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Praise for How the World Made the West

A Times/Sunday Times, Guardian, Observer, Economist, History Today and BBC History Magazine Book of the Year

‘One of the most fascinating works of global history to appear for many years. Incredibly ambitious and wide-ranging, it connects disparate parts of the ancient world with dazzling shafts of insight and intuition, held together by vast scholarship, elegant prose and an enviable lightness of touch. It is not just revelatory, it is also hugely important, completely reframing our conception of the Western classical world’ William Dalrymple, author of The Golden Road

‘Even seasoned history buffs will find much that is new and fascinating … Whoever thought history was passé could not be more wrong’ Economist

‘How the World Made the West looks at the histories of Greece and Rome, but shows how they owe huge amounts to other ancient cultures. In a way, it takes Greece and Rome down a peg or two, but it also makes their history more interesting … The lesson is that ancient history is less neat than we sometimes make it’ Mary Beard, BBC History Magazine Books of the Year

‘Quinn has done a lot more than reinvent the wheel … These days, far too many academic historians worship at the altar of nuance rather than argument, with the result that the reader closes the book not with a spirit of contentment, but rather with a question: so what? Not here’ Pratinav Anil, The Times

‘Succeeds in making the pre-classical world come to life … Rich in marvellous detail’ Steven Poole, Guardian

‘The evidence [Quinn] has accumulated is rich in arresting detail and she delivers it with engaging gusto ... An immense achievement’ Lucy Hughes-Hallett, New Statesman

‘Fascinating … A provoking read’ James Marriott, Times/Sunday Times Books of the Year

‘Bold, beautifully written and filled with insights, How the World Made the West demands that we challenge traditional views of the past. An extraordinary achievement’ Peter Frankopan, author of The Earth Transformed

‘Has plenty of myths about the ancient world to dispel … The vicissitudes in each centre’s fortunes make for a dynamic narrative, as cities that were once great are swept away, and new ones spring up in their wake’ Daisy Dunn, Telegraph

‘Astounding … Both erudite and witty, sweeping and granular, this book is revisionist history at its best’ i-news

‘A revelatory account of how the ancient world was much wider and more interconnected than traditionally thought – and the lessons that holds for today’ Financial Times, What to Read in 2024

‘Ambitious, fast-moving … The main protagonists in [Quinn’s] history are traders and travellers, not emperors or generals … The book’s mission to challenge the isolated glories of Greece and Rome in conventional historiography feels urgent and timely’ James Uden, TLS

‘It is extremely impressive to follow the dynamic flow and breadth of her narrative … A masterfully woven story’ Christopher Kissane, Irish Times

‘Magisterial … Turns the triumph of the West on its ear’ Roderick Beaton, History Today Books of the Year

‘A very readable book, whose lively and original ideas should stimulate plenty of debate’ David Abulafia, Literary Review

‘Astonishing … Josephine Quinn has made the archaeology of the Bronze Age more exciting than anything I’ve read in a long time’ Rory Stewart, The Rest is Politics

‘An eye-popping, mind-blowing, ground-breaking juggernaut of an argument, from a writer ready to roar. This is the book the ancient world needs now’ Lucy Worsley

‘A masterpiece that gives us a new lens to understand four thousand years of history’ Olivette Otele

‘A book of enormous erudition and curiosity; a book that teaches you something new on almost every page’ Merve Emre

‘A marvellous, majestic book covering four thousand years of history that seem to go by in the blink of an eye, so spellbinding is Quinn’s writing … This will be an instant classic, and deservedly so’ Eric H. Cline
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‘Our civilization is an immense woven fabric in which very different elements are mixed, in which Nordic rapacity is reconciled to the Roman law, and new Bourgeois conventions to the remains of a Siriac religion. In such a fabric, it is pointless searching for a thread that has remained pure, virgin and uninfluenced by other threads nearby.’

James Joyce, ‘Ireland, Island of Saints and Sages’, 1907

‘Mélange, hotchpotch, a bit of this and a bit of that is how newness enters the world

Salman Rushdie, ‘In Good Faith’, 1990
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Notes to the Reader

In a book about so many people and places, languages and scripts, consistency of spelling conventions is impossible. My goal has been to avoid unnecessary distraction, and I often use names that are more familiar than strictly correct; my apologies in advance to those who know better. I also prefer to identify people by their geographical origin rather than by a putative ethnicity, itself often created by outsiders or even by modern historians, and for clarity I prefer the concrete to the abstract, so for instance ‘western Asia’ to ‘Near East’. I use bce and ce rather than bc and ad through training and habit, and in order to avoid the partisan phrase anno Domini; I also insist that this notation system still refers not to a truly ‘Common’ but to a ‘Christian’ era. I capitalise West, East, North and South when I refer to them as concepts rather than cardinal directions. Translations are my own unless otherwise noted.



Introduction

Every November I sit on my sofa in my college rooms to read this year’s batch of undergraduate applications, and I read the same thing in almost exactly the same words: ‘I want to study the ancient world because Greece and Rome are the roots of Western Civilisation.’

I understand why some of my prospective students see things the way they do. Respectable reference sources from the Encyclopedia Britannica to Wikipedia describe the development of a distinctive, bounded Western culture built on the ideas and values of Greece and Rome, lost to Europe during the Dark Ages but rediscovered by the Renaissance. Sometimes the story also involves the lands and literature of the Bible, but if other ancient ‘civilisations’ are mentioned at all, it is only to be superseded by the Classical world in an inexorable march of history and culture west.

The predecessors of the Greeks and Romans may be interesting – even impressive – but they are not ‘ours’. Any contribution they make is trumped by that of Greece and Rome, held responsible for all manner of good things from philosophy and democracy to theatre and concrete. The neighbours of the Greeks and Romans are ignored altogether, along with later encounters between western Europeans and people to their north, south and east.

You might think that as a classics professor I’d approve. I’ve found Greco-Roman studies rich and rewarding myself, and the place staked out for Greeks and Romans at the heart of ideas about ‘the West’ is one of the reasons my subject still exists. But three decades of teaching and research have convinced me that a narrative focused solely on Greece and Rome impoverishes our view of the past, and impoverishes our understanding of our own world. The real story behind what is now called the West is much bigger and more interesting.

For one thing, Greeks and Romans had their own histories, rooted in other places and older peoples, and they adapted most of their ideas and technologies from elsewhere: law codes and literature from Mesopotamia, stone sculpture from Egypt, irrigation from Assyria and the alphabet from the Levant. They knew this, and they celebrated it.

Greeks were also well aware that they shared the Mediterranean with others – Carthaginians and Etruscans, Iberians and Israelites – and that they lived alongside more powerful empires to the east. Their legends link Greek heroes to the queens, kings and gods of foreign lands, both real and imagined: Phoenicians, Phrygians, Amazons. Rome’s foundation myth meanwhile made the city a place of asylum for refugees, while the Roman poet Catullus can imagine travelling with friends to India, Arabia, Parthia, Egypt and even to ‘the Britons on the edge of the world’.1

For another thing, Greeks and Romans rarely share what are now called Western values. In fact, much of what these ancients took for granted would seem unfamiliar today, or even unacceptable. Athenians practised democracy for men, who lauded the seduction of boys while their women went silent and veiled. Romans embraced slavery on a massive scale and they watched public executions for fun.

Finally, there is no privileged connection between ancient Greeks and Romans and the modern ‘West’: the nation states of western Europe and their settler colonies overseas. The capital of the Roman empire moved in the mid-first millennium ce to Constantinople, and remained there for over a thousand years. Muslims in the meantime combined Greek learning with science from Persia, India and central Asia as new technologies streamed around Africa, Arabia and the Indian Ocean, while sailors on northern seas and riders on the Steppe channelled goods and ideas from China to Ireland.

This is the huge world extending from the Pacific to the Atlantic that the rising nations of western Europe inherited in the fifteenth century ce, as they set out into a new one. These millennia of interaction have however largely been forgotten, drowned out by ideas developed in the Victorian period that organised the world into ‘civilisations’, separate and often mutually opposed.

I want to tell a different story: one that doesn’t begin in the Greco-Roman Mediterranean and then re-emerge in Renaissance Italy, but traces the relationships that built what is now called the West from the Bronze Age to the Age of Exploration, as societies met, tangled and sometimes grew apart. More broadly, I want to make the case that it is connections, not civilisations, that drive historical change.

Civilisations are such a familiar way to see the world today that they can seem like natural facts, a universal model for the organisation of human society. They are in fact a relatively recent European invention, part of a phenomenon I call ‘civilisational thinking’.

Well into the eighteenth century, the biblical tradition that the whole earth was populated by the sons of Noah after they survived the Great Flood encouraged an inclusive approach to the past: all humans shared common origins, and they were all members of the same family.2 The ‘discovery’ of the New World and the spread of Christian missionaries across the globe brought back fascinating stories of new peoples to be worked diligently into this biblical scheme.3

Civilisation emerged in two stages: singular and plural. When the noun was first used in France in the 1750s, it denoted an abstract concept of advanced society.4 From the 1760s it was championed by Scottish philosophers who delineated a standard set of evolutions that led to this full realisation of human potential, from hunters to shepherds to farmers to merchants and industrialists.5 As the British liberal John Stuart Mill later explains, progress towards civilisation in this sense was measured by the embrace of farming, towns, industry, technology and trade:


Whatever be the characteristics of what we call savage life, the contrary of these, or rather the qualities which society puts on as it throws off these, constitute civilization. Thus, a savage tribe consists of a handful of individuals, wandering or thinly scattered over a vast tract of country: a dense population, therefore, dwelling in fixed habitations, and largely collected together in towns and villages, we term civilized. In savage life there is no commerce, no manufactures, no agriculture, or next to none: a country rich in the fruits of agriculture, commerce, and manufactures, we call civilized.6 


Civilisation in this singular sense was in theory a state to which any human society could aspire with sufficient effort and education, and all human societies could be ranked according to their success on this front.* In practice, the standard was set by western Europe. ‘These elements’, Mill explains, ‘exist in modern Europe, and especially in Great Britain, in a more eminent degree, and in a state of more rapid progression, than at any other place or time.’7

This abstract concept of civilisation provided useful support for western European imperialism too.8 Mill, who worked for the British East India Company for over thirty years, took the view that civilised societies had earned a right to freedom and sovereignty that less developed ones lacked.9 They had a duty to help others on their own journey along the same path, but as Mill put it in 1859: ‘Despotism is a legitimate mode of government in dealing with barbarians, provided the end be their improvement.’10

Well into the nineteenth century there were no ‘civilisations’, only ‘civilisation’, and Mill’s views represent the culmination of this first stage of civilisational thinking. If civilisation could be broken down for him, it was only by degree. By the time he was writing, however, Enlightenment universalism and an idea of constant historical progress were giving way to particularism and cultural relativism. Some scholars had already begun to use the plural form ‘civilisations’ to describe specific human groups in particular places with their own distinct histories and enduring characters, within which development was an internal, self-generated process.

In 1828 the French historian and politician François Guizot gave a series of lectures at the Sorbonne on a ‘General History of Civilization in Europe’. In the first, he discusses ‘the general civilization of the whole human race’.11 In the second, however, he turns to ‘civilizations’ – individual instances of this general civilisation, and in particular to those that preceded the ‘European’ civilisation in which he is most interested: Indians, Etruscans, Romans and Greeks, among others.

They already have distinct characters: ‘When we look at the civilizations that have preceded that of modern Europe,’ he muses, ‘it is impossible not to be struck by the unity of character … Each appears as though it had emanated from a single fact, from a single idea … which universally prevailed and determined the character of its institutions, its manners, its opinions – in a word, all its developments.’12 In Egypt this is theocracy, for instance, in Phoenicia commerce.

This puts them on different paths from the ‘essentially European’ civilisation of Guizot’s own era, shared by England, France, Germany and Spain, and distinguished by complexity and freedom: ‘while everywhere else the predominance of one principle has produced tyranny, the variety of elements of European civilization, and the constant warfare in which they have been engaged, have given birth in Europe to liberty’.13* Those multiple elements were, in Guizot’s view, the Christian Church, the Romans and ‘the rude barbarians of Germany’ who succeeded them.

This exemplifies another aspect of European civilisational thinking: a search for indigenous cultural ancestors. Some, like Guizot, looked to Germany, Rome and the Roman Church. Others, encouraged by European ‘philhellenic’ support for the Greek War of Independence from the Ottoman Turks (1821–30), looked instead to the Greeks. This approach is neatly illustrated in a startling claim made by John Stuart Mill himself in 1846, that the Athenian defeat of the Persians at the Battle of Marathon was one of the most important events in English history:


The true ancestors of the European nations (it has been well said) are not those from whose blood they are sprung, but those from whom they derive the richest portion of their inheritance. The battle of Marathon, even as an event in English history, is more important than the battle of Hastings. If the issue of that day had been different, the Britons and the Saxons might still have been wandering in the woods.14


Whatever their tastes in historical models, nineteenth-century European intellectuals focused increasingly on civilisations rather than civilisation, and on identifying and ranking individual societies’ inherent cultural traits rather than on their progress towards a shared human ideal. Cultures on this view were not only quite separate from one other, but had natural ceilings to their development. Over time, this helped to justify harsher forms of imperial rule over what were by that time perceived as irredeemably different and inferior peoples.15 Empire now had no natural end.

Distinguishing between different peoples was nothing new, of course, nor was the happy discovery that the character of one’s own tribe just happened to be the most objectively attractive. But constructing an overall classification of human culture was a novelty. It was encouraged by another popular notion that emerged around the same time, that humans could be divided into ‘races’, with differing natural capacities and intelligence, whose evolution was prescribed – or limited – by these innate biological characteristics.16 These races were then ranked in a variety of colour-coded systems that put Australians at the bottom, followed by Africans and east Asians in that order, and Europeans at the top.

The idea of a European civilisation could still be problematic. Many European settlers in the new United States saw the American Revolution as a distinct break with the Old World. Concerns about Russia loomed increasingly large meanwhile among those who stayed behind. One attractive alternative was ‘the West’, a more flexible notion that could be used alongside or instead of that of Europe. It could encompass as much of Europe as appealed, and could extend to European settler colonies overseas.17

This West operated alongside an equally flexible notion of ‘the East’. In the nineteenth century the boundary between the two often marked political divisions within Europe: in 1834 the British foreign secretary Viscount Palmerston described a coalition between Britain, France, Portugal and Spain as an ‘alliance among the constitutional states of the west’ and ‘a counterpoise to the Holy Alliance of the east’: Russia, Prussia and Austria. A similar contrast appears in internal Russian debates between ‘Westernisers’ and ‘Slavophiles’, and the Crimean War of 1854 strengthened the idea of a distinction between Russia (now operating alone) and the rest.18

The same binary distinction could be mapped on to race and religion instead, and not only on the border between Europe and Asia. In 1891 Edward Freeman, Regius professor of modern history at Oxford, published a History of Sicily in which he invoked the same fundamental oppositions between its ancient Greek and Phoenician inhabitants and its later Christian and Muslim ones:


The question had to be fought out … whether the central island of the central sea should belong to the West or to the East, to the men of Aryan or Semitic stock. And, as ever happens when men of Semitic stock come on the field, the strife of races was from the beginning made sharper by the strife of creeds. Sicily, as an outpost of Europe, had to be guarded or to be won, first from the Phoenician and then from the Saracen.19


Civilisational thinking and the West slowly came together in a notion of ‘Western Civilisation’ characterised by democracy and capitalism, freedom and tolerance, progress and science.20 It was fundamentally Christian, and based in biblical tradition, but the Latin Church and the Greek New Testament helped weave Greece and Rome into the heart of the story. By 1912 the Cambridge lecturer J. C. Stobart could proudly begin his popular volume on The Grandeur That Was Rome – a companion to his 1911 work on The Glory That Was Greece – ‘Athens and Rome stand side by side as the parents of Western civilization.’21

The imagined borders of Western Civilisation continued to shift in the twentieth century. The ‘Iron Curtain’ that fell across Europe in 1945 delineated a new frontier with Russian interests, and the West became a rallying point for alliance between the United States and western European nations.22 The events of September 2001 helped to realign the East with the Islamic world, but as I finish this book the war in Ukraine is complicating the picture once again.

The way people write about civilisations has changed as well. By the mid-twentieth century straightforward hierarchies had fallen out of fashion, replaced by studies that took a superficially neutral approach, comparing different civilisations rather than ranking them.23 They were still seen as separate. In 1963 the great French historian of the Mediterranean Fernand Braudel published a school textbook on Le Monde actuel, histoire et civilisation (translated into English as A History of Civilizations), in which he suggests that ‘civilizations’ have their own characters as well as a ‘collective unconscious’.24 He was open to the idea that on a superficial level they were porous: ‘At first sight, indeed, every civilization looks rather like a railway goods yard, constantly receiving and dispatching miscellaneous deliveries.’ But the differences between them still ‘embody more or less permanent characteristics’ that are ‘barely susceptible to gradual change’.25

A generation later, the end of the Cold War saw a new lease of life for civilisational thinking. In 1996 the Harvard political scientist Samuel P. Huntington made a case for civilisations as the defining feature of a new era, arguing that the most important distinctions between people were now cultural and religious rather than political or economic. He identified nine contemporary civilisations with geographical and religious labels, including a ‘Western’ civilisation reaching to the old Iron Curtain, and beyond that ‘Orthodox’ and ‘Islamic’ ones. Most importantly for us, this state of affairs reflected for him a permanent human condition: ‘Human history is the history of civilizations. It is impossible to think of the development of humanity in any other terms.’ Furthermore, ‘during most of human existence, contacts between civilizations were intermittent or nonexistent’.26

On such accounts, each culture grows like an individual tree, with its own roots and branches quite distinct from those of its neighbours. Each emerges, flourishes and declines, and it does so largely alone. Growth and change are the result of internal development, not external connections. Civilisations might change their names on this model, but they don’t change their nature.

In the twenty-first century this way of thinking is still the norm, distinguishing ‘the West’, a Christian culture with Greco-Roman or even earlier ‘Indo-European’ roots, from ‘the East’, whether centred on Russia, China or Islam. Even liberal notions of ‘multiculturalism’ assume the existence, indeed value, of individual ‘cultures’ as a starting point. Civilisational thinking has become civilisational fact.

Ranking is back in fashion too. In its most positive version, the idea of a distinctive, bounded Western legacy built largely on Greek and Roman values takes ancient Athens in particular – rather optimistically – as a model for political participation, creative expression and free speech. It has new champions in higher education as well, like the Ramsay Centres for Western Civilisation that have opened at three major Australian universities since 2020.27 In other quarters extremists dressed in Spartan helmets or tattooed with Roman slogans appeal to the intrinsic value of a white, Western and European heritage, under threat of a Great Replacement from without.28

It’s easy to dismiss the idea of Greek and Roman roots to the modern West as old-fashioned, and you certainly won’t find it in serious modern scholarship, or even in standard textbooks. But it’s still around, it’s getting more popular, and it’s part of a bigger problem. Civilisational thinking embeds an assumption of enduring and meaningful difference between human societies that does real damage. People die at the hands of zealots for a White West, while the different attitudes expressed in some European countries to refugees fleeing wars in Syria and Ukraine demonstrate the power of civilisational exceptionalism to erase human suffering.

The old model of permanent, separate biological ‘races’ has finally been put to rest by genetic science.29 Human beings are all closely related to each other – more closely, for instance, than the world’s much smaller population of chimps. Genetic differences between groups of people living far apart do of course increase over time. But recent advances in the collection and study of ancient DNA have revealed that the denser genetic groupings you can map in the world today are completely different from those of even the relatively recent past. They are a single snapshot from an ongoing human process of connection and exchange.

Our ancestors travelled often, they travelled long distances and they often encountered new people. Migration, mobility and mixing are hard-wired into human history. As the Harvard geneticist David Reich has put it, a tree ‘is a dangerous analogy for human populations. The genome revolution has taught us that great mixtures of highly divergent populations have occurred repeatedly. Instead of a tree, a better metaphor may be a trellis, branching and remixing far back into the past.’30

It is time to make a similar case for human culture. Civilisational thinking fundamentally misrepresents our story. It is not peoples that make history, but people, and the connections that they create with one other. Human society is not a forest full of trees, with subcultures branching out from single trunks. It is more like a bed of flowers, in need of regular pollination to reseed and grow anew.31 Distinctive local cultures come and go, but they are created and sustained by interaction – and once contact is made, no land is an island.

I will argue here that there has never been a single, pure Western or European culture. What are called Western values – freedom, rationality, justice and tolerance – are not only or originally western, and the West itself is in large part a product of long-standing links with a much larger network of societies, to south and north as well as east.32 The period covered by this book is instead an era of entanglement, in which individuals and societies act and react in relation to each other. These interactions are by no means always positive or peaceful. Indeed, the greatest transformations can occur at times of great upheaval and antagonism – migration, war and conquest – and people can learn the most from their most bitter rivals.

My story is not a straightforward one of the never-ending expansion of a social or economic network, for instance, of the constant forward march of human progress, or of ‘light from the east’ as some nineteenth-century scholars put it, that only reaches full power in the West.33 There are twists and turns, parallel tracks and occasional switchbacks. Nor is this a book about ‘influence’, a ubiquitous but meaningless concept that gets things the wrong way round: it gives the credit for cultural transfer to the model, not to its adopters. But the past does not act on the future: people choose to interpret, develop or adapt what they find there.34

My book rests heavily on recent historical, archaeological and scientific research including the ‘genome revolution’ of the twenty-first century that is transforming our understanding of human movement and mixing in the past. But it also returns to more ancient ways of thinking about history and how it happens, through journeys, meetings and relationships. I have been deliberately conservative as well, leaving aside many interesting and plausible theories about contact and cultural transmission between distant societies in order to concentrate on the best-documented examples.

About four millennia separate the two revolutions that bookend my investigation: the adoption of open-sea sailing in the Mediterranean, which provided the first fast link west, and the development of new navigational tools that dramatically extended the western horizon. For much of this period Europe was peripheral to larger cultural, commercial and political networks, until seafaring states in the far west began to create a new Atlantic world under Christian power – a world that was even more connected over even longer distances, but fostered new ideologies of distance and separation.

Throughout this time, humans travelled for trade, diplomacy, prosperity, adventure and plunder. They were constrained not by notions of civilisations, but by the real barriers of deserts, mountains and seas – and, not content to remain alone, they overcame them.

The first contacts between the empires of Egypt and Mesopotamia and the simpler world to their west were made through the region that early European travellers named the Levant, the land of the rising sun, and through some of the oldest urban communities in the world.35 It is in one of these cities then that our story starts, the city that gave the first sea-going sailing ships their name.





* Not all European intellectual traditions saw ‘civilisation’ as the ultimate goal: German scholars, for instance, tended to champion the moral strength of an earlier stage of Kultur over the decadent French elegance of the Zivilisation that it always threatened to become.

* Like Mill, Guizot notes the special place of his own nation: ‘The situation in which we are placed, as Frenchmen, affords us a great advantage for entering upon the study of European civilization; for, without intending to flatter the country to which I am bound by so many ties, I cannot but regard France as the centre, as the focus, of the civilization of Europe … There is, indeed, in the genius of the French, something of a sociableness, of a sympathy, – something which spreads itself with more facility and energy, than in the genius of any other people.’
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1. The world of Byblos in the third millennium BCE






1 A Single Sail

Byblos, c. 2000 bce

It is just after dawn on a warm morning about 4,000 years ago. We are at the port of Byblos, built across a promontory below the cool green slopes of Mount Lebanon. The fishing boats are already out, and the front is bustling: barges stream in from merchant ships that dropped anchor the night before, young men joke around as they load up a donkey train with sacks and baskets and, south of the town’s stone walls, rafts loaded with tree trunks glide down the river to the coast. High above the harbour stands a new temple with a tower guiding sailors to safe mooring, and with anchors built into its staircase and walls for good fortune.1 The people of this compact, glittering little town honour their debt to the sea.

A couple of kilometres offshore a handsome sailing ship, larger than the rest, rides at anchor in the shallows. The north-westerly winds have dropped over the last few weeks, the temperature is cooling and now the boat just awaits its passengers and crew.

Trade has taken these men far and wide across a web of cities and empires, artisans and poets, a network rooted in the river valleys of Egypt and western Asia but connected to a bigger world beyond. They can speak several languages, and if we had run into them last night they could have told us some stories over a jar or two of the excellent local wine.

One of the merchants has sailed down the coast and up the Nile, past more than a hundred of the pyramid tombs built by Egyptian priest-kings, to do business in the sandy trading city of Kerma, capital of the gold-rich land to the south that the Egyptians called Kush. From there he travelled across the eastern Sahara to the Red Sea, where he joined a convoy of ships travelling south to the African horn, in search of ivory, ebony, incense and gold.

Two more traders have made the long donkey trek towards Mesopotamia. First they headed north across the mountains through the Akkar Gap, now guarded by the Crusader castle of Krak des Chevaliers, and then east on flatter lands towards the Euphrates. One carried on overland to the Tigris to break bread with men who had hiked south through the Caucasus, leading fine horses and loaded with furs, and who told him of a flat plain further north, stretching for months of riding time. The other shipped his wares down the Euphrates to the walled city of Ur just north of the Persian Gulf coast, a port far bigger than Byblos.

There he visited the sacred precinct in the north-west of the city dedicated to the moon god Nanna and his consort Ningal, filled with temples and courtyards, government offices and the king’s great palace. In the far corner he climbed the triple staircase of the new ziggurat, a stepped temple-mountain built of bitumen and brick; from the top he watched ships depart for Arabia and the Indian coast and return laden with copper and precious stones. Down at the harbour itself he compared notes with an old man who had been sent to the Gulf from the Indus decades earlier to run his family’s trading interests, and listened to his stories of a great green valley far to the east, with strange humped cattle and five enormous cities built of baked red clay.2

The conversation in Byblos that night transports us around a vast connected world in constant flux, full of travellers to whom civilisational thinking would make little sense. When the crew head off in the morning they will head in a new direction, towards the setting sun. Before we follow them ourselves, however, we have to go back to the beginning, to find out how much human history depends on human contact, and how they got this far.

Humans have always sought each other out, even at species level: as a result of such encounters – friendly or otherwise – Europeans all have a small but significant percentage of Neanderthal heritage in our genes, and the DNA of at least three other archaic human species survives in modern populations.3 Once Homo sapiens had supplanted other varieties across the planet, she kept on walking – and sometimes paddling too. Hunter-gatherers travelled with their prey and with the seasons, and they travelled to find each other, building mysterious megaliths together in the Taurus Mountains and celebrating feasts in halls made of mammoth bones along the Dnipro and the Don.4 They swapped raw materials: people in Cyprus and on the Red Sea obtained obsidian, a shiny, hard volcanic glass that made excellent cutting tools, from central Anatolia. They exchanged technical information as well: new designs for arrowheads spread quickly across a wide area from Mesopotamia to Syria.5

As the global climate settled and warmed at the end of the Ice Age 12,000 years ago, exchange became even more important in the so-called Fertile Crescent (which really looks more like a boomerang). There in the new temperate conditions abundant local game and wild plants prompted the first experiments in agriculture. Pioneers took local wild grasses with small, easily dispersed seeds and by careful and repeated selection they nudged them into producing fat, firmly attached grains, easier for humans to harvest, eat and process into flour but now in need of human intervention to reseed.6 Another form of selective breeding turned wild animals into human servants: dogs had long been bred from wolves for hunting companions, but now aurochs were transformed into cows, boars into pigs, and sheep were coaxed out of their natural aggression.7*

Farming required a more sedentary lifestyle, but it still depended on contact and communication. Each domestication took place in a specific area of the Fertile Crescent – wheat, cattle and sheep in the northern hills, barley and pigs in different areas west of the Euphrates, and goats in what is now Iran. By around 7000 bce, however, all the new breeds are found throughout the region.8 This involved more than just swapping seeds and stock: people had to explain to each other how to sow, cultivate, harvest and cook the new plants, and how to breed, feed and care for the new animals.

Farming a wider range of crops and animals considerably reduced the risks of the agricultural lifestyle, dependent as it was on the weather and the gods. Agriculture still won’t have appealed to everyone: it is harder work than hunting and foraging, and a sedentary workforce is a breeding ground for infectious disease. But the returns promote population growth, which encourages migration in search of new land. From the seventh millennium bce agriculture expanded across a vast swathe of the world. Farmers took their animals, seeds and skills south to Egypt, east to Iran and the Indus Valley, north to Anatolia, and from there west into Europe. They established themselves wherever they could sustain crops by good luck or human ingenuity, and at the expense of the people who used to hunt and herd across the new fields.

The most successful experiments took place in the dry river valleys of Mesopotamia, the ‘land between the rivers’, tucked inside the arc of the Fertile Crescent itself. Farming the rich alluvial soils between the Tigris and Euphrates required the construction of an intricate network of canals and water channels, and rewarded the farmers with dramatic yields. They could now grow enough food to support others to become potters, priests or administrators, and by the fifth millennium bce towns had emerged. By the late fourth millennium BCE Uruk on the Euphrates was a true city of 250 hectares – about the size of London’s Soho – with canals, temples and a population of between 20,000 and 40,000 people.9*

The administrative requirements of managing a large agricultural territory beyond the city walls meant that Uruk also developed the world’s first known system of standard weights and measures, based on the load an average man could carry (a talent) and on the length of his forearm (a cubit).10 The first writing appears here too. Initially this was just a counting system – circles for tens, lines for ones – but then scribes added pictograms to show what was being counted. By the end of the fourth millennium, they had extended this code to record the local language and then literature in signs imprinted into clay tablets with a stylus and now known as cuneiform, from the Latin for ‘wedge-shaped’.11†

By the mid-third millennium bce a patchwork of cities ruled by kings covered southern Mesopotamia, some with tens of thousands of inhabitants. We can tell a similar tale about Egypt, where farming arrived on the Nile in the sixth millennium bce. Complex irrigation technology was needed here too to trap and divert the annual floods, and the yields were again impressive. By the late fourth millennium large cities had grown up along the Nile, and around 3000 bce the communities of Upper and Lower Egypt came together under the ‘Old Kingdom’ dynasties that wrote in hieroglyphs, built the pyramids and ruled over more than a million people.

This is a story so familiar that it can sound like fate: the first steps on the ladder of progress assembled in the eighteenth century whereby hunters become herders become farmers, who build cities and acquire rulers, rules and institutions: in short, civilisation. But in fact it reveals the holes in the traditional narrative of self-development.12 Like earlier, smaller communities, the kingdoms of Mesopotamia and Egypt did not make themselves. Nor were they the only societies of interest in this era.

Even the earliest cities needed to import building materials – timber, stone and metals – from far away, creating economic links between kings, miners and lumberjacks across thousands of kilometres. And in the third millennium bce the invention of bronze inaugurated a new era of regular long-distance exchange. Ancient smiths created this new substance by combining copper with an alloy to make a stronger and harder metal with a lower melting point that allowed easier casting and sharper cutting edges.13 It was soon used for everything from cooking pots and ornaments to weapons and armour, but it came at a cost. Copper itself is hard to find outside mountain regions, and good-quality bronze was alloyed with tin, which is very rare indeed between the Atlantic coast and central Asia, where it was sourced by Elamites – ‘highlanders’ in Sumerian – based in south-western Iran, who then supplied it to Mesopotamia and lands beyond.14

Travel and trade on an ever greater scale required new modes of transport, and these too were imported from elsewhere, the work not of crop farmers in the famous ancient ‘civilisations’ of Egypt and Mesopotamia, but of herders to the north and south: the wheel and the donkey.

The wheel first came into its own on the cold, grassy plain of the Eurasian Steppe that runs for thousands of kilometres from Manchuria to the lands above the Caspian and Black Seas. Flat and with few rivers to cross, the landscape invites long-distance travel, as does the climate. Cattle and sheep could provide nutrition and clothing on the hoof, but to transport heavier items the only options were to roll them on a line of logs or to pull them on a sled, ideally with the help of oxen.

This changed with the invention of the wheel around 3500 BCE, and more importantly the axle. Thousands of wheeled wagons are found in Steppe graves dating to the third millennium.15 These early wheels were made from solid wood, cut not as slices across the trunk, which would be weak and uneven, but out of a lengthwise plank. They were ideal for ox-drawn carts, and by the late fourth millennium they had rolled into Mesopotamia, where they were used to throw pottery as well.16

Wooden wheels are only an option if you have enough wood of the right kind, and the right animals to pull them. Cattle herders in the eastern Sahara and the Horn of Africa had neither, but recent genetic studies suggest that they tamed the African wild ass in the fourth millennium to invent the donkey.17 By 3000 bce the animal had reached Egypt to the north, where the reverence it rightly inspired can be seen in the elaborate burial rites given to ten donkeys at the city of Abydos.18 Unlike a horse or ox, the donkey is a low-maintenance companion. It is easy to train and care for, sure-footed on rough terrain, will eat anything, can go without water for several days and can carry up to a third of its weight.19

This is still less of course in total than an ox-drawn cart, but for long-distance transportation east Africans had the Nile, a river that runs swiftly north while the prevailing winds blow south. This made it an ideal laboratory for another new technology that allowed efficient travel along the river in both directions. Depictions of boats with sails first appear in the late fourth millennium on objects made in northern Kush, and they soon appear in Egypt too.20

Sailing must at first have been confined to the river: the sails depicted in these early images are set too far forwards to manoeuvre in open water. Donkeys got further: the cuneiform sign for ‘donkey’ appears on tablets at late fourth-millennium Uruk, and by the third, remains of the animals themselves are found there.*

Dangerous seas, forbidding mountains and arid desert still obstructed direct contact between the farming river valleys of Egypt and western Asia. Connections ran instead along a more sheltered but much longer and more indirect route through the harbours, plains and mountains of the western Levant, a narrow strip of coastal land hemmed in by the bulk of Mount Lebanon that has always connected east and west, north and south.

The first journeys through the Levant happened overland. Those donkeys must have trudged across the Sinai peninsula and up the Levantine coast before turning inland towards the rivers.21 Even slow and indirect connections can have dramatic effects, however, and they may explain the writing system that appeared in Egypt in the late fourth millennium, now called hieroglyphic from the Greek for ‘sacred writing’. It is entirely unrelated in formal terms to Mesopotamian cuneiform, but the appearance of written language for the first time in the world at more or less the same time in two different places would be a remarkable coincidence.

This connection speeded up in the mid-third millennium, as Egypt’s sailing technology developed and its vessels began to explore the Mediterranean. Around 2600 bce Egyptian records start to document regular sea trade with Levantine ports.22 A century later Egyptian sculpture depicts sea-going ships with sails and rigging that could have handled wind and waves.

Sculptures and images of boats with sails begin to appear at sites in the Persian Gulf by the middle of the third millennium as well. There is no evidence for sailing around the Arabian peninsula until the first millennium bce, and images of early Mesopotamian and Egyptian boats suggest that they were not based on the same model, but as with the hieroglyphic script even indirect reports of sea-going sailing ships in one area may well have given people in the other a good idea.23

However it arrived, sailing gave traders here too access to new worlds. Around 2400 bce wealthy tombs found at the port of Ur fill up with exotic stones from far-flung places: lapis lazuli from Afghanistan and turquoise from Uzbekistan, as well as carnelian from the Indus Valley, where farmers had created immense urban landscapes with fortified citadels, street grids, monumental baths and drains connected to every house.24

Back in the Mediterranean Byblos was the main port for Egyptian shipping heading north, to the extent that in Egyptian records all sea-going sailing vessels are called ‘Byblos ships’ even when they were built on the Red Sea to sail south to the gold mines of the kingdom of Punt on the African horn.25 The primary cargo travelling back south from Byblos was always the hard, durable cedarwood cut on Mount Lebanon. It was used to fit out Egyptian tombs and temples as well as to build Egyptian boats, including the forty-metre-long funerary barge of King Khufu (Cheops) that was buried alongside his Great Pyramid at Giza.26

On the back of this special relationship, Byblos itself grew from a small coastal village built around a natural spring to a bustling port, filled with Egyptian styles, goods and inscriptions, where images of the local deity the Lady of Byblos depicted her as a version of the Egyptian goddess Hathor.27

Even with ships arriving regularly and plenty of people to ask, the art of sailing itself must have taken Byblos sailors themselves a while to perfect: you have to learn how to rig the vessels, as well as how to build them in the first place, which involves making ropes and sails as well as carpentry.28 Then there is the problem of handling them. Until the mid-second millennium bce sailing boats had no keels to keep them stable in strong seas, and they had a single square sail, which meant that they needed an offshore wind to leave port and a side or following wind to make progress – although the use of oars no doubt helped.29

Eventually however the people of Byblos and neighbouring ports began to build their own ships, and to develop techniques for sailing west in a sea full of westerly winds. This signalled far more than incremental improvements in maritime skill and technology: it marked a new start. Ships under sail can travel 100–150 kilometres a day, two or three times the distance of the fastest canoe or rowing boat, with much less effort, more room for cargo and a more stable design.30 Contacts across the Mediterranean had come and gone for millennia, but now with sail they stuck.

Down at the harbour, the time has come to leave again. Our own Byblos sailors are among the first to set off towards the west. There they will find a very different world, one with no states, no cities, no temples and no written literature at all. In what we now call Europe people lived sparsely for the most part in fortified villages and scattered farms, feeding themselves from farming their land. Their lives were not in their own terms primitive, nor distinctively poor: they had not read the great European intellectuals of the eighteenth century, and they did not know that history was supposed to be a march forward towards urbanism, commerce and the law.

They were not entirely isolated. Wheels are found in central Europe in the fourth millennium, but they were less useful in hills and mountains than on the flat plains of the Steppe or Mesopotamia, and they don’t seem to have reached far western regions at all.31 People stayed in touch instead by water, travelling in small rowing boats and canoes that could do twenty kilometres on a good day: slower than a donkey train, and much slower than walking unladen.32 They sometimes still travelled great distances. But far from the mainstream of technological, commercial and political exchange, people lived with less complexity, and more things stayed the same.

That was about to change.





* The auroch stood up to two metres tall and weighed up to 1,000 kilos, with broad shoulders and long, curved horns. The last survivor was shot in Poland in the seventeenth century ce.

* A hectare is 100 × 100 metres, about the same size as a rugby union pitch, and equivalent to 2.5 acres.

† Sumerian, the world’s first written tongue, has no surviving relatives. Like many later languages it operated on the basis of grammatical ‘genders’, but these were not male, female and neuter; instead Sumerian-speakers organised their world into people (including gods) and non-people (including animals).

* Egyptians by contrast had little use for the wheel, or indeed for bronze.
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2. The world of Europa c. 2000 BCE






2 The Palace of Minos

Knossos, c. 1700 bce

After a tiring donkey ride uphill from the northern coast of Crete, the palace sprawling across the plateau of Knossos must have been a wonderful surprise. Having stabled your animals, you approach it from the west, climbing a broad staircase as its walls rise in front of you. Pierced by huge windows and topped with horned battlements, the buildings gleam orange in the light of the low sun. After crossing a paved courtyard to circle round the compound to the left, you enter through a pillared hallway on the northern flank. Then you turn immediately right and make your way up a narrow passageway to the bright sunlight of a vast internal courtyard built to hold banquets and festivals. Fifty metres long by twenty-five wide, it can hold 5,000 people.1 To your left, a grand staircase connects at least two floors above ground with two or more cut into the slope of the hill below. Looming above the stonework straight ahead is Mount Iouktas, a colourless round bulk against the yellow sunset beyond.

The whole complex reflects the wealth, success and imagination of the people who built it. The public areas are covered in frescoes of fantastic animals, giant plants and athletes leaping over bulls, bright with blues, reds and yellows. Wooden columns painted deep red frame the window spaces, open to the island air. Downstairs is a more private world: cosy rooms decorated in rich geometric patterns, with windows and terraces looking out




























































* In the ensuing ‘Egyptomania’, even New York’s new water-distributing reservoir on Fifth Avenue was built in 1842 in the guise of an Egyptian temple. This site is now occupied by the New York Public Library, completed in 1911 in a more conservative, classical style.

† Nineteenth-century Europeans could talk of a Near, Middle and Far East, all naturally nearer or further from Europe. In the twentieth century this geographical division yielded to a chronological one, with the ancient ‘Near East’ becoming the modern ‘Middle East’, with reference to the same (hazy) region.

§ Margaret’s father was Evans’ Oxford tutor Edward Freeman, whose historical vision of a Sicily riven by race and religion between East and West we have already encountered.

* On land they carved the elegant marble ‘Cycladic’ figurines, often scrubbed in museums into unnatural whiteness, but originally painted with faces, hair, jewellery and tattoos.

* These were not culinary delicacies: the shells were blown and dried, and then painted, carved or decorated to make exotic ornaments. They were especially highly valued for the difficulty in stealing them: there was no extensive ostrich farming in antiquity, and wild ostriches were notoriously swift and violent, with very sharp beaks (Tamar Hodos et al., ‘The origins of decorated ostrich eggs in the ancient Mediterranean and Middle East’, Antiquity 94, no. 374 (2020)).

† There are also various experimental texts such as the mysterious Phaistos disc, whose spirals of forty-five pictograms may record the same local language as Linear A (Brent Davis, ‘The Phaistos disk: a new way of viewing the language behind the script’, Oxford Journal of Archaeology 37, no. 4 (2018)), or perhaps an attempt to capture the power of writing itself rather than to convey specific meaning ((Helène Whittaker, ‘Social and symbolic aspects of Minoan writing’, European Journal of Archaeology 8, no. 1 (2005)).

* The material culture – the buildings and objects – found at Karum Kanesh is entirely Anatolian; if it wasn’t for the Assyrian documents in the archive, we would not know that the inhabitants were not locals. It is in fact a standard feature of small independent foreign settlements that they take on the material culture of their new neighbours, for practical reasons if nothing else. In the United States the famous windmills, thatched roofs and ‘Danish façades’ of the town of Solvang founded by Danish-speaking immigrants near Santa Barbara in 1911 all postdate the Second World War.
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