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Introduction


Long since their demise, the great civilizations of the ancient world remain forever enshrined in history. We know of their achievements, their culture, their battles, and their rulers, and we know the mark that they left upon their world. That is true of most of the empires of the past—Babylon, Ancient Egypt, Hatti, Phoenicia, Assyria—but there is one kingdom which had its time upon the world stage and then seemed to vanish: Mitanni, also known as “The Forgotten Empire.”

Mitanni was a Mesopotamian power that existed on its own terms at a time when the mighty players of empire did not readily share the realm of power with others. From approximately 1550 to 1300 BCE, the Mitanni excelled in chariot warfare, sent their daughters to marry Egyptian pharaohs, and conducted business with other lands. They bordered their rivals and allies on all sides; still, the Mitanni controlled the trade routes which gave them both prosperity and power. With their expert charioteers and horsemen, the Mitanni knew when to fight for what they wanted, but they also knew how to employ diplomacy to win their ends.

Historians speculate that the Mitanni kingdom evolved from a federation of states populated by the Hurrian people. The Mitanni alliance with Egypt forged familial ties as brides left their home to marry Egyptian pharaohs; historians wonder if one of those princesses, Tadukhipa, the daughter of King Tushratta, was the woman who married Akhenaten and is better known to history as Nefertiti.

In the end, this prosperous Bronze Age kingdom, which was finally defeated by the Assyrians, seemed to fade from memory as the centuries passed. Except for inscriptions on Assyrian statues or messages sent on clay tablets to Egyptian pharaohs, there was almost no proof that it had existed at all. However, recent excavations in Iraqi Kurdistan have unearthed a Mitanni palace which displays a look into the art and elegance of the royal dynasty which ruled the kingdom. Archaeologists are not yet sure what they will learn of the Mitanni, but what is certain is that the Mitanni Empire is forgotten no longer.


Chapter One

Origins: The Hurrians

“I [Teshub] will smash the outer wall like a goblet, I will trample the inner wall like a heap of refuse. In the middle of the market I will crush the menfolk like a goblet.”

—Hurrian mythological text

The ancient world was a place and a time when ordinary people were at the mercy of nature and man: they had no control over the weather or the harvests that weather dominated, and they had no recourse when powerful armies swept through their lands as daring rulers sought to add new territory to their borders. In the ancient world, national borders were not necessarily static and fixed, clearly defining where one kingdom ended and another began, in part because the geographical boundaries of empires were not only determined by rivers and mountain ranges but also by the distances that their armies were able to go.

Changing borders also meant that populations were not necessarily fixed either. People who were native to one land might move to another region, perhaps because of conflict or famine, which forced a tribe to choose between starvation and migration.

For these reasons, the roots of some of the cultures which made up the ancient world are shrouded in mystery. Sometimes clues in the correspondence between kings can provide evidence of a nation’s interactions with another. Other times, solving the mystery comes down to language as linguists try to put the pieces of the puzzle together by comparing the names of cities and geographic landmarks to determine the etymology of a group. All of those conundrums come into play when trying to assemble the puzzle of the Mitanni Empire.

It appears that the main bulk of the Mitanni were made up of Hurrian peoples. In the fourth millennium BCE, the Hurrians were a thriving population that spread across the Upper Mesopotamian region (modern-day Iraq, Syria, and Turkey). One of their most significant sites, Urkesh, located in the Khabur River valley, has yielded some of the earliest known inscriptions of the Hurrian language. Once the main center of Hurrian civilization, Urkesh spent thousands of years buried in the sand until its excavation, its true identity as hidden as the history of the Hurrians who made up the Mitanni Empire.

Archaeological evidence seems to show that the Hurrians, despite their many migrations, were much more than one of the nomadic tribes of the Middle East and that they may, in fact, have been among the first of the Mesopotamian city builders. Until these revelations were discovered by archaeologists, it was assumed that the Hurrians first came into the region during the second millennium BCE. But upon the excavation of Urkesh, experts realized that the evidence for the Hurrians placed them into the fourth millennium BCE.

Urkesh was at one time both a religious and political center for the Hurrians, but it was also a stop along the trade routes between Anatolia and Syrian and Mesopotamian cities, connecting the Mediterranean Sea with the Zagros Mountains. The Hurrians also controlled the copper mines to the north, and the profits added to the coffers of Urkesh.

From Urkesh and other major Hurrian cities such as Kharbe and Nagar, the Hurrian religion spread like wildfire. The Hurrians were polytheistic, meaning they worshipped several different gods. Their pantheon of deities included Teshub (the god of thunder and storms), Shaushka (the goddess of love and war), and Kumarbi (the father of all gods). Many of these would live on and be worshipped by the Mitanni, the Hittites, and other later civilizations.

The Hurrian conquest of the Upper Mesopotamian region may have been the result of peaceful migration as well as through mercenary groups who were hired by the area’s city-states, which resulted in the accession to power of warlords. Eventually, this may have led to the migration of the Hurrians from the mountains to the river valleys, which provided fertile land for growing and feeding herds. If, as some historians believe, the Hurrians adopted some of the customs and practices of the peoples they conquered, the lines marking them apart may have been blurred over time, reducing their historical footprint from sight.

Migration into another region often led to an expansion of the Hurrians’ own borders, but this was not by any means a done deal. Around 2300 BCE, the Hurrians were defeated by Akkad and temporarily lost the city-state of Nagar, which then became an Akkadian capital. The current historical school of thought holds that Hurrians were the earlier inhabits of the region and had to accommodate the incursion of the Akkadians. This theory is supported by evidence that the Hurrian language, in common with the Sumerian language, is entirely unique and not related to the Semitic or Indo-European languages which predominated the area during and following the third millennium BCE.

In that case, the existence of an advanced city whose structures possessed sophisticated architecture, plumbing, and stonework, along with a sizable population, refutes earlier theories that the Hurrians were a primitive tribe of nomads. The Hurrians may have been central to the city building which evolved into empires. Although the evidence of their identity as a people may be mostly gone, Urkesh and other Hurrian cities demonstrate the developed skills of their masons and sculptors.

Findings, admittedly limited, indicate that the Hurrians were on the move again by the second quarter of the second millennium BCE as they headed west and south and entered eastern Anatolia and northern Syria. As the second millennium BCE progressed, the Hurrians also became more militaristic, coming into regular conflict with the Hittites, another population which would rise to empire status in its development.

The Hurrian military may have played its part in conquest, but so, on a peaceful process, did the merchants, farmers, artisans, and nomads. Their combined efforts made Hanigalbat, a region in the Khabur River valley in northern Syria, the center of the Mitanni kingdom starting around 1550 BCE.


Chapter Two

From Kingdom to Empire

“Thus speaks Kikkuli, master horse trainer of the land of Mitanni and exhaustively describes the proper methods of training horses.”

—Kikkuli

To historians, the Mitanni suffer from a retroactive identity crisis; the evidence left behind is so minimal that archaeologists cannot confidently recreate an imprint of the Hurrians based upon those standard historical fingerprints of the past: their art, their culture, and even the people themselves.

Adding to the confusion is the fact that within the Hurrian language, there are signs that they loaned certain words from the Indo-Aryan language family. These loan words were usually related to royal names, gods, and horses, leading some scholars to suggest that the rulers of the Mitanni kingdom were not, in fact, Hurrian but of Indo-Aryan origin. Supporting this theory is the fact that both the Mitanni and the Indo-Aryans worshipped deities with names of Vedic origin, including Varuna, Indra, and Mithra.

Others maintain that the loan words could merely indicate that the Hurrians had cultural contact with Aryan tribes and perhaps intermarried (particularly among the noble classes). This way, as the elite class intermarried with the Aryan population, certain names and words came to reflect the Mariannu, as the upper classes called themselves, nomenclature.

The only thing scholars know for certain is that the main bulk of the people living in Mitanni spoke Hurrian. The kings, too, used the Hurrian language, which is why the term “Land of the Hurrians” was sometimes used to describe the geographic realm under Mitanni rule. Other names for the Mitanni homeland included Hurri, Hanigalbat, and Naharin.

A powerful state can profit when a more powerful enemy declines, and this may be how the Kingdom of Mitanni rose. When the Hittites sacked Babylon and destroyed the city of Aleppo around 1595 BCE, they created a power vacuum in Mesopotamia. Ambitious powers in the area perceived that the once-invincible Babylonians were now weak, and in response, they sought dominance. Among them were the Hurrians.

The Hurrian tribes and city-states formed under a single dynasty to cement a foundation upon which the Mitanni Empire, under its early kings Kirta and Shuttarna I, would rise in prominence. Not much is known about those initial Mitanni monarchs; it’s only thanks to the exchange of correspondence between other foreign leaders that there is evidence of their reigns and their existence at all.

The Mitanni capital was the city of Washukanni. Its precise location remains unknown, but it was most likely located upon a tributary of the Euphrates, on the headwaters of the Khabur River. Sikkan, another ancient city, may have been built upon the former Mitanni capital, whose ruins are possibly located under Tell Fekheriye in northern Syria near the Turkish border. The name Washukanni bears a resemblance to the word bashkani, a Kurdish word that means “source of good.” Bash means “good” while kani means “source” or “well,” translating the meaning of Washukanni to be “source of good” or “source of wealth.”

Although modern historians may know little about the Mitanni, they were well known to their peers among the imperial powers of the ancient world. The ancient world was thriving with
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