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INTRODUCTION

THE ANCIENT MIDDLE EAST WAS THE PLACE WHERE ORGANIZED WARfare began. Before the Sumerians fielded the world’s first armies, human conflict was never conducted in a systematic fashion. Yet even the Sumerians were aghast at the casualties their battles caused, and indeed the earliest war memorial ever erected reflects this profound unease. The Stele of the Vultures, which was carved around 2460 BC after a conflict between the city-states of Lagash and Umma, is not boastful at all. If anything, it sends the message that, though a political necessity, the advent of organized warfare was a matter of regret. While King Eannatum of Lagash is justified in halting the encroachment of Umma on land belonging to his city-state, the real victor was the god Ningirsu, who is shown holding a net in which the bodies of the vanquished are thrown carelessly together. The implication is that the entitlement to inflict death belongs to the god, not the king.

The Stele of the Vultures functioned as a war memorial and a legal treaty defining the border between Umma and Lagash. An inscribed curse warned that anyone moving or tampering with the stele faced the anger of the gods. That Lagash had tried and failed to use diplomacy to settle the dispute with Umma only underlines the reluctance of Eannatum to rush into war. The Sumerians believed that at least one deity lived in each city-state and that unnecessary conflict could well trigger divine punishment. Hence Eannatum’s consultation with his diviners before taking action: they assured him that “the sun god’s rays will illuminate your right.” Only when he was absolutely sure of divine approval would this Sumerian king commit his forces to battle.

Although the Akkadians did not share the Sumerian sense of guilt over organized conflict, their kings were equally concerned to have the support of the gods. The founder of the Akkadian dynasty, Sargon, was prepared to extend his power through extreme violence, but he was always worried about the legitimacy of his rule. His name in the Bible is indeed a corruption of sharru kenu, meaning “legitimate king,” a title he felt it necessary to adopt. Sargon’s amazing military career rested upon the first permanent army to appear anywhere in the world. Though small by later standards, it represented a turning point in interstate conflict so that Sargon’s apparently endless series of campaigns became a model for the aggressive Assyrians. Sargon and his successors made war an integral part of civilization. Nothing was ever quite the same again, not least because a surge in military proficiency led to warfare on a scale unrepeated before modern times.

The Assyrian war machine in particular was a dreaded vehicle of destruction, reaching an unprecedented strength of 200,000 men in the seventh century BC. A steady increase in the size of the Assyrian army suggests that, like Napoleon, the kings of Assyria always believed in the military advantage of superior numbers. Added to this tactical edge was a deliberate policy of terror against anyone who dared to oppose Assyrian arms. For the Assyrians held that war was both just and good since it conformed to divine plans for the maintenance of the cosmic order, plans that were decreed through the omens of the gods. So sure of their right to exercise unrestrained violence were the Assyrians that there was never any hesitation on their part in recording the more gruesome aspects of war. Bas-reliefs depict the breaking and tearing of bodies, the impaling and flaying of live prisoners, and enormous piles of severed heads. Nowhere is there a hint that mercy is an obligation on the part of the victor. Honorable surrender never occurred to the Assyrians as an option: if they failed to achieve a military objective during one campaign, it simply became that of another.

Assyrian tactics are still a matter of debate, but there were standard procedures for an advance and a withdrawal, designed to protect the army from surprise attack. In 714 BC at Mount Uaush, at the end of an exhausting trek through a narrow pass, King Sargon II was confident enough to dispense with these altogether and charge the enemy head-on. He broke the enemy center and caused a general collapse of the Urartian battle line. By this period war chariots had been replaced by mounted archers, not least because the Assyrians were expanding their empire into terrain unsuited to wheeled vehicles. The great chariot battles were already a thing of the past, although the climatic clash between the Egyptians and the Hittites at Kadesh in 1274 BC was not forgotten. Then 5,000 chariots had engaged in a battle that left the young pharaoh Ramesses II in possession of the battlefield but by no means a complete winner.

The sharp decline in the number of chariots mentioned in Assyrian records from the end of the eighth century BC onward means that they no longer acted as a practical component of the Assyrian army. Henceforth the chariot had primarily a symbolic value as a conveyance that confirmed the status of kings and noblemen. Because of their great expense, they might be regarded as the ancient equivalent of the modern sports car.

Powerful though the Assyrians were for several centuries, it was the Persians who founded the first true empire in the ancient Middle East. In its extent the Persian Empire dwarfed other powers, for the interest of Persian kings in establishing a universal monarchy would have brought much of the Mediterranean under their control had not the Greeks blocked an advance westward. As it was, the Persians ruled territories stretching from the Danube to the Indus, from the Caspian Sea to the Nile. But first the mainland Greeks, then the Macedonians thwarted their imperial ambitions. Between 334 and 323 BC Alexander the Great not only defeated the Persians but also carried European arms as far east as India.

Despite Alexander the Great’s successors dividing up his conquests among themselves, one of them, the Seleucid dynasty, held on to much of his Asian realm for two more centuries. Not until 126 BC were the Seleucid kings driven west of the river Euphrates, leaving them with a restricted economic base and no chance of mustering enough troops to fight back with any hope of success. The reason for this retreat westward was the Parthians, semipastoralists who led the Iranian revival. Neither the Parthians nor their Sasanian successors managed to restore Persia to its former glory, but they pressed the Romans hard on their eastern frontier. The final phase of warfare in the ancient Middle East comprised the struggle of Rome to defend its provinces there.

The Roman emperor Heraclius eventually triumphed over the Sasanians, but the victory was a hollow one because another Middle Eastern people, the Arabs, were about to set out on their world conquests. In 641 BC the Arabs destroyed Sasanid Persia and then turned their attention to the west. So impressive was the surge of Muslim power that not only was the Roman capital of Constantinople threatened, but even more Arab arms pushed along the coast of North Africa and into Spain and France. These dramatic events marked the transition from the ancient to the medieval period of world history, as religious differences came to define both political and military affairs. Already an icon of the Virgin Mary had been paraded round Constantinople’s walls in order to secure divine protection against the Muslim assault.




CHAPTER ONE

Sumer and Akkad

EVER SINCE THE ENGLISH CIVIL WAR, THE BRUTAL VIEW OF HUMANITY propounded by Thomas Hobbes has cast a shadow over our ideas about warfare. Without a strong central authority, he believed, life could be nothing other than “solitary, poor, brutish and short.” In his seminal work, Leviathan, published in 1651, Hobbes argued as a royalist exile that the state was a monster composed of people, created under pressure of human needs and dissolved by civil strife aroused by human passions. Only through ceding a degree of personal independence to a strong ruler could people enjoy a peaceful existence.

Already in 1629 Hobbes had translated Thucydides’s History of the Peloponnesian War in order to explain the causes of political instability and armed conflict. He endeavored to show the inevitable defeat of Athens through the undue influence of demagogues in the citizen assembly; their powers of persuasion put the city-state “upon the most dangerous and desperate enterprises.” With the disastrous military expedition of 415–413 BC against Syracuse in mind, Hobbes wrote that democratic government let “wicked men and flatterers” drive the Athenians “headlong into those actions that were to ruin them; and good men durst not oppose, or if they did, undid themselves.” As long as Pericles was alive, Hobbes contended, Athens was a democracy in form but a monarchy in fact, because this aristocratic politician’s oratorical skills ensured the safe direction of the city-state. Under stuttering King Charles I, however, England was the reverse as royal authority suffered constant challenge to the extent that, in the same year that Hobbes’s translation of Thucydides appeared, the king decided “hereafter none do presume to print or publish any matter of news, relations, histories, or other things in prose or in verse that have reference to matters and affairs of state, without the view, approbation and licence” of the government.

This autocratic outlook was, however, attacked a century later by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who put the blame for organized warfare on the state itself. The more advanced civilized arts and sciences became, the greater the damage they did to our lives. “Savage man, subject to few passions and self-sufficient” was Rousseau’s ideal. His point of view would encourage many anthropologists to contend that violence hardly existed before the advent of agriculture. Because hunter-gatherers were thinly spread, were supposedly untied to territory, and held few possessions, they had no need to engage in fighting. Although there is evidence to suggest that human conflict occurred well before the Sumerians founded the first city-state in the late fourth millennium BC, it does appear to have increased in intensity among prestate agriculturalists as opposed to hunter-gatherers.

WAR BEFORE CIVILIZATION

Hunter-gatherer peoples survived undisturbed longest in Australia. Europeans arrived late in colonial times, with settlement beginning in 1788 and spreading slowly, especially in the outback. There had been no agriculturalists or pastoralists at all in Australia before the European arrival. The continent was home to about 300,000 hunter-gatherers, distributed among five hundred or so tribal groups. While European diseases took a heavy toll on Aborigines living in southern Australia, the majority of the hunter-gatherers elsewhere were able to continue their age-old way of life. As regards weaponry, the use of metal was unknown; warfare involved wooden spears, clubs, and shields as well as stone knives. So remote was Australia that the bow was never used, and the only long-range weapon in the Aboriginal armory was the boomerang. But fighting scenes depicted in ancient rock art make it clear that tribal conflict did take place.

Low hunter-gatherer population densities in poor terrain ought not cause intertribal conflict, given the ability of a group to move on to more productive areas. Yet legendary tales reflect conflict over natural resources. One of these, belonging to the Warlpiri people of central Australia, concerns the rivalry of two ancestral figures, Wardilyka, or “Bush Turkey,” and Emu. During Dreamtime, when the tribal ancestors walked in Australia, Bush Turkey would collect berries and make them into fruit balls, which he stored in the ground. Having exhausted the supply of berries where he lived, Bush Turkey wandered into the preserve of Emu, picking the ripest berries he could find there. When Emu realized that his food supply would soon be exhausted as well, he flew at Bush Turkey and, with his digging stick, smashed to pieces the berries that the intruder had already collected. After a struggle, Emu managed to grab hold of Bush Turkey and fill his eyes with dirt so that a blinded Bush Turkey staggered away, dropping berries as he went. These became the rocky hills and boulders still spread across the landscape.

Alchera, or “Dreamtime,” is almost synonymous with Aboriginal myth. Then the tribal ancestors formed the landscape, created plants, animals, and people, and taught language and ceremonies, putting the world in order. These chthonic spirits are believed to have returned to their underground abodes, from where they still animate the tribal lands and help sustain their descendants. That tribal ancestors are all nonhuman is probably explained by the coexistence of the Aborigines with larger versions of these creatures for millennia. Archaeological finds show that the first Aborigines traveled eastward 50,000 years ago, when the last ice age locked up so much water in ice and glaciers that the sea level was three hundred feet lower than it is today. Since the oldest stone tools of the sort necessary to make dugout canoes are only 20,000 years old, these intrepid sailors managed with rafts of lashed logs, taking advantage en route of a now invisible chain of islands.

On arrival in Australia the earliest Aborigines encountered very large animals: giant fanged kangaroos, lizards as long as buses, huge land-dwelling crocodiles, wombats the size of bears, and a fearsome marsupial lion. It was once thought that the continent’s larger animals were killed through overhunting and were gone shortly after the Aboriginal arrival. But archaeological evidence has now revealed how these great creatures lived alongside human beings for up to 20,000 years. So severe changes in the environment, not human activity, seem to have led to their extermination. Hence the emphasis placed upon animals during Dreamtime.

Apart from illustrating the closeness of Aboriginal culture to the natural world, the account of the struggle between Bush Turkey and Emu suggests tribal competition over the food supply. In the initial stage of the Aboriginal occupation of Australia, it is unlikely that there was any determined attempt to defend territory or monopolize natural resources. More likely the Wardilyka myth relates to tribes bumping into each other as they regularly migrated from one place to another. The resolution of any trespass on traditional migratory routes by other tribes might bring about the hunter-gatherer equivalent of warfare, a stand-off battle in which the opposing sides positioned themselves at spear-throwing or boomerang distance. Close-quarter encounters, along with the shedding of blood, would thus have been largely avoided. Instead, an almost ritualistic approach to conflict characterized the settling of tribal differences, with a minimal loss of life. Considering how much space there was in the outback anyway, the stakes were simply not high enough to justify hand-to-hand combat. As long as one group gave ground, that was enough.

South of the Sahara the experience of African hunter-gatherers was very different from that of the Aborigines because they confronted peoples who herded animals, especially cattle. Chief among these pastoralists were the Bantu-speaking tribes that moved east and south from present-day Cameroon. These determined warriors pushed hunter-gatherers such as the Bushmen and the Hottentots into marginal terrain unsuited to herding. Perhaps the most aggressive of all Bantu-speakers were the Zulus, who later put up such a stubborn resistance to European settlement during the nineteenth century.

The 1487–1488 voyage of the Portuguese navigator Bartolomeu Dias to the Cape of Good Hope shows just how late European involvement with Africa was. Dias was not interested in Africa: the Portuguese king had sent him southward with three ships to find out where the African continent ended so that merchants from Portugal could sail directly to India in search of spices. As a result, Vasco da Gama’s epoch-making voyage across the Indian Ocean to Calicut in 1498 gave the Portuguese the means of breaking the Venetian-Muslim monopoly over the supply of spices to Europe. Despite the slave trade, which the Portuguese began in 1517, the impact of Europe on traditional African society was slight before modern times.

This makes the establishment of the Zulu kingdom in southern Africa a rare example of the preurban state, although by then the Zulus were sedentary pastoralists, raising crops as well as herding cattle. The powerful kingdom that Shaka founded in the early nineteenth century may have been a relatively late creation, but it emerged before any significant contact with either Dutch or British settlers. By changing the method of Zulu fighting, replacing the metal-headed throwing spear with one more suited to thrusting at close range, King Shaka turned armed conflict into something approaching organized warfare. This new tactic terrified his opponents and allowed the Zulu kingdom to expand its territory at the expense of other tribes; the new acquisitions were secured with a standing army. Not that the Zulus could ever be described as unwarlike. Their supreme deity, the sky god Unkulungkulu, was said to have introduced marriage as a way of ensuring that brave warriors fathered children and thereby maintained the strength of the tribe. He also provided the Zulus with doctors for the treatment of wounds. Unkulungkulu embraced even fallen warriors with compassion, giving them a warm welcome in his celestial abode.

At the Battle of Isandlwana in 1879, Zulu warriors annihilated a British force of 1,200 men. Lord Chelmsford, the British commander during the invasion of the Zulu kingdom, had split his expedition into several columns so as to overcome the inherent slowness of imperial armies in the bush and to increase the chances of forcing a mobile foe to stand and fight. It proved a fatal mistake. The Zulus had every intention of seeking a decisive encounter, and by dividing his troops, Lord Chelmsford gave them an opportunity to wipe out half his army at Isandlwana. Neither breach-loading rifles nor field artillery were sufficient to repel a concentrated Zulu assault. Impressive though this triumph was for inferior arms, the success failed to prevent the British subjugation of the Zulus. Yet the Battle of Isandlwana showed how effective unity of purpose was in the Zulu kingdom in the face of a superior outside threat. In addition to having the advantage of unity as a single tribal group, the Zulus did not suffer from the rivalry between chieftains that bedeviled so many other African tribes.

A biblical parallel of meeting such an external crisis was the election of Saul in 1020 BC as the first Jewish king, who united the various tribes in order to deal with increasingly hostile neighbors. We are told, “He took the yoke of an oxen, cut it into pieces, and sent them throughout the borders of Israel by the hand of messengers, saying, whosoever cometh not shall it be done unto his oxen. And the dread of the Lord fell on the people, and they came as one man.” After thwarting the enemy, King Saul kept together a standing force of 3,000 soldiers to meet future emergencies. Indeed the steady pressure exerted by the Philistines led to the permanent Jewish adoption of a monarchy. Twenty years later David replaced Saul, and as a way of ensuring continued unity, he chose Jerusalem as the site of his capital since it belonged to no particular tribe. Under David’s son Solomon, Jewish power was not inconsiderable, with an army supported by 4,000 chariots, but after this king’s death in 822 BC, tension between the northern and southern tribes led to the establishment of two separate kingdoms: Judah in the south and Israel in the north. Violent disorder had already undermined Israel before the Assyrian king Sargon II abolished that kingdom altogether in 721 BC. Judah refused to assist Israel, and though it survived as an independent state for another century, the Babylonians eventually captured Jerusalem and carried prominent Jews off into captivity. As in so many other instances, an inability to stand together brought an end to the Jewish kingdom.

By the time Judah ceased to exist as an independent kingdom, the ancient Middle East was dotted with cities, the largest of which, Babylon, was regarded as a wonder of the world. The Greek historian Herodotus was amazed by its size as well as its huge fortifications, which would have impressed a visitor approaching across the open plain where Babylon stood. Rising above them was the outline of the enormous ziggurat belonging to the god Marduk. Known as Etemenaki, “the house-support of the universe,” its construction is estimated to have required no less than 17 million bricks. Erected though ziggurats were in most Mesopotamian cities, it was this one, on top of which Marduk lived, that inspired the Jewish myth of the Tower of Babel. For the Babylonians, Marduk was not simply a city god. In their view of the cosmos, they were unique, since very few Semites paid much attention to the idea of creation. But the Enuma Elish, a Babylonian epic dating from the late second millennium BC, provides a detailed description of the origin of the universe as well as Marduk’s decisive confrontation at its inception with the forces of chaos.
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Lower Mesopotamia.

A worldview placing an all-powerful deity such as Marduk in a temple at the top of an artificial mountain built in the center of a great city is a long way from the outlook of our earliest ancestors, the hunter-gatherers, who for countless generations roamed the landscape in pursuit of game and edible plants. Only between 10,000 and 5,000 years ago did humans begin to stop migrating and settle down to grow crops. Once a group started to farm, however, its members were tied to their fields as never before. Switching to agriculture involved taking on a regime of hard work as labor was necessary throughout the year, a burden echoed perhaps in the curse laid upon humanity on banishment from the Garden of Eden. Henceforth, Adam and Eve were told, “in the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread.” Possibly for this reason some hunter-gatherers chose not to grow crops even when they had farmers as neighbors. And hunter-gatherers remained overall healthier than agriculturalists. Permanent settlements were dirtier places than the temporary camps of foragers, where diseases could multiply as parasites jumped from domesticated species to humans. Many of our familiar diseases, such as measles, smallpox, influenza, diphtheria, and tuberculosis, originated in animals. Carbohydrates also formed a bigger portion of the diet of farmers.
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The massive ziggurat of Marduk at Babylon.

Settling down as farmers had other unplanned and unexpected consequences. Land that is farmed supports more people than land that is foraged. As the Zulus discovered, a mixture of cultivation and herding increased the population of the tribal group. There were more warriors available to fight than in the days when the Zulus were simply herders. That, in different parts of the world, people combined crop growing with animal husbandry during roughly the same period remains an unexplained mystery. But the underlying dynamic seems to have been population growth. Certainly greater numbers of people are known to have lived in locations that favored agriculture before the switch to farming.

The earliest farming was really more like gardening than full-scale agriculture. Until animal traction was available, the whole family had to take part. Even then settled cultivators were liable to face years of hunger when their key crops failed, because they were less able to diversify their diet or move on. The result of such scarcity can be seen in the graveyards that began to be laid out around villages. In the ancient Middle East, the transition from hunting-gathering to agriculture is clearly visible. Between 8500 and 6500 BC, a range of settlements appeared, from tiny hamlets to substantial villages such as Catal Huyuk in Asia Minor. The defenses of Catal Huyuk may have been intended as protection against neighboring agricultural communities, although its inhabitants already possessed cattle, a favorite target of hunter-gatherers. Crops would have always been far more difficult and dangerous to obtain by force than livestock, not least because crop raiding entailed the occupation of a settlement following a coordinated assault. Such instances of wholesale slaughter seem to have been less frequent than livestock raiding.

The most striking illustration of the threat posed by raiders is the defenses built in the eighth millennium BC at Jericho in the Jordan river valley. Even before the domestication of animals, the ten-acre site with an estimated population of 3,000 had enclosed itself with a deep moat and a high stone wall. The unusually fertile land upon which Jericho was located may be the clue to these extensive defenses: its considerable agricultural surplus would have acted as a magnet during times of famine. Another explanation for the outside threat could be the role played by Jericho as a trading center for Dead Sea minerals. In any event, as hunter-gatherers were contracting in numbers worldwide, conflict between agricultural communities became the norm.

Catal Huyuk and Jericho were exceptional. Most farmer villages had fewer inhabitants and comprised a cluster of huts built with either mudbrick and stone or timber and earth. But all these communities were bound together by kinship ties, celebrated on occasion by the consumption of fermented drinks. Beer made from cereals is mentioned on cuneiform tablets unearthed in Mesopotamia, where writing was developed to keep accurate records of what lay in temple storerooms. Around 3000 BC the Sumerians in Uruk, the earliest city to appear on the planet, hit upon the idea of creating hundreds of pictograms, plus signs for numbers and measures; these were pressed into clay tablets with a reed stylus to record temple assets. From this tentative step toward literacy evolved cuneiform, from cuneus, the Latin for wedge, since the script’s characters were wedge shaped.

There is no doubt that without this stroke of genius, we would have no access to the events, decisions, and ideas that shaped civilization. Nor would we appreciate how, from the start, armed conflict between city-states soon became taken for granted. That the invention of writing arose from the calculation of stored food indicates how fundamental agriculture was to the advent of urban living. It also accounts for the name of the earliest city, “Uruk the enclosure,” since its famous walls provided refuge for herders and cultivators in moments of danger.

THE BEGINNINGS OF ORGANIZED WARFARE

The strength of the city walls that protected Uruk is recalled in Gilgamesh, the world’s oldest long poem. It reached its final form in the first millennium BC, in the Akkadian language, but the original Sumerian version was composed to celebrate the exploits of King Gilgamesh of Uruk. This determined ruler defended his city and built new ramparts, around which, in the first lines of the epic, he strides in triumph. These bulwarks enclosed an area of six square miles, twice the size of the first settlement there. Because the Sumerian King List, like the extended genealogy in Genesis, attributes each of the earliest kings with an incredibly long reign, it is impossible to fix precise dates for Gilgamesh, although his own rule seems to have fallen somewhere between 2800 and 2500 BC. That Gilgamesh was feared by his subjects probably reflects the fact that he had to coerce them into building the extended city walls. At nearly eleven miles in length, Uruk’s defenses were so unprecedented that “there was nobody among the kings who could compare with Gilgamesh, two-thirds god and one-third man, a hero who was destined for fame.”

Gilgamesh’s divine inheritance derived from his mother Ninsun, whose name translates as “lady wild cow.” Her cult was associated with wild cattle, the untamed animals still roaming the fringes of the Euphrates-Tigris valley. But a profound unease over his mortal inheritance obliged Gilgamesh to seek a means of securing immortality during his lifetime. It forms the subject of the Gilgamesh epic.

The inhabitants of Uruk begged the gods for relief from Gilgamesh’s tyrannical behavior, and they sent a wild man named Enkidu who ate grasses along with animals. Stories about Enkidu reached the city, and Gilgamesh set out to capture him. The wild man was finally induced to leave the wilderness and embrace civilization by two things: a sexual encounter with a prostitute from Uruk and plenty of beer. After consuming “seven kegs,” Enkidu “relaxed, cheered up, his insides felt good, his face glowed.” So the wild man moved to the city and became the boon companion of the king. But after the two had a series of adventures together, the sudden death of Enkidu shook Gilgamesh, who wept over his friend’s “corpse for seven days and seven nights, refusing to give it up for burial until a maggot fell from one of his nostrils.” Unwilling to accept that death was the inevitable end of life, Gilgamesh then sought out his ancestor Utanapishtim, the sole survivor of the Flood.

A clay tablet of the Gilgamesh epic, discovered at Ur, throws a sharp light on the Sumerian fear of premature death. On his deathbed Enkidu vented his fury at the prostitute who introduced him to civilization at the very moment he was being carried off by a grim man with “hands like a lion’s paws and claws like an eagle’s talons.” The reason for this unexpected event was Gilgamesh’s rebuff of the goddess Ishtar, the Semitic equivalent of Sumerian Inanna, whose temple was in Uruk. The goddess had fallen in love with the king, but he ignored her advances, mindful of the fate suffered by her previous mortal lovers once she had become bored with them. A divine bull was dispatched to punish Gilgamesh, but he and Enkidu killed it. For this act of impiety, this lack of respect for the gods, Enkidu was condemned to die.

A more mundane explanation for the wild man’s death may be his susceptibility to urban diseases. That cities were hotbeds of infection is evident in the myth of the Flood. Due to his inability to get a good night’s rest because of the hubbub arising from overcrowded Sumerian cities, the storm god Enlil decided to wipe out humanity altogether. One method of destruction that Enlil tried without success was plague, an indication that visitations by deadly viruses were not unknown. The deluge was the final resort, which Ziudsura escaped in a giant coracle, the predecessor of Noah’s Ark. Translation of the cuneiform text containing this story caused a sensation in London. It was announced in 1872 at the winter meeting of the Society of Biblical Archaeology. Even Prime Minister William Gladstone was in the audience. Everyone was baffled that a clay tablet from a Mesopotamian library, inscribed centuries before the Jews arrived in Palestine, could refer to the biblical Flood. Only gradually did scholars come to realize that this myth, like so much else in the ancient world, went all the way back to the Sumerians.
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Gilgamesh killing the Bull of Heaven.

It was the water god Enki who warned Ziudsura of Enlil’s murderous intentions. He told Ziudsura to “build a boat and put on board the seed of all living creatures.” It is hardly surprising that Enki saved the Sumerians from the Flood, as their survival depended upon the abundant supply of fresh water he provided for their fields. Irrigation was a godsend in Sumer, where little rain fell. The life-sustaining water that appeared in rivers and canals was believed to come from Abzu, a vast underground reservoir belonging to Enki. Combined with lower Mesopotamia’s rich alluvial soil, the use of water substantially reduced the amount of land that was needed to feed a family. Without this productive combination there would have never been a sufficient food surplus capable of supporting urban life, the essential feature of Sumerian civilization.

First in Uruk, then in other cities, improvements in cultivation and the management of livestock allowed greater numbers of people to live together, with between 50,000 and 100,000 dwelling in Uruk itself. The invention of the seeder-plough was crucial: it minimized seed loss by placing seeds individually inside the furrow, thereby increasing the cereal yield by an estimated 50 percent. This amazing surge in productivity, not unlike the improved output resulting from the modern mechanization of agriculture, accounts for the extra grain that encouraged rapid urban development, since there was now enough food to allow specialists the time to perfect their arts and crafts without worrying about the next meal. Alongside the advance in sowing, animal traction also sped up threshing through a sledge fitted with flint blades and pulled by an ass.

The stratification of Sumerian society caused by labor specialization affected the way people looked at the world. They came to accept a pivotal role for their temples. The temple bureaucracy took care of the city-state’s economic administration: it managed the movement of the agricultural surplus from villages to storerooms in the city and determined its redistribution to specialist workers. And because of its responsibility for infrastructure, such as temples, walls, and canals, the priesthood came to occupy a commanding position in daily affairs. More importantly the priestly duty to maintain good relations with the divine meant that religion securely underpinned the temple’s claim to authority.
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King Eannatum of Lagash.

Just how respectful the Sumerians were of the gods can be seen in the central position accorded to Ningirsu, the divine patron and protector of King Eannatum of Lagash, in the Stele of the Vultures, the world’s oldest war memorial. This monument was carved and erected around 2460 BC after the settlement of a dispute over the ownership of Quedanna, a prized tract of land situated between the city-states of Lagash and Umma. The Stele of the Vultures, currently in the Louvre, is poorly preserved. Originally it was a large, rectangular slab of limestone with a rounded top. The present-day restoration is based on seven fragments, excavated in the 1880s at the site of ancient Girsu, a small city within the borders of Lagash. Incomplete though the stele is, the figures and text carved on its two faces are an absolute revelation of the beginnings of organized warfare. Not insignificant is the trigger for the pitched battle commemorated here: competition over agricultural resources. Lagash went to war to recover territory occupied by Umma.

Sumerian city-states settled their differences on the battlefield. But it is apparent that they did not share the later Assyrian delight in violence, which was most evident in the torture of prisoners of war. On the contrary, the Sumerians were always exercised by the need to find an ethical reason for taking human life. So the Stele of the Vultures depicts the vanquished as corpses either piled in heaps over which earth is being properly spread or else trapped in a great net held by the god Ningirsu. Even though a victorious Eannatum appears as a warrior, he is not shown dealing any death blow. Yet it was Eannatum who actually led his men into combat, for the text on the stele relates how “a man shot an arrow which penetrated the king but he broke it off.”

King Eannatum appears several times on the reverse side of the stele. At the top he advances at the head of his troops; lower down he looks upon naked prisoners and the dead, while behind him vultures fly off with body parts. The front of the stele is dominated by a gigantic portrait of Ningirsu, whose name means “lord of Girsu.” He was worshipped in Lagash as a warrior god whose heroic deeds saved, among others, Enlil from acute embarrassment. One particular feat is recalled by the Imdugud bird, which he holds with one hand; Ningirsu forced this troublesome creature to return the “tablet of destiny” to Enlil. Possession of the tablet gave Enlil supreme power over the entire world of the gods and humanity. With his other hand Ningirsu grasps a net inside which the bodies of the Umma dead are thrown carelessly together. The message is clear. The entitlement to inflict death belongs to the god, not to the ruler. If anything, the Stele of the Vultures signifies the limits of Sumerian kingship. Before the battle, Eannatum consulted his diviners and was informed that “the sun god’s rays will illuminate your right.” Only when absolutely certain of divine approval did he commit his forces to battle. Even then Eannatum was encouraged to fight because the Lagash-Umma conflict was a defensive one, since Quedanna had always been part of the traditional holdings of Lagash. The implication is that the gods fixed the boundaries of city-states, which explains why Sumerian rulers conducted wars in the names of the gods who resided in their cities. To embark on a campaign without divine support was not only militarily reckless but dangerous as an offended city deity might choose to respond in an unexpected manner.
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Reconstructed Stele of the Vultures (front).
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Reconstructed Stele of the Vultures (back).
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Sumerian infantry from the Stele of the Vultures.

Apart from this religious aspect, the Stele of the Vultures provides valuable detail about Sumerian military equipment. Eannatum’s soldiers wore helmets and armored cloaks. The latter were secured around the neck and made of leather, covered with metal discs. Primitive as this early body armor was, it would have afforded some protection from a spear thrust. As the seriousness of combat grew and the stand-off battle gave way to riskier clashes of arms, warriors sought any means to protect themselves in hand-to-hand fighting. They also tended to bunch closer together, seeking mutual protection in the phalanx. Yet it is doubtful whether the phalanx shown on the Stele of the Vultures ever compared with its equivalent in Greece, which was reputedly introduced by the Argives. After the defeat inflicted upon them by the Argives at Hysiai in 669 BC, the Spartans made this close-knit infantry formation their own. Its strength depended above all on a single piece of equipment, a round shield three feet in diameter, the hoplon, from which “hoplite,” the word for the Greek infantryman, derived.

That Eannatum personally fought at the head of his troops shows how he was still essentially a war leader and not yet regarded as an absolute ruler in Lagash. Despite buttressing his position with declarations of divine support, especially that of Enlil and the storm god’s wife, Ninhursag, Eannatum remained the servant of Lagash’s resident deities. For the Sumerians, divinity was everywhere. It might be said that they developed their pantheon in order to understand the universe, which they called an ki, “heaven earth.” Convinced that creation could not be explained by itself and needing to give it meaning, the Sumerians envisaged supernatural beings who were responsible for creating the world and making sure that its processes continued satisfactorily. As a consequence, the divine realm came to be imagined on the model of the earthly world, so that the gods were viewed as a spiritual aristocracy of great landowners, Sumer’s all-powerful upper class, dutifully served by human beings. Even the independent-minded Gilgamesh was titled en, or “viceroy”; his responsibilities included the welfare of Uruk’s resident deities, the heavenly god An and Inanna, the goddess of fertility.

The institution of kingship must have therefore arisen from warfare. When an enemy threatened a Sumerian city-state, a young nobleman was chosen to lead the community in battle and granted total authority during the emergency. By getting involved with justice, a few of these temporary kings managed to hold on to some power afterward. They broadened their appeal by defending the underprivileged members of society. Fundamental to a Sumerian king’s position was a retinue of unfree retainers, in part recruited from war captives whose lives the king had spared. These lifelong soldiers ate with him and did his bidding in war as well as peace. Confirmation of the military origin of kingship is also found in lugal, the title eventually used to designate all rulers. The word consists of lu, “man,” and gal, “big,” which points to powerful men evolving into kings.

Despite the steady growth of royal authority, Sumerian kings appreciated that in the priesthood there was a restraining influence upon their conduct, because the first duty of every monarch was ensuring the satisfaction of the gods by means of support for the temples in which they dwelt. To an extent the priesthood forfeited some of its power over everyday life, but kings could never extinguish it, as the Sumerians were a deeply religious people. When disputes took place over royal encroachment on temple property, the usual resolution was a compromise that gave no offence to city deities. So closely were cities associated with the gods that cuneiform employed the same pictogram for the name of the city and its resident deity.

Yet the most telling sign of the rise of kingship was perhaps sacred marriage. At Uruk there is compelling evidence that the king acted as an intermediary between the city and Inanna, the city goddess, through the new year rite of sacred marriage. In a temple set within a beautiful garden, the king impersonated the dying-and-rising god Dumuzi, and a high priestess stood in for Inanna. One text has the king boast how he “lay on the splendid bed of Inanna, strewn with pure plants. . . . The day did not dawn, the night did not pass. For fifteen hours I lay with Inanna.” Without this sacred coupling it was believed that not only would the city experience poor harvests, but also fewer animals would be born to its flocks.

The genesis of this singular rite was Inanna’s famous descent into the underworld so as to assert her power of fertility there. Then “the impetuous lady” journeyed to the land of no return to challenge her enemy and sister goddess Ereshkigal, “the mistress of death.” When finally Inanna was hung like “a side of meat on a peg,” all fertility ceased on earth. Only the ingenuity of the water god Enki succeeded in saving Inanna. He sent to the underworld two expert mourners to ingratiate themselves with Ereshkigal and get the chance to revive the fertility goddess with the water and grass of life. The importance of grass—fodder for the domesticated animals upon which the Sumerian cities depended—takes us back to the agricultural origin of this myth.
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