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1
Chapter

Mesopotamia: Gods, Rulers, 
and the Social Order
ca. 3500–330 B.C.E.

“From the days of old there is no permanence. 
The sleeping and the dead, how alike they are, they are like a painted death.”
The Epic of Gilgamesh

Figure 1.1 Winged human-
headed bull from Khorsabad, 
Iraq, ca. 720 B.C.E. Limestone, 
height 13 ft. 10 in. (approx.). 
Hybrid creatures bearing the 
features of the monarch guarded 
the gateways of the Assyrian 
palace at Khorsabad in present-
day Iraq.
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18 CHAPTER 1  Mesopotamia: Gods, Rulers, and the Social Order

The Land Between the Two Rivers
The land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers formed 
part of a fertile crescent that occupied the western end of 
Asia (Map 1.1). Sumer, the first of Mesopotamia’s many 
civilizations, arose some time around 3500  b.c.e., at the 
point at which the Tigris and Euphrates empty into the 
Persian Gulf. Watered by the rivers, the rich soil at the 
southeastern tip of the Fertile Crescent promoted agricul-
tural activity and supported the growth of humankind’s first 
cities: Uruk, Ur, Kish, Nippur, and Lagash. However, the 
rivers upon which life depended overflowed unpredictably, 
often devastating whole villages and cities. Mesopotamians 
also suffered fierce changes in weather, ranging from vio-
lent rainstorms, wind, and hail, to long periods of drought. 

Compounding these conditions of insecurity, the region 
experienced repeated attacks by tribal nomads, who, 
attracted by the fertile lands along the rivers, descended 
from the mountainous areas to the north, bringing an end 
to the history of one civilization, and establishing a new civi-
lization that often absorbed the culture of the previous one.

Sumer consisted of small groups of self-ruling city-states. 
Other civilizations, such as the Assyrian, founded great 
empires, while the people of still another, the Hebrews, 
remained nomadic for centuries before forming a political 
state. No one language or single, continuous form of gov-
ernment united these various Mesopotamian peoples; yet 
they shared a common world-view and, with the exception 
of the Hebrews, a common belief system based in polythe-
ism, the worship of many gods.

LOOKING AHEAD

Mesopotamia, literally “the land between the two rivers,” was the 
stage upon which many civilizations rose and fell. Rather than tell 
the story of each, we will explore their cultural legacies by way 
of three principal themes: gods, rulers, and social organization. 
The first deals with the belief systems that linked the secular 
and spiritual realms; the second focuses on the establishment of 
leadership within the earliest urban communities; and the third 
examines the nature of the social order as revealed in law and 

other forms of cultural expression. These three themes, which 
dominate the visual and literary works of humankind’s earliest 
civilizations, reflect universal concerns that remain with us today. 
Religious beliefs and political and social practices differ from 
culture to culture, but all belief systems and social practices reflect 
the human effort to come to terms with the unknown, to master the 
perils of the environment, to achieve communal cooperation, and to 
understand the destiny and purpose of humankind.
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Map 1.1 Mesopotamia, 3500–2000 B.C.E. This area of Southwest Asia is often referred to as the “Near East” or “Middle East,” the latter a Eurocentric term coined by 
the British ca. 1900. The region of the Hittite Empire is modern-day Turkey. For the other modern-day countries in these territories, see the legend to Map 0.1.
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CHAPTER 1  Mesopotamia: Gods, Rulers, and the Social Order 19

The Gods of Mesopotamia
Mesopotamia’s gods and god-
desses were associated with the 
forces of nature. Like its climate, 
its divinities were fierce and capri-
cious, its mythology filled with 

physical and spiritual woe, and its cosmology based on 
the themes of chaos and conflict. The Babylonian Creation, 
humankind’s earliest cosmological myth, illustrates all 
these conditions. A Sumerian poem recorded early in the 
second millennium b.c.e., and recited during the festival 
of the New Year, it celebrates the birth of the gods and the 
order of creation. It describes a universe that originated 
by means of spontaneous generation: at a moment when 
there was neither heaven nor earth, the sweet and bitter 
waters “mingled” to produce the first family of gods.

As the story unfolds, chaos and discord prevail amid 
the reign of Tiamat, the Great Mother of the primeval 
waters, until Marduk, hero-god and offspring of Wisdom, 
takes matters in hand: he destroys the Great Mother and 
proceeds to establish a new order. Marduk founds the holy 
city of Babylon (literally, “home of the gods”) and creates 
human beings, whose purpose it is to serve heaven’s squab-
bling divinities.

READING 1.1 From The Babylonian Creation

When there was no heaven, 1

no earth, no height, no depth, no name,
 when Apsu1 was alone,
the sweet water, the first begetter; and Tiamat2

 the bitter water, and that 5

return to the womb, her Mummu,3

 when there were no gods—

 When sweet and bitter
mingled together, no reed was plaited, no rushes
 muddied the water, 10

the gods were nameless, natureless, futureless, then
 from Apsu and Tiamat
in the waters gods were created, in the waters
 silt precipitated,

Lahmu and Lahamu,4 15

were named; they were not yet old,
 not yet grown tall
when Anshar and Kishar5 overtook them both,
 the lines of sky and earth
stretched where horizons meet to separate 20

 cloud from silt.

 Days on days, years

on years passed till Anu,6 the empty heaven,
 heir and supplanter,
first-born of his father, in his own nature 25

 begot of Nudimmud-Ea7

intellect, wisdom, wider than heaven’s horizon,
 the strongest of all the kindred.

 Discord broke out among the gods although they were
brothers, warring and jarring in the belly of Tiamat, 30

heaven shook, it reeled with the surge of the dance.
Apsu could not silence the clamor. Their behavior was
bad, overbearing, and proud. . . .

[Ea kills Apsu; Marduk is born, and Tiamat spawns serpents and 
monsters to make war on the gods.]

When her labor of creation was ended, against her children 1

Tiamat began preparations of war. This was the evil she did to 
requite Apsu, this was the evil news that came to Ea.

When he had learned how matters lay he was stunned, he sat in 
black silence till rage had worked itself out; then he remembered 
the gods before him. He went to Anshar, his father’s father, and 
told him how Tiamat plotted,

 “She loathes us, father, our mother Tiamat has raised up 
that Company, she rages in turbulence and all have joined her, 
all those gods whom you begot, 10

 “Together they jostle the ranks to march with Tiamat, day 
and night furiously they plot, the growling roaring rout, ready 
for battle, while the Old Hag, the first mother, mothers a new 
brood. . . .”

[The gods make Marduk Supreme Commander of the wars; 
he leads the attack on Tiamat.]

Then Marduk made a bow and strung it to be his own weapon, 1

he set the arrow against the bow-string, in his right hand he 
grasped the mace and lifted it up, bow and quiver hung at his 
side, lightnings played in front of him, he was altogether an 
incandescence.

He netted a net, a snare for Tiamat; the winds from their 
quarters held it, south wind, north, east wind, west, and no 
part of Tiamat could escape. . . .

He turned back to where Tiamat lay bound, he straddled the 
legs and smashed her skull (for the mace was merciless), he  10

severed the arteries and the blood streamed down the north 
wind to the unknown ends of the world.

When the gods saw all this they laughed out loud, and they 
sent him presents. They sent him their thankful tributes.

The lord rested; he gazed at the huge body, pondering how to 

6 God of the sky (the offspring of Anshar and Kishar).
7 Another name for Ea, god of wisdom (the offspring of Anu).

1 The primeval sweet waters.
2 The primeval bitter waters.
3 One of the primordial beings of the universe.
4 Male and female primordial beings.
5 The horizon of the sky (male) and the horizon of the earth (female).
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20 CHAPTER 1  Mesopotamia: Gods, Rulers, and the Social Order

use it, what to create from the dead carcass. He split it apart 
like a cockle-shell; with the upper half he constructed the arc 
of sky, he pulled down the bar and set a watch on the waters, 
so they should never escape. . . .

[Marduk makes Babylon “the home of the gods” and proceeds
to create Man.]

Now that Marduk has heard what it is the gods are saying, he  1

is moved with desire to create a work of consummate art. He 
told Ea the deep thought in his heart.

Blood to blood
I join,
blood to bone
I form
an original thing,
its name is MAN,
aboriginal man 10

is mine in making.
All his occupations
are faithful service,
the gods that fell
have rest,
I will subtly alter
their operations,
divided companies
equally blest.

Ea answered with carefully chosen words, completing the  20

plan for the gods’ comfort. He said to Marduk,
 “Let one of the kindred be taken; only one need die for the 
new creation. Bring the gods together in the Great Assembly; 
there let the guilty die, so the rest may live.”

Q How does this creation myth compare with those 
in Reading 0.1?

From Matriarchy to Patriarchy
Marduk’s destruction of the Great Mother Tiamat reflects 
the shift from matriarchy to patriarchy in the polytheistic 
history of the ancient world. Whereas many early cultures 
venerated female divinities, ancient civilizations gradually 
came to give primacy to male deities. Some of the earliest 
literature from Sumer celebrates the colorful “Queen of 
Heaven” known as Inanna (or Ishtar), goddess of chaos 
and love, associated with fertility, the moon, and the 
planet Venus (Figure 1.2). She seems to have held priestly 
authority in the ancient city of Uruk. The most famous of 
the myths surrounding Inanna recounts her descent to the 
underworld, where she consigns her mate (her husband 
or brother) Dumuzi to the shadowy realm of darkness. 
The descent myth, which appears in the literature of a 
great many ancient agricultural societies, including those 
of Egypt and Greece, was probably associated with seasonal 
celebrations involving the cycles of vegetation: the “birth” 
of the crops in spring and their “death” in winter, when 
vegetation disappears from the earth.

The Search for Immortality
The theme of human vulnerability and the search for ever-
lasting life are the central motifs in the Epic of Gilgamesh, 
the world’s first epic. An epic, that is, a long narrative poem 
that recounts the deeds of a hero in quest of meaning and 
identity, embodies the ideals and values of the culture from 
which it comes. The Epic of Gilgamesh was recited orally for 
centuries before it was recorded at Sumer in the late third 
millennium b.c.e. It may have been chanted or sung to the 
accompaniment of a harp, such as those found in the royal 
graves at Ur (Figures 1.3 and 1.4). As literature, it precedes 
the Hebrew Bible and all the other major writings of antiq-
uity. Its hero is a semihistorical figure who probably ruled 
the ancient Sumerian city of Uruk around 2800  b.c.e. 
Described as two-thirds god and one-third man, Gilgamesh 
is blessed by the gods with beauty and courage. But when 
he spurns the affections of the Queen of Heaven, Ishtar, 
he is punished with the loss of his dearest companion, 
Enkidu. Despairing over Enkidu’s death, Gilgamesh under-
takes a long and hazardous quest in search of everlasting 
life. He meets Utnapishtim, a mortal who (like Noah of 
the Hebrew Bible) has saved humankind from a devastat-
ing flood. As a reward he (unlike Noah) has received the 
secret Gilgamesh seeks: eternal life. Utnapishtim warns 
Gilgamesh that all classes of people—the master and 
the slave—are equal in death. Nevertheless, he guides 
Gilgamesh to the plant that miraculously restores lost 
youth. Although Gilgamesh retrieves the plant, he guards 
it carelessly: while he sleeps, it is snatched by a serpent 
(whose ability to shed its skin made it an ancient symbol 
of rebirth).

Principal Mesopotamian Gods 

Name Role

Adad storm and rain god

Anu father of the gods, god of heaven

Apsu god of the primeval sweet waters

Dumuzi (Tammuz)  god of vegetation, fertility, and the 
underworld; husband of Ishtar

Ea god of wisdom and patron of the arts

Enlil god of earth, wind, and air

Ishtar (Inanna)  goddess of love, fertility, and war; 
Queen of Heaven

Ninhursag  mother goddess, creator of vegetation; 
wife of Enlil

Nisaba goddess of grain

Shamash  god of the sun; judge and law-giver; 
god of wisdom

Sin (Nanna) goddess of the moon
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CHAPTER 1  Mesopotamia: Gods, Rulers, and the Social Order 21

Figure 1.2 The “Queen of Heaven,” Babylonian goddess, southern Iraq, 1800–1750 B.C.E. Painted terracotta plaque, height 191∕2 in (approx.). Scholars identify this 
winged figure as Inanna (or Ishtar). She wears a horned headdress and holds the rod and ring of authority in each hand. She stands on a pair of lions, symbols of power, 
and is flanked by owls, symbols of wisdom. The plaque has lost most of its brightly painted colors.
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22 CHAPTER 1  Mesopotamia: Gods, Rulers, and the Social Order

Figure 1.4 Harp (reconstructed) from Ur, ca. 2600 B.C.E. Wood 
and inlays of gold, lapis lazuli, and shell, height 3 ft. 6 in.

Figure 1.3 Gilgamesh between two human-headed bulls 
(top portion). Soundbox of a harp, from Ur, Iraq, ca. 2600 B.C.E. 
Wood with inlaid gold, lapis lazuli, and shell, height 12 in 
(approx.). Some of the other images that figure in the epic, 
such as the Man-Scorpion, appear in the other registers of 
the soundbox of the harp. The meaning of these figures is 
obscure; they may illustrate nonsurviving portions of the epic, 
or they may refer to popular fables.
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CHAPTER 1  Mesopotamia: Gods, Rulers, and the Social Order 23

READING 1.2 From the Epic of Gilgamesh 

O Gilgamesh, Lord of Kullab,1 great is thy praise. This was  1

the man to whom all things were known; this was the king 
who knew the countries of the world. He was wise, he saw 
mysteries and knew secret things, he brought us a tale of the 
days before the flood. He went on a long journey, was weary, 
worn-out with labor, and returning engraved on a stone the 
whole story.
 When the Gods created Gilgamesh they gave him a perfect 
body. Shamash the glorious sun endowed him with beauty, 
Adad the god of the storm endowed him with courage, the  10

great gods made his beauty perfect, surpassing all others. 
Two thirds they made him god and one third man.
 In Uruk2 he built walls, a great rampart, and the temple of 
blessed Eanna for the god of the firmament Anu, and for Ishtar 
the goddess of love [see Figure 1.2].

[Gilgamesh and his bosom companion, Enkidu, destroy Humbaba, 
the guardian of the cedar forest, and perform other heroic deeds. 
But Gilgamesh spurns the affections of Ishtar, and in revenge, she 
takes Enkidu’s life.]

 Bitterly Gilgamesh wept for his friend Enkidu; he wandered 
over the wilderness as a hunter, he roamed over the plains; 
in his bitterness he cried, “How can I rest, how can I be at 
peace? Despair is in my heart. What my brother is now, that 
shall I be when I am dead. Because I am afraid of death I will 20

go as best I can to find Utnapishtim whom they call the 
Faraway, for he has entered the assembly of the gods.” So 
Gilgamesh traveled over the wilderness, he wandered over the 
grasslands, a long journey, in search of Utnapishtim, whom the 
gods took after the deluge; and they set him to live in the land 
of Dilmun,3 in the garden of the sun; and to him alone of men 
they gave everlasting life.
 At night when he came to the mountain passes Gilgamesh 
prayed: “In these mountain passes long ago I saw lions, I was 
afraid and I lifted my eyes to the moon; I prayed and my  30

prayers went up to the gods, so now, O moon god Sin, protect 
me.” When he had prayed he lay down to sleep, until he was 
woken from out of a dream. He saw the lions round him 
glorying in life; then he took his ax in his hand, he drew 
his sword from his belt, and struck and destroyed and 
scattered them.
 So at length Gilgamesh came to that great mountain whose 
name is Mashu, the mountain which guards the rising and the 
setting sun. Its twin peaks are as high as the wall of heaven 
and its paps reach down to the underworld. At its gate the  40

Scorpions stand guard, half man and half dragon; their glory is 
terrifying, their stare strikes death into men, their shimmering 
halo sweeps the mountains that guard the rising sun. When 
Gilgamesh saw them he shielded his eyes for the length of a 
moment only; then he took courage and approached. When 
they saw him so undismayed the Man-Scorpion called to his 
mate, “This one who comes to us now is flesh of the gods.” 
The mate of the Man-Scorpion answered, “Two thirds is god 
but one third is man.”
 Then he called to the man Gilgamesh, he called to the child 50

of the gods: “Why have you come so great a journey; for what 
have you traveled so far, crossing the dangerous waters; tell 

me the reason for your coming?” Gilgamesh answered, “For 
Enkidu; I loved him dearly, together we endured all kinds of 
hardships; on his account I have come, for the common lot of 
man has taken him. I have wept for him day and night, I would 
not give up his body for burial, I thought my friend would come 
back because of my weeping. Since he went, my life is 
nothing; that is why I have traveled here in search of 
Utnapishtim my father; for men say he has entered the  60

assembly of the gods, and has found everlasting life. I have 
a desire to question him concerning the living and the dead.” 
The Man-Scorpion opened his mouth and said, speaking to 
Gilgamesh, “No man born of woman has done what you have 
asked, no mortal man has gone into the mountain; the length 
of it is twelve leagues4 of darkness; in it there is no light, but 
the heart is oppressed with darkness. From the rising of the 
sun to the setting of the sun there is no light.” Gilgamesh said, 
“Although I should go in sorrow and in pain, with sighing and 
with weeping, still I must go. Open the gate of the mountain.” 70

And the Man-Scorpion said, “Go, Gilgamesh, I permit you to 
pass through the mountain of Mashu and through the high 
ranges; may your feet carry you safely home. The gate of the 
mountain is open.” 
 When Gilgamesh heard this he did as the Man-Scorpion 
had said, he followed the sun’s road to his rising, through the
mountain. When he had gone one league the darkness 
became thick around him, for there was no light, he could see 
nothing ahead and nothing behind him. After two leagues the 
darkness was thick and there was no light, he could see  80

nothing ahead and nothing behind him. After three leagues 
the darkness was thick, and there was no light, he could see 
nothing ahead and nothing behind him. After four leagues 
the darkness was thick and there was no light, he could see 
nothing ahead and nothing behind him. At the end of five 
leagues the darkness was thick and there was no light, he 
could see nothing ahead and nothing behind him. At the end 
of six leagues the darkness was thick and there was no light, 
he could see nothing ahead and nothing behind him. When he 
had gone seven leagues the darkness was thick and there was 90

no light, he could see nothing ahead and nothing behind him. 
When he had gone eight leagues Gilgamesh gave a great cry, 
for the darkness was thick and he could see nothing ahead 
and nothing behind him. After nine leagues he felt the north 
wind on his face, but the darkness was thick and there was 
no light, he could see nothing ahead and nothing behind him. 
After ten leagues the end was near. After eleven leagues the 
dawn light appeared. At the end of twelve leagues the sun 
streamed out. 
 There was the garden of the gods; all round him stood  100

bushes bearing gems. Seeing it he went down at once, for 
there was fruit of carnelian with the vine hanging from it, 
beautiful to look at; lapis lazuli leaves hung thick with fruit, 
sweet to see. For thorns and thistles there were hematite and 

1  Part of Uruk, a city located in Sumer. 
2  Gilgamesh was the fifth ruler in the dynasty of Uruk after the flood.
3 The Sumerian paradise, a mythical land resembling the Garden of 

Eden described in the Hebrew Bible.
4 Approximately 36 miles.
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24 CHAPTER 1  Mesopotamia: Gods, Rulers, and the Social Order

rare stones, agate, and pearls from out of the sea. While 
Gilgamesh walked in the garden by the edge of the sea 
Shamash5 saw him, and he saw that he was dressed in the 
skins of animals and ate their flesh. He was distressed, and 
he spoke and said, “No mortal man has gone this way before,  
nor will, as long as the winds drive over the sea.” And to  110

Gilgamesh he said, “You will never find the life for which you 
are searching.” Gilgamesh said to glorious Shamash, “Now 
that I have toiled and strayed so far over the wilderness, am 
I to sleep, and let the earth cover my head forever? Let my eyes 
see the sun until they are dazzled with looking. Although I am 
no better than a dead man, still let me see the light of the sun.”

[Gilgamesh meets Siduri, the maker of wine, who advises him 
to give up his search and value more highly the good things of 
the earth. Gilgamesh prepares to cross the Ocean and, with 
the help of the ferryman Urshanabi, finally reaches Dilmun, 
the home of Utnapishtim.] 

 “Oh, father Utnapishtim, you who have entered the 
assembly of the gods, I wish to question you concerning the 
living and the dead, how shall I find the life for which I am  120

searching?”
 Utnapishtim said, “There is no permanence. Do we build a 
house to stand for ever, do we seal a contract to hold for all 
time? Do brothers divide an inheritance to keep for ever, does 
the flood-time of rivers endure? It is only the nymph of the 
dragonfly who sheds her larva and sees the sun in his glory. 
From the days of old there is no permanence. The sleeping and 
the dead, how alike they are, they are like a painted death. 
What is there between the master and the servant when both 
have fulfilled their doom? When the Annunaki, the judges,  130

come together, and Mammetun the mother of destinies, 
together they decree the fates of men. Life and death they 
allot but the day of death they do not disclose.”
 Then Gilgamesh said to Utnapishtim the Faraway, “I look at 
you now, Utnapishtim, and your appearance is no different 
from mine; there is nothing strange in your features. I thought 
I should find you like a hero prepared for battle, but you lie 
here taking your ease on your back. Tell me truly, how was it 
that you came to enter the company of the gods and to 
possess everlasting life?” Utnapishtim said to Gilgamesh,  140

“I will reveal to you a mystery, I will tell you a secret of 
the gods.”

[Utnapishtim relates the story of the flood.]

In those days the world teemed, the people multiplied, 
the world bellowed like a wild bull, and the great god was 
aroused by the clamor. Enlil heard the clamor and he said to 
the gods in council, “The uproar of mankind is intolerable and 
sleep is no longer possible by reason of the babel.” So the 
gods in their hearts were moved to let loose the deluge; but 
my lord Ea warned me in a dream. He whispered their words 
to my house of reeds. . . . “Tear down your house, I say, and  150

build a boat. These are the measurements of the barque as 
you shall build her: let her beam equal her length, let her deck 
be roofed like the vault that covers the abyss; then take up 
into the boat the seed of all living creatures. . . .” 
 For six days and six nights the winds blew, torrent and 
tempest and flood overwhelmed the world, tempest and flood 

raged together like warring hosts. When the seventh day 
dawned the storm from the south subsided, the sea grew 
calm, the flood was stilled; I looked at the face of the world 
and there was silence, all mankind was turned to clay. The  160

surface of the sea stretched as flat as a roof-top; I opened 
a hatch and the light fell on my face. Then I bowed low, I sat 
down and I wept, the tears streamed down my face, for on 
every side was the waste of water. 

[Utnapishtim leads Gilgamesh to Urshanabi the Ferryman.] 

 Then Gilgamesh and Urshanabi launched the boat onto the 
water and boarded it, and they made ready to sail away; but the 
wife of Utnapishtim the Faraway said to him, “Gilgamesh came 
here wearied out, he is worn out; what will you give him 
to carry him back to his own country?” So Utnapishtim spoke, 
and Gilgamesh took a pole and brought the boat in to the bank. 170

“Gilgamesh, you came here a man wearied out, you have worn 
yourself out; what shall I give you to carry you back to your own 
country? Gilgamesh, I shall reveal a secret thing, it is a mystery 
of the gods that I am telling you. There is a plant that grows under 
the water, it has a prickle like a thorn, like a rose; it will wound 
your hands, but if you succeed in taking it, then your hands will 
hold that which restores his lost youth to a man.”
 When Gilgamesh heard this he opened the sluices so that a 
sweet-water current might carry him out to the deepest 
channel; he tied heavy stones to his feet and they dragged him 180

down to the water-bed. There he saw the plant growing; 
although it pricked him he took it in his hands; then he cut the 
heavy stones from his feet, and the sea carried him and threw 
him on the shore. Gilgamesh said to Urshanabi the ferryman, 
“Come here, and see this marvelous plant. By its virtue a man 
may win back all his former strength. I will take it to Uruk of 
the strong walls; there I will give it to the old to eat. Its name 
shall be ‘the Old Men are Young Again’; and at last I shall eat 
it myself and have back all my lost youth.” So Gilgamesh 
returned by the gate through which he had come, Gilgamesh 190

and Urshanabi went together. They traveled their twenty 
leagues and then they broke their fast; after thirty leagues 
they stopped for the night.
 Gilgamesh saw a well of cool water and he went down and 
bathed; but deep in the pool there was lying a serpent,6 and 
the serpent sensed the sweetness of the flower. It rose out of 
the water and snatched it away, and immediately it sloughed 
its skin and returned to the well. Then Gilgamesh sat down 
and wept, the tears ran down his face, and he took the hand 
of Urshanabi; “O Urshanabi, was it for this that I toiled with 200

my hands, is it for this I have wrung out my heart’s blood? For 
myself I have gained nothing; not I, but the beast of the earth 
has joy of it now. Already the stream has carried it twenty 
leagues back to the channels where I found it. I found a sign and 
now I have lost it. Let us leave the boat on the bank and go.”

Q What makes Gilgamesh an epic hero? Are 
there any comparable figures in contemporary 
literature or life?

5 The Semitic sun god.
6 More literally “earth lion” or “chameleon.”
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* The phrase is from Ernest Becker. The Denial of Death. 
New York: The Free Press, 1973.

The Epic of Gilgamesh is important not only as the world’s 
first epic poem, but also as the earliest known literary work 
that tries to come to terms with death, or nonbeing. Its 
subtext is the profound human need for an immortality 
ideology*—a body of beliefs that anticipates the survival of 
some aspect of the self in a life hereafter. Typical of the 
mythic hero, Gilgamesh is driven to discover his human 
limits, to bring about change through human ingenuity, 
but his quest for personal immortality is frustrated and his 
goals remain unfulfilled.

The Rulers of Mesopotamia
The area collectively known as Sumer was a loosely knit 
group of city-states, that is, urban centers that governed the 
neighboring countryside. Here, men and women produced 
humankind’s earliest Bronze Age technology and refined 
the cuneiform script that became the first written language. 
They began the use of a base-60 number system that is 
the origin of the seconds and minutes still used today in 
telling time. In each of the city-states of Sumer, individual 
priest-kings ruled as agents of one or another of the gods. 
The priest-king led the army, regulated the supply and 
distribution of food, and provided political and religious 
leadership. From the temple at his palace, he conducted 
the services that were designed to win the favor of the gods.

Disunited and rivalrous, the city-states of Sumer were 
vulnerable to invasion. Around 2350  b.c.e., a gifted 
Akkadian warlord named Sargon I (Figure 1.5) conquered 
Sumer and united the city-states under his command. For 
fifty-six years, he reigned as theocratic monarch (sole ruler 
and representative of the gods). Consolidating various peo-
ples and language groups, Sargon created the world’s first 
multi-ethnic empire, extending his authority from Elam 
(see Map 1.1) to the Mediterranean Sea. By 2000  b.c.e., 
however, his dynasty collapsed under the attacks of nomad-
ic tribespeople from the north. The invaders—establishing 
the pattern that dominated all of Mesopotamian history—
built on the accomplishments of the very states they con-
quered. So, theocratic monarchy, religious polytheism, and 
established traditions of trade and barter would prevail 
from civilization to civilization. The myths and legends, 
indeed the Epic of Gilgamesh itself, would be transmitted 
from century to century to be transcribed in ever more 
refined versions of cuneiform script.

The Social Order
In the newly formed civilizations of the ancient world, 
community life demanded collective effort in matters of 
production and distribution, as well as in the irrigation 
of fields and the construction of roads, temples, palaces, 
and military defenses. Specialization of labor and the 
complexity of urban life encouraged the development of 
social classes with different kinds of training, different 

Figure 1.5 Head of the Akkadian ruler Sargon I, 
from Nineveh, Iraq, ca. 2350 B.C.E. Bronze, height 12 in. 
Iraq Museum, Baghdad.
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LOOKING INTO

The Standard of Ur constitutes a visual text that sheds light on class 
divisions and royal authority in ancient Mesopotamian culture. On the 
side of the panel generally called “War,” the lowest register records a 
battle in which four-wheeled chariots trample the enemy; in the middle 
register, prisoners are stripped of their clothes; and in the top register, 
they are paraded before the ruler and his officials. The top register of 

the panel known as “Peace” depicts a victory banquet: the ruler and 
six of his officials, entertained by a harpist, raise their goblets. The 
middle register shows a procession of servants herding animals that 
will probably serve as culinary fare or as sacrificial tribute; on the 
bottom register, foreigners (probably prisoners of war) carry bundles 
on their backs.

The Standard of Ur

wheeled 
cart

draft animals Sumerian ruler receiving 
prisoners

victims of war 
stripped of clothes

enemies trampled 
in battle

war chariots 
carrying lances

armored 
cloaks

infantry 
with axes

Figure 1.6 The Standard 
of Ur, ca. 2700 B.C.E. 
Double-sided panel 
inlaid with shell, lapis 
lazuli, and red limestone, 
8 × 19 in. (approx.). 
Leonard Woolley, the 
early twentieth-century 
British archeologist who 
excavated Ur, imagined 
that the object was 
carried on a pole as a 
battle standard. More 
recently, scholars have 
suggested that the panels 
belong to the soundbox of 
a musical instrument. 
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responsibilities, and different types of authority. In the first 
civilizations, the priest who prepared the wine in the ritual 
vessel, the soldier who protected the city, and the farmer 
who cultivated the field represented fairly distinct classes 
of people with unique duties and responsibilities to society 
as a whole.

The social order and division of labor that prevailed 
in Mesopotamia around 2700  b.c.e. are depicted in the 
“Standard of Ur,” a double-sided wooden panel found in 
the royal tombs excavated at the city of Ur (see LOOKING 
INTO, Figure 1.6). The panel, ornamented in mosaic con-
sisting of mother-of-pearl, red limestone, and lapis lazuli 
(a semiprecious blue stone), appears to commemorate a 
Sumerian victory. Leonard Woolley, the early twentieth-
century British archeologist who excavated Ur, imagined 
that the object was carried on a pole as a battle standard, 
but more recently scholars have suggested that the panels 
belong to the soundbox of a musical instrument.

Law and the Social Order in Babylon
Shortly after 2000 b.c.e., rulers of the city-state of Babylon 
unified the neighboring territories of Sumer to establish 
the First Babylonian Empire. In an effort to unite these 
regions politically and provide them with effective lead-
ership, Babylon’s sixth ruler, Hammurabi, called for a 
systematic codification of existing legal practices. He sent 
out envoys to collect the local statutes and had them con-
solidated into a single body of law. Hammurabi’s Code—a 
collection of 282 clauses engraved on a 7-foot-high stele—
is our most valuable index to life in ancient Mesopotamia 
(Figure 1.7). The Code is not the first example of recorded 
law among the Babylonian kings; it is, however, the most 
extensive and comprehensive set of laws to survive from 
ancient times. Although Hammurabi’s Code addressed 
primarily secular matters, it bore the force of divine 
decree. This fact is indicated in the prologue to the Code, 
where Hammurabi claims descent from the gods. It is also 
manifested visually in the low-relief carving that appears at 
the top of the stele: here, in a scene that calls to mind the 
story of the biblical Moses on Mount Sinai, Hammurabi is 
pictured receiving the law (symbolized by a staff) from the 
sun god Shamash.

Written law represented a landmark advance in the 
development of human rights in that it protected the 
individual from the capricious decisions of monarchs. 
Unwritten law was subject to the hazards of memory and 

Science and Technology

1800 B.C.E. multiplication tables are devised in Babylon†

1750 B.C.E.   mathematicians in Babylon develop quadratic 
equations, square roots, cube roots, and an 
approximate value of pi

1700 B.C.E. windmills are employed for irrigation in Babylon

†All dates in this chapter are approximate.

Figure 1.7 Stele of Hammurabi, first Babylonian dynasty, ca. 1750 B.C.E. 
Basalt, entire stele 7 ft. 41∕2 in. × 251∕2 in. (approx.). Wearing a conical crown 
topped with bull’s horns, and discharging flames from his shoulders, the god 
Shamash sits enthroned atop a sacred mountain symbolized by triangular 
markings beneath his feet.
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the eccentricities of the powerful. Written law, on the other 
hand, permitted a more impersonal (if more objective and 
impartial) kind of justice than did oral law. It replaced 
the flexibility of the spoken word with the rigidity of the 
written word. It did not usually recognize exceptions and 
was not easily or quickly changed. Ultimately, recorded law 
shifted the burden of judgment from the individual ruler 
to the legal establishment. Although written law necessar-
ily restricted individual freedom, it safeguarded the basic 
values of the community.

Hammurabi’s Code covers a broad spectrum of moral, 
social, and commercial obligations. Its civil and criminal 
statutes specify penalties for murder, theft, incest, adultery, 
kidnapping, assault and battery, and many other crimes. 
More importantly for our understanding of ancient cul-
ture, it is a storehouse of information concerning the 
nature of class divisions, family relations, and human 
rights. The Code informs us, for instance, on matters of 
inheritance (clauses 162 and 168), professional obliga-
tions (clauses 218, 219, 229, and 232), and the individual’s 
responsibilities to the community (clauses 109 and 152). 
It also documents the fact that under Babylonian law, 
individuals were not regarded as equals. Human worth 
was defined in terms of a person’s wealth and status in 
society. Violence committed by one free person upon 
another was punished reciprocally (clause 196), but the 
same violence committed upon a lower-class individual 
drew considerably lighter punishment (clause 198), and 
penalties were reduced even further if the victim was a 
slave (clause 199). Similarly, a principle of “pay accord-
ing to status” was applied in punishing thieves (clause 8): 
the upper-class thief was more heavily penalized or fined 
than the lower-class one. A thief who could not pay at all 
fell into slavery or was put to death. Slaves, whether cap-
tives of war or victims of debt, had no civil rights under 
law and enjoyed only the protection of the household to 
which they belonged.

In Babylonian society, women were considered intel-
lectually and physically inferior to men and—much like 
slaves—were regarded as the personal property of the male 
head of the household. A woman went from her father’s 
house to that of her husband, where she was expected to 
bear children (clause 138). Nevertheless, as indicated by 
the Code, women enjoyed commercial freedom (clause 
109) and considerable legal protection (clauses 134, 138, 
209, and 210), their value as child-bearers and house-
keepers clearly acknowledged. Clause 142 is an astonish-
ingly early example of no-fault divorce: since a husband’s 
neglect of his spouse was not punishable, neither party to 
the marriage was legally “at fault.”

READING 1.3 From Hammurabi’s Code (ca. 1750 B.C.E.)

. . . Hammurabi, the shepherd, named by Enlil am I, who 
increased plenty and abundance. The ancient seed of royalty, 
the powerful king, the sun of Babylon, who caused light to go 
forth over the lands of Sumer and Akkad . . . the favorite of 
Inanna [Ishtar] am I. When Marduk sent me to rule the people 

and to bring help to the land, I established law and justice 
in the language of the land and promoted the welfare of the people.

Clause 8 If a man has stolen an ox, or sheep or an ass, or a 
pig or a goat, either from a god or a palace, he shall pay thirty-
fold. If he is a plebeian,1 he shall render ten-fold. If the thief has 
nothing to pay, he shall be slain.
14 If a man has stolen a man’s son under age, he shall be slain.
109 If rebels meet in the house of a wine-seller and she does not 
seize them and take them to the palace, that wine-seller shall 
be slain.
129 If the wife of a man is found lying with another male, they 
shall be bound and thrown into the water; unless the husband lets 
his wife live, and the king lets his servant live.
134 If a man has been taken prisoner, and there is no food in his 
house, and his wife enters the house of another; then that 
woman bears no blame.
138 If a man divorces his spouse who has not borne him children, 
he shall give to her all the silver of the bride-price, and restore to 
her the dowry which she brought from the house of her father; 
and so he shall divorce her.
141 If a man’s wife, dwelling in a man’s house, has set her face to 
leave, has been guilty of dissipation, has wasted her house, and 
has neglected her husband; then she shall be prosecuted. If her 
husband says she is divorced, he shall let her go her way; he shall 
give her nothing for divorce. If her husband says she is not 
divorced, her husband may espouse another woman, and that 
woman shall remain a slave in the house of her husband.
142 If a woman hate her husband, and says “Thou shalt not 
possess me,” the reason for her dislike shall be inquired into. If 
she is careful and has no fault, but her husband takes himself 
away and neglects her; then that woman is not to blame. She 
shall take her dowry and go back to her father’s house.
143 If she has not been careful, but runs out, wastes her house, 
and neglects her husband; then that woman shall be thrown into 
the water.
152 If, after that woman has entered the man’s house, they incur 
debt, both of them must satisfy the trader.
154 If a man has known his daughter, that man shall be banished 
from his city.
157 If a man after his father has lain in the breasts of his mother, 
both of them shall be burned.
162 If a man has married a wife, and she has borne children, and 
that woman has gone to her fate; then her father has no claim 
upon her dowry. The dowry is her children’s.
168 If a man has set his face to disown his son, and has said to 
the judge, “I disown my son,” then the judge shall look into his 
reasons. If the son has not borne a heavy crime which would 
justify his being disowned from filiation, then the father shall not 
disown his son from filiation.
195 If a son has struck his father, his hand shall be cut off.
196 If a man has destroyed the eye of a free man,2 his own eye 
shall be destroyed.
198 If he has destroyed the eye of a plebeian, or broken the bone 
of a plebeian, he shall pay one mina3 of silver.
199 If he has destroyed the eye of a man’s slave, or broken the bone 
of a man’s slave, he shall pay half his value.
209 If a man strike the daughter of a free man, and causes her 
fetus to fall; he shall pay ten shekels4 of silver for her fetus.
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210 If that woman die, his daughter shall be slain.
213 If he has struck the slave of a man, and made her fetus 
fall; he shall pay two shekels of silver.
214 If that slave die, he shall pay a third of a mina of silver.
218 If a doctor has treated a man with a metal knife for a severe 
wound, and has caused the man to die, or has opened a man’s 
tumor with a metal knife, and destroyed the man’s eye; his hands 
shall be cut off.
219 If a doctor has treated a slave of a plebeian with a metal 
knife for a severe wound, and caused him to die, he shall render 
slave for slave.
229 If a builder has built a house for a man, and his work is not 
strong, and if the house he has built falls in and kills the 
householder, that builder shall be slain.
232 If goods have been destroyed, he shall replace all that has 
been destroyed; and because the house that he built was not 
made strong, and it has fallen in, he shall restore the fallen house 
out of his own personal property.
282 If a slave shall say to his master, “Thou are not my master,” he 
shall be prosecuted as a slave, and his owner shall cut off his ear.

Q What does Hammurabi’s Code tell us about 
women in ancient Babylon?

The Arts in Mesopotamia
The royal graves found at Ur and elsewhere in Mesopotamia 
have yielded artifacts of great beauty. Jewelry, weapons, 
household goods, and musical instruments testify to the 
wealth of Mesopotamia’s princely rulers (see Figures 1.3 
and 1.4). Rather than building elaborate homes for the 
dead, however, the inhabitants of Sumer and Babylon 
raised temple-towers that might bring them closer to heav-
en. The ziggurat—a massive terraced tower made of rubble 
and brick—was the spiritual center of the Mesopotamian 
city-state. Serving as both a shrine and a temple, and also 
possibly as a burial site, it symbolized the sacred mountain 
that linked the realms of heaven and earth (Figure 1.8; see 
also Figure 3.12). At the top level of a series of platforms 
joined by a steep stairway stood a sanctuary dedicated to 
local deities. Tended by priests and priestesses, the shrine 
rooms of the sanctuary stored clay tablets inscribed with 
cuneiform records of the city’s economic activities, its 
religious customs, and its rites. At Tell Asmar in Sumer the 
shrine room also housed a remarkable group of statues 
representing men and women of various sizes, with large, 
staring eyes and hands clasped across their chests (Figure 
1.9). Carved out of soft stone, alabaster, and marble, some 
of these cult images may represent the gods, but it is more 
likely that they are votive (devotional) figures that repre-
sent the townspeople of Tell Asmar in the act of worshiping 
their local deities. The larger figures may be priests, and 
the smaller figures, laypersons. Rigid and attentive, they 
stand as if in perpetual prayer. Their enlarged eyes, inlaid 

Figure 1.8 Ziggurat at Ur (partially reconstructed), third dynasty of Ur, Iraq, ca. 2150–2050 B.C.E.

1 A member of the lower class, probably a peasant who worked the 
land for the ruling class.

2 Above the lower-class peasant, the free man who rented land owed 
only a percentage of the produce to the ruling class.

3 A monetary unit equal to approximately 1 pound of silver.
4 60 shekels = 1 mina.
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with shell, lapis lazuli, and black limestone, convey the 
impression of dread and awe, visual testimony to the sense 
of human apprehension in the face of divine power. These 
images express the insecurity of a people whose vulnerabil-
ity was an ever-present fact of life.

The Iron Age
During the course of the second millennium  b.c.e., all 
of Mesopotamia felt the effects of a new technology: iron 
was introduced into Asia Minor (present-day Turkey) by 
the Hittites, tribal nomads who built an empire that lasted 
until ca. 1200 b.c.e. Cheaper to produce and more durable 
than bronze, iron represented new, superior technology. 
In addition to their iron weapons, the Hittites made active 
use of horse-drawn war chariots, which provided increased 
speed and mobility in battle. The combination of war 
chariots and iron weapons gave the Hittites clear military 
superiority over all of Mesopotamia.

As iron technology spread slowly throughout the Near 
East, it transformed the ancient world. Iron tools contribut-
ed to increased agricultural production, which in turn sup-
ported an increased population. In the wake of the Iron Age, 
numerous small states came to flower, bringing with them 
major cultural innovations. By 1500 b.c.e., for instance, the 
Phoenicians, an energetic seafaring people who lived on the 
Mediterranean Sea (see Map 1.1), had developed an alpha-
bet of twenty-two signs. These signs eventually replaced 
earlier forms of script and became the basis of all Western 

alphabets. In Asia Minor, the Lydians, successors to the 
Hittites, began the practice of minting coins. And along the 
arid coast of the eastern Mediterranean, a nomadic people 
known as the Hebrews founded a theocratic state based on 
a unique belief system that would become the wellspring of 
three great world religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

The Hebrews
Archeologists have traced the origins of the tribal people 
called by their neighbors habiru or “Hebrews” to the region 
of Sumer. While their history originates around 2000 b.c.e., 
the books from which we reconstruct that history (known 
collectively as the Bible, from the Greek word biblia, mean-
ing “books”) were written some 1000 years later. The 
beginnings of Hebrew history are associated with the name 
Abraham of Ur, the patriarch who is believed to have led 
the Hebrews westward across the Fertile Crescent to set-
tle in Canaan (ancient Israel, see Map 1.1). In Canaan, 
according to the first book of the Bible (Genesis), a special 
bond or covenant was forged between God and Abraham 
(“I will be your God, you will be my people,” Genesis 17:7). 
In return for their unswerving obedience and loyalty, God 
would protect Abraham’s descendants, giving them “all the 
land of Canaan for an everlasting possession” in order that 
they might become “a great nation” (Genesis 17:8).

Some time after 1700 b.c.e., the Hebrews migrated into 
Egypt, there to prosper until, during a period of political 
and military instability, they were reduced to the status of 

Figure 1.9 Statuettes from the Abu Temple, Tell Asmar, Iraq, ca. 2900–2600 B.C.E. Marble, tallest figure ca. 30 in.
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state slaves. Their liberation occurred under the leader-
ship of the patriarch Moses (ca. 1250 b.c.e.), who led the 
Hebrews across the Red Sea (then probably a reed swamp); 
the event became the basis for the second book of the 
Hebrew Bible, Exodus (literally, “going out”). Since the 
“promised land” of Canaan was occupied by local tribes 
with sizable military strength, the Hebrews settled in the 
Sinai desert near the Dead Sea. Here, during a forty-year 
period that archeologists place some time between 1300 
and 1150 b.c.e., the Hebrews forged the fundamentals of 
their faith: monotheism, the belief in a single, all-powerful 
creator-god,* and the renewal of the covenant binding 
them to their god in exchange for divine protection. The 
terms of the covenant required obedience to a set of ethical 
and spiritual obligations, delivered by Moses, and known as 
the Ten Commandments (the Decalogue). These moral 
laws define the proper relationship between God and the 
faithful; they also define the ethical obligations between 
and among the members of the Hebrew community.

Hebrew Monotheism
Monotheism first appeared in the ancient world around 
1350 b.c.e. In Egypt, the pharaoh Amenhotep IV 
(Akhenaten) advanced the worship of the sun god Aten 
as the country’s sole deity, more powerful than all the 
other Egyptian gods (see chapter 2). But Hebrew mono-
theism differed from that of Egypt, for while Aten was 
elevated above the other gods of the Egyptian pantheon, 
the Hebrews perceived their god as the one and only god. 
Moreover, while Aten (like other ancient gods) was associ-
ated with a specific natural phenomenon, in his case the 
sun, the god of the Hebrews was said to transcend nature 
and all natural phenomena. Hebrew religious beliefs also 
stood apart from those of other Mesopotamian societies. 
As Supreme Creator, the Hebrew god did not descend 
from nature or from other gods, but preceded the physi-
cal universe. Unlike the Babylonian universe, described 
as spontaneously generated and perpetually chaotic, the 
Hebrew Creation (see Reading 1.4a) was divinely planned 
and invested with moral order by a benevolent, all-knowing 
Being. Finally, in contrast to the Babylonian world, where 
squabbling gods made human beings their servants, the 
Hebrew universe was the gift given by its Creator to his 
supreme creation: humankind.

The Hebrew belief system stands apart from other 
ancient concepts of divine power in yet another dimen-
sion: its ethical charge. Ethical monotheism, the veneration 
of a single god as moral monitor, was unique in the ancient 
world. Its practice dignified individual moral judgment 
and became the most lasting of the Hebrew contributions 
to world culture.

The Hebrew Bible
The excerpts that follow belong to the Hebrew Bible 
(often called the Old Testament to distinguish it from the 
Christian canon known as the New Testament). Like the 
Epic of Gilgamesh, the stories that make up the early his-
tory of the Hebrews were passed orally from generation 
to generation, and recorded in the centuries following 
the founding of the first Hebrew state in 1000 b.c.e. The 
first five books of the Bible, known as the Torah (literally 
“instruction”), were assembled from four main sources 
some time between the tenth and seventh centuries b.c.e. 
Parts of the text in the first book of the Torah, Genesis, 
belong to a common context: the world and lore of ancient 
Sumer. The story of the Flood, for instance, appears in 
both Genesis and the Epic of Gilgamesh, as well as in other 
Mesopotamian texts. Like the Epic of Gilgamesh, the Bible 
conflates centuries of fact and legend. Its significance as 
great literature is unquestionable, but its value as a histori-
cal document remains in question. It is held by many as the 
revealed word of God, and is regarded as sacred scripture 
by the adherents of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

READING 1.4a From the Hebrew Bible (Genesis 1, 2)

Chapter 1
The Creation
26Then God said, “Let us make man in our image, according to our 
likeness; and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds 
of the sky and over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every 
creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” 
 27God created man in his own image, in the image of God he 
created him; male and female he created them. 
 28God blessed them; and God said to them, “Be fruitful and 
multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of 
the sea and over the birds of the sky and over every living thing 
that moves on the earth.” 29Then God said, “Behold, I have given 
you every plant yielding seed that is on the surface of all the earth, 
and every tree which has fruit yielding seed; it shall be food for you; 
30and to every beast of the earth and to every bird of the sky and 
to every thing that moves on the earth which has life, I have given 
every green plant for food”; and it was so. 31God saw all that he had 
made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and 
there was morning, the sixth day.

Chapter 2
The Creation of man and woman
1Thus the heavens and the earth were completed, and all their 
hosts. 2By the seventh day God completed his work which he had 
done, and he rested on the seventh day from all his work which 
he had done. 3Then God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, 
because in it he rested from all his work which God had created and 
made.
 4This is the account of the heavens and the earth when they were 
created, in the day that the Lord God made earth and heaven. 
 5Now no shrub of the field was yet in the earth, and no plant of 
the field had yet sprouted, for the Lord God had not sent rain upon 
the earth, and there was no man to cultivate the ground. 6But a 
mist used to rise from the earth and water the whole surface of the 

* In the Hebrew Bible, God’s name is written with four consonants (the 
Latinized letters YHWH), pronounced “Yahweh.” This ancient name 
was considered too sacred to speak or write; other names for God 
(such as Elohim) found in the Hebrew Bible probably reflect different 
aspects of God’s divinity. Greek transcriptions of the Bible replaced 
the Hebrew YHWH with Kyrios (“Lord”), while medieval Latin bibles 
translated God’s name as “Jehovah.”
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ground. 7Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground, 
and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a 
living being. 
 8The Lord God planted a garden toward the east, in Eden; and 
there he placed the man whom he had formed. 9Out of the ground 
the Lord God caused to grow every tree that is pleasing to the sight 
and good for food; the tree of life also in the midst of the garden, and 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.
 10Now a river flowed out of Eden to water the garden; and from 
there it divided and became four rivers. 11The name of the first is 
Pishon; it flows around the whole land of Havilah, where there is 
gold. 12The gold of that land is good; the bdellium* and the onyx** 
stone are there. 13The name of the second river is Gihon; it flows 
around the whole land of Cush. 14The name of the third river is Tigris; 
it flows east of Assyria. And the fourth river is the Euphrates.
 15Then the Lord God took the man and put him into the garden of 
Eden to cultivate it and keep it. 16The Lord God commanded the man, 
saying, “From any tree of the garden you may eat freely; 17but from 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in 
the day that you eat from it you will surely die.”
 18Then the Lord God said, “It is not good for the man to be alone; 
I will make him a helper suitable for him.” 19Out of the ground the 
Lord God formed every beast of the field and every bird of the sky, 
and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and 
whatever the man called a living creature, that was its name. 20The 
man gave names to all the cattle, and to the birds of the sky, and to 
every beast of the field, but for Adam there was not found a helper 
suitable for him. 21So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon 
the man, and he slept; then he took one of his ribs and closed up the 
flesh at that place. 22The Lord God fashioned into a woman the rib 
which he had taken from the man, and brought her to the man. 
23The man said, 

 “This is now bone of my bones, 
 And flesh of my flesh; 
 She shall be called Woman, 
 Because she was taken out of Man.” 

 24For this reason a man shall leave his father and his mother, 
and be joined to his wife; and they shall become one flesh. 
 25And the man and his wife were both naked and were not 
ashamed.

Q How does this creation story differ from those in 
Readings 0.1 and 1.1?

The Hebrew Laws
Two groups of laws are represented below. In the first 
group, which is framed in the negative, the consequences 
of violating the law are left unspecified. There is no 
promise of reward for obedience, no promise of heaven, 
no threat of hell; only the terrible warning that God will 
punish those who fail to keep the commandments to the 
third generation. That is, the fault of the parents will fall 
on their children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren 
(Exodus 20:5).

The legal practices in the second excerpt, which 
belongs to a much larger body of Hebrew laws, resem-
ble those of Hammurabi (Reading 1.3). These, which 
deal primarily with social obligations, prescribe specific 
penalties for their violation. Some so closely parallel 
the laws of the First Babylonian Empire that scholars 
believe both look back to a common source. It is worth 
noting, however, a major difference between the laws of 
the Hebrews and those of Babylon: among the Hebrews, 
punishment was not levied according to social class. 
This is not to say that class distinctions did not exist 
in Hebrew society, but rather that the law was meant 

EXPLORING ISSUES  

One’s understanding and interpretation of the Hebrew Bible depends 
to a large extent on which translation one reads. Generated over a 
thousand-year period, the largest portion of the Bible was written 
in ancient Hebrew, while some of the later chapters were written in 
Aramaic. A Greek version of the Hebrew Bible did not appear until 
the second century B.C.E. (see chapter 8). The first Latin translation 
was made by Jerome, a fourth-century church father who was 
versed in Greek, Hebrew, and Aramaic. In the course of this and 
later translations, the Hebrew Bible was Christianized. For example, 
Jerome translated the Hebrew word nefesh, meaning “life breath” 
or “life,” as the Latin word anima. Subsequent translations, such 
as the seventeenth-century authorized English translation known 
as the King James Bible, translated anima as “soul,” suggesting a 

Christian body/soul dualism (with implications of an afterlife) that is 
absent from the early portions of the Hebrew Bible.

A second example: the King James Bible translates the Hebrew 
Sheol as the English word “Hell.” Sheol, however, describes a 
shadowy underworld, the common grave of the good and bad alike 
(see the Book of Job, 14:13, Reading 1.4d). There is no explicit 
designation of Heaven and Hell as places or conditions of reward 
and punishment in the Hebrew Bible. The first reference to the 
“Kingdom of God,” taken by some to suggest Heaven, occurs in the 
Book of Daniel, written in Aramaic in the second century B.C.E. While 
the accurate translation of the Bible may not be crucial to belief, 
it remains critical to scholarly debate concerning the meaning and 
interpretation of the West’s primary scripture.

Translating the Hebrew Bible

* Variously interpreted as a deep-red gem or a pearl.
** A semiprecious red stone (carnelian).
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to apply equally to all classes, with the exception of 
slaves. The humanitarian bias of the Hebrew laws is best 
reflected in God’s frequent reminder to the Hebrews 
that since they themselves were once aliens and slaves, 
they must treat even the lowest members of the social 
order as worthy human beings. If Babylonian law prized 
economic prosperity and political stability, it was the unity 
of religious and moral life that formed the core of the 
Hebrew message.

READING 1.4b  From the Hebrew Bible (Exodus 20:1–21; 

21:1–2, 18–27, 37; 23:1–9)

The Ten Commandments (The Decalogue)
1Then God spoke all these words, saying, 2“I am the LORD your God, 
who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.
 3“You shall have no other gods before me.
 4“You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what 
is in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the water under 
the earth. 
 5You shall not worship them or serve them; for I, the LORD your 
God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the 
children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who hate 
me, 6but showing loving kindness to thousands, to those who love 
me and keep my commandments.
 7“You shall not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the 
LORD will not leave him unpunished who takes his name in vain.
 8“Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy. 9Six days you shall 
labor and do all your work, 10but the seventh day is a sabbath of the 
LORD your God; in it you shall not do any work, you or your son or 
your daughter, your male or your female servant or your cattle or 
your sojourner who stays with you. 11For in six days the LORD made 
the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, and rested 
on the seventh day; therefore the LORD blessed the sabbath day and 
made it holy.
 12“Honor your father and your mother, that your days may be 
prolonged in the land which the LORD your God gives you.
 13“You shall not murder.
 14“You shall not commit adultery.
 15“You shall not steal.
 16“You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.
 17“You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet 
your neighbor’s wife or his male servant or his female servant or his 
ox or his donkey or anything that belongs to your neighbor.”
 18All the people perceived the thunder and the lightning flashes 
and the sound of the trumpet and the mountain smoking; and when 
the people saw it, they trembled and stood at a distance. 19Then they 
said to Moses, “Speak to us yourself and we will listen; but let not 
God speak to us, or we will die.” 20Moses said to the people, “Do not 
be afraid; for God has come in order to test you, and in order that the 
fear of him may remain with you, so that you may not sin.” 21So the 
people stood at a distance, while Moses approached the thick cloud 
where God was.

Ordinances for the people
1“Now these are the ordinances which you are to set before them: 
2If you buy a Hebrew slave, he shall serve for six years; but on the 
seventh he shall go out as a free man without payment.” 

Personal injuries
18“If men have a quarrel and one strikes the other with a stone or 
with his fist, and he does not die but remains in bed, 19if he gets up 
and walks around outside on his staff, then he who struck him shall 
go unpunished; he shall only pay for his loss of time, and shall take 
care of him until he is completely healed.
 20“If a man strikes his male or female slave with a rod and he dies 
at his hand, he shall be punished. 21If, however, he survives a day or 
two, no vengeance shall be taken; for he is his property.
 22“If men struggle with each other and strike a woman with child 
so that she gives birth prematurely, yet there is no injury, he shall 
surely be fined as the woman’s husband may demand of him, and 
he shall pay as the judges decide. 23But if there is any further injury, 
then you shall appoint as a penalty life for life, 24eye for eye, tooth for 
tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, 25burn for burn, wound for wound, 
bruise for bruise.
 26“If a man strikes the eye of his male or female slave, and 
destroys it, he shall let him go free on account of his eye. 27And if he 
knocks out a tooth of his male or female slave, he shall let him go 
free on account of his tooth.”

. . . . . . . . . .

Theft of animals
37“When someone steals an ox or a sheep and slaughters or sells 
it, he shall restore five oxen for the one ox, and four sheep for the 
one sheep.”

Sundry laws
1“You shall not bear a false report; do not join your hand with a 
wicked man to be a malicious witness. 2You shall not follow the 
masses in doing evil, nor shall you testify in a dispute so as to turn 
aside after a multitude in order to pervert justice; 3nor shall you be 
partial to a poor man in his dispute.
 4“If you meet your enemy’s ox or his donkey wandering away, you 
shall surely return it to him. 5If you see the donkey of one who hates 
you lying helpless under its load, you shall refrain from leaving it to 
him, you shall surely release it with him.
 6“You shall not pervert the justice due to your needy brother in his 
dispute. 
 7Keep far from a false charge, and do not kill the innocent or the 
righteous, for I will not acquit the guilty. 8“You shall not take a bribe, 
for a bribe blinds the clear-sighted and subverts the cause of the 
just.
 9“You shall not oppress a stranger, since you yourselves know the 
feelings of a stranger, for you also were strangers in the land 
of Egypt.”

Q Why are many of the Commandments framed in 
the negative?

Q How do these laws differ from those in 
Hammurabi’s Code?

The Hebrew State and the Social Order
Under the military leadership of the patriarch Joshua, the 
Hebrews returned to Canaan, gradually wresting control 
of the “promised land” from powerful tribes of Philistines 
(“People of the Sea”). The new Hebrew state consisted 
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of twelve tribes, each descended from one of the sons of 
Jacob, whom God had named “Israel.” Under the rule 
of the Hebrew kings Saul (ca.  1040–1000  b.c.e.), David 
(ca. 1000–960 b.c.e.), and Solomon (ca. 960–920 b.c.e.), 
Canaan became a powerful state defended by armies 
equipped with iron war chariots. As related in the Book 
of Kings, the scriptural history of the Hebrew rulers 
descended from David, Solomon embellished the capital 

city of Jerusalem (see Map 1.1) by constructing a royal 
palace and a magnificent temple (Figure 1.10) to enshrine 
the Ark of the Covenant. Lacking the raw materials for this 
enterprise, he established trade relations with the wealthy 
neighboring state of Phoenicia, which provided timber 
from nearby Lebanon. Ornamentation of the Temple 
was abstract or symbolic, owing to the biblical injunction 
against carved images (Exodus 20:4). Prohibiting the rep-
resentation of three-dimensional form did not so much 
reflect a fear that the Hebrews might worship pagan idols; 
rather, it asserted that human efforts to create lifelike 
images disrespected God as Supreme Creator. Early syna-
gogues (houses of worship) were embellished with symbols 
of the faith, such as the curtained enclosure that sheltered 
the Torah, the menorah (a seven-branched candelabrum), 
and a shofar (ram’s horn used to call the faithful to prayer) 
(Figure 1.11).

The social order of the Hebrews was shaped by biblical 
precepts. Between Hebrew kings and their people, there 
existed a covenant—protection in exchange for loyalty 
and obedience—similar to that which characterized the 
relationship between God and the Hebrews. This same 
patriarchal bond also prevailed between Jewish fathers and 
their families. Hebrew kings were considered the divinely 
appointed representatives of God; and Hebrew wives and 
children came under the direct control of the male head 
of the household and were listed among his possessions. 
In short, the covenant between God and the Hebrews, as 

Figure 1.11 The Ark of the Covenant and sanctuary implements, Hammath, near Tiberias, fourth century. Mosaic, 6 ft. 7 in. × 16 ft. 5 in. The stone tablets bearing 
the Ten Commandments are said to have been carried back to Canaan in a secure container known as the Ark of the Covenant. In modern synagogues, the Ark 
houses the Torah.

Figure 1.10 Reconstruction of Solomon’s Temple.
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expressed in the laws, established the model for both secu-
lar and familial authority.

The Hebrew Prophets
Toward the end of his reign, Solomon divided the Hebrew 
state into two administrative divisions: the northern por-
tion, retaining the name Israel with its capital at Samaria, 
and the southern portion, called Judah (from which comes 
the name “Jews”) with its capital at Jerusalem. While the 
commercial pursuits of the Hebrew nation brought them 
wealth and material comforts, the less rigorous cults of 
Canaanite fertility gods and goddesses lured Hebrews 
away from strict adherence to their moral obligations. By 
the eighth century b.c.e., the voices of reform grew loud. 
A group of religious zealots, known as prophets (literally 
“spokespersons”) claimed to have heard words of divine 
disapproval, indeed, anger. Warning that the violations of 
the covenant would invite harsh punishment, the prophets 
Amos, Hosea, and Isaiah urged the Hebrews to return to 
the laws of the Torah. A century after the fall of Jerusalem 
to the Assyrians in 722 b.c.e., the prophet Jeremiah urged 
the Hebrews to reaffirm the covenant, citing the Assyrian 
assault on Judah as divine chastisement, an expression of 
God’s wrath. Nowhere is the Hebrew concept of destiny 
as being divinely directed more clearly illustrated than in 
Jeremiah’s message: God rewards and punishes not in a life 
hereafter, but here on earth.

READING 1.4c From the Hebrew Bible (Jeremiah 11: 1–14)

The broken covenant
1The word which came to Jeremiah from the Lord, saying, 2“Hear 
the words of this covenant, and speak to the men of Judah and to 
the inhabitants of Jerusalem; 3and say to them, Thus says the Lord, 
the God of Israel, Cursed is the man who does not heed the words of 
this covenant 4which I commanded your forefathers in the day that I 
brought them out of the land of Egypt, from the iron furnace, saying, 
Listen to my voice, and do according to all which I command you; so 
you shall be my people, and I will be your God, 5in order to confirm 
the oath which I swore to your forefathers, to give them a land 
flowing with milk and honey, as it is this day.” Then I said, “Amen, 
O Lord.” 6And the Lord said to me, “Proclaim all these words in the 
cities of Judah and in the streets of Jerusalem, saying, ‘Hear the 
words of this covenant and do them. 7For I solemnly warned your 
fathers in the day that I brought them up from the land of Egypt, even 
to this day, warning persistently, saying, “Listen to my voice.” 8Yet 
they did not obey or incline their ear, but walked, each one, in the 
stubbornness of his evil heart; therefore I brought on them all the 
words of this covenant, which I commanded them to do, but they 
did not.’”
 9Then the Lord said to me, “A conspiracy has been found among 
the men of Judah and among the inhabitants of Jerusalem. 10They 
have turned back to the iniquities of their ancestors who refused 
to hear my words, and they have gone after other gods to serve 
them; the house of Israel and the house of Judah have broken my 
covenant which I made with their fathers.” 11Therefore thus says 
the Lord, “Behold I am bringing disaster on them which they will not 
be able to escape; though they will cry to me, yet I will not listen to 

them. 12Then the cities of Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem 
will go and cry to the gods to whom they burn incense, but they 
surely will not save them in the time of their disaster. 
 13For your gods are as many as your cities, O Judah; and as many 
as the streets of Jerusalem are the altars you have set up to the 
shameful thing, altars to burn incense to Baal.
 14“Therefore do not pray for this people, nor lift up a cry or prayer 
for them; for I will not listen when they call to me because of their 
disaster.”

Q For what failings does Jeremiah chastise the 
Hebrews?

The Babylonian Captivity and the Book of Job
In 586  b.c.e., Judah fell to Chaldean armies led by 
the mighty King Nebuchadnezzar (ca.  630–562  b.c.e.). 
Nebuchadnezzar burned Jerusalem, raided the Temple, 
and took the inhabitants of the city into captivity. In the 
newly restored city of Babylon, with its glazed brick por-
tals (Figure 1.12), its resplendent “hanging” gardens, its 
towering ziggurat—the prototype for the Tower of Babel 

Figure 1.12 A drawing of Babylon as it might have looked in the sixth century 
B.C.E. The Ishtar Gate, one of Babylon’s eight monumental portals, spanned the 
north entrance route into the city. Faced with deep blue glazed bricks, it is the 
earliest example of a round arch employed on a colossal scale. The palace of 
Nebuchadnezzar II and the Hanging Gardens lie behind and to its right. On the 
horizon and the east bank of the Euphrates looms the Marduk Ziggurat.
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described in Genesis—the Hebrews experienced almost 
fifty years of exile (586–538  b.c.e.). Their despair and 
doubt in the absolute goodness of God are voiced in 
the Book of Job, probably written in the years after the 
Babylonian Captivity. The finest example of wisdom litera-
ture in the Hebrew Bible, the Book of Job raises the ques-
tion of unjustified suffering in a universe governed by a 
merciful god. The “blameless and upright” Job has obeyed 
the Commandments and has been a devoted servant of 
God throughout his life. Yet he is tested unmercifully by 
the loss of his possessions, his family, and his health. His 
wife begs him to renounce God, and his friends encour-
age him to acknowledge his sinfulness. But Job defiantly 
protests that he has given God no cause for anger. Job asks 
a universal question: “If there is no heaven (and thus no 
justice after death), how can a good man’s suffering be 
justified?” or simply phrased, “Why do bad things happen 
to good people?”

READING 1.4d  From the Hebrew Bible (Job 1; 2; 3:1–5; 

7:17–21; 14; 38:1–18; 42:1–6)

The Book of Job

Chapter 1: Job’s character and wealth
1There was a man in the land of Uz whose name was Job; and 
that man was blameless, upright, fearing God and turning away 
from evil. 2Seven sons and three daughters were born to him. 3His 
possessions also were 7,000 sheep, 3,000 camels, 500 yoke of oxen, 
500 female donkeys, and very many servants; and that man was the 
greatest of all the men of the east. 4His sons used to go and hold 
a feast in the house of each one on his day, and they would send 
and invite their three sisters to eat and drink with them. 5When the 
days of feasting had completed their cycle, Job would send and 
consecrate them, rising up early in the morning and offering burnt 
offerings according to the number of them all; for Job said, 
“Perhaps my sons have sinned and cursed God in their hearts.” 
Thus Job did continually.
 6Now there was a day when the sons of God came to present 
themselves before the Lord, and Satan also came among them. 
7The Lord said to Satan, “From where do you come?” Then Satan* 
answered the Lord and said, “From roaming about on the earth 
and walking around on it.” 8The Lord said to Satan, “Have you 
considered my servant Job? For there is no one like him on the 
earth, a blameless and upright man, fearing God and turning away 
from evil.” 9Then Satan answered the Lord, “Does Job fear God for 
nothing? 10Have you not made a hedge about him and his house 
and all that he has, on every side? You have blessed the work of his 
hands, and his possessions have increased in the land. 11But put 
forth your hand now and touch all that he has; he will surely curse 
you to your face.” 12Then the Lord said to Satan, “Behold, all that he 
has is in your power, only do not put forth your hand on him.” 
So Satan departed from the presence of the Lord.

Satan allowed to test Job
13Now on the day when his sons and his daughters were eating 

and drinking wine in their oldest brother’s house, 14a messenger 
came to Job and said, “The oxen were plowing and the donkeys 
feeding beside them, 15and the Sabeans attacked and took them. 
They also slew the servants with the edge of the sword, and I alone 
have escaped to tell you.” 16While he was still speaking, another 
also came and said, “The fire of God fell from heaven and burned 
up the sheep and the servants and consumed them, and I alone 
have escaped to tell you.” 17While he was still speaking, another 
also came and said, “The Chaldeans formed three bands and made 
a raid on the camels and took them and slew the servants with the 
edge of the sword, and I alone have escaped to tell you.” 18While he 
was still speaking, another also came and said, “Your sons and your 
daughters were eating and drinking wine in their oldest brother’s 
house, 19and behold, a great wind came from across the wilderness 
and struck the four corners of the house, and it fell on the young 
people and they died, and I alone have escaped to tell you.”
 20Then Job arose and tore his robe and shaved his head, and he 
fell to the ground and worshiped. 21He said,

 “Naked I came from my mother’s womb,
 And naked I shall return there.
 The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away.
 Blessed be the name of the Lord.”

22Through all this Job did not sin nor did he blame God.

Chapter 2: Job loses his health
1Again there was a day when the sons of God came to present 
themselves before the Lord, and Satan also came among them to 
present himself before the Lord. 2The Lord said to Satan, “Where 
have you come from?” Then Satan answered the Lord and said, 
“From roaming about on the earth and walking around on it.” 3The 
Lord said to Satan, “Have you considered my servant Job? For there 
is no one like him on the earth, a blameless and upright man fearing 
God and turning away from evil. And he still holds fast his integrity, 
although you incited me against him to ruin him without cause.” 
4Satan answered the Lord and said, “Skin for skin! Yes, all that a 
man has he will give for his life. 5However, put forth your hand now, 
and touch his bone and his flesh; he will curse you to your face.” 
6So the Lord said to Satan, “Behold, he is in your power, only spare 
his life.” 

 7Then Satan went out from the presence of the Lord and smote 
Job with sore boils from the sole of his foot to the crown of his head. 
8And he took a potsherd to scrape himself while he was sitting 
among the ashes. 9Then his wife said to him, “Do you still hold fast 
your integrity? Curse God and die!” 10But he said to her, “You speak 
as one of the foolish women speaks. Shall we indeed accept good 
from God and not accept adversity?” In all this Job did not sin with 
his lips.
 11Now when Job’s three friends heard of all this adversity that had 
come upon him, they came each one from his own place, Eliphaz the 
Temanite, Bildad the Shuhite and Zophar the Naamathite; and they 
made an appointment together to come to sympathize with him and 
comfort him. 12When they lifted up their eyes at a distance and did 
not recognize him, they raised their voices and wept. And each of 
them tore his robe and they threw dust over their heads toward the 
sky. 13Then they sat down on the ground with him for seven days and 
seven nights with no one speaking a word to him, for they saw that 
his pain was very great.* Literally, “adversary.” 
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Chapter 3: Job’s lament
1Afterward Job opened his mouth and cursed the day of his birth. 
2And Job said,
 3“Let the day perish on which I was to be born,
 And the night which said, ‘A boy is conceived.’
 4“May that day be darkness;
 Let not God above care for it,
 Nor light shine on it.
 5“Let darkness and black gloom claim it;
 Let a cloud settle on it;
 Let the blackness of the day terrify it.”

Chapter 7: Job’s life seems futile
17“What is man that you magnify him,
And that you are concerned about him,
18That you examine him every morning
And try him every moment?
19“Will you never turn your gaze away from me,
Nor let me alone until I swallow my spittle?
20“Have I sinned? What have I done to you,
O watcher of men?
Why have you set me as your target,
So that I am a burden to myself?
21“Why then do you not pardon my transgression
And take away my iniquity?
For now I will lie down in the dust;
And you will seek me, but I will not be.”

Chapter 14: Job speaks of the finality of death
1“Man, who is born of woman,
Is short-lived and full of turmoil.
2“Like a flower he comes forth and withers.
He also flees like a shadow and does not remain.
3“You also open your eyes on him
And bring him into judgment with yourself.
4“Who can make the clean out of the unclean?
No one!
5“Since his days are determined,
The number of his months is with you;
And his limits you have set so that he cannot pass.
6“Turn your gaze from him that he may rest,
Until he fulfills his day like a hired man.
7“For there is hope for a tree,
When it is cut down, that it will sprout again,
And its shoots will not fail.
8“Though its roots grow old in the ground
And its stump dies in the dry soil,
9At the scent of water it will flourish
And put forth sprigs like a plant.
10“But man dies and lies prostrate [cast face down].
Man expires, and where is he?
11“As water evaporates from the sea,
And a river becomes parched and dried up,
12So man lies down and does not rise.
Until the heavens are no longer,
He will not awake nor be aroused out of his sleep.
13“Oh that you would hide me in Sheol,**

That you would conceal me until your wrath returns to you,
That you would set a limit for me and remember me!
14“If a man dies, will he live again?
All the days of my struggle I will wait
Until my change comes.
15“You will call, and I will answer you;
You will long for the work of your hands.
16“For now you number my steps,
You do not observe my sin.
17“My transgression is sealed up in a bag,
And you wrap up my iniquity.
18“But the falling mountain crumbles away,
And the rock moves from its place;
19Water wears away stones,
Its torrents wash away the dust of the earth;
So you destroy man’s hope.
20“You forever overpower him and he departs;
You change his appearance and send him away.
21“His sons achieve honor, but he does not know it;
Or they become insignificant, but he does not perceive it.
22“But his body pains him,
And he mourns only for himself.”

Chapter 38: God speaks now to Job
1Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind and said,
2“Who is this that darkens counsel
By words without knowledge?
3“Now gird up your loins like a man,
And I will ask you, and you instruct me!
4“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth?
Tell me, if you have understanding,
5Who set its measurements? Since you know.
Or who stretched the line on it?
6“On what were its bases sunk?
Or who laid its cornerstone,
7When the morning stars sang together
And all the sons of God shouted for joy?
8“Or who enclosed the sea with doors
When, bursting forth, it went out from the womb;
9When I made a cloud its garment
And thick darkness its swaddling band,
10And I placed boundaries on it
And set a bolt and doors,
11And I said, ‘Thus far you shall come, but no farther;
And here shall your proud waves stop’?”

God’s mighty power
12“Have you ever in your life commanded the morning,
And caused the dawn to know its place,
13That it might take hold of the ends of the earth,
And the wicked be shaken out of it?
14“It is changed like clay under the seal;
And they stand forth like a garment [in splendor].
15“From the wicked their light is withheld,
And the uplifted arm is broken.
16“Have you entered into the springs of the sea
Or walked in the recesses of the deep?
17“Have the gates of death been revealed to you,
Or have you seen the gates of deep darkness?** The shadowy underworld. 
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18“Have you understood the expanse of the earth?
Tell me, if you know all this.”

Chapter 42: Job’s confession
1Then Job answered the Lord and said,
2“I know that you can do all things,
And that no purpose of yours can be thwarted.
3‘Who is this that hides counsel without knowledge?’
Therefore I have declared that which I did not understand,
Things too wonderful for me, which I did not know.”
4“Hear, now, and I will speak;
I will ask you, and you instruct me.”
5“I have heard of you by the hearing of the ear;
But now my eye sees you;
6Therefore I retract,
And I repent in dust and ashes.”

Q Why is the Book of Job called “wisdom 
literature”?

Q Why is this book essential to an understanding of 
the Hebrew covenant?

God’s answer to Job is an eloquent vindication of unques-
tioned faith: God’s power is immense and human beings 
cannot expect rational explanations of the divine will. 
Proclaiming the magnitude of divine power and the fragility 
of humankind, the Book of Job confirms the pivotal role of 
faith (the belief and trust in God) that sustains the Hebrew 
covenant. The anxious sense of human vulnerability that 
pervades the Book of Job recalls the Epic of Gilgamesh. Job 
and Gilgamesh are tested by superhuman forces, and both 
come to realize that misfortune and suffering are typical of 
the human condition. Gilgamesh seeks but fails to secure 
personal immortality; Job solicits God’s promise of heav-
enly reward but fails to secure assurance that once dead, 
he might return to life. Just as Utnapishtim tells Gilgamesh, 
“There is no permanence,” so Job laments that man born of 
woman “Like a flower he comes forth and withers. He also 
flees like a shadow and does not remain” (Job 14.2). Such 
pessimism was not uncommon in Mesopotamia, the region 
in which both the Epic of Gilgamesh and the Hebrew Bible 
originated. The notion of life after death (so prominent 
in Egyptian religious thought; see chapter 2) is as elusive 
a concept in Hebraic literature as it is in Mesopotamian 
myth. Job anticipates a final departure to an underworld, 
an abode of the dead known among the Hebrews as Sheol 
or Shadowland. Yet, even without the promise of reward, 
Job remains stubbornly faithful to the covenant. His tragic 
vision involves the gradual but dignified acceptance of his 
place in a divinely governed universe.

The Book of Psalms
In 538 b.c.e., the Jewish remnant returned to Jerusalem to 
rebuild the Temple of Solomon. The post-exile age—the 
period following the Babylonian Captivity—was marked 
by apocalyptic hopes and the renewal of the covenant. 
This era also produced one of the best-loved books of 
the Hebrew Bible. The Book of Psalms (or “Psalter,” from 

the Greek word psalterion, a stringed instrument) is a col-
lection of 150 songs of praise, thanksgiving, confession, 
and supplication. Traditionally attributed to King David, 
whose name was associated with leadership in religious 
music, the psalms were transmitted orally for more than 
half a century. In Hebrew culture, music was closely tied 
to prayer and worship. Cantors chanted biblical passages 
as part of the Hebrew liturgy (the rituals for public wor-
ship), and members of the congregation participated in 
the singing of psalms. Both prayers and psalms might be 
performed in the responsory style, in which the congrega-
tion answered the voice of the cantor, or in the antiphonal 
manner, in which the cantor and the congregation sang 
alternate verses. Sung in public worship, the psalms forge 
a link between the individual and the Hebrew community, 
as reflected in the line: “O magnify the Lord with me, and 
let us exalt his name together!” (Ps. 34:3). Psalm 8, repro-
duced below, is one of the most eloquent songs of praise 
in the Hebrew Bible.

READING 1.4e From the Hebrew Bible (Psalms 8: 1–9)

The Lord’s glory and man’s dignity
1O Lord, our Lord,
How majestic is your name in all the earth,
Who have displayed your splendor above the heavens!

2From the mouth of infants and nursing babes you have established 
strength

Because of your adversaries,
To make the enemy and the revengeful cease.

3When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers,
The moon and the stars, which you have ordained;
4What is man that you take thought of him,
And the son of man that you care for him?

5Yet you have made him a little lower than God,
And you crown him with glory and majesty!

The Hebrew Bible 

The Torah Genesis  Numbers
 Exodus Deuteronomy 
 Leviticus

The Prophets Joshua Isaiah
 Judges Jeremiah
 Samuel I & II Ezekiel
 Kings I & II Twelve Minor Prophets

The Writings Psalms Ecclesiastes
 Proverbs Esther
 Job Daniel
 Song of Songs Ezra
 Ruth Nehemiah
 Lamentations Chronicles I & II
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6You make him to rule over the works of your hands;
You have put all things under his feet,

7All sheep and oxen,
And also the beasts of the field,
8The birds of the heavens and the fish of the sea,
Whatever passes through the paths of the seas.

9O Lord, our Lord,
How majestic is your name in all the earth!

Q How does this song of praise compare with 
“The Hymn to the Aten” (Reading 2.1)?

The Hebrew Bible played a major role in shaping the 
humanistic tradition in the West. It provided the religious 
and ethical foundations for Judaism, and, almost 2000 
years after the death of Abraham, for Christianity and 
Islam. Biblical teachings, including the belief in a single, 
personal, caring god who intervenes on behalf of a faithful 
people, have become fundamental to Western thought. 
Bible stories—from Genesis to Job—have inspired some of 
humankind’s greatest works of art, music, and literature. 
And the Book of Psalms, along with the later books of the 
Bible (see Box above), have had a profound influence on 
the religious history of the West.

Empires of the Iron Age
Iron technology encouraged the rise of large and power-
ful empires. Cheaper and stronger weapons meant larger, 

more efficient armies: war was no longer the monopoly 
of the elite. Equipped with iron weapons, the Assyrians 
(ca. 750–600 !.c.e.), Chaldeans (ca. 600–540 !.c.e.), and 
Persians (ca.  550–330  !.c.e.) followed one another in 
conquering vast portions of Mesopotamia. Each of these 
empires grew in size and authority by imposing military 
control over territories outside their own natural bounda-
ries—a practice known as imperialism.

The Assyrian Empire
The first of the Iron Age empire builders, the Assyrians 
earned a reputation as the most militant civilization 
of ancient Mesopotamia. Held together by a power-
ful army that systematically combined engineering and 
fighting techniques, the Assyrians turned their iron 
weapons against most of Mesopotamia. In 721  !.c.e., 
they conquered Israel and dispersed its population. By 
the middle of the seventh century  !.c.e., they had swal-
lowed up most of the land between the Persian Gulf 
and the Nile valley. Assyrian power is reflected in the 
imposing walled citadel of Khorsabad, located some 
10 miles from Nineveh (see Map 1.1). Covering 25 
acres, this walled complex featured a ziggurat and an 
elaborate palace with more than 200 rooms: a maze 
of courtyards, harem quarters, treasuries, and state 
apartments (Figure 1.13). The palace walls were 
adorned with low-relief scenes of war and pillage and 
with cuneiform inscriptions celebrating Assyrian mili-
tary victories. One seventh-century  !.c.e. relief shows 
the imperial armies of King Ashurbanipal (668–
627  !.c.e.) storming the battlements of an African city 

Figure 1.13 Reconstruction of the walled citadel at Khorsabad, Assyria (Iraq), ca. 720 B.C.E.

throne room

state court

entrance court

temple buildings

ziggurat
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(Figure 1.14). In the lower left, male captives (their chief-
tains still wearing the feathers of authority) are led away, 
followed in procession by women, children, and the spoils 
of war.

Flanking the scenes of military conquest on the palace 
walls at Nineveh and Nimrud are depictions of the royal 
lion hunt. Hunting and war, two closely related enter-
prises, were ideal vehicles by which to display the ruler’s 
courage and physical might. In Assyrian reliefs, the lion, 
a traditional symbol of power throughout the ancient 
world, is depicted as the adversary of the king. Ceremonial 
lion hunts symbolized the invincibility of the monarch, 
who, in earlier times, might have proved his prowess by 

Science and Technology

1800 B.C.E. Hittites introduce iron into Mesopotamia

 850 B.C.E.  first known arched bridge is constructed in Asia 
Minor

 700 B.C.E.  the Assyrians are the first to construct 
aqueducts

 650 B.C.E. the Lydians introduce standard coinage

Figure 1.14 Ashurbanipal besieging an Egyptian city, 667 B.C.E. Alabaster relief, 2 ft. 11 in. × 7 ft. 41∕4 in.

Figure 1.15 King Ashurnasirpal II killing 
lions, from the Palace of King Ashurnasirpal II, 
Nimrud, ca. 883–859 B.C.E. Alabaster relief, 
3 ft. 3 in. × 8 ft. 4 in. The most militant of 
the iron-wielding empires of Mesopotamia, 
the Assyrians carved low-relief depictions of 
royal hunts that pitted the courage of the king 
against the lion, a traditional symbol of power.
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combating wild animals in the field—in the manner of 
the legendary Gilgamesh (see Figure 1.3). One dramatic 
relief from Nimrud depicts a wounded lion fiercely pur-
suing the royal chariot as it speeds away, while another 
beast lies dying before the wheels of the king’s chariot 
(Figure 1.15). Spatial depth is indicated by superimposing 
the chariot wheels over the rear lion’s legs. Yet the heads 
and legs of the horses are shown on a single plane, and 
clarity of design required that the second wounded lion, 
crouching in pain, fit precisely within the space between 
the front and rear legs of the prancing steeds. The balance 
between figures (positive shapes) and ground (negative 
or “empty” space) results in a brilliant formal composi-
tion. The Assyrian reliefs—housed in large numbers at the 
British Museum in London—are superb examples of the 
artist’s ability to infuse violent subject matter with narrative 
grandeur. If the lion-hunt reliefs made implicit reference 
to the ruler’s invincibility, colossal sculpture clearly mani-
fested his superhuman status. Thirteen-foot-tall hybrid 
beasts guarded the gateways of Assyrian palaces (see Figure 
1.1). Bearing the facial features of the monarch, these 
colossi united the physical attributes of the bull (virility), 
the lion (physical strength), and the eagle (predatory agil-
ity). The winged, human-headed bulls from the citadel at 
Khorsabad were power-symbols designed to inspire awe 
and fear among those who passed beneath their impas-
sive gaze. Clearly, the art of Assyria was visual propaganda, 
designed not only to celebrate Assyrian rulership, but also 
to intimidate its enemies.

The Persian Empire
The Persian Empire, the last and the largest of the 
empires of Mesopotamia, was brought to its peak by 
Cyrus II (ca. 585–ca. 529 b.c.e.), called “the Great” for his 
conquests over territories ranging from the frontiers of 
India to the Mediterranean Sea. The linguistic and ethnic 
diversity of this empire made it the first multicultural civi-
lization of the ancient world. At Persepolis, its capital and 
ceremonial center, the Persians built a huge stone palace 
ornamented with carved reliefs of the king’s royal guard.

The powerful monarchs of Persia (modern-day Iran), 
aided by a large cadre of administrators, oversaw a vast 
network of roads connecting the major cities of the 
Empire. Across some 1600 miles of terrain, fresh horses 
(located at post stations 14 miles apart) carried couriers 
“unhindered by snow, or rain, or heat, or by the darkness 
of night,” according to the Greek historian Herodotus, 
who (unwittingly) provided the motto for the United 
States Postal Service.

The Persians devised a religion based on the teachings 
of the prophet Zoroaster (ca. 628–ca. 551 b.c.e.). Denying 
the nature gods of earlier times, Zoroaster exalted the pri-
mal spirit Ahura-Mazda (“Wise Lord”), who, opposing the 
evil spirit Angra Mainyu, demanded good thoughts, good 
works, and good deeds. As described in hymns known as 
the Gathas, Zoroaster (also known as Zarathustra) taught 
that life was a battlefield on which the dual forces of light 
and darkness contended for supremacy. Human beings 
took part in this cosmic struggle by way of their freedom to 
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choose between good and evil, the consequences of which 
would determine their fate at the end of time. According 
to Zoroaster, a Last Judgment would consign the wicked to 
everlasting darkness, while the good would live eternally in 
an abode of luxury and light: the Persian pairidaeza, from 
which the English word “paradise” derives. Zoroastrianism 
came to influence the moral teachings of three great world 
religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam (see chapters 8 
and 10).

Chronology

 ca. 3200–2350 B.C.E.  Sumerian city-states

 ca. 2360–2000 B.C.E.  Sargon’s Empire

 ca. 2000–1600 B.C.E.   Babylonian Empire (Hammurabi reign: 
1792–1750 B.C.E.)

 ca. 1800–1200 B.C.E.  Hittite Empire

 ca. 1300–700 B.C.E.   Era of Small States (Phoenicia, Lydia, 
Hebrew)

 ca. 750–600 B.C.E.  Assyrian Empire

 ca. 600–540 B.C.E.  Chaldean (Neo-Babylonian) Empire

 ca. 550–330 B.C.E.  Persian Empire
Figure 1.16 Achaemenid 
(Persian) gold vessel, fifth to third 
century B.C.E. 63∕4 × 9 in.

At Persepolis, artists perpetuated the architectural and 
sculptural traditions of Assyria. The Persians also brought 
to perfection the art of metalworking that had flourished 
in Mesopotamia since the beginning of the Bronze Age. 
Utensils, vessels, and jewelry produced by Persian crafts-
people display some of the most intricate and sophisticated 
techniques of goldworking known to the history of that 
medium (Figure 1.16). Many of these techniques would be 
practiced for centuries to come.

LOOKING BACK

The Land Between the Two Rivers
• The Tigris and Euphrates rivers 

formed part of a fertile crescent at the 
western end of Asia; here, agricultural 
activity encouraged the rise of Sumer, 
humankind’s earliest civilization.

• Mesopotamia’s geographic vulnerability 
contributed to invasion and instability. 
In the history of its rapid turnover of 
civilizations, language and government 
were as versatile and varied as the 
civilizations themselves.

The Gods of Mesopotamia
• The deities of Mesopotamia were 

associated with the forces of nature. 
According to The Babylonian Creation, 
Marduk, hero-god and offspring of 
Wisdom, destroyed the Great Mother, 
founded the city of Babylon, and created 
human beings.

• The Epic of Gilgamesh, the world’s first 
heroic epic, follows the semihistorical 
ruler of Uruk on his quest for everlasting 
life. The epic reflects the sense of 
human vulnerability that prevailed in 
Mesopotamian culture.

The Rulers of Mesopotamia
• Individual priest-kings ruled Sumerian 

city-states as agents of the gods; they 
led the army, regulated the supply and 
distribution of food, provided political 
and religious leadership, and conducted 
services designed to win the favor of 
the gods.

• Around 2350 B.C.E., the Akkadian warlord 
Sargon I conquered the Sumerian 
city-states and ruled over them as a 
theocratic monarch.

The Social Order
• The social order and division of labor 

that prevailed in Mesopotamia around 
2700 B.C.E. are depicted in the Standard 
of Ur; the ruler and his officials are 
shown in the top register, soldiers and 
servants below, and victims of war or 
slaves at the bottom.

• After 2000 B.C.E., rulers of the city-
state of Babylon established the First 
Babylonian Empire. Its sixth king, 
Hammurabi, called for a written code of 
law covering a broad spectrum of moral, 
social, and commercial obligations.

• Mesopotamian women were considered 
intellectually and physically inferior to 
men and were regarded as personal 
property; however, as indicated by 
Hammurabi’s Code, women enjoyed 
commercial freedom and gained 
considerable legal protection.
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