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BC ca. 9000
Agriculture begins in the 
Fertile Crescent, the well-
watered region stretching 
across Mesopotamia’s 
northern rim.

ca. 5500
� e fi rst waves of settlers from the Fertile Crescent 
move into the Tigris-Euphrates river valley.

ca. 5000–3500
� e Ubaidians, the 
direct predecessors of 
the Sumerians, establish 
numerous villages in 
Mesopotamia. 

ca. 3500–3000
� e Sumerians oversee 
widespread application of the 
wheel, build the fi rst wagons, 
and erect the fi rst true cities.

ca. 3100
� e world’s fi rst 
writing system 
appears in some of 
the Sumerian cities.

ca. 3000
� e earliest known medical 
text is written in the 
Sumerian city of Nippur.

ca. 2340–2200
� e approximate dates 
for the rise and fall of 
the fi rst empire, founded 
by the Akkadian king 
Sargon the Great.
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sumed, the types of building materials they used to erect their houses and 
cities, the kinds of professions they held, the nature of their myths, and 
many more critical aspects of their lives. So interconnected were they with 
the Idiglat and the Buranun—their names for the Tigris and Euphrates—
that outsiders automatically associated them with those rivers. Indeed, the 
chief term that posterity came to use for the region, Mesopotamia, is Greek 
for “the land between the rivers.” 

Ancient Mesopotamia



Composed not long after 2000 BC, it marks the fall of the last of the 
Sumerian empire, dubbed the � ird Dynasty of Ur, or Ur-III, by modern 
scholars. � e part of the lament that follows sounds like an actual eyewit-
ness account of the dreadful aftermath of wartime slaughter:

On that day did the storm [of war] leave the country. � e people 
mourn. Its people’s corpses, not potsherds, littered the approaches. 
� e walls were gaping. � e high gates, the roads, were piled with 
dead. In the wide streets, where feasting crowds once gathered, 
jumbled they lay. In all the streets and roadways bodies lay. In open 
fi elds that used to fi ll with dancers, the people lay in heaps.35

Letters
� e ancient Mesopotamian libraries also contained many personal let-
ters, including ones written by one ruler to another. When an ordinary, 
illiterate person wanted to send someone a letter, he hired a scribe and 
dictated the message to him. In addition to those letters carved onto clay 

Within the magnifi cent capital of Nineveh (pictured) existed a huge 
library of twenty thousand cuneiform tablets. � is archive represented 
the works collected by Assyria’s King Ashurbanipal, a former scribe.



Inventing the Gods
� ese complex and appealing religious concepts that so heavily infl u-
enced later faiths did not appear suddenly and fully formed in Mesopo-
tamia. Rather, views of the nature of the divine changed considerably 
over time in the region. Furthermore, it took centuries for the Sumerian 
religious faith to evolve into its mature form.

Before and throughout most of the Ubaidian period (circa 5000–
3500 BC), it appears that the prevailing beliefs in the area were animistic. 
Animism is a religious system that holds that large numbers of invisible 
spirits, some of them good, others evil, exist everywhere in nature. An 
animist thinks that these spirits, which tend to be more like forces than 
beings with concrete personalities, inhabit mountains, rocks, trees, rivers, 
and even the sky. 

Sumerians bring a gilded statue to their temple. Temples had a 
prominent place in the cities of ancient Mesopotamia, and religious 
observances grew out of a rich mix of myth and ritual.
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