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Author’s Note


This book is an attempt to communicate to the educated reader and to students of history some basic knowledge about antiquity from 2.5 million years ago—the dawn of humanity—to the fall of the Roman Empire in the fifth century A.D. I have tried to convey this long history in simple language, keeping names, places, and dates to a minimum, and focusing on the Mediterranean and Western Europe.

Part I, Basic Narrative, lays out the fundamental knowledge about antiquity that every educated person should possess.

Part II, Societies and Cultures, focuses in more detail on the most important aspects of antiquity.

I have used the conventional, European Christian dating of B.C. (Before Christ) and A.D. (Anno Domini, “in the year of the Lord”) rather than B.C.E. (Before the Common Era) and C.E.—not for religious reasons, but simply because that is what most readers are familiar with.





CHAPTER ONE

Hydraulic Despotisms


A very long time ago, some 2.5 million years B.C., the mother of human species as we know it, our ultimate ancestor, appeared in East Africa. She walked erect and was able to close her thumbs and forefingers to make tools for doing what her limbs were unable to do. She was four feet tall and probably black. This is what the science of paleontology told us during the last four decades of the twentieth century.

The earliest humans were related to primates, the apes and monkeys. Humans and gorillas share 92 percent of their DNA. The genetic conformity between humans and chimpanzees is significantly greater. Humans and chimpanzees share 98 percent of their DNA. It is possible that humans and chimpanzees are descended from the same species of animal long ago extinct. Or that humans evolved out of chimpanzees who gave up swinging from trees in order to find food on the ground. Like chimps, humans tend to migrate in colonies. Gorillas are more individualistic, but they, too, are often found to be migrating and living in small groups.

That humans are a species of primate is indisputable. The earliest humans lived and traveled in small groups. They were hunters and gatherers. They gathered fruits and vegetables growing wild in the then-great forests and savannas of East Africa and they hunted animals that they could kill and eat.

Like most humans today, they were carnivorous, but not entirely so. As long as there were vegetables and fruits in abundance, they were satisfied with a vegetarian diet. But fresh meat, eaten both raw and cooked, appealed to them.

Out of stones and bones, they made weapons to kill animals. Their throats and larynxes could utter sounds that allowed for communication between these humans, and over time, these sounds were shaped into organized languages.

Frequently on the move in search of food, the humans very slowly drifted northward and moved up the great rivers that flowed together to form the Nile valley. Around a hundred thousand years ago, the humans reached the Nile delta and the Mediterranean Sea and began to spread east and north from there. By this time they had learned to be farmers, to plant seeds, to irrigate their croplands, and to build villages and towns, drawing their sustenance from the cultivated earth. But they did not cease to hunt and gather.

The humans reached Europe—at first, the territory adjacent to the Crimea and the northern shores of the Black Sea—about 10,000 B.C.

Based on their excavations, archaeologists tell us that earlier, around 6000 B.C., two centers of rich and highly developed civilization had emerged in the Near East—in the northern extremity of Egypt and in the Tigris-Euphrates valley, in what is today southern Iraq.

The availability of irrigation systems to water the land and produce grain and other food crops was the material foundation for these two great river-valley societies, Egypt and Iraq. They were hydraulic despotisms, in which a small ruling class, with the aid of soldiers and priests, commanded the material resources that gave sustenance to these civilizations and allowed them to build cities, palaces, and tombs.

The soldiers made sure that the peasants and laborers did what had to be done to maintain irrigation systems, harvest crops, and erect buildings. The priests assured the masses that this forced-labor system was dictated by the gods, who were represented on earth by kings.

The Nile valley was for the most part a natural irrigation system, in which the great river overflowed once a year, covering the land with rich silt brought from East Africa, but pharaohs, as the Nile kings were called, also built some major canals to improve upon natural irrigation. The Tigris-Euphrates valley was a scene of massive and complicated irrigation systems built by human labor to pull the water inland from the rivers.

We know about these two large and prosperous settlements of Iraq and northern Egypt exclusively from the material records offered by archaeology. It was not until around 3500 B.C. that writing emerged in both societies. Each developed its own distinctive forms of writing.

For another millennium, these written records consisted entirely of state business-accounts and letters, and panegyrics to the mightiness and divinity of kings. (By the dawn of writing, a half million people were settled in each of the Nile and Tigris-Euphrates valleys, where huge temples and palaces were erected for kings, priests, and aristocrats, while the common people lived in small houses made of sun-dried bricks, or in tents.)

The forces for change in the two great societies of Egypt and Iraq were, with one exception, external rather than internal. That one exception was the attempt by Pharaoh Akhenaton (around 1330 B.C.) to create a new monotheistic religion (with similarities to Judaism) and eliminate the power of the traditional priests who served a multitude of deities. This theological revolution was immediately reversed after Akhenaton’s death.

Otherwise, what happened in the two river-valley civilizations was determined by wars spurred by invasions from without. In Egypt, dynasties enduring for centuries presided over irrigation and cultivation, huge edifices built by forced labor, and the manufacture of exquisite paintings and jewelry. For a century, around 1100 B.C., Egypt was invaded and ruled by a “sea people,” from western Asia, but then effective power returned to a native dynasty.

The history of the ancient Tigris-Euphrates valley was shaped by a series of invasions from the north. As Sumerians, Chaldeans, Assyrians, and Babylonians succeeded one another, the structure of severely class-ridden societies and agriculture-based economies did not change. The series of invasions and conquests ended around 500 B.C. with Iraq absorbed into the expanding Iranian (Persian) empire to the east.

In the first century B.C., Egypt was absorbed into the expanding Roman empire, and remained its wealthiest province until the Muslim Arabs took it over in the seventh century A.D.

***

In both instances the hydraulic despotisms were marked by the tremendous capacity for millennia-long continuities in government, religion, urban environment, social structure, and economy. Life expectancy was short, never rising above forty years of age until well into the twentieth century A.D. Peasants and urban laborers constituted 95 percent of the population.

Monarchy was considered divine. The priests unequivocally supported the king. Aristocrats derived their wealth from royal largess. Whether they were legally slaves or subject to some other variant of forced labor, the role of peasants and urban workers was to serve the king, priests, and aristocrats until death.

The physical remains of the Iraqi monarchies have survived only in small fragments, the most impressive being huge Assyrian statues and bas-reliefs now found in the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and the British Museum in London. Many of the famous pyramid tombs of the Egyptian rulers have survived, and some are still unexcavated. The higher one was on the social scale while alive, the more likely one was to enjoy a happy afterlife, accompanied by one’s prized possessions. The contents of the excavated pyramids can be seen in museums in Cairo, in principal Western European cities, particularly London and Paris, and in Brooklyn, New York. Egyptian craftsmen were highly skilled, especially in the making of colorful murals and gold jewelry. Many Egyptian jewelry designs are still popular today.

No despotism, not even the technocratic monstrosities of the twentieth century A.D., can entirely shut off the human predilection for law, art, and charitable ethics. The Iraqis were prone to compiling law codes, such as that of Hammurabi, which slightly mitigated the harshness of everyday life for the masses. The Iraqis also developed myths about the creation of the world, including a story about a Great Flood, nowadays believed to have actually occurred on the shores of the Black Sea. These writings may have influenced the authors of the Hebrew Bible, who lived in Iraq around 500 B.C.

The Egyptians produced attractive murals of domestic life and idealized depictions of animals, and a host of myths connected to Re, the Sun god.

The only clear expression of intellectual dissent from hydraulic despotism occurred in the southern half of the coastal lands of the eastern Mediterranean, called variously Canaan, Palestine, Israel, Judah, and, today, Israel again. Here and in a satellite Jewish colony in Iraq, between 800 and 500 B.C., visionaries (“the Prophets”)—namely Amos, Ezekiel, Isaiah (at least two different writers writing under this name), and Jeremiah—wrote elegant poems calling for social justice in the world and a freer, more open and humanitarian society.

This Promised Land of the Hebrews was on the main mercantile-and-army route that ran from Egypt to Iraq. It was the place of egalitarian ideas that contradicted the way of life of the two great empires that lay at either end of the road that traversed Israel.

Proponents of a monotheistic theology that resembled that of Pharaoh Akhenaton, and of a strong national consciousness, the Hebrew prophets called for a just and free society sharply at odds with the hydraulic despotisms, even in the severely edited form their writings were given by the priests before these writings were admitted into the slowly developing Hebrew Bible. Some of the works attributed to Isaiah and Ezekiel were composed in Iraq. Jeremiah spent the last years of his life in Egypt, so that there is more than local significance to the radical, democratic, humanitarian visions of the Hebrew prophets.

The text of the Hebrew Bible read in synagogues today was defined in Spain around 1000 A.D., but this version corresponds very closely to a Biblical text written in or near Jerusalem between 300 and 250 B.C. and discovered in the late 1940s in caves overlooking the Dead Sea, south of Jerusalem.

Historians and archaeologists now believe that the Hebrew Bible crystallized around 600 B.C., in the time of King Josiah, who, together with the Judean priests, undertook a religious reformation. A strict monotheism was ordained, local shrines destroyed, and the important religious services centralized in Jerusalem. A stern moral code and a maze of religious laws were imposed. Shortly after, the main part of the Jewish community was exiled by the Babylonians to Iraq, where some Jewish families continued to live in unbroken peace until 1948. After their conquest of Iraq around 500 B.C., the tolerant Persian rulers encouraged the Jews to return to Judea, and perhaps half did so, carrying with them historical myths and ethical ideas from Iraq.

Their scribes settled down to organize and compose the Bible as it has existed since 250 B.C. and later came to be a part of the Christian Old Testament. God’s covenant with the Jews, His chosen people and witnesses to His message of love and law for all mankind, became the prime theme of the Hebrew Bible, which now included the heavily edited texts of the Prophets calling for social justice at a time when a succession of petty Hebrew kings imitated the hydraulic despotisms in Iraq and Egypt.

A grand national myth was created in which the Hebrews were said to have come originally from Iraq and to have migrated to Canaan and then to Egypt, where they became slaves of the Pharaohs. They were led by Moses into freedom and a return to the Promised Land. Archaeologists after a century of excavation know today that this is only a liberation myth; there was no exodus of the Jews from Egypt, although Passover annually celebrates this event. The rabbis who took over from the Jerusalem priests after the Romans sacked Jerusalem in 70 A.D. placed another conservatizing layer of editing upon the final text of the Bible, making it a persistent reminder of national consciousness but further downplaying the radical call for social justice against hydraulic despotism, which the Prophets had inculcated between 800 and 500 B.C.





CHAPTER TEN

Ancient Judaism


Whether the Israelites of the early first millennium B.C. were a nomadic people who came out of the southern desert to overrun the urbanized Canaanites along the eastern littoral of the Mediterranean, or whether they were originally a religious or social subgroup among the Canaanites themselves, they became bound together in a loose political confederation. More important, they had a religious identity—their devotion to their god Yahweh (YHWH, Jehovah) and the belief they were bound to Him by a covenant (B’rit).

Whatever had been the origin of these people called Israel, they were now a people collectively and identifiably called by God. Yahweh would protect the tribes of Israel, and in return they must obey certain religious commands set down by Him. The Jews also developed a memory (however invented) of the captivity of some of their tribes in Egypt and their rescue from Egypt by Yahweh through the leadership of Moses. Despite a tendency to confuse Yahweh with local gods and to worship according to the forms practiced by the Canaanites, these traditions were assiduously cultivated.

The covenant was not a negotiated contract—the Jews had not entered voluntarily into a compact with Yahweh, nor could they withdraw from their obligations to God. Of His own inscrutable will, Yahweh had chosen this obscure people as His own.

Parallels drawn by W. F. Albright and others between the Jewish covenant with God and ancient Near Eastern business contracts and diplomatic pacts are not convincing. The B’rit is not the outcome of a deal between two free parties. It is an act of providence unilaterally imposed by divine majesty upon the Jews.

The covenant idea was that God had given to the fathers of the tribe—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—the land of Canaan as their own land and, when the Jews were slaves of pharaoh in Egypt, He had sent Moses to lead them out of captivity and back to the Promised Land. Yahweh had also imposed on His people His ethical norms and religious commandments, beginning with the tablets given to Moses on Mount Sinai. The Jews had no choice but to maintain God’s covenant—this was their burden and their glory.

The power and meaning of the covenant is adumbrated early in the Bible in the story of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son Isaac at God’s command. Of course, divine intervention precluded this killing of the child, but that Abraham was willing to perform this heinous ritual at God’s command is held to be meritorious and worthy of immense reward. The covenant has been upheld, even to the point of death, and Yahweh is immensely pleased:


By Myself I swear, the Lord declares: Because you have done this and have withheld your son, your favored one, I will bestow My blessings upon you and make your descendants as numerous as the stars of heaven and the sand on the seashore. And your descendants shall seize the gates of their foes. All the nations shall bless themselves by your descendants, because you have obeyed My command.1



The story of the sacrifice of Isaac had a profound message for the Hebrew mind down through the centuries.

In biblical history, the people complained often enough and aroused God’s wrath frequently enough by violating the covenant, even to the point of worshipping idols and false gods. But the people had been called, and they could not repudiate the covenant. The prescribed circumcision of all Jewish males memorialized the eternity of the covenant. The benign Sabbath symbolized the covenant’s continuing humane value in Jewish life.

In this land of Canaan that God gave to Abraham, Abraham’s seed would prosper and multiply. Abraham would be “the father of a multitude of nations.” Canaan would be “an everlasting holding” of the people of the covenant:


I am God Almighty. Live always in My presence and be perfect, so that I may put My covenant between Me and you . . . I am setting up My covenant between Me and you and your descendants after you as an eternal covenant, to be your God and the God of your descendants. And I am giving you and your descendants after you the land where you are now aliens, the whole of the land of Canaan as an eternal possession, and I will be God to them . . . You shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin, and this shall be the sign of the covenant between Me and you.



These words of Yahweh to Abraham in the Book of Genesis are the foundation myth of Jewish history, the idea out of which the sacred chain of self-imposed collective Jewish destiny was forged.

This theme is reinforced in the Book of Exodus by God’s message to the people of Israel assembled at the foot of Mount Sinai:


And now, if you hear My voice and observe My covenant, you shall be My possession before all the peoples; for the whole earth is Mine. You shall become to Me a kingdom of priests and a holy people.



The covenant idea is the polar opposite of democracy, multiculturalism, and ethnic equality. It is intensely elitist. It singles out the people of Israel and raises them uniquely above all other people as a holy community of priests designated to witness God’s word in the world, as summarized in the Decalogue, the Ten Commandments that Moses received from Yahweh on Mount Sinai:


        I am the Lord your God.

        You shall have no other gods besides Me.

        You shall not make for yourselves an image of God.

        You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.

        Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy.

        Honor your father and mother.

        You shall not kill.

        You shall not commit adultery.

        You shall not steal.

        You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

        You shall not covet your neighbor’s house.

        You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife . . . or anything that is your neighbor’s.



Bound together by these beliefs and moral law, the Jewish tribes overcame the power of hostile Canaanites, we are told. In the tenth century B.C., the tribes of Israel, faced with a great threat from the Philistines, united into one kingdom. David, later remembered as their greatest king, was able to defeat the enemies of Israel and to establish a hegemony in the land. He captured the hill city of Jerusalem and made it the capital of his empire. In the reign following David’s, his son, rich and mighty Solomon, built the Temple, which was to become the center of religious observance in Israel. The rise of David’s monarchy (tenth century B.C.) can be perceived from circumstantial biblical accounts reinforced by meager archaeological data.

The emergence of kingship among the Israelites in the ninth century B.C. was the consequence of the invasion of Canaan from the Mediterranean side by a sea people, the Philistines, who possessed superior iron weapons. The Philistine center was along the southern coast in places like Ashdod and Ashqelon. In response to this threat, the Hebrews could no longer rely on the leadership of “judges,” ad hoc military leaders (some of them, peculiarly, women; perhaps reflecting, as feminists claim, an earlier matriarchal society). The Hebrews needed the continuity and strength of a united monarchy.

The first such king, Saul, was given divine sanction for his rule over the people by the ceremony of anointment, wherein the high priest Samuel poured holy oil on Saul’s head. Even though Saul came from the smallest of the Hebrew tribes, his anointment to the kingship and some early success against the Philistines won him popularity and loyalty. Despite increasing tension between two power brokers, the ambitious leader of a powerful mercenary band, David, from the largest of the tribes, Judah, would not raise his hand against anointed Saul and try to overthrow him.

When Saul and his sons fell fighting against the Philistines, David took the kingship, defeated the Philistines (from whom the Jews learned iron-making and to whom they gave their alphabet), and set up his capital in the newly conquered citadel of Jerusalem, on the high, arid inland plateau. A convenient court seer proclaimed the durability of David’s line despite the king’s boisterous sexual behavior. An elaborate system of cisterns and wells, now again visible after recent archaeological discovery, provided water to the new Jewish citadel.

Solomon, the son born of the most scandalous of David’s numerous unions, temporarily ruled an imperial territory larger than Israel itself. Solomon generated high-glitz court glamour, and he, too, enjoyed a multitude of wives and concubines. He imposed heavy taxation on the people to build the Temple in Jerusalem. The sacrifice of animals to Yahweh was centralized here. And the Temple priesthood came to play a dominant role in religious life.

Nothing in the story of David and Solomon, told with elaborate detail in the Bible, distinguishes them from any other minor dynasty of the ancient Near East—except the commitment to Yahweh and the covenant, even though Solomon had a relish for Gentile women.

The period of a united empire was brief. After Solomon’s death in 931 B.C., the empire disintegrated into two kingdoms—Israel in the north and Judah in the south, reflecting long-standing separatist tendencies. Neither kingdom was able to retain its independence for long. The two kingdoms were so placed between Egypt and the Mesopotamian empires that they were frequently the scene of battles between the contending great powers. Finally, Assyria extended its predominance from Mesopotamia and reduced the two Jewish kingdoms to a state of vassalage.

During the period that Israel and Judah were menaced by the great powers, Jewish religious practices and beliefs changed—partly in response to the foreign threat and partly in reaction to conditions within Israel itself. Along with the worship of Yahweh, there had also been, from the tenth until the eighth century B.C., worship at other shrines. Intermarriage with foreigners was frequent, and because Yahweh was worshipped at local shrines, there was a tendency to fuse Him with the gods of the locality. There was another significant social change: In contrast to the conditions of relative social and economic equality that had prevailed in primitive tribal times, the community was becoming increasingly separated into rich and poor. The characteristic Near Eastern social conflict of landlord against peasant, town against country, royalty and priesthood against commonality, prevailed.

The prophetic movement of the eighth to the sixth century B.C. attributed the impending misfortunes of Israel to its forsaking of the covenant with Yahweh. The prophets were visionaries and rigorous moralists who made public pronouncements communicating Yahweh’s current message to the people of the covenant. The prophets did not advocate simply a return to the practices and way of life of earlier times. They were progressives who demanded fulfillment of morality and social justice and the pure worship of Yahweh. To save the nation, it would be necessary to purify national life and reform society.

Some of the prophets were associated with the Temple. Some represented political factions within the nation. Yet they were always individuals whose personal experiences led them to believe that they were chosen by Yahweh to speak to the nation on His behalf. Often they experienced communication with Yahweh through ecstatic visions, and they felt compelled to convey His message to the nation regardless of its reception or the consequences. Unfortunately, the writings of the major prophets in the Hebrew Bible were much edited in later centuries, and texts do not well disclose the individual personalities of most of the prophets.

In the mid-eighth century B.C., the prophets spoke out to the Jews with a common message. In the northern kingdom of Israel, two prophets, Amos and Hosea, foretold the destruction of Israel. Amos asserted that the demands of Yahweh were moral and spiritual; he spoke against the oppression of the poor by the rich and attacked the ritualistic practices of Israel. His contemporary, Hosea, explicitly named the Assyrians as the instrument by which Yahweh would destroy Israel if it did not repent. In the kingdom of Judah to the south, the warnings and demands of Amos and Hosea were echoed by the prophet Isaiah, who identified the sin of Israel as its rebellion against Yahweh, and by Micah, who, like Amos, called for an end to chronic social grievances.

The prophets did more than attack the syncretism of the Hebrew faith with other cults and the excessive attention to ritualistic externals. They insisted that Yahweh was the one and only God and that obedience to Him and fulfillment of His ethical demands was the only possible course for the salvation of the Jewish nation. Eventually their calls for reform profoundly influenced the official—priestly and royal—position that they sometimes criticized. The oppositional character of prophecy was steadily moderated into one of cooperation with the ruling group.

The destruction of the northern kingdom of Israel at the hands of the Assyrians under Sargon II in 721 B.C. made more insistent the prophets’ religious demands in the surviving Judean kingdom in the south.

***

The Hebrew word for prophet is nabi, one who calls or is called. A prophet in ancient Judaism is not someone who predicts the future, although the Hebrew prophets did plenty of that. It is rather someone called by God to proclaim or communicate His word. Therefore the prophets are God’s chosen successors to Abraham and Moses as truth-speakers of divine intelligence. It was, and still is, the tendency of Christian interpreters of the Hebrew Bible, in the Middle Ages and in modern times as well, to view the prophets as oppositional to priestly Judaism. Thereby, the Christian interpreters can claim that the prophets were envisioning a more liberalized and ethically based Judaism and downplaying the importance of the legal code derived from the covenant, and so were, allegedly, preparing the way for Jesus and the New Testament, the new dispensation that abandoned much of the old code of religious law. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there was a tendency in Reform Judaism to go somewhat along this interpretive road, viewing the prophets as advocating a more ethically centered Judaism, less focused on the legal demands of the covenant.

Some Reform rabbis and secular commentators still take this position, but, in recent years, there has been an overwhelming tendency among Jewish interpreters of the Bible to view the prophets as within the mainstream of priestly and legalistic Judaism, and to downplay the oppositional character of the prophetic movement.

The most interesting text in this regard is in the Book of Isaiah, where God seems to look askance upon fasting, while promoting activist social justice:


Is such a fast I desire a day for men to starve their bodies? Is it bowing the head like a bulrush and lying in sackcloth and ashes? . . . 

No, unlock fetters of wickedness, and untie the cords of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free . . . 



Today, the almost universal view among Jewish scholars is that Isaiah is not placing justice over a code of prescribed religious praxis, but instead is saying that the latter must be fulfilled by the spirit and sensibility of the former. A behavioral code without intense moral consciousness is not the Jewish way. Law fulfilled by justice is the Jewish way.

Already in ancient times this section of Isaiah was read aloud to the congregation on the Day of Atonement to remind the community that the Law must be fulfilled inwardly as well as outwardly. This is the prophetic message, so that even if the prophets may have started out as critics of the priesthood, the two religious ways rapidly coalesced. Today, among Jewish biblical scholars, this is the consensus view of the prophets.

The essence of biblical Judaism is the blending of a legalistic with a prophetic tradition—a religion of command with a religion of moral commitment. In the Book of Deuteronomy, drawn up in its present version in the seventh century B.C., after the era of the great prophets, this blending of law and prophecy, command and commitment, takes the definitive form of God saying: “I have put before you life and death, blessing and curse. Choose life . . . by loving the Lord your God, heeding His commands and holding fast to Him.”

The prophet Isaiah blends the covenant ideas with Israel’s designated role in spreading God’s message of justice and love to the whole world:


This is My servant, whom I uphold, My chosen one, in whom I delight. He shall teach the true way to the nations . . . 

He shall not grow dim or be bruised till he has established the true way on earth . . . 

I the Lord, in My grace, have summoned you, and I have grasped you by the hand. I created you and appointed you a covenant people, a light of nations.



This synthesis of legal tradition and prophetic enthusiasm provided emotional sustenance during the difficult days of the later eighth century B.C., when the political life of Judea was marked by conquest, revolt, and internal conflict. The Assyrian siege of the city of Jerusalem was broken in 701 B.C., when the forces surrounding the city were struck by plague and forced to withdraw, leaving Jerusalem the only unconquered city in the Jewish realms. The status of Jerusalem and the Temple were thereby greatly increased, and the national god Yahweh was regarded as the defender of His city against the invaders. But the brief respite that followed the siege was only the prelude to a period of demoralizing vassalage to Assyria, whose military strength was much too great for the Jews to resist.

Some members of Hebrew society went beyond cooperation with the conquerors. Some even worshipped Assyrian divinities, assigning to Yahweh the highest place in the Assyrian pantheon. New prophets arose to condemn such abuses. In the late seventh century B.C., Jeremiah prophesied that Solomon’s Temple would be destroyed because the singular worship of Yahweh, as set down in the covenant, had been forsaken.

In response, under the leadership of the ruler Josiah (639–609 B.C.), a reforming movement in Israel achieved concrete and immediate results. Josiah was bent on reforming worship, and his major undertaking was the plan to centralize all worship in the Temple at Jerusalem. The shrines that dotted the mountains of Judah were destroyed, and the priests who had attended them were brought to Jerusalem and made subordinate to the priests of the Temple. The Temple itself was purified, and an austere ritual was mandated. Once all worship was restricted to the Temple in Jerusalem, the practice of accompanying almost every significant action with ritual magic had to stop. Josiah’s reforms served to infuse some of the prophetic ideals into official religious observances.

King Josiah gave royal legitimacy to the newly completed Jewish behavioral code, the book of religious law that we now know as the Book of Deuteronomy in the Bible. During Josiah’s reign, priests and scribes, drawing on some ancient sources but adding much of their own, presented the Deuteronomic book as having been newly discovered in the Temple, and received from the king legitimation and authority for this priestly ordained code.

The official story was the discovery, in the course of purifying and repairing the Temple, of a law book that outlined how the blending of prophetic and traditional practices could be accomplished. This was the book that Josiah attempted to follow in his reforms. It represented the first written segment of Torah (Law, literally instruction), the final and sufficient word of God. From this time forward (although it would undergo important changes after the death of Josiah) the religion of Israel depended more and more on the strict observance of God’s law as described in the Torah.

Josiah’s reforms had only begun to be implemented when he died. The time was too short for extensive implementation. Jeremiah’s incessant prophesying that the Temple would be overthrown soon came to pass. This time, the Babylonians, who had replaced the Assyrians as rulers of the Near East, besieged Jerusalem. The city fell to Nebuchadnezzar in 586 B.C., and Solomon’s Temple was destroyed. Most elite members of the Judaic population were sent into exile in Babylonia, where they established a colony. Jeremiah took refuge in Egypt. Passive elements were left in Judea, and new colonies were brought in by the Babylonians, who thus removed the possibility of effective opposition.

“Lonely sits the city, once great with people. Judah has gone into exile . . . ,” lamented old Jeremiah in his Egyptian exile. Yet those who had gone to Mesopotamia, we are told in the Bible, swore that they would never forget Zion. By the waters of Babylon they sat down and wept and swore a mighty oath that the covenant between Yahweh and the Jews would not be abrogated.

Despair was mitigated by hope of redemption and restoration in the future. Destruction and exile would in time be succeeded by return to Jerusalem and by restoration of David’s royal line. In Jeremiah’s lyrical pronouncement:


He who scattered Israel will gather them, and will guard them as a shepherd his flock. For the Lord will ransom Jacob, redeem him from one too strong for him.



The recurring cycle of defeat and triumph, of exile and restoration, of destruction and redemption, here articulated by Jeremiah, became a central motif of resurgent theology in biblical and all subsequent Jewish thought.

The destruction of Judah and the Babylonian willingness to allow Judeans to settle throughout their empire provided impetus to dispersion of the Jewish population. The most vital group was the Jewish colony established in Babylonia. Living in a foreign land, they were deprived of worship in the Temple, but instead of losing their identity and becoming assimilated into the native population, they developed a highly self-conscious religious community. Many Jews, of course, were assimilated into Mesopotamian culture, but for the rest, obedience to the Law was held as the source of the distinctiveness of the Jews. Circumcision and observance of the Sabbath became more crucial than ever, as did observance of dietary restrictions, to strengthen Jewish identity while Jews lived in multicultural exile (circumcision was common in the ancient Near East, but the Babylonians did not practice it, so for the Jews it became even more important than before).

The foundations of the synagogue, which would become critically important in later Judaism, can be traced to the meetings of this Jewish community in exile from Jerusalem. In the absence of the Temple, religious meetings had to forsake ritual and rely on prayer and reading of religious texts.

In Babylonia the Jews spoke Aramaic, the common language of the country. Aramaic is a Semitic language that closely resembles but is still distinct from Hebrew. After some of the Babylonian community returned to Judea, they brought Aramaic back with them, and it became the language of the Jewish populace for several centuries. The Jewish prayer for the dead is still recited in Aramaic, reflecting its sometime popular use.

Some modern scholars, like John Allegro of Manchester University in the UK and Columbia University’s Morton Smith, have speculated that what the Jews learned in Babylonia was more than Aramaic and synagogue worship. Rather it was there, in the valleys of what is today Iraq, that the Jews in the middle of the first millennium B.C. are said to have learned much of their monotheism and to have written drafts of most of the Pentateuch’s narrative text, which they later brought back to Jerusalem. The Bible symbolically hints at this derivation by placing the homeland of the patriarch Abraham in Iraq.

By this view, well-speculated but unproven, Judaism was a derivation from Mesopotamian religious culture. Allegro and Smith also contend that Jews brought back with them from Mesopotamia a volatile brand of esoteric religion to go with the more sedate biblical religion we recognize.

Even in Babylonia the prophets continued to speak out, but after the destruction of Jerusalem their preaching took a new tone. Instead of prophesying the destruction of Jerusalem, they explained that the misfortunes of the Jews were punishments for their sins, and anticipated the eventual restoration of Halakah (religious law) in Jerusalem. Ezekiel had foretold the destruction of Jerusalem, but, writing as an exile, he also denied the idea of collective guilt and claimed that each individual received retribution for his own sins. At the same time, for Ezekiel, the Israelites were the chosen people of a universal God, and he looked forward to the redemption of the nation.

Not surprisingly, the later prophets who wrote in exile tended to give universal significance to the Jewish faith, a trend illustrated by the writings of Second Isaiah. Deutero-Isaiah enunciated the idea that Yahweh, the universal creator of the universe, had chosen Israel to be His witness among the Gentiles. Just as the Hebrew people’s suffering had been a lesson to mankind, so would its restoration be brought about as a sign of a new age of universal peace and justice. In order that war might end and nations beat their swords into agricultural implements, the word of God must again go forth from Zion and the Law be proclaimed from Jerusalem.

The prophets who wrote in exile recognized a common brotherhood of all peoples, and Yahweh as the father of all mankind. Yet this kind of universalism did not detract from or erode faith in the Jews’ covenanted destiny as God’s chosen witnesses to mankind. On the contrary, it enhanced the strength of this belief. The Jews must return to Jerusalem and restore the Temple so that mankind might enjoy peace and justice.

The hopes of the exiles were answered in 539 B.C., when the Persians took the city of Babylon and established their control over the Babylonian empire. Since the Persians’ policy encouraged local religious organizations within their empire, the Jews were allowed to return to Jerusalem and were even permitted to rebuild their Temple. But after two generations of exile, the return to Jerusalem was slow, and the population dwelling on the land was not especially eager to restore the Temple. Neither the returned exiles nor the indigenous Jews had the kind of funds required for the restoration of Jerusalem. Reconstruction was begun by Zerubbabel, under the Persian king Darius I, and the new Temple was consecrated in 515 B.C. But only under the administration of the Persian governor Nehemiah, in the mid-fifth century, was real reconstruction carried out and the enforcement of religious law achieved. Nehemiah was empowered by the Persian king to institute important reforms. He prohibited marriages with non-Jews, provided for the payment of tithes and the observance of the Sabbath, and allowed for the remission of debts to lift the heavy burdens that oppressed the poor. Finally, Nehemiah saw to the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem.

Those who had remained in Judah as well as those who had, under Babylonian rule, been assimilated into the population from abroad were not eager to see the power of the Temple restored, for this would mean the predominance of the returned exiles. Therefore, they opposed Nehemiah’s reforms and continued to live much as they had during the exile.

To counteract their obstructionism, Ezra, a member of the group of exiles in Babylonia, early in the fourth century, undertook a commission from the Persian king to restore the systematic observance of Jewish law in Judea. As a result of his work, the books of the Law, the Pentateuch (the so-called Five Books of Moses), incorporated the results of the exile experience with the reforms of Josiah and the prophetic tradition. The Law now began to take on its final form. In the future, mainstream Judaism would be a religion of the Law that religious leaders insisted was binding on all of the Jewish nation.

As far as practice was concerned, the most important change in this amended version of the Law was the observance of the Day of Atonement. In doctrine, the most important addition was the development of an eschatological view of history—the view that a Messiah would come forth to lead the Jewish nation in the Day of the Lord. Yahweh was no longer the national champion of Israel but rather the judge of the entire world, a universal God whose will was absolute justice. The judgment of God was worked out in history, and His commands were expressed in the Law of the Jewish nation, whose misfortunes were a lesson to all mankind and whose eventual triumph was assured because they were the chosen people of the Lord.

In the meantime, the Jews remained a conquered nation—the vassal state of the Persians, and then of Alexander the Great and his successors, the rulers of the Hellenistic kingdoms of the Near East that emerged in the fourth century B.C.

In a couple of decades before his death in 323 B.C., Alexander of Macedonia created the largest empire the ancient world had known, stretching from Greece to northern India. Early on, Judea was incorporated into the realm of the world conqueror, who treated the Jews generously. After his death, his empire broke up into three political entities. Judea was initially under Egyptian rule, but this was soon superseded by incorporation into the Syrian empire of the Seleucid Dynasty.

The differences were political, but the culture of the post-Alexander Hellenistic world was largely the same everywhere in the Near East. Hellenistic civilization was an urban-centered blending of the religions and lifestyles of the eastern Mediterranean, bound together by the Greek language (in post-classical, vulgarized form) and, among the educated class, by Platonic philosophy.

In the Hellenistic era, numerous divisions and conflicts centered around the priesthood within Judaism itself. With the reorganization of the Temple, the high priest









































































































































A Guide to Further Reading


The modern and recent historical literature on antiquity is vast in size. There are at least three thousand volumes in English worth reading on the ancient world. The weakness of this literature is that it is often too academic and technical to be accessible to the lay reader and beginning student.

Time and again authors fail to take pains to write in readable style. Since 1960 there has been a marked tendency to avoid highly interpretive works, and to write with focus on detailed information. Few people have the time and educational background to plow through these densely learned volumes.

Part of the problem is that surveys of ancient history are no longer offered in many respectable American colleges, so the market for introductory works and textbooks is very small.

Another problem arises from Britain where many writers on antiquity have been studying Greek and Latin since they were five years old, and presuppose fluency in the classical languages. A famous case is that of a British historian of the Roman Empire, now holding a chair at Yale, who published a thick study of a fourth-century-A.D. Roman historian but did not translate the Latin quotations.

The following books offer many hours of pleasure and high education. These recommendations focus on recent publications. Readability is noted.

PREHISTORY

There is a gap of 2.5 million years between the emergence of recognizable humans in East Africa and the appearance of literate civilizations in the Nile and Tigris-Euphrates valleys around 3500 B.C. What is known from archaeological data about this period of so-called prehistory is summarized in Colin Tudge, The Time Before History (New York: Scribner, 1996), Donald Johnson and Blake Edgar, From Lucy to Language (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996), and Virginia Morrell, Ancestral Passions (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1995), a fascinating biography of the famous Leakey family of paleontologists.

HYDRAULIC DESPOTISMS

An authoritative, if difficult, summary of the history of the Ancient Near East before 300 B.C. is Amelie Kuhrt, The Ancient Near East, 2 vols. (New York: Routledge, 1995). More concise summaries are H. W. F. Saggs, Civilization Before Greece and Rome (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1989), and Charles K. Maisels, The Near East (New York: Routledge, 1993). Kuhrt will be the standard reference work for many years to come; Maisels is easy reading and is also well-informed. A dry but authoritative account of the material foundations of ancient Iraq is D. T. Potts, Mesopotamian Civilization (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1997); J. N. Postgate, Early Mesopotamia (New York: Routledge, 1996) is more lively. Of the vast literature on ancient Egypt, three recent books stand out: Barry J. Kemp, Ancient Egypt (New York: Routledge, 1989), Nicholas Grimal, A History of Ancient Egypt (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Blackwell, 1988), and Ian Shaw, ed., Oxford History of Ancient Egypt (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000). Kemp’s work is easy reading. Jean Vercoutter, The Search for Ancient Egypt (New York: Abrams, 1993) is a well-illustrated and concise history of Egyptian archaeology.

THE JEWS AND THEIR BIBLE

From 1967 to 1980, the Israelis ruled the Sinai Peninsula. During this period their archaeologists sought proof of the liberation myth in the Book of Exodus. The result of the Sinai search and many excavations in Israel is summed up in Israel Finkelstein and Neil Silberman, The Bible Unearthed (New York: Free Press, 2001)—“There was no Exodus.” Also important and readable are Richard E. Friedman, Who Wrote the Bible? (New York: Summit, 1987), and Robin Lane Fox, The Unauthorized Version (New York: Viking, 1991). For ancient post-biblical Judaism, there is the brilliant book by Shaye J. D. Cohen, From the Maccabees to the Mishna (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1987).

THE GREEKS

The authoritative and well-organized textbook by Claude Orrieux and Pauline Schmitt Panel, A History of Ancient Greece (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Blackwell, 1999) is the starting point for all further reading on ancient Greece. For the Hellenistic era, Peter Green, From Alexander to Actium (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1993) is the authoritative survey, well-written. H. D. Kitto, The Greeks (New York: Penguin, 1985) remains the best book on Greek culture, but see also Anthony Andrews, The Greeks (New York: W. W. Norton, 1967), and Robert Garland, The Greek Way of Life (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1990) for insightful surveys. The archaeological quest for ancient Greece is well told in Roland and Françoise Etienne, The Search for Ancient Greece (New York: Abrams, 1990), beautifully illustrated. Richard Jenkyns, The Victorian and Ancient Greece (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1980) is a fascinating account of nineteenth-century English devotion to Athens. The biography of Alexander the Great by Robin Lane Fox, Alexander the Great (New York: Penguin, 1986), is both deeply learned and well-written, a masterpiece. The underside of Greek life is sharply depicted in Eva C. Keuls, The Reign of the Phallus (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 1993).

THE ROMANS

The authoritative textbook, but not always easy reading, is Marcel Le Glay, Jean-Louis Voison, and Yann Le Bohec, A History of Rome (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Blackwell, 1996). It is particularly good about incorporating recent archaeological discoveries. Very different is Michael Grant, A History of Rome (New York: History Book Club, 1997), a well-written, highly personal account based on close reading of the literary sources. Colin Wells, The Roman Empire, 2nd ed. (London: Fontana, 1992), and Averil Cameron, The Late Roman Empire (London: Fontana, 1986) are sober and reliable surveys. Michael Rostovtzeff, Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire, 2nd ed. (Oxford, England: Clarendon Press, 1957) has not been superseded and remains the single best book ever written about antiquity. Nor has Tenney Frank, An Economic Survey of Ancient Rome, 6 vols. (New York: Octagon, 1975) been superseded. Fergus Miller, The Roman Empire and Its Neighbors, 2nd ed. (London: Duckworth, 1981) is an entry to advanced study but difficult reading. Fergus Miller, The Emperor in the Roman World (London: Duckworth, 1977) is important but prolix. C. N. Cochrane, Christianity and Classical Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 1957) is an interesting indictment of Roman civilization from a Christian point of view. J. A. Crook, Law and Life of Rome (London: Thames and Hudson, 1967) remains the best introduction to the civil law. Claude Moratti, In Search of Ancient Rome (New York: Abrams, 1992) is a splendidly illustrated and insightful history of Roman archaeology.

THE CHRISTIANS

The literature is vast but seven books stand out as informed, incisive, and very well written: Paula Frederikson, From Jesus to Christ (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University, 1988), Henry Chadwick, The Early Church (New York: Penguin, 1993), Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians (New York: Knopf, 1987), Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo, 2nd ed. (Berkeley, California: University of California Press, 2000), A. H. M. Jones, Constantine and the Conversion of Europe (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1978), Elaine Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels (New York: Random House, 1979), and Judith Herron, The Formation of Christendom (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1987). Chadwick has an infectious sense of humor and Pagels is a proponent of feminism. Lane Fox’s book is another enjoyable masterpiece.

GENERAL READING

R. R. Bolgar, The Classical Heritage and Its Beneficiaries (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1963) is still very much worth reading as a pragmatic and relativist view of the classical legacy. In Charles Freeman’s Egypt, Greece, and Rome (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), the part on Greece is well done. Barry Cunliffe, ed., The Oxford Illustrated History of Europe (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), presents the archaeological point of view, lavishly illustrated and diagrammed. It replaces the 1948 classic by V. Gordon Childe, What Happened in History? (New York: Penguin, 1952). Brian M. Fagan, The Seventy Great Mysteries of the Ancient World (New York: Thames and Hudson, 2001) is not always factually reliable but provides good bedtime reading. The feminist perspective is discussed in Riane Eisler, The Chalice and the Blade (New York: HarperCollins, 1988), and Marija Gimbutas, The Language of the Goddess (New York: HarperCollins, 1991).
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