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Introduction

The Metropolitan Century





Today the world’s urban population grew by close to 200,000 people. It will do the same tomorrow, and the next day, and so on into the future. Two-thirds of humanity will live in cities by 2050. We are witnessing the greatest migration of history, the culmination of a 6,000-year process whereby we will have become an urbanised species by the end of the present century.1

How and where we live is one of the most important questions we can ask ourselves. Much of what we understand about history and about our own times flows from exploring that subject. Since the first urban settlements in Mesopotamia around 4000 BC, cities have acted as gigantic information exchanges; the dynamic interaction of people in the dense, cramped metropolis has generated the ideas and techniques, revolutions and innovations that have driven history. Until the year 1800 no more than 3–5% of the global population lived in sizeable urban areas; but this tiny minority had a disproportionate effect on global development. Cities have always been humankind’s laboratories, the forcing houses of history. Drawn by the magnetic power of the city – like so many millions every single week – I began researching and writing Metropolis with this premise: that our past and our future are bound up, for good and ill, with the city.

I plunged into this vast, multifaceted, perplexing subject at a time of both spectacular urban renaissance and unprecedented challenges to the urban fabric. At the beginning of the twentieth century the traditional city was a place of pessimism not hope; the devouring industrial metropolis imprisoned its people, poisoning their bodies and minds; it was bringing about social breakdown. In the second half of the twentieth century the response to the horrors of industrialisation was in full swing: we seemed to be in a process of dispersal rather than concentration. Major global metropolises such as New York and London experienced population decline. Cars, telephones, cheap air travel, the frictionless flows of capital around the planet, and, latterly, the Internet allowed us to spread out, undoing the traditional cramped, intense city centre. Who needed urban social networks when you had limitless virtual social networks? Downtown – which was in any case suffering from crime waves and physical dilapidation– was being replaced by suburban business parks, campuses, home offices and out-of-town shopping centres. The closing years of the last century and the first decades of this millennium, however, upended those predictions.

Most notably in China, a series of ancient cities – and some brand-new ones – roared into life, fuelled by 440 million rural-to-urban migrants in three decades and crowned by an orgy of skyscraper construction. Across the world, cities reclaimed their central economic position. Rather than facilitating dispersal, the knowledge economy and superfast communications encourage large companies, small businesses, start-ups and freelance creative workers to swarm like bees in a hive. Technological, artistic and financial innovations occur when experts cluster: humans thrive when they share knowledge, collaborate and compete in face-to-face settings – and in particular in places that facilitate information flows. Where once cities tried to woo big manufacturing plants or capture a share of world trade, they now compete for brains.

The dependence on human capital and the economic benefits of urban density in post-industrial societies are remaking the modern metropolis. Successful cities transform entire economies – as the much-envied, urban-led growth of China shows. Every time an area doubles in population density it becomes 2–5% more productive: the energies contained in cities make us collectively more competitive and entrepreneurial. That force is magnified not just by density but by size as well.2

One of the major changes that has assailed the planet in the last three decades is the startling way in which major metropolises are pulling away from their countries. The global economy is skewed towards a few cities and city-regions: by 2025, 440 cities with a collective population of 600 million (7% of all people) will account for half of worldwide gross domestic product. Single cities in many emerging markets such as São Paulo, Lagos, Moscow and Johannesburg on their own produce between a third and half of their nation’s wealth. Lagos, with 10% of Nigeria’s population, accounts for 60% of the nation’s industrial and commercial activities; if it declared independence and became a city state, it would be the fifth richest country in Africa. In China, 40% of the country’s entire economic output is generated by just three megacity regions. This is not a new phenomenon. In fact, we are seeing a return to a situation common for most of history – the outsized role of the superstar city in human affairs. In ancient Mesopotamia or Mesoamerica before Columbus, during the rise of the Greek polis or the heyday of the medieval city state, a select group of metropolises monopolised trade and outcompeted mere nation states.

Throughout history, this divergence of major cities and countries has not just been economic. Their turbocharged success means they suck in talent and wealth from less favoured towns and regions; they dominate culture; and, like historical cities, they are more than ever characterised by a diversity not matched elsewhere. The proportion of foreign-born residents in some of today’s most powerful metropolises is between 35% and 50%. Younger, better educated, richer and more multicultural than their national populations, global cities have more in common with each other. In many modern societies the deepest divide is not age, race, class or urban versus rural: it is between big metropolises and the villages, suburbs, towns and cities that have been left behind in the globalised knowledge economy. In some senses the word ‘metropolitan’ connotes glamour and opportunity; but it is also shorthand for a kind of elitism – political, cultural and social – that is increasingly resented. Hatred for the big city is not new, of course; we have spent a lot of our history worrying about the corrosive effect of the metropolis on our morals and mental health.

The astonishingly rapid spread of Covid-19 in 2019/20 across the planet was a dark kind of tribute to the triumph of the city in the twenty-first century; the virus spread through the complex social networks – both within cities and between them – that make them at once so successful and so dangerous for us. When urbanites began deserting cities such as Paris or New York for the apparent safety of the countryside they were often met with hostility, reviled not only for bringing disease with them, but for deserting their fellow citizens. That backlash was a reminder of the antagonism between city and non-city that runs through history – metropolises as places of privilege and wellsprings of contamination; places that hold out the promise of wealth but from which one runs at the first sign of danger. Plagues, pandemics and diseases have coursed along trade routes and mercilessly ravaged dense urban areas since the first cities. In 1854 6% of Chicago’s population was killed by cholera. But it did not stop people herding to the miracle metropolis of the nineteenth century: its population surged from 30,000 at the beginning of the 1850s to 112,000 by the end. And so in our present age, the urban juggernaut shows no signs of slowing even in the face of pandemics; we have always paid a high price to share the benefits of the city even when its openness, diversity and density turn against us.

The scale of our recent urbanisation can be seen from space in the blobs of light that speckle the earth’s surface at night. The renaissance is apparent at street level. From being dangerous and somewhat shabby in the mid to late twentieth century, many cities have become safer and highly desirable, hipper and more expensive, revived by a smorgasbord of high-end restaurants, street food, cafés, galleries and music venues. At the same time, the digital revolution promises us a slew of new technologies that will eradicate many of the downsides of city life, creating futuristic data-driven ‘smart cities’ with millions of embedded sensors that will allow AI to manage traffic flows, coordinate public transport, eradicate crime and reduce pollution. Cities have become, once again, places to rush towards, not escape from. Our contemporary urban renaissance can be readily glimpsed in the restless cityscape – in the gentrification of run-down areas, rising rents, repurposed buildings and the army of skyscrapers that are shooting upwards almost everywhere.

Shanghai transformed from a smoggy ‘Third World backwater’ (according to a local newspaper) in the early 1990s into the icon of the twenty-first-century post-industrial metropolitan revolution with its shimmering supersized towers. In imitation of Shanghai and other Chinese metropolises, global skyscraper construction has increased 402% since the turn of the millennium, bringing the total number of buildings over 150 metres and forty floors from little more than 600 to 3,251 within eighteen years; by the midpoint of this century there will be 41,000 such towers dominating the world’s cities. The abrupt verticalisation of the urban landscape is evident the planet over, from traditionally low-rise metropolises such as London and Moscow to boom-time cities such as Addis Ababa and Lagos, all of which share a compulsive desire to advertise their virility on the skyline.3

And while cities are spiking upwards, they are also conquering territory. The old division between city centre and suburb has broken down. Far from being the monolithic, dull places of cliché, many suburbs have become steadily more urban since the 1980s with jobs, greater ethnic diversity, street life, crime epidemics and drug abuse – in other words, inheriting many of the virtues and vices of the inner city. The traditionally compact city surrounded by a hinterland of suburban housing has broken free and spread fast. The result is metropolises that occupy entire regions. The division, in economic terms, between London and much of south-east England is hard to see. Atlanta, Georgia, drapes itself over almost 2,000 square miles (Paris, by contrast, occupies forty square miles). The biggest megalopolis in the world, Tokyo, fits 40 million people into 5,240 square miles. Even that colossus will be overshadowed by China’s planned urban mega-regions, such as Jing-Jin-Ji, a cluster of interlinked cities encompassing Beijing, Hebei and Tianjin, which will cover 84,000 square miles and contain 130 million people. When we talk about ‘the metropolis’ in the twenty-first century, we are not talking about the central business district of Manhattan or central Tokyo – the classic idea of where power and wealth resides – but of vast interconnected regions where cities melt into other cities.

It is easy to be intoxicated by the shimmering vision of newly assertive cities. The rage for vertical living has become the privilege of the very rich; it is symptomatic of a desire to escape the messy, congested, confusing city streets below and seek a haven in the clouds. According to the United Nations, slums and informal settlements lacking in basic amenities and infrastructure are becoming the ‘dominant and distinctive type of settlement’ of humanity. The future lifestyles of the majority of our species can be seen more readily in the super-dense, self-built and self-organised areas of Mumbai or Nairobi than in the gleaming central districts of Shanghai or Seoul or the lavish sprawl of Houston or Atlanta. Today, 1 billion people – one out every four city-dweller – lives in a slum, shanty town, favela, barrio, township, kampung, campamento, gecekondu, villa miseria, or whatever name is given to these kinds of unplanned, self-built urban areas. Some 61% of the global workforce – 2 billion people – make their living off the books, in the informal economy, many of them feeding, clothing and housing expanding urban populations. This kind of DIY urbanism fills the gaps left by city governments which are simply incapable of dealing with the torrent of incomers. We give a lot of attention to the knowledge-economy innovators who thrive in the centres of global cities. But there are other innovators – the ones working at the bottom who keep cities going through hard work and ingenuity.4

The rapid proliferation of skyscrapers and shanty towns alike heralds the present ‘urban century’. Citizens of even the most strained megacity earn more, educate their children better and enjoy greater material comforts than their rural cousins. For the first generation of rural–urban migrants to Rio de Janeiro’s favelas illiteracy rates were 79%; today 94% of their grandchildren are literate. In sub-Saharan cities with 1 million-plus residents, infant mortality is a third lower than in smaller settlements. Only 16% of rural Indian girls aged thirteen to eighteen whose family earns less than $2 a day go to school, compared to 48% in Hyderabad. Since China’s breakneck urbanisation, average life expectancy has increased by eight years. If you live in Shanghai you can expect to live to eighty-three, ten years longer than in rural provinces in western China.5

Among the 200,000 people who migrated to a city today are people escaping rural poverty. Pushed off the land, the city becomes the only option to make a living. But cities also offer opportunities not available elsewhere, as they have always done. They also call upon resourcefulness and mental toughness. Squalid, insanitary slums in developing cities are some of the most entrepreneurial places on the planet. Yet they foster elaborate networks of mutual support that ease the shocks and strains of life in the megacity. One of the largest slums in Asia, Dharavi in Mumbai, squeezes close to 1 million people into just 0.8 square miles. Some 15,000 single-room workshops and thousands of micro-enterprises collectively make up an internal economy of $1 billion a year. Large numbers of people are involved in recycling the mountains of garbage discarded by over 20 million fellow Mumbaians. Despite its hyper-density and lack of policing (or other basic services), Dharavi, like other Indian megaslums, is markedly safe to walk around. Starting in the late 1990s, a handful of self-taught computer geeks turned a street in Lagos into the biggest information and communications technology market in Africa: Otigba Computer Village, which has thousands of entrepreneurs and a daily turnover in excess of $5 million. The clustering effect does not just benefit bankers on Wall Street or Pudong New Area in Shanghai, advertising creatives in Soho, London, or software engineers in Silicon Valley and Bangalore; it transforms the lives and lifestyles of millions of people throughout the world as urbanisation spreads and intensifies. The DIY informal urban economy – be it on the streets of fast-growing Lagos or in a richer metropolis like Los Angeles – is testament to the human capacity to build cities from the ground up and organise functioning societies even in the midst of apparent chaos. It is the essence of the 6,000-year-old urban experience.

Cities are, for all their successes, harsh, merciless environments. If they offer the chance for higher incomes and education, they can also warp our souls, fray our minds and pollute our lungs. They are places to survive and negotiate as best we can – cauldrons of noise, pollution and nerve-shredding overcrowding. Somewhere like Dharavi – with its twisting maze of alleys, the sheer complexity of human activity and interaction, the constant struggle for survival, the overpowering concentration of people, its apparent mess and its spontaneous order – is reminiscent of urban life throughout history, be it in the labyrinth of a Mesopotamian city, the ugly anarchy of ancient Athens, the congested jumble of a European medieval town or a nineteenth-century slum in industrial Chicago. City life is overwhelming; its energies, ceaseless change and its millions of inconveniences, both big and small, push us to our limits. Throughout history, cities have been seen as fundamentally contrary to our natures and instincts, places that nurture vice, incubate diseases and induce social pathologies. The myth of Babylon echoes down the ages: as stunningly successful as they are, cities can crush the individual. For all that is compelling about the metropolis, there is a lot that is monstrous too.

The ways in which we take this hostile environment and shape it for our uses is fascinating. My approach in Metropolis is not simply to see cities as places of power and profit, but as human habitations that have had a profound effect on shaping the people who lived in them. This is not a book just about grand buildings or urban planning; it is about the people who settled in cities and the ways they found to cope with and survive the pressure cooker of urban life. That is not to say that architecture is not important: it is the interaction between the built environment and humans that is at the heart of urban life, and of this book. I am more interested in the connective tissue that binds the organism together, not just its outward appearance or vital organs.

In the ways that cities are built on layers of human history, in the near-infinite and ceaseless intertwining of human lives and experiences, cities are as enthralling as they are unfathomable. In their beauty and ugliness, joy and misery, and in the inordinate, bewildering range of their complexity and contradictions, cities are a tableau of the human condition, things to love and hate in equal measure. They are volatile zones, in a ceaseless process of change and adaptation. They mask their instability with grand buildings and landmarks, to be sure; but around these symbols of permanence swirls remorseless change. The continual destruction and rebuilding worked by the force of the tide makes cities mesmerising, but frustratingly hard to grasp. I have sought, throughout Metropolis, to catch cities in movement, not in stasis.

In researching this book, I travelled to a range of cities in Europe, the Americas, Africa and Asia – to ones as contrasting as Mumbai and Singapore, Shanghai and Mexico City, Lagos and LA. Throughout the chronological narrative I have chosen a series of cities that tell us something not only about their own time, but about the urban condition in general. Some of these cities – such as Athens, London or New York – are obvious choices; others – like Uruk, Harappa, Lübeck and Malacca – might not be so familiar. In examining the history of cities, I looked for material in markets, souks and bazaars; in swimming pools, stadiums and parks; in street-food stalls, coffee houses and cafés; in shops, malls and department stores. I interrogated paintings, novels, films and songs as much as official records in search of the lived experience of cities and the intensity of their daily life. You have to experience a city through your senses – looking, smelling, touching, walking, reading and imagining – to understand its totality. For much of history, urban life has revolved around the sensual – eating and drinking, sex and shopping, gossip and play. All of those things that make up the theatre of city life are central to Metropolis.

Cities are successful in large part because they offer pleasure, excitement, glamour and intrigue as much as they do power, money and security. For over 6,000 years, as we will see, humankind has continually experimented with ways of living in the urban maelstrom. We are good at living in cities, and cities are resilient creations capable of standing up to wars and disasters. We are, at the same time, very bad at building cities; we have planned and constructed, in the name of progress, places which imprison rather than liberate, immiserate rather than elevate. Much needless tragedy has been caused by experts chasing the dream of the perfect, scientifically planned metropolis. Or, less drastically, planning often creates sanitised environments, drained of the energies that make city-living worthwhile.

In an age when there are not only more big cities but also large swathes of the inhabited world which are becoming urban, the question of how we should live in cities is never more pressing. Only by understanding the stupendous range of the urban experience through time and across cultures can we begin to grapple with one of the biggest challenges of the third millennium. Cities have never been perfect and can never be made so. Indeed, much of the pleasure and dynamism of cities comes from their spatial messiness. By that I mean the diversity of buildings, people and activities jumbled up together and forced into interaction. Orderliness is essentially anti-urban. What makes a city compelling is its incremental development – the process by which it has been built, and rebuilt, from the ground up over the generations producing a densely woven, rich urban fabric.

This messiness lies at the heart of what it is to be urban. Think of a city like Hong Kong or Tokyo, where skyscrapers tower above streets teeming with pedestrians, markets, small shops, street-food sellers, restaurants, laundries, bars, cafés, light industry and workshops. Or think of a settlement like Dharavi in a cacophonous megacity which is a scene of continual, frenetic street-level activity – one that provides all basic needs within a short distance. As the American–Canadian author Jane Jacobs argued in the 1960s, a city’s density and its street life produces urbanity, the art of being a citizen. Walkable city neighbourhoods are one of the key ingredients of city-dwelling. Then think of the modern cities across the world, where retail, light industry, residential areas and offices are rigorously separated. In many cases, this sorting of functions into discrete districts has the effect of sanitising cities, making them neat and tidy but drained of energy. Planning can have this effect. So do cars. The advent of mass car-ownership – first in the United States, then Europe and latterly Latin America, Asia and Africa – has fundamentally reshaped cities. Expressways not only facilitated suburbanisation and out-of-town retail, but within city centres wide, busy roads and acres of car parking helped to kill off what remained of street life.

When we talk of over 50% of the world’s population being urbanised, we may well be falling into an error. A large proportion of modern urbanites don’t live urban or urbane lifestyles – if by that we mean that they live in walkable neighbourhoods, have easy access to culture, entertainment, recreation, employment, public spaces and markets. Many of the 50+% live sub-urban lifestyles, be it in glitzy single-family homes surrounded by lawns or in so-called ‘arrival cities’ – squatter camps clinging onto the edge of fast-developing metropolises.

The problem for the twenty-first century is not that we are becoming urban too quickly, but that we are not becoming urban enough. Why does this matter? It would not if we could be as lavish with our planet as we liked. The fact that 200,000 people are streaming into cities every day – or that we became a majority urban species around 2010 – is eye-catching. But it does not tell the full story. Much more alarming is the knowledge that while the urban population is set to double between 2000 and 2030, the area occupied by the concrete jungle will triple. During those three decades alone, we will have extended our urban footprint by an area equivalent to the size of South Africa.6

This global urban sprawl is pushing our cities into wetlands, wildernesses, rainforests, estuaries, mangrove forests, floodplains and agricultural land – with devastating consequences for biodiversity and the climate. Mountains are being moved to make way for this epic splurge of urbanisation. This is literally true: from 2012 over 700 mountain peaks were remorselessly razed in China’s remote north-west and the rubble tipped into valleys to create an artificial plateau on which a shimmering new skyscraper city called Lanzhou New Area, a staging post on the New Silk Roads, is being built.

Chinese cities – like American ones before them – are becoming less dense in their cores as roads and office developments force people out of tightly packed, mixed-use urban neighbourhoods to the suburbs. It is part of a global trend of low-density, car-dependent urbanisation and sprawl. When people get richer, they demand more living space. If Chinese and Indian city-dwellers choose to live at the generous densities of Americans, their vehicle use and energy demands will increase global carbon emissions by 139%.7 The coronavirus outbreak of 2020, and threats of future pandemics, could turn the tide against cities once again, encouraging people to flee metropolises, places where long periods of quarantine and lockdown are almost unbearable and where the risks of infection are greater. If that happens, the ecological damage will be grave.

In a hotter, wetter, harsher climate cities might offer a way out of the problem. As I show throughout the long history outlined in Metropolis, cities are resilient, adaptable entities capable of standing up to and responding to all kinds of disasters, and we are an adaptable, urban species long accustomed to the pressures and possibilities of city-living. And we had better carry on innovating. In the present century two-thirds of major metropolises with populations over 5 million, including Hong Kong, New York, Shanghai, Jakarta and Lagos, are under threat of rising sea levels; many more are baking as temperatures climb and suffering from destructive storms. Our cities are at the front line of looming environmental catastrophe; for that very reason they could be at the forefront of mitigating the effects of climate change. One of the most remarkable things about cities is their ability to metamorphose. Cities have adapted throughout history to climatic changes, shifting trade routes, changing technologies, wars, disease and political upheaval. The great pandemics of the nineteenth century, for instance, shaped modern cities because they forced developments in civil engineering, sanitation and urban planning. The pandemics of the twenty-first century will change cities in ways we cannot begin to imagine. By necessity they will adapt in an age of climate crisis.

What will that evolution look like? For as long as there have been cities, their size has been determined by the predominant mode of transport, external threats, the availability of resources and the price of adjacent agricultural land. For most of history, these factors restrained the growth of cities; only affluent and peaceful societies could spread their elbows. In this century, the threat to our security will not come from invading armies, but from an unstable climate. Densely populated cities with public transport lines, walkable neighbourhoods and a range of shops and services produce much less carbon dioxide and consume far fewer resources than sprawling settlements. Their compactness lessens, to an extent, the collision course with nature because they avoid the sins of sprawl. I am not suggesting we herd into city centres: clearly there is not enough room. What I am talking about is the urbanisation of metropolitan neighbourhoods – the suburbs and peripheral neighbourhoods – so that they take on the forms and functions, the density, diverse uses and spatial messiness associated with city centres.

During the lockdowns of 2020 urban density transformed from benefit to threat. Sociability – one of the joys of city-living – became something to be avoided at all costs as if one’s fellow citizens were deadly enemies. Rather than herd together, billions of people were ordered to move apart; city life was inverted. But the vulnerability of city populations to disease and the effects of lockdowns should not blind us to the fact that densification is a vital way of achieving environmental sustainability. Economists and city planners rightly praise the ‘clustering effect’ that has made modern metropolises so successful in the knowledge economy. But it works in many different ways, not just confined to tech start-ups. Compact urban areas spark all kinds of innovations and creativity, including at the neighbourhood level – the level not of high finance and technological wizardry, but of everyday life. History shows that much. In other words, functional and resourceful communities can help make cities more resilient precisely at a time when we need resilient, adaptable cities ready to face serious new challenges of climate change and pandemics. The energy of Dharavi, Lagos’s Otigba Computer Village and thousands more informal communities demonstrates that urban ingenuity at work every single day.

This kind of solution calls for an urbanisation of life on a truly massive scale. Above all it requires widening our imaginations to embrace the diversity of what cities can be. History is a vital way of opening our eyes to the full range of the urban experience.
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Dawn of the City

Uruk, 4000–1900 BC





Enkidu lives in harmony with nature. Strong as a ‘rock from the sky’ and possessing godlike beauty, his heart delights as he runs free with the wild animals. That is until he sees the naked figure of Shamat bathing at the waterhole. Entranced by his first sight of a woman, Enkidu makes love to Shamat for six days and seven nights.

Sated by their unbridled, rapturous sexual union, Enkidu attempts to return to the freedom of the wilderness. But his power over nature has faded. The beasts shun him; his strength is diminished; and he feels pangs of loneliness for the first time. Confused, he returns to Shamat. She tells her lover about her home, the fabled city of Uruk, a place of monumental buildings, shady palm groves and great throngs of humanity behind mighty walls. In the city men labour with their brains, not just their brawn. The people wear gorgeous clothing and every day there is a festival, when ‘drums rap out the beat’. And there are the most beautiful women in the world, ‘graced with charm and full of delights’. Shamat teaches Enkidu how to eat bread and drink ale. In the city, Shamat tells Enkidu, his godlike potential will be translated into real power. His hairy body shaved, his skin anointed with oils, and his nakedness concealed under costly garments, Enkidu sets off for Uruk. He has renounced the freedom and instincts of nature, drawn to the city by the lure of sex, food and luxury.

Cities from Uruk and Babylon to Rome, Teotihuacan and Byzantium, from Baghdad and Venice to Paris, New York and Shanghai, have bedazzled people as the idealised cities of the imagination made real, the pinnacles of human creativity. Enkidu represents mankind in a pristine state of nature, forced to choose between the freedom of the wild and the artificiality of the city. Shamat is the personification of sophisticated urban culture. Like her, such cities beguile and seduce; they promise the realisation of our powers and potential.1

The tale of Enkidu comes at the beginning of The Epic of Gilgamesh, humankind’s oldest surviving work of literature, its written form dating back to at least 2100 BC. The epic was the product of the literate, highly urbanised Sumerian people, who lived in Mesopotamia, now known as Iraq. Someone approaching Uruk for the first time at its height in about 3000 BC, like the fictional Enkidu, would have had their senses assaulted. With a population of between 50,000 and 80,000 and occupying three square miles, Uruk was the most densely populated place on the planet. Like an anthill, the city sat atop a mound created by generations’ worth of activity, layers of garbage and discarded building materials creating a man-made acropolis dominating the horizontal plains and visible for miles.

Long before reaching the city you would have become aware of its presence. Uruk had cultivated the surrounding area, harnessing the countryside to serve its needs. Hundreds of thousands of hectares of fields, artificially irrigated by ditches, produced the wheat, sheep and dates that fed the metropolis and the barley that provided beer for the masses.

Most stunning of all were the towering temples dedicated to the goddess of love and war, Eanna, and to Anu, god of the sky, constructed on gigantic platforms high above the city. Like the bell towers and domes of Florence or the forest of skyscrapers in twenty-first-century Shanghai, they were an unmistakable visual signature. Built with limestone and covered with gypsum plaster, Anu’s great White Temple reflected the light of the sun as impressively as any modern skyscraper. A beacon in the plains, it radiated a message of civilisation and power.

For the ancient Mesopotamians, the city represented humankind’s triumph over nature; the domineering artificial landscape made that strikingly clear. The city walls, studded with gates and projecting towers, were nine kilometres in circumference and seven metres tall. Enter through one of the gates and you would see immediately the way in which the city’s inhabitants had won their own victory over nature. Surrounding the city proper were neat gardens producing fruit, herbs and vegetables. An extensive network of canals brought water from the Euphrates to the heart of the city. A subterranean system of clay pipes discharged the waste of tens of thousands of people outside the walls. The gardens and date palms gave way in due course to the inner city. The labyrinths of narrow, twisting streets and alleys crowded with small, windowless houses might have looked horrendously cramped and offered few open spaces, but this layout was designed to create an urban microclimate in which the shade and breeze offered by the narrowness of the streets and the density of the housing mitigated the intensity of the Mesopotamian sun.2

Noisy, cramped, busy, Uruk and its sister cities in Mesopotamia were unique on the face of the earth. In a work of literature from about the same time as The Epic of Gilgamesh the author imagines the goddess Inana ensuring that


the warehouses would be provisioned; that dwellings would be founded in the city; that its people would eat splendid food; that its people would drink splendid beverages; that those bathed for holidays would rejoice in the courtyards; that the people would throng the places of celebration; that acquaintances would dine together; that foreigners would cruise together about like unusual birds in the sky … that monkeys, mighty elephants, water buffalo, exotic animals, as well as thoroughbred dogs, lions, mountain ibexes, and alum sheep with long wool would jostle each other in the public squares.



The writer goes on to portray a city with huge granaries for wheat and silos of gold, silver, copper, tin and lapis lazuli. All the good things of the world flowed to the city for the enjoyment of the people in this highly idealised account. Meanwhile, ‘inside the city tigi drums sounded; outside it, flutes and zamzam instruments. Its harbour where ships moored was full of joy.’3

‘Uruk’ means simply ‘the city’. It was the world’s first city and for over 1,000 years its most powerful urban centre. When people clustered into vast communities things changed with incredible velocity; the citizens of Uruk pioneered world-changing technologies and experienced radically new ways of living, dressing, eating and thinking. The invention of the city on the banks of the Euphrates and the Tigris unleashed a new, unstoppable force in history.



The end of the last Ice Age, approximately 11,700 years ago, profoundly altered human life on earth. Around the world, hunter-gatherer societies began to cultivate and domesticate wild crops that benefited from a warming planet. But it was in the Fertile Crescent – a semicircle that stretches from the Nile in the west through to the Persian Gulf in the east encompassing modern Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, Jordan, Iraq, the south-east part of Turkey and the western edge of Iran – that provided the most favourable area for agriculture. This relatively small region contained a wide range of topographies, climates and altitudes, which in turn provided extraordinary biodiversity. Most importantly for human societal development, it contained the wild progenitors of much of modern agriculture – emmer wheat, einkorn wheat, barley, flax, chickpea, pea, lentil and bitter vetch – and large mammals suitable for domestication: cows, goats, sheep and pigs. Within a few millennia the cradle of agriculture became the cradle of urbanisation.

Archaeological work began in 1994 at Göbekli Tepe (Pot-Belly Hill) in Turkey under the direction of Klaus Schmidt. An extensive ceremonial complex, consisting of massive T-shaped stone pillars arranged in circles, was uncovered. This impressive site was not built by an advanced and settled agricultural community. The great twenty-ton stones were quarried and carried to the hill 12,000 years ago (construction of Stonehenge, in contrast, began 5,000 years ago). The discovery overturned conventional thinking. Here was evidence that hunter-gatherers congregated and cooperated on a truly massive scale. It is estimated that 500 people from different bands or tribes had to work together to quarry and carry the limestone megaliths to the hill. Their motivation was the worship of god or gods unknown to us and the fulfilment of sacred duty. There is no evidence that anyone ever lived at Göbekli Tepe: this was a place of pilgrimage and worship.

In the conventional interpretation, it was believed that such achievements came only after a surplus of grain freed up a portion of the community from the burden of daily subsistence and allowed them to do specialised, non-productive tasks. That is to say, after the invention of agriculture and villages. But Göbekli Tepe turns that thinking on its head. The earliest builders and worshippers on the hilltop were sustained by an amazing abundance of game and plants. That profusion of wild food, when it coexisted with a sophisticated system of religion, encouraged Homo sapiens to make radical changes to ways of life and tribal structures that had existed for over 150,000 years.

The temple came before the farm; it might even have made the farm necessary to feed a settled population devoted to worship. Genetic mapping shows the first ever domesticated einkorn wheat strains originated from a site twenty miles from Göbekli Tepe some 500 years after work began on the sanctuary. By that time, T-shaped pillars had been erected on hilltops in the wider area, and villages were established near them.

Göbekli Tepe lay preserved for modern archaeologists because it was deliberately buried for some unknown reason in about 8000 BC. No other such attempts at monument-building on this scale were attempted until the construction of the Sumerian temples in southern Mesopotamia 5,000 years later. In the intervening millennia the human population of the Fertile Crescent experimented with new ways of living.

The Neolithic revolution was fast. In around 9000 BC most people in the Fertile Crescent lived off wild foods; by 6000 BC agriculture had become established in the region. Hunter-gatherer tribes, with their varied diets and mobile lifestyles, gave way over the course of many generations to settled farming communities dedicated to cultivating a handful of staples and stock. Jericho began as a camp built by people who combined hunting with the cultivation of wild grains; within 700 years it was home to several hundred people who farmed emmer wheat, barley and pulses; they were defended by a stout wall and a tower. Çatalhöyük in modern-day Turkey, with a population in the seventh millennium BC of between 5,000 and 7,000, was a supersized community in prehistoric terms.

But neither Jericho nor Çatalhöyük made the jump to become cities. They remained overgrown villages, lacking many of the characteristics and purpose that we associate with urbanisation. Cities were not the product, it seems, of favoured locations, with lush and productive fields and access to building materials. Perhaps the living was too good. The land provided all that these communities needed, and trade made up any deficiencies.

Cities first appeared in southern Mesopotamia, on the edge of the Fertile Crescent. There was a long-standing theory explaining why. Here the soil and climate are not so favourable. Rainfall is low; the land is dry and flat. Only by harnessing the waters of the Euphrates and Tigris rivers could the potential of this wasteland be unlocked. People collaborated on irrigation projects to bring water from the rivers to create fields. Suddenly the land could produce huge surpluses of grain. Cities, therefore, weren’t the product of temperate, bountiful environments, but of harsher zones that pushed ingenuity and cooperation to their limits. The world’s first cities were therefore born in southern Mesopotamia out of the human triumph over adversity. At the centre stood the temple, and a priestly and bureaucratic elite that coordinated the transformation of the landscape and the management of a heavily concentrated population.

It is a compelling theory. But like so many of our notions of the early development of civilisation, it has also recently been revolutionised. The conditions that nurtured the roots of the city were altogether damper and more egalitarian.

The Sumerians, and the peoples who came to share their religion, believed that the first city emerged from the primordial swamp. Their stories talked of a watery world, where people moved about by boat; their tablets depicted frogs, waterfowl, fishes and reeds. Today their cities are buried under sand dunes in a bleak, inhospitable desert far from the sea and major rivers. Early archaeologists simply did not believe the myth of the swampy birth of these desert cities. But the fable of the amphibious origins of the city accords with recent discoveries about the changing ecology of southern Mesopotamia.

Climate change helped initiate urbanisation. In the fifth millennium BC the Persian Gulf rose about two metres above its current level, the result of the Holocene climatic optimum during which global temperatures shot upwards and sea levels rose. The head of the Gulf intruded 200 kilometres further north than it does at present, covering the arid regions of southern Iraq with great expanses of marsh. These deltaic wetlands where the Tigris and Euphrates entered the Gulf became a magnet for migrants as soon as they were transformed by this altered climate. They contained a rich variety of easily obtainable, nutritious foodstuffs. The salt waters teemed with fish and molluscs; the lush vegetation on the banks of the rivulets and streams in the delta provided cover for game. This was not a place of one ecosystem, but of several. The verdant alluvial floodplain supported the cultivation of grains, and the semi-desert the herding of livestock. This delta sustained peoples who came from the various cultures of the Fertile Crescent; these incomers brought with them knowledge from the north about such things as mud brick building, irrigation and ceramic production. Settlers built villages on sandy turtleback islands in the swamp, making the land stable by constructing foundations of reeds reinforced with bitumen.4

Many millennia before, at Göbekli Tepe, foraging communities had taken advantage of their hunting paradise to construct something bigger than themselves. Something similar happened before 5400 BC on a sandbank beside a lagoon where the desert met the Mesopotamian marshes. Perhaps at first people saw this place as sacred because the lagoon was a life-giving force. The earliest signs of human life here, in the sandy island that would be called Eridu, were the bones of fish and wild animals as well as mussel shells, suggesting this holy spot was a place of ritual feasting. In time, a small shrine was built to worship the god of fresh water.

Over the generations, this primitive shrine was rebuilt, getting bigger and more sophisticated each time; eventually the temple rose above the landscape on a brick platform. The mixed bounty of wild and cultivated foods provided by the delta supported these ever more ambitious building projects. Eridu became venerated as the exact location where the world was created.

In the Sumerian belief system, the world was a chaos of water until the god Enki built a reed frame and filled it with mud. The gods could now take up their abode on the dry land created from reed and mud – in the same manner as the original marsh-dwellers had built their villages. Enki chose to found his temple at Eridu, where water became land. In order ‘to settle the gods in the dwelling of their hearts’ delight’ – in other words, their temples – Enki created mankind to serve them.

The marshes, sitting between the sea and the desert, represented the intersection of order and chaos, life and death. The amazing resources of the delta, an oasis amid hostile environments, fostered the belief that this was the most sacred place in the unfurling of divine creation. Yet for all the abundance it offered, this was a risky place to live. When the spring sun melted large volumes of snow in the faraway Armenian, Taurus and Zagros mountain ranges, rivers in the delta became unpredictable and dangerous. Villages of reed houses, and entire fields, could be swept away by violently shifting watercourses. At other times rapidly encroaching dunes buried the landscape in sand. The temple, standing firm on its terrace safe from the flood, must have been a potent symbol of permanence amid the capricious swirl of nature. Not only was Eridu the location where the world became manifest, but the temple came to be seen as the actual dwelling place of Enki. Brickwork needs constant maintenance, and so the people who worshipped at Eridu were yoked into helping Enki keep chaos at bay.5

These divine workers needed to be provisioned and housed in their turn, and some kind of priestly authority was required to distribute the rations. Workshops grew up round the temple to create the decorations suitable for the god’s house. Eridu never became a city. Sumerian myth explained why. Rather than share the gifts of civilisation and urbanisation, Enki selfishly kept them locked up in his temple. That was until Inanna, holy thief and goddess of love, sex, fertility and war, went by boat to Eridu and got Enki drunk. While Enki slept off his beer-drinking binge, Inanna stole the sacred knowledge and took it back across the brackish water to her own marshland island, Uruk. Back home, she unleashed the divine wisdom.

The tale mythologises what actually happened. Eridu inspired imitators; similar sacred sites appeared on island mounds in the swamp. At one man-made heap on the banks of the Euphrates a temple was built for Inanna. It was known as Eanna, the ‘House of Heaven’. Hard by stood another temple on a mound called Kullaba, the household of Anu, god of the sky. The peoples of the marsh began worshipping and settling at this site in about 5000 BC.

Over the next few centuries these two temple districts of Eanna and Kullaba were built and rebuilt, each time with vaster ambitions and ever more architectural daring. The two mounds some 800 metres apart fused together to create one large settled area, known as Uruk. While Eridu’s temple had been rebuilt successively along the same lines, the people of Uruk replaced it with something altogether bigger and more magnificent. This was a culture characterised by demolition and dynamism.

The driving force was a collective endeavour to create works of magnificence. The delta provided a natural surplus of food, liberating many bodies for the hard graft of construction, and brains to plan the public works. This watery environment also allowed for easy transport by boat. The wetlands provided the fuel for urbanisation; but propelling it forward was a powerful ideology. How else to explain the massive investment of physical labour and time? There was nothing utilitarian about the temple complexes of Eanna and Kullaba. The early temples resembled that at Eridu. But the builders of Uruk made spectacular leaps in architecture, developing entirely new techniques. They used rammed earth, waterproofed with bitumen, to make their platforms. They made foundations and walls with blocks of limestone (quarried over fifty miles from the city) and cast concrete. The adobe of the outer walls and columns was decorated with mosaics of geometric patterns made from millions of painted terracotta cones.

When work on a new temple commenced, the old one would be filled in with rubble. This would then form the core of the terrace upon which the next version would be built. These giant acropolises, true to the collective nature of their construction, were designed to be accessible, not remote from the populace. Huge processional staircases and ramps connected them to ground level; the main buildings were lined with rows of columns, opening their interiors to the world; they were surrounded by courtyards, walkways, terraces, workshops and irrigated gardens. These great edifices became the nucleus around which the city grew to an area of 400 hectares of packed narrow streets housing tens of thousands of citizens.6

But then in the second half of the fourth millennium BC southern Mesopotamia experienced another episode of rapid climate change. A quick increase in annual temperatures coupled with decreasing rainfall meant that the water levels of the two great rivers reduced. The shoreline of the Persian Gulf receded from its mid-Holocene peak. The marshes and rivulets that had given life to Uruk began to silt up and dry out.

The transformation of this landscape 5,000 years ago obscured for a long time the swampy origins of urbanisation. But looked at in a global context, and in light of some very recent discoveries, the Mesopotamian experience is far from unique. Where cities emerged in isolation, it was in the optimal conditions of the wetlands. The first urban centre in the Americas, San Lorenzo in modern-day Mexico, lay on raised ground overlooking a network of rivers that twisted through deltaic marshland to feed the Gulf of Mexico. Like the early builders of Eridu and Uruk, the Olmec people of San Lorenzo in the second millennium BC were fishermen and foragers, beneficiaries of their hot and humid aquatic environment; and like Eridu it was a cultic site, famous for its colossal stone heads of deities. The first cities that emerged in China during the Shang dynasty contemporaneously with the Olmecs (1700–1050 BC) did so in the marshy alluvial plain of the lower Yellow River. And in ancient Egypt, the great capital Memphis was founded at the point where the delta met the Nile. The story follows a similar trajectory in sub-Saharan Africa as well, where the earliest urbanisation occurred at Djenné-Djenno from around 250 BC in the swamplands of the inner Niger Delta in what is now Mali.7

The first cities did not emerge fully formed from the swamp, of course; nor did they occur without considerable interaction with other societies elsewhere. Rather, these enticing wetland niches sucked in people from different cultures; they brought with them building techniques, beliefs, tools, agriculture, crafts, trade and ideas. The changing climate made southern Mesopotamia the most densely populated place on earth.

In these wet and unpredictable environments, permanent cities were highly attractive propositions. They provided evidence of humankind’s triumph over nature. Eridu was created by a collision of belief and topography. The superabundant, nutritious, self-replenishing resources of the wetlands not only caused cities to come into being in the first place but provided them with the energy to become larger and more complex than any other settlements.8

When the environment radically changed in southern Mesopotamia, the lifestyles associated with the wetlands disappeared. However, by this time the urban civilisation was, after a millennium of development, mature. The retreat of the marshes left Uruk high and dry. But the history of urbanisation is in large part the adaptation of humans to their changing environment, and the adaptation of the environment by humans to serve their needs.

Deprived of their former way of subsistence, wetland farmers sought refuge in the city, resulting in an urbanised population in lower Mesopotamia of 90%. This large collection of people, with a long tradition of architecture and engineering, was able to overcome the challenge of climate change and exploit the new potential of the alluvial plains by constructing large-scale irrigation systems capable of feeding substantial populations. Agriculture came before the city, to be sure; but an agricultural revolution of this intensity was the product of the urban revolution.



*

A city is never merely a collection of buildings: it is not so much its physicality that differentiates it from other settlements as the human activities it incubates. In the city, people can take up professions impossible in the village or the farm. Uruk was known as ‘the smithy of the gods’, a place famous for its highly skilled goldsmiths, copper smelters, metallurgists and jewellers. A significant proportion of the population were skilled craftsmen working in diverse materials, including stone, metals and gemstones. The luxury raw materials needed by the big city were unavailable in the vicinity. Climate change, however, had done more than provide bounteous harvests. The channels of rivulets that had once snaked through the brackish marsh were converted into a network of urban canals that connected the city to that mighty conduit of trade, the Euphrates.9

The islands now known as Bahrain provided mother of pearl and rare seashells. Gold, silver, lead and copper came from eastern Anatolia, Iran and Arabia. Urukian craftsmen hungered after obsidian, quartz, serpentine, soapstone, amethyst, jasper, gypsum alabaster, marble and other attractive materials. From the mountains of Afghanistan and northern Pakistan, over 1,500 miles away, came the highly desirable deep blue lapis lazuli; carnelian and agate came from further away, in India. The houses of the gods demanded such lavish materials to embellish them. But mere mortals could also enjoy sumptuously decorated jewellery, weapons, drinking cups and vessels. They could also savour wine and oil, which arrived by the boatload.10

Ancient Uruk was carved into ad hoc districts, each characterised by a particular specialist occupation. Individuals and families worked in their courtyard homes or in workshops. The density of the housing and the city’s layout, with its cool, shaded streets, encouraged sociability and mingling – and with it an exchange of ideas, experimentation, collaboration and intense competition. Uruk’s fierce dynamism and fast growth owed much to its role as the generator of trade.

The Epic of Gilgamesh poses questions about the city that seem surprisingly modern. How and why did people choose to make Enkidu’s bargain, and settle in cities in the first place? And what price did they pay for exchanging primitive liberty for the comforts of the city? The invention of the city is comparatively recent and our experience of it represents a minuscule portion of our time on earth. Why exchange a free-ranging lifestyle for stasis in a congested built environment? How can a species that evolved over countless millennia for one environment adapt to another that is almost entirely different? And at what psychological cost?

The authors of The Epic of Gilgamesh asked themselves variants of these questions. Like many others throughout history, the half-mortal, half-divine king of Uruk Gilgamesh finds city life burdensome. He lords it over the people of the city with the energies of a wild bull. The wild man Enkidu was created by the gods as a companion to help tame Gilgamesh. In a way Enkidu and Gilgamesh form a duality – our rural, natural instinct at war with our civilised, urban self. Complementing each other’s strengths and energy, the urbane Gilgamesh and the savage Enkidu become firm friends. Enkidu encourages Gilgamesh to find an outlet for his passions by venturing hundreds of miles to the cedar forest on Mount Lebanon – the secret and forbidden seat of the gods – there to do battle with its monstrous giant guardian, Humbaba. A man can only truly be a man, we are told, when he pits himself against nature, far from the numbing luxuries of the city. The conquest of the forest will bring Gilgamesh the everlasting fame and honour that he craves.

It will also yield something else. Cities in southern Mesopotamia like Uruk lacked building materials, and the cedar of Mount Lebanon was a prized commodity for architects and builders. The roof of just one of Uruk’s numerous temples, for instance, required between 3,000 and 6,000 metres of timber. Gilgamesh and Enkidu set out to wage war on nature on behalf of the city. The newly civilised Enkidu vows to fell the most magnificent cedar and raft it hundreds of miles down the Euphrates. Back in the urban world, he will fashion it into a mighty temple door.

The heroes succeed in defeating and slaying the giant, and in felling a marvellous crop of cedars for the city. Puffed up with pride, however, the heroic pair further offend the gods. Gilgamesh spurns the sexual advances of a goddess, who retaliates by sending the Bull of Heaven to destroy Uruk and kill Gilgamesh. But Gilgamesh and Enkidu slay the beast. That final act of hubris really enrages the gods; they strike Enkidu down with illness.

As he lies dying, Enkidu curses Shamat, the harlot who seduced him away from his free and happy life in nature. He curses the door he made from the sacred cedar tree. The decision he made to trade the natural life for the civilised one has sapped his strength and made him weak.11

Cities have been deadly killers. A city like Uruk, with tons of human and animal waste being discharged into open, stagnant water, might appear to be purpose-built specifically for the benefit of microbes. In industrial Manchester and Chicago in the nineteenth century, 60% of infants died before their fifth birthday and life expectancy was twenty-six, compared to figures of 32% and forty in the countryside. Throughout most of history, cities have been places to escape from. In the twentieth century in the United States and Europe there was headlong flight from the crime-ridden, cramped city to the promised land of leafy suburbia. In the 1990s, after decades of urban crisis, 60% of New Yorkers and 70% of Londoners reported that they would rather live elsewhere. Recent investigations using MRI scans to understand the neural processes associated with urban life showed that those brought up amid the social stresses of the frenetic city environment have reduced grey matter in the right dorsolateral prefrontal cortex and in the perigenual anterior cingulate cortex. These are key regions of the brain that regulate our ability to process emotions and stress. The city rewires our brain: urbanites therefore are much more likely to suffer from mood and anxiety disorders than those in the countryside. Crime, disease, death, depression, physical decay, poverty and overcrowding have oftentimes made the city a place to suffer and survive as you can.12

Until medicine and sanitation improved in the twentieth century, cities needed a constant stream of incomers to sustain the population and make up for those (mainly babies, infants and children) lost to diseases. Like so many others, Enkidu discovers the high price to be paid for entering the city. His death breaks the heart of his beloved comrade, Gilgamesh. The distraught hero now sees the city as representing not the pinnacle of human achievement, but death. He renounces Uruk and seeks solace in nature, roaming the wilderness dressed in the skins of wild animals in imitation of his dead friend.

Gilgamesh believes he can cheat death by seeking oneness with nature. His quest for eternal life takes him to the edge of the world, in search of Utnapishtim. Back in the mists of time, the god Enlil had become annoyed by the noise and din of humans in their cities; seeking peace and quiet, he sent a great flood to wipe them out. The plan was thwarted by another god, Enki, who ordered Utnapishtim to build a great ark and fill it with his family along with seeds and pairs of animals. When the flood abated, the survivors were allowed to repopulate the planet because the gods discovered that without people to serve them they went hungry. In return for preserving life, Utnapishtim and his wife were granted immortality; Gilgamesh wants to learn their secret. After many adventures, Gilgamesh arrives at Utnapishtim’s dwelling. There the hero is eventually taught the painful lesson that death is an unavoidable condition of life.

The epic began with a hymn of praise to Uruk. By its end, Gilgamesh has come full circle. After the rigours of his quest and his rejection of civilisation he returns to his city and finally arrives at true understanding. Individuals may be fated to die, but the collective powers of humankind live on through the buildings they construct and the knowledge they engrave on tablets of clay. Gilgamesh builds great walls for Uruk and uses the written word (itself invented in Uruk) to tell posterity his story. Both the walls and the epic are eternal monuments that guarantee him the immortality he so desperately sought in the wilderness.

Even though he travelled to the ends of the earth, Uruk’s magnetic power pulls him back: the city has become the controlling force of human destiny. As the epic closes Gilgamesh proudly invites the ferryman who has carried him back home from the end of the world to ‘walk the walls of Uruk … what human could ever equal them? Go up, go on; walk around – look at the foundations. Are they not magnificent? Didn’t the Seven Sages themselves lay it all out?’13

Gilgamesh comes back from the edge of the world to remind the citizens of Uruk that their city was a gift from the gods and the finest thing created in the world: his quest ultimately serves to renew faith in urban life.

Sumerian deities did not reside in springs or woodland glades or in the clouds, but in the heart of real, physical cities like Uruk. The Sumerians were the people chosen to live with the gods in their hyper-advanced cities while the rest of humanity plodded on as fur-clad nomads or subsistence farmers. For all the strains of city-living, urbanites enjoyed the bounty of the gods – the written word, for example, as well as a host of privileges such as beer, exotic foods, technologies, luxury goods and sumptuous artworks.

For the Sumerians, the city and humanity were created at the same time, at the moment the world was born. There was no Garden of Eden; the city was paradise, not punishment, a bastion against the unpredictability of nature and the savagery of other humans. That belief in the divine origin of cities gave their urban civilisation a truly remarkable durability.14

In all of the locations where urbanisation first emerged, cities were planned as a way of aligning human activities with the underlying order and energies of the universe. Early Chinese cities, ordered as a square divided into nine smaller squares with a street plan orientated to the points of the compass, mirrored the geometry of heaven. In cities as in heaven, divine energy (qi) radiated from the centre to the periphery. This pattern endured in China from the second or first millennium BC to AD 1949, when the People’s Republic was declared. Mayan cities aligned their street plans with the equinox, harnessing the sacred powers of the universe by replicating the pattern of the stars. These were not merely sacred sites: as with Mesopotamian metropolises, they were the place where mortals connected directly with the gods. That impulse to construct an ordered simulacrum of the heavens – an organised structure that tamed the primeval forces of chaos – partly accounts for why peoples, in different parts of the world, independently began to build settlements.

Cities are big, impersonal and alienating. They rely on cooperation between thousands (and later millions) of unknown individuals; their density and scale push our ability to tolerate strangers to the limit. They are vulnerable to famine, disease and war. They needed brutal forms of compulsion to build walls and temples, dig and maintain irrigation systems. They should not work.

But they do, emphatically so. The history of Uruk and the reasons for the birth of the first cities point a way to the answer as to why this is so. The Mesopotamian urban civilisation that Uruk kick-started lasted for close to 4,000 years, surviving wars, environmental disasters and economic collapses; it witnessed the rises and falls of numerous empires and kingdoms, long outliving these mighty creations. Such a civilisation depended less upon the resilience of its buildings than the robustness of its ideology. Living in a city is hard work and profoundly unnatural. The legend of Gilgamesh was one of the stories urbanites told themselves through the generations to remind themselves of the power and potency of their cities. City-living – a lifestyle denied to most of humanity – was a divine privilege, not a curse.



*

A city with so many needs and so few resources needed to pay its way. Throughout the so-called ‘Uruk Period’ during the span of the fourth millennium BC, artefacts from Uruk became commonplace throughout Mesopotamia, Anatolia, Iran, Syria and as far as Pakistan. The city traded costly luxury items produced by its skilled master craftsmen. But it also exported utilitarian items. Because of its large population and adoption of new technologies, Uruk was able to do this on a hitherto impossible scale using the first techniques of mass production.

A number of trenches and pits found in Uruk indicate a large-scale copper foundry that would have employed about forty people. Many of the city’s female citizens wove wool into quality textiles using horizontal ground looms, a method that allowed them to maintain a high level of output. Uruk’s community of potters deployed two crucial innovations: the Mesopotamian beehive kiln and the fast potters’ wheel. The kiln provided much higher firing temperatures, while protecting pots from the flames. In earlier times, potters used a turntable, a stone disk fitted into a low pivot that was moved by hand. In the Uruk period, a flywheel was set in motion by a stick or by foot; the flywheel was connected by an axle to an upper working wheel, upon which the clay was thrown. This technology allowed Urukians to make pots faster and to a much higher grade. They produced fine-textured, lightweight dinnerware for the luxury market. But they were also able to pump out large amounts of coarser wares, such as standardised pots and the large storage jars that made bulk exports possible.

This rapid series of inventions and refinements was possible when humans clustered in a dense, competitive environment. Innovation begat innovation. The high temperature of the potters’ kiln was used for experiments in metallurgy and chemical processes. Mesopotamian boatmen were the first to use a sail. It is a memorable and counter-intuitive fact that the invention of the city came long before the invention of the wheel. In fact, the city in all probability created the need and provided both the technology and collective brainpower to make the wheel/axle combination possible. Uruk had trained carpenters with the finesse and the latest cast-copper tools to fine-chisel perfectly round holes and axles. Urukians also had the need to make large quantities of pots in order to exchange for precious materials and convey their exports.

Information was being shared across huge distances: wheels from load-bearing carts have been found in Ukraine, Poland, the Caucasus and Slovenia as well as the urban heartland of south-west Asia. It is no surprise that the fourth millennium BC saw an upsurge in technological development and the diffusion of ideas across landmasses. The far-flung networks of trade that radiated out across the wider region were vectors of ideas. Merchants from Uruk travelled along these routes, setting up trading stations in the areas in which they procured their materials and sold their wares. With them came not only the allure of wealth, but radical ideas about how to live.

The breakthrough at Uruk stimulated many imitators who leapt on the bandwagon of urbanisation. To the north-west of Uruk there were already towns of varying population densities: Jericho, Çatalhöyük and Tell Brak are the best examples of sizeable settlements. But Uruk was of an entirely different order. At numerous sites in modern Iraq, Iran, Turkey and Syria archaeologists find temples and public buildings built on the Urukian model and with the materials pioneered in Uruk. In the fertile plains in southern Mesopotamia dozens of new cities were started from scratch, some of which would, in time, rival and exceed Uruk – cities such as Ur, Kish, Nippur, Umma Lagash and Shuruppak. If Uruk was an experiment in how humans might live and thrive together, it proved highly attractive. People adopted Uruk’s religious ideology, its dietary habits and social structures. Like a mighty seed head, Uruk broadcast its culture over a huge distance. It was the mother city, the world’s original metropolis.15

This is not now a tale of one city, but of a network of interconnected cities, sharing a common culture and a system of trade. A constellation of urbanised settlements multiplied the opportunities for interaction and the cross-fertilisation of ideas and technologies. And with this increasing complexity of human activity came developments every bit as significant as the wheel.

The evidence for Uruk’s cultural influence comes in two main forms. The so-called bevel-rim bowl’s crudeness indicates the speed with which it was mass-produced, not to say its disposability. Tossed aside after use, it is the prehistoric version of a cardboard coffee cup. Made in Uruk, the bevel-rim bowl is found in innumerable quantities at sites across south-west Asia.

The bowls were of a standard size and shape. Their use is hotly debated. It seems certain that their original function was religious. Filled with foodstuffs or beer, they
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