resentments about overspending.  The Egyptian sources at first glance seem to bear up Fagan’s interpretation, as suggested by the Prophecy of Nefer-Rohu:

________________________________________________________________________________
…This land is (so) damaged (that) there is no one who is concerned with it, no one who speaks, no eye that weeps….
The rivers of Egypt are empty, (so that) the water is crossed on foot men seek for water for the ships to sail on it. Its course is [become] a sandbank. The sandbank is against the flood; the place of water is against the [flood]--(both) the place of water and the sandbank.  The south wind will oppose the north wind; the skies are no (longer) in a single wind.  A foreign bird will be born in the marshes of the Northland. It has made a nest beside men. And people have let it approach through want of it.  Damaged indeed are those good things, those fish-ponds, (where there were) those who clean fish, overflowing with fish and fowl.  Everything good is disappeared, and the land is prostrate because of woes from that food, the Asiatics who are throughout the land. ..   (Prophecy of Nefer-Rohu, tr. John Wilson in James B. Pritchard ed., The Ancient Near East, Volume I: An Anthology of Texts and Pictures. Princeton: 1958, pp. 254-5
The Question:  How does Egyptian literature explain the collapse of the Old Kingdom?
________________________________________________________________________________
The sources paint a picture of decay and invasion, not unlike what was happening in contemporary Mesopotamia.  In the First Intermediate Period (2200-2050) several aristocratic factions vied for power.   However, Dynasty Eleven was able to reunite Egypt into the Middle Kingdom, an economically prosperous realm with strong international connections to the south and east. The stability lasted until the Semitic Aamu, also called the Hyksos, invaded with chariot troops, established themselves in the north, and caused the Egyptian leadership to retreat south.  The Egyptians hated the Hyksos for the occupation and for their neglect of the Egyptian gods, accusing them of openly worshipping a god equated with chaos.
The Hyksos were one of several wandering Semitic groups, called hapiru, who found their way into the Delta, possibly in response to drought conditions in west Asia.  The Hebrews who called themselves the clan Israel were one of these groups, and the tale of Joseph may be the surviving explanation of their presence in Egypt.  By legend the founder of the Hebrews, Abraham, was a successful pastoralist who attached his trust and his clan to the protection of a single deity who promised protection in return for complete loyalty and a strict moral code. The Egyptians themselves were less than pleased with the new groups.  The number of curse names for sites in Asia suggest a great deal of hostility for the “Asiatic”.
Akhenaten and a New Relationship
By ca 1550 Dynasty Eighteen inflicted what may have been the final blow against the Hyksos, establishing the New Kingdom (1550-ca 1200).  Dynasty Eighteen established an empire of conquest in west Asia and promoted an ideological program of monument building and religion that connected the pharaohs more directly with the sun.  Hapiru were no longer welcome in the Delta, and there is evidence of forced labor, which may be the basis for the later Hebrew memories of Egyptian slavery, and Moses rising to champion the Hebrew cause.   Certainly there is evidence of emigrations from the Delta and restlessness in Palestine in the later years of the New Kingdom.

Far more concerned with the promotion of religious reform than military expansion or empire Amenhotep IV, the last strong member of Dynasty Eighteen, changed his name to Akhenaten to reflect his devotion to the Sun Disk, the Aten, from whom he believed  all divine principles derived.  Akhenaten commissioned an entirely new planned capital, Akhetaten (modern el-Amarna), untainted by the older worship.  He devoted his reign to promoting within the court a new religious approach and artistic style that we call the Amarna style.  The priests were in general opposed, and did little to encourage Akhenaten’s programs.

However, did such a new program challenge the balance between the people and the gods?  Why was this important in a land so dependent on environmental certainty?  David sums up the theories:

___________________________________________________________________________________
Since the rediscovery of Akhetaten in the nineteenth century, the so called Amarna Period has constantly aroused interest and controversy. The existing evidence has been used to present different, and sometimes diametrically opposed, interpretations of various aspects of Akhenaten’s reign and his religion. Initially, historians regarded him as a ‘failed Messiah’ who had given his people a new, monotheistic religion which promoted a universal god who loved and cared for his creation; however, he was unable to succeed against the traditional, polytheistic, and counter-revolutionary forces. In more recent years, however, Atenism has been explained in terms of an evolution of earlier religious traditions rather than as a ‘revolution’, although Akhenaten’s attempt to create a ‘monotheistic’ cult that excluded the state worship of other gods is still accepted as an innovative venture. Furthermore, some historians have explained his actions in terms of political expediency, suggesting that his promotion of the Aten, and the disbanding of all other cults and their priesthoods, was an attempt to reassert the king’s own political power and to dispense with the control over the kingship that the priesthood of Amen-Re in particular had come to exert. Perhaps, however, Akhenaten cannot be viewed strictly in those narrow terms, as either a religious visionary or a political opportunist, but instead should be considered within the context of his own society, where religion and politics, and the motives that drive them, were inextricably interwoven. (Rosalie David, Experience of Ancient Egypt.  London: Routledge, 2000. p 52) 

The Question:  Why is it difficult in the context of Egyptian society to classify Akhenaten as a reformer or an opportunist?

___________________________________________________________________________________
Whereas David is content to let Akhenaten’s own society explain him, Redford sees a somewhat pathetic emptiness:  

____________________________________________________________________________________
Even the casual observer will be struck first and foremost by the negative thrust of Akhenaten’s reform of the cultus.  He excised from the traditional religion much more than he added.  The service of the gods was done away with…  In the wake of the desuetude of the cult, the myths of the gods, which provided the hypostasis of many cultic elements, simply disappeared.  The sun god Akhenaton championed…enjoyed no mythology…The marvelously complex world of the Beyond is banished from the minds of men.  No truth can come from anyone but the king…no gods but the sun, no processional temples, no cultic acts but the rudimentary offering, no cult images, no anthropomorphisms, no myths, no concept of the ever-changing manifestation of a divine world.  The Roman world might well have called Akhenaten an “atheist,”, for what he left to Egypt was not a “god” at all, but a disc in the heavens!...
Akhenaten, whatever else he may have been, was no intellectual heavyweight.  He failed to comprehend (or if he did, to appreciate) the true role and potential of cultic mythology…  Maybe he was reacting to the sophisticated cynicism of the age, just as Luther did in the 16th century A.D., but if so he was surely guilty of identifying the aberrations of the system with its essence.  For myths are the building blocks of any religion, even Judeo-Christianity…  What did Akhenaten substitute for them, once he had declared them anathema?  Nothing!  If mythology (in the broadest application of the term) is the only means of divine revelation, apart from the vision of the mystic, then what Akhenaten championed was in the truest sense of the word, atheism…

For all that can be said in his favor, Akhenaten in spirit remains to the end totalitarian.  The right of an individual freely to choose was wholly foreign to him.  He was the champion of a universal, celestial power who demanded universal submission, claimed universal truth, and from whom no further revelation could be expected.  I cannot conceive a more tiresome regime under which to be fated to live.  (Donald Redford, Akhenaten, The Heretic King Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984, pp. 169-70, 233-5)

The Question:  How does the Aten-cult of Akhenaten jar with accepted notions of Egyptian divine kingship?

____________________________________________________________________________________
Redford sees an Egypt stripped of its mythology, but Aldred, one of the most influential Egyptologists of the twentieth century, sees a poorly-timed reform to put the sun back in the center of existence:

The remarkable feature of this revolution in religious thought is that it apparently springs into life from the moment of the king’s advent.  The curtain falls on the old drama of the sun-god’s progress across the heavens with his divine retinue defeating the ever-resurgent forces of evil by day, and bringing a brief hour of light and life to the dead in the various regions of the Underworld by night.  In its pace was presented a far less tumultuous monodrama enacted in the presence of worshipping mankind with its joyous offerings.  The Aten rose and set in solitary majesty in a heaven devoid of other gods.  In this respect Professor Redford is justified in speaking of Akhenaten as a literal atheist…

There was in this a return to an earlier concept of immortality which was revived by the Aten-religion and opposed to the agricultural eternity of the Osirian beliefs…

Such a creed reveals an attempt to rationalize beliefs that had developed accretions from prehistoric times.  It sought to establish the relationship of the dead with the living, and mankind and all the natural world with a unique, invisible and self-created god…  But it seems to have satisfied no deep need in the mass of the people. Outside of Akhetaten life was no better than before and may, indeed, have been more burdensome and ominous.  Plague and sickness were becoming endemic, rumours of military reverses percolated from abroad…

…Akhenaten’s preoccupation… diverted his attention and that of his officials from the minutiae of government which had been the chief concern of the Ahmosides from the beginning of the dynasty. Such a dereliction from statecraft to theology led to neglect, corruption and near-anarchy.  Moreover, the wind of change was pestilential and resulted in the virtual extermination of the ruling family.

The eclipse of Akhenaten was complete.  After the Amarna interlude, the life of Egypt resumed its flow though familiar channels…  (Cyril Aldred, Akhenaten, King of Egypt.  London: Thames and Hudson, 1988, pp.244, 247, 248, 306)
The Question:  How does Aldred justify the religious reform of Akhenaten?  Why was it unsuccessful? How does this view contrast with that of Redford?
___________________________________________________________________________________

Aldred is far more sympathetic to the religious program.  Since the Old Kingdom, Egyptian cult had increasingly put Osiris, god of the dead, at the forefront.  Akhenaten sought to restore the sun to its place at the center of existence.  However, the Aten spoke only to Akhenaten and his family.  Whether or not Atenism had any impact beyond the capitol at Akhetaten, there were political implications to Akhenaten’s obsession.   The letter from his governor in Palestine suggests that there was certainly a political impact.
___________________________________________________________________________________
“… Oh king, my Lord, there are no garrison troops here! (Therefore), the king takes care of his land! May the king take care of his land! All the territories of the king have rebelled; Ilimilku caused the loss of all the territories of the king. May the king take care of his land! 
    I repeat: Allow me to enter the presence of the king, my Lord, and let me look into both eyes of the king, my Lord. But the hostility against me is strong, and I cannot enter the presence of the king, my Lord. May the king send garrison troops, in order that I may enter and look into the eyes of the king, my Lord. So certain as the king, my Lord, lives, when the commissioners come, I will say: "Lost are the territories of the king. Do you not hear to me? All the rulers are lost; the king, my Lord, does not have a single ruler left." 
    May the king direct his attention to the archers, and may the king, my Lord, send troops of archers, the king has no more lands. The Hapiru sack the territories of the king. If there are archers (here) this year, all the territories of the king will remain (intact); but if there are no archers, the territories of the king, my Lord, will be lost! 
    To the king, my Lord thus writes Abdu-Heba, your servant. He conveys eloquent words to the king, my Lord. All the territories of the king, my Lord, are lost.” (A Letter from Abdu-Heba of Jerusalem to Akhenaton EA 286)

The Question:  What were the political consequences of Akhenaten’s reign?

________________________________________________________________________________
 Certainly Akhenaten’s seeming disinterest in the affairs of empire, especially in Asia, affected Egyptian political power.  But did the episode have any impact on the person of the king?  Van Dijk suggests that kingship was so integral to the cultural identity of the Egyptians that this deliberate royal assault on religious assumptions gave the kingship lasting weaknesses.

______________________________________________________________________________

There can be little doubt that the extraordinary manner in which Akhenaten portrayed himself, his family (and, to a lesser extent, all other human beings) on his monuments somehow reflects the king’s actual physical appearance, albeit in an exaggerated physical style that has been termed ‘expressionist’ or even ‘surrealist’.  Inscriptions tell us that it was the king himself who instructed his artists in the new style…Another r characteristic feature of the Amarna style is its extraordinary sense of movement and speed, a general ‘looseness and freedom of expression that was to have a lasting influence on Egyptian art for centuries after the Amarna Period had come to an end

Although the Amarna episode lasted barely twenty years, its impact was enormous.  It is perhaps the single most important event in Egypt’s religious and cultural history and it left deep scars on the collective consciousness of its inhabitants.  Superficially, the country returned to the traditional religion of the time before Akhenaten, but in reality nothing would ever be the same again (J. Van Dijk, “The Amarna Period and the Later New Kingdom” in B. Shaw ed.,, Oxford History of Egypt. p. 272-4, 279)
The question: How might the Amarna episode permanently affect the relationship of pharaoh to people?

_________________________________________________________________________________
While Van Dijk may have a point, the priests did their utmost to erase the reign completely.  After Akhenaten’s death, his heir Tutankhaten quickly changed his name to Tutankhamen and Egyptian worship resumed.  Akhenaten was labeled as the Heretic.   Politically, however, Akhenaten’s inattention to Asian affairs had already weakened the empire and the dynasty.  Once again, the affairs of man were linked directly to the disorder in the fields and frontiers.
Conclusion: From Sumer to Hattusa
Tutankhamon himself did not live long and died as a very poor pharaoh, the victim of his predecessor’s preoccupation away from empire.  Ironically his widow was so afraid for her future that she offered herself in marriage into the house of King Suppiluliumas of the Hittites, the other superpower of the region.  The letter was preserved in Hittite archives:
___________________________________________________________________________________
…the widowed queen (literally "Dakhamunzu") of Egypt sent an ambassador to my father and wrote to him in these terms: "My husband is dead and I have no son. People say that you have many sons (or many grown up sons). If you send me one of your sons he will become my husband for it is repugnant to me to take one of my servants (or subjects) as a husband.

When my father learned this he called together the council of the great [and said to them] "since the most ancient times such a thing has never happened before." He decided to send Hattu-Zittish, the chamberlain, [saying] "Go, bring me information worth believing. They may try to deceive me; and it is possible that they may have a prince, so bring me back information I can believe."

... Because my father had instructed Hattu-Zittish when he went to the country of Egypt as follows: "Perhaps they have a prince, they may be trying to deceive me and do not really want one of my sons to reign over them".

The Egyptian queen answered my father in a letter in these words: "Why do you say 'They are trying to deceive me?' If I had a son, should I write to a foreign country in a manner humiliating to me and to my country? You do not believe me and you even say so to me! He who was my husband is dead and I have no son. Should I then perhaps take one of my servants and make of him my husband? I have written to no other country, I have written to you. They say that you have many sons. Give me one of your sons and he will be my husband and lord of the land of Egypt."

Because my father was generous, he granted the lady's request and decided to send his son. (Hans Gustav Güterbock, ed., “The Deeds of Suppiluliuma as Told by His Son, Mursili II”, Journal of Cunieform Studies X (1956), pp. 41-68, 75-98, 107-130, 2nd and 3rd Tablet, frags. 14-15)
_____________________________________________________________________________________

Subsequent correspondence suggests the woman was serious about her fears but the marriage was thwarted.  History might have run a very different course had the Hittites gotten a foot in the door.  The Hittite kingdom was in Anatolia (Turkey), a high, mountain-bound plateau possessed of mineral resources.  Hittites traded on that wealth, and by 1650 BCE had emerged as a significant power in that region.  Their cuneiform tablets, translate only since the Second World War, have revealed a people speaking one of the earliest forms known of Indo-European, the language base from which English and its relatives are drawn.  The Hittites, adept in diplomacy and formidable militarily, had challenged both the Mesopotamian cultures and Egypt more than once, overwhelming Babylonia and fighting the Egyptians to a standstill in the region of Syria.  Had Suppiluliumas, who ruled Hattusas at its peak, been able to create a marriage alliance with his family and Dynasty Eighteen, the region in between might have been effectively reshaped to the Hittite advantage.  The Hittites remained the New Kingdom’s most powerful neighbor, fighting them to an impasse in 1300 at the Battle of Qadesh, the last great chariot battle known for the Bronze Age.


The Mesopotamians, Egyptians, Hittites and other smaller Bronze Age civilizations of West Asia and Africa thrived in part because of their early application of writing technology, and their ability to manipulate the waters of the great rivers.  They traded with one another, and created a broad and complex political and economic network that changed as kingdoms rose and fell.  In great part the health of the environment of the region played a role in the formation and stability of these societies.  Mesopotamia suffered agricultural hardships that from time to time contributed to conquest for resources, political disruption and new invasions.  In Egypt, kingship was based on the relationship between environment and pharaoh.  The great drought of the late Old Kingdom and Akhenaten’s reform of the expected relationship were formidable challenges to Egyptian stability.  The next chapter will look at the rise of the last great western Bronze Age society in the European Aegean, and the consequences of widespread political collapse in the Late Bronze Age world.
