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Semitic Mesopotamia
Civilizations of the Ancient World | Meeting #5
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Upcoming Dates
● Thursday, February 12

Tuesday, February 17

• No class meeting

● Monday, March 9

• Gilgamesh Essay Due

● Sunday, February 15

Responses for Week 3 Due

2

Four things today ● Gilgamesh and Humbaba

● Akkad and Sargon

● Babylon and Hammurabi

● Writing systems
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Quiz #1 | Semitic Mesopotamia
1. All of the following are true of Sargon EXCEPT:

a. He claimed to be the lover of Ishtar
b. He was king of the Akkadians
c. He ruled weakly and passively
d. He established the first Near Eastern empire

2. The Old Babylonian Empire was known for 
a. Mathematics and astronomy
b. Romance novels
c. Inventing an early form of baseball
d. Lasting for thousands of years

3. All of the following are true of the Code of Hammurabi EXCEPT:
a. It was a compilation of laws relating to civil and criminal procedures
b. Its penalties were harsher than older laws
c. It helped to unify the empire by placing it under a single legal system
d. The three classes—noble, free, and slave—were treated exactly equally

4. The Indo-European people who settled in central Anatolia (modern Turkey) were the
a. Hittites
b. Mennonites
c. Kassites
d. Samsonites

5. All of the following are true of the Indo-Europeans EXCEPT:
a. They were originally nomadic before settling in new grazing lands
b. They were pastoral (animal herders)
c. They never migrated anywhere, and all its tribes stayed in their homeland until they 

died out 
d. Their language was the origin of many related later languages, including Persian, 

Greek, Latin, and Sanskrit

Extra Credit
EC. Give an example of one of the punishments you remember from the Code of Hammurabi. 
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Questions about whatever
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Gilgamesh
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Primary Source Reading

Tablet 5: 
The Combat 
with Humbaba
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Why do Gilgamesh and Enkidu go to fight Humbaba?
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The combat 
with 
Humbaba

● Gilgamesh 
and Enkidu

● The Forest of 
Cedar

● Humbaba, the 
forest 
guardian
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Some themes so far in Gilgamesh
● Individual and community

– Gilgamesh places himself ahead of community and so is not civilized
– King must protect community
– Enkidu becomes a part of community

● Gender
– Male nature is to be a wild beast (Enkidu and Gilgamesh)
– “The work of woman” is to transform beast-men into citizens as 

mothers and and wives

● Mortal and divine
– Gods are capricious and untrustworthy because they do not die
– Mortals must grow in order to build and contribute before death

● Bonds between individuals
– Men and women
– Men and men
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Gilgamesh essay
12
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Guidance and resources
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Writing a Position 
Paper

● Link on Resources 
page

● Structure, research, 
citations, etc.
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Structure of an interpretive essay

Introduction
¢  State the problem (some say … others say …)
¢  Give your thesis (I believe…)

First reason
¢  ASSERTION #1
¢  Evidence from primary or secondary sources
¢  Discussion of how the evidence demonstrates your thesis

Second reason
¢  ASSERTION #2
¢  Evidence from primary or secondary sources
¢  Discussion of how the evidence demonstrates your thesis

Third reason
¢  ASSERTION #3
¢  Evidence from primary or secondary sources
¢  Discussion of how the evidence demonstrates your thesis

Conclusion
¢  Address counterarguments
¢  Connect your “reason” sections together
¢  Restate your thesis as having been demonstrated
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Evidence vs. discussion
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Footnotes and bibliographies
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Writing
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Forms of writing
PICTOGRAPHS

Each character represents 
a word or a concept

Cuneiform

Hieroglyphs

SYLLABARIES

Each character represents 
a syllable (consonant + vowel)

Linear B

Arcado-Cypriot

ALPHABETS

Each character represents
a sound

Greek

Latin

20

Cuneiform
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Hieroglyphs

● Roughly 
contemporary with 
cuneiform

● Used for formal 
writing and records
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Hieroglyphs: 
cartouche

● Within a cartouche, 
the first syllable is 
sounded out to make 
proper names
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From stone to 
papyrus

● Papyrus is made from 
woven reeds

● Fluidity of ink version 
leads to a more 
informal script

● Still difficult to learn

24
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The phonetic 
alphabet

● Bronze Age scripts are 
pictographic or 
syllabic

● Many characters with 
a high learning curve

● No phonetic scripts 
until the Iron Age
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Semitic peoples of 
Southwest Asia
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Fertile 
Crescent

● Soil and climate 
offer better odds 
for farming

● City-state 
cultures develop

● Neighboring 
nomadic peoples 
attracted by 
wealth and 
stability of the 
city-states

27
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Semitic 
peoples of 
the Bronze 
Age

● Related tribes 
settle in 
different areas

Akkadians

Chaldeans

Assyrians

Phoenicians

Hebrews

Canaanites

SUMER
Not Semitic

Arabs

Aramaeans
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Sargon and 
Akkad

● Akkad becomes a 
strong city-state

● King Sargon I extends 
control over more and 
more od Mesopotamia
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Akkadian 
Empire

● Economic 
dominance

● Military 
victories

● Feudal rule 
over vassal 
states

30
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Sargon’s Empire

● Control of distant resources

● Political unity
– Connecting disparate peoples
– Autocratic rule

– Defortification of cities

● Economic unity
– Goods
– Access to resources not available 

locally
– Ideas

31

Why doesn’t Sargon’s empire last?

32

Babylon
33
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Babylon

● Economically 
strategic 
location

● Chaldean 
population

● Extremely 
strong city-
state identity
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Marduk

● Babylon has 
thousands of god and 
goddesses

● Marduk dominant
– Patron deity of Babylon

– Judges other gods as well as 
the living and the dead

● Henotheism: many 
gods, one dominant
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The Old Babylonian 
Empire

● Around 1900-1600 
BCE

● Absorbed culture and 
stories of conquered 
peoples

● Babylon as a center of 
science and natural 
history, especially 
astronomy

36
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How does the Code of Hammurabi change things?

37

Code of Hammurabi

● Unified legal system emphasizes benefits of empire

● Consistent rules for guilt and sentencing 

– From city to city
– From judge to judge

● Public law
– Justice associated with the people, not just nobility
– Known laws/punishment minimizes arbitrary/corrupt rulings

● State supersedes family/local
– Emphasis on center rather than parts
– Makes possible a sense of identity with the larger whole
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