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INTRODUCTION

 land between two rivers 
Euphrates and Tigris

‘Mesos’, meaning ‘middle’, and 
‘potamos’, meaning ‘river’.

known for its prosperity, city life, literature,  mathematics & astronomy

writing system and literature spread to the eastern Mediterranean, 
northern Syria, and Turkey

Mesopotamia date back to the bronze age, 3000 BCE

HISTORY

Sumer > Akkad (2400) > Babylonia (2000) > Assyria (1100)

first known language of the land was Sumerian.

From 1400 BCE, Aramaic also trickled in.

GEOGRAPHY

NORTH
stretch of upland called steppe

animal herding offered a better livelihood than agriculture

SOUTH

desert

first cities and writing emerged

rivers Euphrates & Tigris carry loads of silt

fish was available in rivers & date-palms gave fruit in summer

EAST

tributaries of the Tigris provide routes of communication

undulating plains, gradually rising to tree-covered mountain ranges.

north-eastern plains & mountain slopes 
produced meat, milk and wool in abundance

WEST medeterranean region

In spite of natural fertility, 
agriculture was subjected to 
hazards.

natural channels of the Euphrates 
would have too much water few 
years and would flood crops

villages were 
periodically relocated

Those who lived on the upstream stretches
could divert so much water into their fields that villages 
downstream were left without water

SOCIAL LIFE

small section of society had a major 
share of the wealth

white shell and lapis lazuli, 
ceremonial daggers of gold, buried 
with kings and queens at Ur

nuclear family

father was the head of the family

marriage

A declaration was made about the willingness to marry

, gifts were exchanged by both parties.

 bride was given her share of the inheritance 

married son and his family often resided with his parents.
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Cities and towns were not just places with large populations.

The division of labour was a mark of urban life.

TEMPLE TOWN: URUK

From 5000 BCE, settlements had 
begun to develop in southern 
Mesopotamia

3000 BCE - Bronze tools came into use 
for various crafts 

The earliest known temple was a 
small shrine made of unbaked bricks

the processing of produce - oil 
pressing, grain grinding, spinning, and 
the weaving was also done in the temple

various gods: of the Moon God of 
Ur, or of Inanna the Goddess of 
Love and War

people brought grain, curd and fish

theoretical owner of agricultural fields,
the fisheries, and herds 

depictions of armed heroes and their victims

became larger over time, with
several rooms around open 
courtyards.

temple gradually developed its activities 
and became the main urban institution

War captives and local people - work 
for the temple, or directly for the ruler.

outer walls going in and out Pattern

MARI

A TRADING TOWN IN A PASTORAL ZONE

Located on the Euphrates in a 
prime position for trade

– in wood, copper, tin, oil, wine, and various other goods - 
carried in boats along the Euphrates – between the south & the 
mineral-rich uplands of Turkey, Syria and Lebanon

, tablets refer to copper from 
‘Alashiya’, the island of Cyprus, 
known for its copper

As bronze was the main 
industrial material for 
tools and weapon

flourished after 2000 BCE as the royal capital.

agriculture and animal rearing were carried out close to each other

exchange of young animals, cheese, leather and meat in return for grain

kings of Mari were Amorites -  dress 
differed from original inhabitantraised a temple at Mari for Dagan, god of the steppe.

UR

excavated in the 1930s. 

Narrow winding streets

Irregular shapes of house plots

no street drains

Drains and clay pipes were instead 
found in the inner courtyards

People seem to have swept all their 
household refuse into the streets.

Light came into the rooms not 
from windows but from doorwayswould also have given families their privacy

There were superstitions about houses

a raised threshold brought wealth;

a front door that did not open 
towards another house was lucky

town cemetery at Ur in which the graves of 
royalty and commoners have been found

No town planning
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THE 
LEGACY OF 
WRITING

greatest legacy of Mesopotamia-  its scholarly tradition of time reckoning and mathematics. 

Dating around 1800 BCE

tablets with multiplication and division 
tables, square- and square-root tables, and 
tables of compound interest

division of the year into 12 months

month into four weeks

day into 24 hours, and the hour into 60

adopted by the 
successors of 
Alexander and from 
there transmitted to 
the Roman world

THE SIGNIFICANCE 
OF URBANISM

Cities and towns - not just places with large populations.

City people cease to be self-
sufficient and depend on the 
products/services of other

The division of labour is a mark of urban life.

 there must be a social 
organisation in place 

materials come from many 
different places
for city manufacturers.

to facilitate a continuous 
interaction among them

Movement of 
Goods into 
cities

Most parts of the south lacked 
stones,
seals and jewels

wood of the Iraqi date-palm & 
poplar was not good enough for 
carts

 no metal for tools, vessels or 
ornaments.

Besides crafts, trade 
and services, efficient 
transport is also 
important for urban 
development. 

canals & natural channels of ancient 
Mesopotamia were routes of
goods transport between settlements

Mesopotamians could have traded 
abundant textiles & agricultural 
produce for wood, copper, tin, 
silver, gold, shell, stones from 
Turkey and Iran, or across the 
Gulf. 

DEVELOPMENT OF 
WRITING

first Mesopotamian 
tablets, written 
around 3200 BCE, 

5,000 lists of oxen, fish, 
bread loaves

contained picture-like 
signs and numbers. 

writing began when 
society needed to keep 
records of transactions.

making dictionaries, 
giving legal validity to 
land transfers, narrating 
the deeds of kings

Not only were there 
hundreds of signs to 
learn, many of these were 
complex.

Very few 
Mesopotamian
s could read 
and write

Cuneiform is derived from the Latin 
word ‘cuneus’, meaning ‘wedge’ and 
‘forma’, meaning ‘shape’

Once the surface dried, signs could not be 
pressed on to a tablet

By 2600 BCE, letters became 
cuneiform, & language was Sumerian

 represented was not a single consonant or 
vowel but syllables (say, -put-, or -la-, or -in-).
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THE SEAL 

Mesopotamia: Used cylindrical stone seals which 
were rolled over wet clay to create continuous images.

Seals were expertly carved, often inscribed 
with the owner’s name, deity, or official title.

Secured cloth packages and sealed 
pots to protect contents.

Marked authenticity on clay tablet letters.

WARKA HEAD

Eyes and eyebrows were likely inlaid with lapis 
lazuli (blue), shell (white), and bitumen (black).

Delicate detailing of the mouth, chin, and cheeks.

AN EARLY LIBRARY

by Assurbanipal

Located in Nineveh, the library aimed to preserve knowledge.

Collected history, epics, astrology, hymns, and omen literature.

Sent scribes south to find and copy old cuneiform tablets.

Contained bilingual (Sumerian-Akkadian) texts, ensuring 
ancient works (as old as 2000 BCE) remained readable.

Epic of Gilgamesh

THE PALACE AT 
MARI

Served as the royal residence, administrative center, and 
production hub for precious metal ornaments.

Famous in its time—a minor Syrian king once visited with a 
letter of introduction from a royal ally of King Zimrilim.

Lavish daily feasts included flour, bread, meat, fish, fruit, beer, 
and wine, enjoyed in courtyard 106 (paved white).

Had only one entrance (north side) for controlled access.

Large open courtyards (e.g., 131) were beautifully paved.

Massive structure: 260 rooms covering 2.4 hectares.


