
[image: Cover: The Mesopotamian Riddle: An Archaeologist, a Soldier, a Clergyman, and the Race to Decipher the World’s Oldest Writing, by Joshua Hammer. New York Times bestselling author of The Bad-Ass Librarians of Timbuktu. “An advenure tale for puzzle lovers and Indiana Jones fans alike.” —The Washington Post.]



[image: The Mesopotamian Riddle: An Archaeologist, a Soldier, a Clergyman, and the Race to Decipher the World’s Oldest Writing, by Joshua Hammer. Simon & Schuster Paperbacks. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




In memory of my father, Richard Hammer, who inspired me to go places and to write about them




[image: Image]




TIMELINE

All dates BCE


	4500–4000 Settlements form along the Lower Euphrates River.
The region will become known as Sumer.


	3400 The first protowriting appears in the Sumerian city of Uruk

	2000 The people of Sumer are pushed aside by invaders, who will become the Babylonians and Assyrians

	1900 Ashur, the capital of Assyria, is founded

	1220 Babylon falls under Assyrian domination

	1115–1076 Reign of Tiglath-Pileser I, who expands the empire to the Mediterranean Sea

	884–859 Rule of Ashurnasirpal II, who establishes his capital at Kalhu (Nimrud)

	841 First evidence of the Kingdom of Israel paying tribute to Assyria

	722–705 Reign of Sargon II, who completes the conquest of the Kingdom of Israel and moves the capital to Dur-Sharrukin

	705–681 Reign of Sennacherib, who moves the capital to Nineveh and launches the Samaria campaign, but fails to take Jerusalem

	681–669 Reign of Esarhaddon, conqueror of Egypt

	668–627 Rule of Ashurbanipal, last great king of Assyria, and plunderer of Babylon

	612 Medes and Babylonians invade Assyria, destroy Nineveh, Nimrud, Ashur, and Dur-Sharrukin, and bring down the Assyrian Empire

	538 Cyrus the Great, first king of the Achaemenid Empire, conquers Babylon

	330 Alexander the Great and his army destroy Persepolis, putting an end to the Achaemenid Empire






PREFACE

QAL’AT SHERQAT,

NORTHERN MESOPOTAMIA, 1853

The mound stood on a bluff high above a bend in the river. Excavation teams had peeled off densely packed layers of wind-borne sand, exposing an ancient field of stonework and mud-brick masonry. Fragments of human-headed lions and bulls and smashed bas-reliefs lay strewn across the ruins, evidence that the city had come to some apocalyptic end.

As the sun rose over a landscape of riverine tamarisk trees, thorn bushes, and desert grass, workmen gathered around a square brick platform at the center of the mound. Once, experts believed, it had been the foundations of a temple or a palace. Inscribed relics had been discovered buried deep beneath structures such as this one. One theory held that the ancients had planted them there like time capsules, preserving royal annals for future monarchs to discover. Or perhaps they were messages to be read only by the gods.

Carrying pickaxes and shovels, faces covered with handkerchiefs to protect themselves from dust, the workmen positioned themselves at a corner of the platform and began to dig. They burrowed with difficulty through the concrete-like material, keeping watch all the while for anything unusual camouflaged amid the dun-colored brick.

Four feet below the surface, they had still found nothing. Six feet down, they gazed into an empty hole. But at eight feet, an object caught their attention.

It was a terra-cotta octagon, about the size of a coffeepot. Some pieces had broken off, and a portion had crumbled into powder. A scribe had gouged hundreds of tiny signs into each of its eight sides, squeezed so close together that the markings could barely be distinguished by the naked eye. The diggers clustered around the artifact in curiosity. Its arrowhead-like characters surely conveyed a message: a glimpse of life early in recorded history, when men first formed sophisticated urban centers, made observations of the heavens, and produced an outpouring of written accounts to explain the world. But over the thousands of years that the cylinder had been sealed in darkness, empires had risen and fallen, conquering armies had swept across the land, 150 generations had lived and died, and the meaning of the markings had been lost.

The lead archaeologist—born just miles away, and now one of a handful of men engaged in a race to unearth the secrets of his mysterious forebears—cradled the pieces. He observed how the fragments fit together and noted the deep gouges in the hardened clay.

Who, he wondered, would induce it to tell its stories?




PROLOGUE [image: ] A CONTEST ON NEW BURLINGTON STREET

On a late-summer day in 1856, a letter carrier for metropolitan London’s Post Office stepped from a mail coach in front of a three-story town house in Mayfair. Crossing the threshold, the courier—nattily attired in a black-silk top hat, scarlet frock coat, black-and-white-checkered vest, and dark gray trousers—handed a wax-sealed envelope to a clerk. The missive was addressed to Edwin Norris, the secretary of the Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland.

The anonymous postman had no way of knowing that the envelope he was bearing would help rewrite the story of civilization’s origins and ignite a neck-and-neck contest for international renown. At stake: the immortality conferred on those who make once-in-a-century intellectual breakthroughs.

Though none had written the letter, three men—driven by boundless curiosity, a love of risk, and the distinctive demons of aspiration and ambition—were most responsible for making the contest possible.

One, Austen Henry Layard, was the son of an English colonial civil servant. At age twenty-two, he had fled the drudgery of clerkship tasks in his uncle’s law office for a life of adventure on the lawless backroads of the Ottoman Empire. Bandits robbed him three times and once left him to wander half-naked and barefoot through the desert. He joined a rebellious mountain tribe in Persia and spied in the Balkans for the British ambassador in Constantinople. At last he reached the mounds of Mesopotamia, where he transformed himself into the most celebrated archaeologist of the age.
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Victorian postman on his rounds



Henry Creswicke Rawlinson, living in the shadow of a rich and influential father and an accomplished older brother, had decided that he could carve out his own identity only in exile. As a twenty-three-year-old military officer of the East India Company, he found himself in Persia. There he demonstrated a flair for languages, a skill at scaling heights in search of millennia-old inscriptions, and a powerful yearning, he confided to his sister, to do something to attract the world’s attention. In his early thirties, he deciphered the writing of the ancient Persian Empire. The achievement, considered as fantastic in his time as mapping mitochondrial DNA in ours, brought Rawlinson his first taste of fame. And more dead languages were waiting to be understood.

Finally, there was Edward Hincks, a country parson in a remote corner of Ireland: brilliant, tormented by crippling anxiety and the specter of financial ruin, hungry for peer recognition of his linguistic gifts, and principled to a fault. Huddled for endless hours over his desk in his rectory, Hincks had tested his formidable intellect and escaped his many troubles by translating obscure texts written in Egyptian hieroglyphs and ancient Hebrew. Eventually he set his sights on the most tantalizing prize of them all.

By 1856 the paths of these three men had converged in a sometimes friendly, often combustible pas de trois. Now, with Layard watching from a judicious distance, Hincks and Rawlinson were about to become the prime contestants in a challenge to determine, once and for all, whether the oldest writing system in the world could be deciphered. However esoteric this might sound, the question was the subject of intense public debate in capitals on both sides of the Atlantic. For mid-nineteenth-century Britons, proving that this elusive script could be understood meant pulling back the curtain on a distant, vanished, yet hauntingly familiar world, one that had given birth to humanity’s modern mind.



Until the 1840s, few people had known anything about the great civilizations that had begun their rise along the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers about 2000 BCE and endured for more than 1500 years. Assyria and its vassal state (and sometime rival) Babylon had once dominated the Near East and beyond. Classical writers described Assyria, which reached its zenith about 700 BCE, as the first true empire; the ancient Greek historian Herodotus wrote that Babylon “surpasses in splendor any city in the known world.” But a coalition of enemies had destroyed Assyria in the late seventh century BCE, and Babylon was neglected, ransacked, and left to die out five hundred years later. “Today the greatest world city of antiquity is a mound of desert earth,” one theologian wrote. By the mid-1800s, these societies had been almost entirely forgotten. At the British Museum, the world’s preeminent repository of antiquities, the relics of Assyria and Babylon, including writings inscribed on clay bricks and stone, filled one three-foot-by-three-foot-by-three-foot cabinet.

But the excavations of Pompeii and Herculaneum in the mid-1700s had inspired a new science: investigating antiquity by digging objects out of the earth. And Layard was its most spectacularly successful practitioner. Enduring lethal epidemics, stultifying heat, vermin-infested camps, and the hostility of Ottoman authorities, he made a series of remarkable discoveries beginning in the mid-1840s: 2,500-year-old Assyrian palaces paneled with exquisite alabaster bas-reliefs and guarded by stone gods and monsters. In vivid and often shocking detail, the friezes depicted corpse-covered battlefields, battering-ram-wielding soldiers breaking down city ramparts, archers in stallion-drawn chariots, lines of bedraggled captives, vassals bearing tributes, kings attended by a retinue of eunuchs, and royal lion hunts in the bush. Unreadable inscriptions swirled around the carvings. Layard and his protégé, a Christian Arab from Mosul named Hormuzd Rassam, had also recently unearthed thousands of inscribed clay tablets in the royal library of the burned Assyrian capital, Nineveh: the tablets seemed to be filled with information about astronomy, medicine, religion, politics, laws, and everyday life.



The rediscovery of this lost civilization, which had controlled the Near East like no other empire before or since, seized the public’s imagination. Hundreds of thousands of people flocked to the Crystal Palace in south London in 1854 to gaze at the “Nineveh Court,” a fanciful reinvention of the royal palace, with lotus gardens, multicolored bas-reliefs, and blue-headed bull capitals perched atop Doric columns. Newspapers chronicled the arrival in England of giant winged lions and other stone colossi that testified to Assyria’s artistic mastery and rich mythology. “The monuments [Layard] has sent home from the plains of Assyria… excited a livelier interest than anything else I saw in the Museum,” proclaimed an American visitor in the Natchez Courier in Mississippi. “There they are, disinterred from the oblivion of ages, the last survivors, the sole historic monuments of Nineveh, her kings, and her people, and her glory!”

For the first time, too, museumgoers and newspaper readers could examine large samples of the vanished civilization’s writing, which had predated Egyptian hieroglyphs by centuries. Assyrian and Babylonian scribes had ingeniously utilized the thick stem of a reed that grows in the wetlands of the Middle East, the Arundo donax, and split these stalks to create a trapezoidal tip. Then they pressed signs into damp clay and fired the inscribed tablets in a kiln, making them almost indestructible. Over time, scribes also carved the characters into copper and stone.

Cuneiform (the term derives from the Latin cuneus, or “wedge,” referring to the characters’ distinctive shape) lacked the beauty of hieroglyphs. One jokester would say that the signs looked like “what you might get if a flock of birds with obsessive-compulsive disorder took a walk across wet clay.” But the writing system had taken over the ancient world. From Mesopotamia, cuneiform had traveled east to the Kingdom of Elam, on the plains of Persia. The Kingdom of Urartu, southeast of the Black Sea and dominated by the biblical Mount Ararat (where Noah’s ark came to rest after the flood), adopted the writing for its language isolate, as did the Hittite Empire, an Indo-European power in Anatolia (present-day Turkey) that had reached its zenith during the mid-fourteenth century BCE. A simplified form took hold in Ugarit, a prosperous city-state on the Mediterranean coast, and finally in the Persian-speaking Achaemenid Empire, which, under Kings Cyrus, Darius, and Xerxes, had ruled Central Asia and parts of Africa and Europe from the sixth century to the fourth century BCE.

The wedge-based script endured for some 2,500 years. But papyrus gradually supplanted clay, new scripts made cuneiform obsolete, and the fifteen languages that used it died out. (The last datable cuneiform tablet is an astronomical almanac predicting the appearances of stars, planets, and other heavenly bodies inscribed around 79 CE; it was found in the early 1900s in Southern Mesopotamia.) By the second century CE, knowledge of the phonetic values and meaning of the characters had faded away.

In the 1820s the Englishman Thomas Young and his rival, the Frenchman Jean-François Champollion, had solved the riddle of the hieroglyphs. Scholars could now read the love poetry and funerary texts of the ancient Egyptians, study the military campaigns of the pharaohs, and learn how the dwellers along the Nile treated toothaches, performed surgeries, and measured time. With Layard’s finds, the public now clamored for linguists to unravel the mysteries of cuneiform too. Believers were thrilled by the possibility that the royal annals of Nineveh, Nimrud (another destroyed Assyrian capital), and Babylon might corroborate tales from the Old Testament. The Hebrew Prophets had described Assyria’s deportation of the ten Jewish tribes from Samaria in 721 BCE and the siege of Jerusalem twenty years later. Unfortunately, these accounts weren’t corroborated by any other surviving records, which made them suspect to nineteenth-century historians. At a time when atheists, agnostics, and other skeptics were casting doubt on Scripture, the writing on the walls could turn out to be nothing less than proof of the veracity of the word of God.

Cuneiform also dangled the possibility of peering back even further in time. New excavations along the Euphrates River in Southern Mesopotamia had turned up tablets written in cuneiform that appeared to predate the finds at Nineveh by nearly 2,000 years, originating around 2500 BCE. The characters were familiar, but the language seemed different. If this far more ancient script were deciphered, it would offer insights into the very cradle of civilization—a place nearly as remote from the time of Assyria and Babylon as those city-states were from the Victorian era. In this flat, fertile zone humans established the first permanent communities, developed agriculture, scratched out pictures of objects that became writing, and slowly organized themselves into the types of complex hierarchical societies that remain recognizable today. Here also lay the supposed birthplace of Abraham, who had founded a new nation in the land of Canaan around 2100 BCE. Could it truly be possible to read records preserved from this distant time?



After going down blind alleys and stumbling into dead ends for years, Rawlinson and Hincks both claimed by the 1850s to be making great progress understanding the “arrowhead script.” Academics, literary journals, and the public marveled at their apparent insights. But there was a problem. The rival philologists concurred on one thing: the writing of Babylon and Assyria was bewilderingly complex. Its most striking characteristic was what was called polyphony: many characters, they maintained, could be read in six, seven, even eight different ways.

Critics reacted “with shouts of incredulity,” wrote the Oxford historian A. H. Sayce. Under the supposed rules of the Assyrian and Babylonian script, the Dublin University Magazine declared, “[a] modern decipherer could… make out any proposed name whatever from any assigned group of [characters].” Charles Wall, a professor of Hebrew at Trinity College Dublin, analyzed the signs said to make up the name of the Babylonian king who had captured Jerusalem in 597 BCE and marched the Jews into captivity. “[T]he various values capable of being assigned to the eight characters which are supposed to form the name of Nebuchadnezzar,” he had calculated, “are such that the word might be read 393,216 different ways.”

The American newspaper The National Era, founded in 1847 by the abolitionist editor Gamaliel Bailey, suggested that the so-called experts were perpetrating a hoax to cover up their befuddlement: “[I]t has now come to a question whether this system of translations be not altogether arbitrary, or, in a word, no translation at all,” the journal proclaimed. The French Academy in Paris, it reported, “laughs at all decipherments, and treats the so-called translations as pure quackery.”

Some academics were convinced that the writing would never be cracked. History is filled with examples of dead scripts that couldn’t be deciphered, leaving their creators a blank slate. The Phaistos Disc, a fired-clay plate from a Bronze Age palace in Crete, contains forty-five distinct pictograms—a plumed head, a bell, a building shaped like a beehive—in a 242-character text that spirals across the surface like the pattern of a nautilus. The inscription has mystified philologists for more than a century.

At least one hundred would-be decipherers have offered theories about the Indus script, created by a proto-Indo-European civilization in what is now Pakistan and northwest India around 2500 BCE. Some have linked the writing, found on stone seals and pottery, to the still-undeciphered rongorongo runes on Easter Island. The celebrated Egyptologist Sir Flinders Petrie surmised that the seals were the stamps of high officials. One, he claimed, meant “the agent of the registrar of timber,” another “the agent of irrigated land.” None of this proved to be anything more than wild conjecture, and the writing remains an enigma. Was cuneiform destined for the same fate?



In 1854, a unique opportunity presented itself. Austen Layard’s protégé, Rassam, had discovered a relic buried beneath a temple in what was believed to be the oldest Assyrian capital, Ashur, in the semi-desert forty miles south of Rassam’s hometown of Mosul. Nineteen inches tall and 2.5 inches wide, the octagonal column, known as a “prism,” was inscribed with eight hundred lines of tiny cuneiform characters. It was believed to date to 1100 BCE—around the time that war was raging between the Trojans and the Greeks, and the prophet Samuel led the Israelites to victory against the Philistines. The mystifying cylinder was now in the custody of the British Museum. Rawlinson, who had close ties to the museum, was working on an official translation; the institution planned to publish it as soon as it was done.

As Rawlinson proceeded, a wealthy inventor with a passion for intellectual puzzles burst onto the scene. William Henry Fox Talbot had made his name two decades earlier by devising a method for fixing images from life onto chemically treated, light-sensitive paper. The breakthrough had earned him the title—shared with the Frenchman Louis-Jacques-Mandé Daguerre—the “father of photography.” Talbot had lately devoted himself to a new enthusiasm: Assyro-Babylonian decipherment. He was pained to think that some of his peers were dismissing it as “quackery.” Nearing sixty, he was determined to put doubts to rest about the passion that was consuming him in semi-retirement.

Talbot dispatched a letter—the letter that would change everything—to the Royal Asiatic Society, one of the leading research institutions of the day, offering to send in his own translation and have a panel of judges compare his with Rawlinson’s. If the versions turned out to be identical or even close, he wrote from his estate, Lacock Abbey, a former nunnery 85 miles west of London that Henry VIII had confiscated and sold to one of Talbot’s ancestors, “it must indicate that they have Truth for their basis.” After a negotiation with Rawlinson and the British Museum, Talbot received a lithograph copy of the inscriptions in January 1857 and got to work.

Six weeks later, Talbot placed six notebooks in an envelope, sealed the package with wax, and dispatched it to the Royal Asiatic Society in Mayfair. To assure the public that he had prepared it “before the appearance of Sir H Rawlinson’s translation,” Talbot gave instructions to the society’s secretary, Edwin Norris, to guard it. “Our next meeting is on the 21st… when I shall have much pleasure in presenting your sealed packet to the meeting of Council,” Norris wrote back on March 13. “I will then lock it up in a strong box, of which I keep the key.”

Eight days later, on March 21, two dozen members of the society converged on 5 New Burlington Street for their regular Saturday conclave. Hansom cabs clattered along the narrow lane, a few blocks east of Grosvenor Square, depositing the men before a three-story town house designed in the early eighteenth century by Nicholas Hawksmoor, a partner of Sir Christopher Wren. A discreet brass nameplate on the front door identified the building as the society’s headquarters. They filed through the spacious interior, checked their topcoats and hats, and made their way to a ground-floor gallery.

Sitting in the room that afternoon was another man whose name would soon be linked to Rawlinson’s and Talbot’s by history: a thirty-one-year-old classicist and adventurer named Jules Oppert. Oppert was a descendant of Samuel Oppenheimer, a wealthy Jewish banker in Hamburg and the financier of the seventeenth-century Holy Roman emperor Leopold I. After being denied a position at German universities because of institutional antisemitism, Oppert had joined a three-year French archaeological expedition in Babylon and Northern Mesopotamia. Now his was a star on the rise. “His spontaneous wit, his extraordinary memory, and ready erudition… made companionship with him a delight,” gushed a Times correspondent. The charming Parisian boulevardier asked if he could undertake a translation as well. “By affording three independent versions of the same document,” he argued, an agreement among the decipherers could be even more persuasive.

But what about Edward Hincks? The churchman’s fraught relationship with Henry Rawlinson had been marked by backstabbing, filched notebooks, accusations of stolen credit, withering reviews, infuriating discrepancies, and a snub by the British Museum that had cost Hincks a good part of his livelihood. Carrying a perennial chip on his shoulder, Hincks could be cantankerous and sharp-tongued, especially if he felt he wasn’t being treated with sufficient respect. Determined to give the man his due, Edwin Norris recommended that the society dispatch lithographs of the texts at once to the reclusive pastor at his rectory in the village of Killyleagh, south of Belfast. It would be impolite to leave him out.

And so, after a decades-long saga of global adventures, near-death experiences, and eureka moments, the hour of reckoning was at hand. Now Rawlinson, Hincks, Talbot, Oppert, and eager bystanders—philologists, historians, theologians, literary editors, and other enthusiasts from London to Paris to New York—would discover whether the secrets of the most powerful ancient empire could be verifiably understood. And yet what the four would be undertaking wasn’t any ordinary race to the finish line. To convince the public that their translations weren’t hoaxes, they’d all have to be right. Each still hoped to be the most right, but each knew that his competitors couldn’t be far behind, or his brilliance would be laughed off as a scam.

The stakes, they knew, were huge: A positive outcome had the potential not only to silence doubters and immortalize their names in the field of linguistic archaeology but also to confirm their insights into the thoughts, myths, preoccupations, calculations, and achievements of some of the first literate human beings in history. Failure would leave the scholars humiliated before their peers, their government—Queen Victoria’s husband, Prince Albert, was a principal patron of the Royal Asiatic Society—and a global public. They would have to accept that they’d been fooling themselves for years—in Rawlinson’s case, for decades. Deciphering these characters had become his life.

Now that two more decipherers had been added to the challenge, Norris proposed a deadline for all the submissions two months away, at which point a panel of judges “whose names it was thought would command general respect” would compare the four translations. Norris fixed another meeting of the Royal Asiatic Society for Wednesday, May 20, when the four sealed packets would be opened before witnesses and the “literary inquest” could take place.

The game was on.




CHAPTER ONE [image: ] RAWLINSON

On an early July day in 1827, dozens of cadets stood on the deck of the Neptune in Portsmouth Harbour, excited and, in many cases, filled with trepidation about the voyage that lay ahead. Resplendent in red jackets with golden-tasseled epaulets and white trousers, the young men took the measure of one another and of the ship that would be their home for the next four months: a six-gun, three-mast, triple-deck East Indiaman merchant vessel chartered by the East India Company. Each had come with a steamer trunk packed with the requisite items for his new life, including black silk neckerchiefs; kid gloves; merino jackets; dressing gowns; a sword with a sword bag; toothbrushes and powder; a telescope; and a copy of John Doyle’s Military Catechism for the Use of Young Officers and Serjeants of Infantry. And each had come with his own motives for traveling to a distant and potentially dangerous land: the promise of adventure, the pride of sharing in a patriotic enterprise, the prospect of making a fortune. Most had never left home before. None could be certain he would see England again.

Standing on a dock at the edge of the harbor, Henry Creswicke Rawlinson waited for the launch that would carry him to the Neptune. Seventeen years old, broad-shouldered, with long brown hair, dark eyes, and a pointed chin, the man who would become known as one of history’s greatest scholar-adventurers scanned the dozen ships moored offshore. Rawlinson had spent the previous day at a racetrack in the Cotswolds, cheering on his father’s Thoroughbreds, before receiving word from a messenger that the Neptune had embarked early from London and was on its way down the Thames to make a short stop at Portsmouth. With little time to spare, Rawlinson had ridden first to London for some last-minute provisioning, then galloped much of the ninety-six miles from London to the coast. He had arrived hours before the ship was to set sail. Now, as the reality of the journey sank in, he was overcome by doubt and regret.

Rawlinson had rarely had much to worry about before. He had been born in April 1810 on a country estate in Chadlington, twenty miles north of Oxford, the seventh of eleven children of Abraham Tyack Rawlinson, a wealthy landowner descended from a political ally of King Charles II, and his wife, Eliza Eudocia Albinia Creswicke Rawlinson. Abraham Rawlinson bred racehorses, hunted with hounds, oversaw his seven-hundred-acre property, served as a magistrate, and kept watch over poorhouses and lunatic asylums. It was a life of power, privilege, and noblesse oblige. From the terrace of the family mansion “the eye ranged… across fields and copses and the Evenlode River to the smart slope beyond,” wrote Henry’s younger brother George, “crowned… by the extensive woodland of Wychwood forest.”

At thirteen Rawlinson had entered the Great Ealing School in London, founded in 1698. He read Homer, Aeschylus, and Euripides, wrote classical poetry, and excelled at cricket, football, and fives, a sort of handball played on a walled tennis court. Academic excellence came easy to him. Once he planted a dummy in his bed and snuck out with a classmate to attend an opera. The schoolmaster uncovered the scheme and sentenced the boys to memorize the Ars Poetica of Horace and recite it flawlessly within two weeks. The classmate failed and was expelled; Rawlinson succeeded and escaped punishment. Rawlinson “grew to be six feet high, broad chested, [and] strong-limbed… with a steady head, a clear sight, and a nerve that few of his co-mates equaled,” his brother George wrote. His siblings, whom Rawlinson referred to as his “happy, happy, happy circle,” admired his military bearing and called him “the General.”

In 1826 Rawlinson attracted the notice of the East India Company, the ruthless trading firm founded by a group of London merchants in 1600. Eight years after its creation, the firm had gained its first foothold in India, and within a century and a half came to dominate global trade in opium, cotton, indigo, tea, and half a dozen other commodities. Parliament retained the right to renew or cancel its charter every twenty years, but the company raised a private army, crushed Indian resistance from Bengal to Mysore in the south to the Himalayan foothills, and built extraordinary wealth and power. The firm served as a proxy government, operating embassies and consulates in the subcontinent and Middle East, even making foreign policy, since its primary interests—geographic expansion and economic exploitation—aligned closely with those of the British Foreign Office. One Welsh castle owned by an East India Company commander became a repository for loot seized from the Mughal emperor in the early 1800s. “The riches include hookahs of burnished gold inlaid with empurpled ebony; superbly inscribed spinels and jewelled daggers; gleaming rubies the colour of pigeon’s blood and scatterings of lizard-green emeralds,” the historian William Dalrymple wrote. By 1802, “when the EIC captured the Mughal capital of Delhi,” noted Dalrymple in The Anarchy, a history of the firm, “the Company had trained up a private security force of around 200,000—twice the size of the British Army—and marshaled more fire power than any nation state in Asia.” To gain admission to this corps of legalized pillagers required personal recommendations, testimonials, and an interview in Surrey with the Military Seminary committee, which approved cadets for the cavalry and infantry. Rawlinson passed—and received an officer’s rank; months of military, surveying, mathematics, and language training at Blackheath in London; and a passage to India.

On the dock at Portsmouth Harbour, Rawlinson shook hands with his older brother, Abram, who had come from London to see him off, and stepped into the launch. As he watched his brother recede and the East Indiaman draw nearer with every stroke of the oarsman’s blade, he felt “an intensity of grief” at the prospect of exchanging “the society of parents, friends, brothers, and sisters whom I love… for a life of misery and sorrow among strangers and barbarians.” He clambered up a ladder to the Neptune’s main deck, passed a dozen white lifeboats mounted on wooden racks, maneuvered around midshipmen, gunners, carpenters, armorers, coopers, caulkers, cooks, quartermasters, and other crewmembers, and found his cramped aft cabin.

Surrounded by “laughing and joking” young cadets who appeared “totally unconcerned about their recent separation” from their families, the homesick youth stood alone as the vessel raised anchor and sailed out of the harbor past hundred-gun frigates and smaller sloops-of-war. “When I sit by myself on the poop [deck] and view the moonbeams glancing on the silvery sea,” he wrote that evening, “I am wretched, miserable, alone in the world… I am an exile.”



Once the initial wave of homesickness had passed, though, Rawlinson settled in for the long voyage around the Cape of Good Hope to Bombay. As usual, he took charge. He edited a handwritten periodical called The Herald of the Deep, raised a glass of claret with fellow cadets to celebrate his brother Abram’s twenty-second birthday in September, and organized shipboard auctions, adding to his library for £10 handsome editions of Horace, Virgil, Catullus, and Cicero. One stiflingly hot afternoon near the Equator he led a group of cadets on an unauthorized dip in the Indian Ocean that turned terrifying. Spotted by a great white shark, they had to swim frantically back to the ship. “We… found the man-ropes thrown down for us, caught them, eluded the shark, and were hauled up the side of the vessel,” he wrote, “much to the perturbation of a young lady who was looking out of her cabin window and was not a little shocked at seeing such a strange [group] of unclothed beings swarming up past the Porthole!”

He also befriended the figure that would awaken his fascination for ancient civilizations: Sir John Malcolm, a diplomat, soldier, and expert in Persian languages—a “pleasant, good-natured old gentleman,” as Rawlinson described him—who was traveling to Bombay to serve as the colonial governor. The son of destitute Scottish farmers, Malcolm had joined the East India Company as a fourteen-year-old ensign, fought bloody battles against Indian armies, led the British delegation to the shah’s court, wrote a 1,100-page volume called The History of Persia, and took on promising cadets as protégés. “He lent them books… invited them into his cabin, and watched their progress with the deepest interest,” wrote John William Kaye in his 1856 Life and Correspondence of Major-General Sir John Malcolm. “Malcolm employed some of his young friends in copying his manuscripts, and… it is not difficult to conjecture where [Rawlinson]”—by 1856 something of a national hero—“took his first lesson in deciphering strange hieroglyphics.”

Rawlinson’s dreams of adventure faded once he reached India. The epic battles that had cemented the firm’s control over India had subsided, and what became known as “the great calm” had taken hold. Assigned to the First Bombay Grenadiers in Allahabad, he settled into a predictable and often dreary routine. “Parade at sunrise… play billiards, go out visiting, idle or sleep… Out riding until dark, and in the evening sometimes cards. I am really quite sick of it,” ran one typical diary entry. But in 1833, Rawlinson joined seven fellow East India Company officers and a contingent of Indian troops to serve as military trainers for the Persian ruler Fath-‘Ali Shah Qajar. Thirty-three years earlier, Malcolm, then an East India Company diplomat, had arrived in Teheran laden with pistols, jeweled watches, telescopes, and other gifts, and accompanied by one hundred troops and three hundred servants, and made an alliance with the shah. Now, Imperial Russia was seizing Persian territory, and both the shah and the East India Company felt the need to shore up the relationship. Rawlinson arrived by ship in Bushire, on the southwest coast, that October; he called what would follow “the most momentous change” of his life.

The royal court in Teheran dazzled the now twenty-three-year-old Rawlinson. “A crystal bath… occupies the center of the apartment; magnificent chandeliers depend from the ceiling,” he wrote about a visit to the shah’s reception room. “Cashmere shawls, richly hued, carpet the floor; each recess around the walls holds the most splendid specimens of bijouterie in alabaster, ormolu, and bronze.” Rawlinson took a deepening interest in Persia’s history, culture, languages, and ancient writing—the long-extinct cuneiform signs that the first Persian kings had used to carve their inscriptions into stone. Before Rawlinson had arrived in Persia, “[a]ll that he knew was, that somewhere in the East there were inscriptions… in a strange character,” George Rawlinson wrote, “commonly called ‘the arrow headed,’ that had… baffled inquirers, and was generally spoken of as a hopelessly insoluble problem.” He had caught a brief glimpse of some ancient inscriptions during the ride north from the coast to Teheran, and he became obsessed with finding more. He wouldn’t have to wait long.

In 1834 the aging shah died and his twenty-six-year-old grandson Mohammad Mirza took the throne. The next year, the new Persian ruler designated Rawlinson to act as a military adviser to his brother, the governor of Kermanshah, a province in northwest Persia, the heart of the ancient Achaemenid Empire founded by Cyrus the Great, about 310 miles from Teheran. Kurdish rebels were attacking the governor’s troops in the Zagros Mountains, a 990-mile range that runs through what are today Iran, northern Iraq, and southeast Turkey. Rawlinson, for his part, appeared to be more excited about the opportunity to study a lost writing and language than about rushing to the defense of the shah’s brother. He felt a “thrill of satisfaction,” George Rawlinson wrote, at the prospect of being posted “in a region richer in antiquarian treasures than almost any other in Persia.”

[image: Image]
Henry Creswicke Rawlinson



Still, Rawlinson dutifully pursued the rebels through the mountains. “[C]aught the mutineers on the Turkish frontier,” he wrote in a diary, and “persuaded them to come back [and] swear allegiance to the Shah.” But what satisfied him most was a journey he made to nearby Hamadan, known in ancient times as Ecbatana, the mile-high summer residence of the Achaemenid kings. Close to Hamadan, in a boulder-strewn gorge at the bottom of 11,750-foot Mount Alvand, part of a subrange of the Zagros, stood two panels carved into a slab of granite. Each panel was inscribed with sixty lines of cuneiform, divided into three sections of twenty lines each. Judging from the variations of the signs, they were written in three different languages. The locals believed the more than two-millennia-old inscriptions, which remained undeciphered, contained the directions to a cache of gold and jewels hidden in the mountains. They called the tablets Ganjnameh: the treasure book.



Rawlinson didn’t know it then, but those enigmatic signs engraved on the rock had their origins in a civilization that was far more ancient than Old Persia. The city-state called Uruk lay in a sunbaked region of plains, marshes, lagoons, and estuaries known as “the land of the black-headed people,” the ug-Sag-Giga, five hundred miles south of Hamadan. Modern archaeologists would know the region as Sumer. By 3400 BCE, when the very first pictographs appeared here, the city contained about forty thousand people living closely together in one- and two-story mud-brick houses with reed roofs supported by wooden beams. They cultivated wheat, barley, lentils, dates, sesame, and cotton in the irrigated fields outside a fifteen-foot-high city wall; raised livestock for meat, skins, wool, and milk; and fished in the Lower Euphrates on skiffs made of braided reeds or wood. Traders brought back tin and semiprecious stones from the Iranian plateau, cedar from Lebanon, and copper from Cyprus and Bahrain, known then as Dilmun. Residents used grain, wool, or copper rings to buy goods at street cafés and groceries. Looming over the city was a forty-foot pyramidal structure with exterior staircases called a ziggurat. Atop the ziggurat stood what archaeologists named “the White Temple,” covered in reflective gypsum and dedicated to the sky god, Anu.

What was life like for these early urban dwellers? The archaeological evidence suggests that it was surprisingly egalitarian and civic-minded. “[F]ew of these early cities contain signs of authoritarian rule,” write the cultural anthropologists David Graeber and David Wengrow in The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity. Citizens of Sumer “built spaces in harmonious and often beautiful patterns, clearly reflecting some kind of planning at the municipal scale,” and carried out projects “united by devotion to [the city’s] founding ancestors, its gods or heroes.” Sumerian cosmology was filled with deities responsible for sickness, death, the netherworld, thunder, rain, crops, war, fertility, childbirth, healing—every aspect of life. The primary purpose of mortals, according to Sumerian origin stories, was to plant crops, raise livestock, and build so that the divinities could live in leisure. To that end, temple priests and administrators organized the production of beer, bread, and wine for human consumption and offerings for the gods, owned warehouses where crops were stockpiled, managed farmlands, operated factories and foundries, and oversaw a permanent temple staff and seasonal workforce of hundreds.

In the early 1900s, an archaeological team from the Deutsche Orient-Gesellschaft—the German Oriental Society, founded in Berlin in 1898—excavated hundreds of clay tablets from an ancient refuse dump near Uruk’s White Temple. Several fragments, dating to around 3400 BCE, were divided into lined segments. Into each field scribes had etched, using a pointed instrument that predated the trapezoidal stylus cut from a reed, an array of images: human mouths, bowls, stalks of barley, flasks of beer, and numerical signs. These appeared to be records of payments to temple workers—the first known examples of proto-writing. (Uruk had also produced the world’s first cylinder seals, rounded semiprecious stones depicting a crouching ram, the head of a lion, a loping gazelle, and other pictograms, worn around the neck to affix one’s “signature” to property.) Life had grown complicated in this urban world: commercial transactions could no longer be tracked by memory alone. The early tablets had no grammar, no tenses, no attempts to replicate speech. They consisted of receipts, lists of rations, and other types of bookkeeping, gradually expanding to include names and titles of officials (“leader of law… leader of the plow… leader of the lambs”).

What defined Sumerian writing most was its flexibility. This image of a roasting spit, for example, meant “to cook” or “to roast,” or muhaldim—a character that appeared in ancient recipes [image: ].

But the sign also came to stand for the truncated mu, a word that meant both “name” and “year.” A profile of a head with hatching at the point of the mouth could be dug, to speak; inim, word; ka, mouth; or zu, tooth [image: ]. In contrast to these polyphonic signs, Sumerian had a number of different characters that all made the same sound. Fourteen pictograms had the phonetic value gu, including thread [image: ], ox [image: ], and shouting [image: ].

There were unspoken signs, too, known as determinatives, such as the star [image: ], which was used to indicate that the following character would be a deity, known in Sumerian as digir, or alternatively, an.

The critical turning point in writing’s development came when scribes realized that pictograms could be separated from the objects they represented and become pure sounds. The pictogram for barley, she [image: ], could combine with the sign for milk, gah, to connote she-gah, which had nothing to do with barley or milk but were simply the sounds that made the Sumerian word for “pleasing.” Scribes strung together pictograms that allowed them to conjugate verbs and represent speech: Ba joined with an, a representation of a sun that meant “heaven,” and du, a builder’s nail, to make ba-an-du, “he built.” A picture of a tree, mu, a stone, nan, and du, the nail again, made mu-nan-du, “he built it for him.” With that innovation, scribes could capture language, record history, and write stories that would last. “Men separated by hundreds of miles could now communicate their thoughts,” wrote H. G. Wells in his 1920 The Outline of History. “An increasing number of human beings began to share a common written knowledge and a common sense of a past and a future… [I]t is like a mere line of light coming through the chink of an opening door into a darkened room; but slowly it widens, it grows.”

In the middle of the third millennium BCE, schools of writing known as edubba sprang up across Southern Mesopotamia. Aspiring government or temple scribes copied and memorized phrases and names of trees, animals, countries, cities, villages, stones, and minerals. They wrote essays describing their daily routine. “I recited my tablet, ate my lunch, prepared my new tablet,” declared one fragment from about 2000 BCE, by which point the pictograms had assumed a distinctly wedge-like shape. “When school was dismissed, I went home… I told my father of my written work, then recited my tablet to him, and my father was delighted.” Sumerians invented the written contract to confer ownership of slaves, houses, and other property. They created epics, fables, and essays that predated the Iliad and the Bible by a thousand years and devised legal codes to protect people from oppressive debt and to punish criminals. Over time literacy spread into every corner of the Southern Euphrates region. Archaeologists have found tablets with writing in the majority of the houses in Nippur, Isin, and other Sumerian cities.

Newcomers from the west pushed aside the people of Sumer at the end of the third millennium BCE. These settlers, who became Babylonians and Assyrians, adapted the Sumerian signs to serve their own language, which would become known as Akkadian. (Modern philologists named the language after Akkad, a Southern Mesopotamian civilization that had thrived for two hundred years after the collapse of Sumer.) The Assyrians and Babylonians rotated the signs ninety degrees, so that by 900 BCE, the roasting spit looked like this: [image: ]. Similarly, the Sumerian pictogram that meant both “mountain” and “foreign land,” [image: ], evolved into this Akkadian cuneiform character: [image: ]. The Akkadian signs acquired new phonetic values, while retaining some of the original Sumerian ones. Here lay the roots of the confusion that would one day come to torment decipherers.

Akkadian cuneiform had, in turn, inspired Old Persian: the simplified combinations of wedges that Rawlinson was now examining on a slab at the base of Mount Alvand near the Turkish frontier. And because texts meaning the same thing in Akkadian and Old Persian often appeared side by side in ancient inscriptions, cracking the Persian code would be the essential first step in gaining the bigger prize: the vastly more complicated and historically more significant writing of the Assyrians and the Babylonians.

As Rawlinson stood alone in the rocky gorge, gazing at the inscription that supposedly pointed to riches hidden deep in the mountains, he must have been exhilarated by the thought that he had gone where almost no Westerner had ventured before. But Rawlinson was not the first would-be decipherer to take a shot at these baffling signs. The modern race to understand Old Persian, the key to opening the whole linguistic system and recovering the long-hidden past, had actually begun more than fifty years earlier, five hundred miles to the southeast, in the ruined capital of a once-glorious, nearly forgotten empire. So no, Rawlinson wasn’t first. But he would soon catch up.




CHAPTER TWO [image: ] PERSEPOLIS

The wind was howling. In the rain and sleet of a winter night, the Greenland, a Danish man-o’-war, forced its way northward through the Kattegat strait, trying to reach the safety of a Norwegian port. Six-foot swells battered the three-mast, square-rigged wooden ship. Norwegian pilot vessels tried to approach to guide it to a harbor, only to disappear in an impenetrable fog. Two sailors fell from the yardarm into the heaving sea and vanished in the darkness. Huddled below deck, seasick and terrified, Carsten Niebuhr, a twenty-seven-year-old cartographer and draftsman from a prosperous farming family in Hanover, prayed that he would make it through the night. “I surrendered myself completely into the hands of the almighty,” Niebuhr wrote in his diary on February 8, 1761, “and I… retired to my bed for the duration of the gale, while the others had to labour above… to ensure the safety of the ship.”

Niebuhr had joined four other young scholars from German principalities and Scandinavia on an adventure that had no precedent: a state-sponsored scientific research trip to the Middle East that was expected to last at least five years.

The project was named the Royal Danish Expedition. Its participants were to gather botanical samples, sketch Egyptian hieroglyphs and other ancient writing, draw maps, and search for scientific explanations for scriptural phenomena. They would measure Red Sea tides to understand the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt and identify flora and fauna mentioned in the Bible. Their ultimate destination was to be Arabia Felix, or “Happy Arabia,” modern-day Yemen, a terra incognita that was known only as the source of frankincense and myrrh, tree resins used to make incense, medicine, and perfume.

Niebuhr and his fellow adventurers barely made it out of Europe. Five more Danish sailors fell overboard and drowned before the storms subsided in mid-February. The Seven Years’ War was raging, and British privateers, believing that the Greenland was running contraband, chased it through the Aegean Sea. After gathering plants, studying hydrology, and sketching hieroglyphs along the Nile, the expedition reached the southern Arabian Peninsula on December 31, 1762. That’s when an already difficult journey turned into a nightmare. Niebuhr was “affected with a severe rheum, vomiting, and excessive thirst,” he wrote, and barely survived a fifteen-day bout of dysentery. Then Danish philologist and theologian Friedrich Christian von Haven fell ill on the Red Sea coast. On May 24, 1763, “[his] fever was become doubly violent, and he was delirious by the evening,” Niebuhr remembered. “He then fell into a deep lethargy and expired in the night.”

Seven weeks later Swedish natural scientist Peter Forsskåal became desperately sick and died en route to Arabia Felix’s highland capital, Sana’a. Niebuhr watched in horror as a mob pried open his coffin in the burial ground and ransacked the corpse in search of hidden valuables. Sticking to a diet of bread, rice, and tea, Niebuhr managed to make the journey on foot back to the coast to meet a ship to Bombay—the easiest means of escape from the toxic environment. The others had to be carried down mountain paths in stretchers. Georg Wilhelm Bauernfeind, a German artist and engraver, and a Swedish servant named Berggren died of cholera or malaria one day apart aboard the vessel; both were buried at sea. The expedition’s Danish doctor, Christian Carl Kramer, perished after reaching Bombay. That left Niebuhr alone, filled with grief, four thousand miles from home.

[image: Image]
The ruins of Persepolis, from a history book published in 1885



But after slowly regaining his strength in India, the sole survivor of the Royal Danish Expedition made a resolution: he would continue the mission on his own. He had pledged his loyalty to the Danish king; he had worked out a strict dietary regimen that he was confident would keep him alive; and he was insatiably curious about ancient Persia. From India he made his way to Oman, and then sailed through the Persian Gulf to Bushire on the southwest coast. In Shiraz, renowned for its poets and its landscaped gardens, he hired a local Armenian Christian as a servant and guide. The two departed in mid-March 1765 on horseback through the mountains for a ruined city forty miles away: Takht-e Jamshid, the capital of the first Persian kings, known in Greek as Persepolis.



The name Pars, the ancient heartland of Persia, probably derives from parça, or rib cage, referring to the Zagros range that straddles modern Iran’s western frontier. Around 900 BCE, a warrior named Achaemenes—reared, according to legend, by an eagle atop a mountain peak—began uniting the tribal chiefs of Pars. Three and a half centuries later a charismatic and ambitious Achaemenid khan, Cyrus, built alliances with the nomadic Medes, who dwelled in the mountains and valleys between the Black and Caspian Seas, and the sedentary Elamites, who lived on the plains, spoke a language with no certain relatives, and had been writing in cuneiform since 2300 BCE.

Cyrus was a fearsome-looking warrior who wore a heavy sheepskin coat, high leather boots, and black kohl, or mascara, smeared around his eyes. In 539 BCE, he led Pars horsemen, along with Medes and Elamites, toward Babylon. “Look! A great army is coming from the north,” warned the prophet Jeremiah. “They are armed with bows and spears. They are cruel and show no mercy. As they ride forward on horses, they sound like a roaring sea.”

Long gone were the days when Uruk’s modest mud-brick houses made the city-state a sophisticated regional power. The early sixth-century Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar II had created a dazzling metropolis of broad boulevards, palaces with lapis-lazuli facades, fortress-like temples, sumptuous gardens, and bustling marketplaces, bisected by the Euphrates River. “The most famous and strongest” city in Mesopotamia, Herodotus wrote in Histories, around 430 BCE, “lies in a great plain, and is in shape a square, each side a hundred and twenty furlongs [fifteen miles] in length. Round it runs first a fosse deep and wide and full of water, and then a wall of fifty royal cubits’ thickness [86 feet] and two hundred cubits’ [343 feet] height.” An azure-and-gold mosaic archway with inlaid golden bulls and dragons, the Ishtar Gate, marked the entrance to the walled Processional Way, lined with 120 glazed-brick lions, bulls, and dragons. At the end stood Babylon’s inner fortress, surrounded by a moat and dominated by the bastioned temple of the divine protector, Marduk.

Cyrus’s soldiers dug a diversion channel and drained the Euphrates to waist level. Then they waded through the waterway, entered Babylon without a fight, and took prisoner Nabonidus, the city-state’s last independent king. Forty thousand Jews, descendants of those taken captive after Nebuchadnezzar II’s destruction of Jerusalem almost fifty years earlier, trekked home in joy, celebrating their freedom march as the “second Exodus.” Claiming the mantle of Ashurbanipal, an Assyrian ruler who had plundered Babylon in 648 BCE, Cyrus called himself the “king of the universe… king of Babylon, king of Sumer and Akkad, king of the four corners of the world.” From that point until his death in 530 BCE, he would be known as Cyrus the Great.

Cambyses II, Cyrus’s son, expanded the borders of the nascent Achaemenid Empire to include Egypt. Then Darius, a bodyguard in Cambyses II’s court and the son of a satrap, or appointed governor, in Bactria, in what is now Afghanistan, seized the throne. The king conquered much of Eastern Europe, coined money, standardized laws, and expanded the highway network created by Cyrus: eight thousand miles of
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