An Overview of Ancient Mesopotamia
Religion

Mesopotamian religious practices varied through time and distance, it was characterized by polytheism. Mesopotamian mythology suggests a number of gods and goddesses. They were seen as high masters who were to be obeyed and feared. Gods represented places and powers in ancient Mesopotamia. Priests were an important part of the Mesopotamian social structure. Temples could be found anywhere in the city.
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There were hundreds of thousands of deities. Each god had priests, temples and followers. An was the primary god of Mesopotamians who was the god of heavens. He was also the over-arching bowl of heaven; he influenced the way Mesopotamians thought about the cosmos. 
Enlil was the god of the air and the storms. Enki was the god of water and the earth. The goddess of love and war was Inanna. Sometimes, gods represented certain places. Ashur was the patron god of Assyria and Marduk of Babylon. Enki was associated with the city of Eridu. 
Mesopotamian religion was polytheistic and henotheistic, where certain gods are viewed superior to others. It was in the later period that the Mesopotamians began ranking the deities in order of importance. 
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Art
Mesopotamian art reflects the ideas, customs, beliefs and way of life of their people. We know that Mesopotamian civilization comprised of the Sumerian, the Akkadian, the Assyrian and the Babylonian cultures. Mesopotamian art included both cylinder seals and clay plaques. Art was made from natural resources such as stone, shells, alabaster and marble.
Sumerian Art (3500-2300 BC):

The Sumerian palaces were beautifully decorated with gate guardian figures. Sculptures were erect, stylized figures characterized by clasped hands and huge eyes. It was the Sumerians who produced many small, finely carved cylindrical seals made of stone such as marble, alabaster, carnelian, lapis lazuli. 

Akkadian Art (2300-2150 BC):

Akkadian art, though short lived was unique and of high quality. In the victory stele of King Naram Sin, the [image: image5.png]


king is portrayed larger than his soldiers and wears the horned crown of a god. The stars above him indicate his divinity. This is the first work that regards man's status equal to that of god. 
Assyrian Art (1400-600 BC):
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Assyrian art form was narrative relief sculpture. Their art was mostly based on trade and warfare. Palace of Ashurbanipal was a 7th century BC work. They carved reliefs from stone which include dramatic scenes of a lion hunt. 

Babylonian Art (625-538 BC):

It was in 6th century BC that Babylonian art came into prominence. The Babylonians practiced all the Mesopotamian arts and excelled in brightly colored glazed tiles, used to create relief sculptures. The best-known piece of art of the Old Babylonian period is the stone stele inscribed with the law code of Hammurabi. 
Social System
Mesopotamian civilization like any other society had a definite social structure. Mesopotamians did not have a perfectly egalitarian society. There were both powerful and the powerless classes, the rich and the poor. The temple and the palace housed various activities and were prominent social institutions of the time. 

The king was the ruler of the land. Kings were believed to have possessed divine powers. The king was responsible for ensuring the welfare of the people, securing their lives and property, and taking care of the temple. 

Government officials, nobles and priests were the top in the hierarchy. Merchants, artisans, laborers, craftsmen and farmers constituted the second level of the hierarchy. Commoners were the free citizens of the country and were protected by law, they occupied the next level. The prisoners of war, the slaves were in the bottom of the social ladder. 
The priests were one of the most powerful classes. They were to please the gods and prevent the masses from indulging in activities unpleasant to gods. They were also the healers. The rich led a luxurious life. The general public was hardworking and comfortable with their way of life. Because one’s class was not fixed, social mobility was possible. There were no rigid rules of following the paternal occupation. 

Slavery existed in ancient Mesopotamia. Usually, the prisoners of war were brought into the city and converted into slaves. They did not have any rights as normal citizens of the land. They were bought and sold, which is evident from numerous trade documents. A male slave was called a mountain boy and a female slave a mountain girl. 
Government 
Laws in Mesopotamia date back to 2250 BC, but the actual contents are not known in great detail as they were not properly preserved. The only detail we have is from the time of Neo-Babylonian period dating from the Akkadian times. The best known laws were that of King Hammurabi, who reigned from 1792-1750 BC. They were inscribed on a stone and placed in various temples.
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On the stone, Hammurabi was placed just before the sun god Shamash, who was regarded as the deliverer of justice in ancient Mesopotamia. Ancient Mesopotamian belief revolved around god and the people believed laws emanated from him only.
It was believed that the sun god gave all powers to King Hammurabi and entrusted him with the ring and rod, which were symbols of divine justice and kingship. 
The king acted as the guardian and ensured people followed the edicts laid down by god. The king was not only the protector, but also brought peace and justice after military conquests. 
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The king was the supreme authority and wielded enormous power. If a fisherman or an overseer was ordered to appear by the king and he failed to turn up or sent a hireling, he could have been put to death or lost his property. 
Laws of Mesopotamia were just for the times. Compared to other civilizations, Mesopotamia was rich in culture and there was a semblance of good governance. For example, in ancient Mesopotamia, if land was rented out to a farmer, he could enjoy deductions in payment in the event of floods, droughts or other natural calamities.

Economics 

Ancient Mesopotamia did not have many natural resources. Therefore, the people who lived there needed to trade with neighboring countries in order to acquire the resources they needed to live. 

Trade and commerce developed in Mesopotamia because the farmers learned how to irrigate their land. They could grow more food than they could eat. They used the surplus to trade for goods and services with neighboring countries. Ur, a city-state in Sumer, was a major center for commerce and trade. 

Temples were the chief employer and location for commercial activity. The Tigris and Euphrates rivers made transport of goods easy and economical. Riverboats were used to transport goods for trade. Strong currents moved the boats downstream, but because of the current they could only travel in one direction.

Wool and wool cloth were important for trade. Wood was used for ships and furniture. Grain, oils and textiles were taken from Babylonia to foreign cities and exchanged for timber, wine, precious metals and stones. In addition, merchants from other countries travelled to Babylonia to exchange their goods. 

Merchants used several different methods for transporting their goods depending on what they were transporting. For example, grain was quite bulky and was best transported on a boat, whereas precious stones were likely to be small, so they could be transported on foot or by donkey.

In ancient Mesopotamia money wasn't used to trade goods and services. The Mesopotamians used a barter system instead. They developed a writing system to keep track of trade. Scribes kept accurate records of business transactions by writing on clay tablets, some of which still survive today. 

Early Mesopotamian trade, according to a research by historians, might have played a role in the gradual shift from a barter economy to one that used commodities such as silver or grain in payment. During later periods, Mesopotamia developed a uniform standard of weights and measurements, further attesting to a more sophisticated system of import and export norms. 

As the Mesopotamian population grew trade became more important. Local regions around larger cities could not sustain the massive urban populations through agriculture. This made trade for grain and other food stuffs, or conquest involving tribute, necessary. 

Language/literacy 
There were many Mesopotamian languages spoken by the people. The script used was known as cuneiform and excavation revealed the use of clay tablets on which the wedge shaped writing was common. 

The cuneiform script was adopted in 4 BC characterized by triangular shapes which helped make impressions on soft clay. Much of the knowledge of languages prevalent during the period comes from the excavation of temples and the descriptions around them. 

Sumerian was used for official purposes. Sumerian was also commonly used for literary pursuits, religious discourses and technological pursuits as well. Eventually Aramaic became common for administrative purposes. 
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Directions: Read the article “An Overview of Ancient Mesopotamia.” Then, using complete sentences, answer the questions below on a separate sheet of paper. 
Give a brief definition for the following vocabulary words/IDs. 
	Word
	Definition
	Word
	Definition

	Mesopotamia 
	
	Polytheistic
	

	Henotheistic
	
	City-State
	

	Relief Sculpture
	
	Textile
	

	Egalitarian
	
	Barter System
	

	Hierarchy
	
	Scribe
	

	Surplus
	
	Commodity
	

	Scribe
	
	
	


Religion
1. What role did religion play in Mesopotamian life? 


2. a. How many gods and goddesses were there in ancient Mesopotamia? 

b. What type of society has multiple deities? 


3. Name two gods from Mesopotamian society and what they were responsible for. 

	God
	Function

	
	

	
	


4. According to the Mesopotamians, which god was responsible for organizing the cosmos? 


5. How does henotheism apply to Mesopotamian society? 


Art
6. What aspects of culture were represented in Mesopotamian art?

 

7. What materials did Mesopotamians use to make art? 


8. Why is narrative relief sculpture valuable to historians? 


9. a. What is believed to be the most important piece of Old Babylonian art? 

b. Why is it important? 

Social System
10. Was Mesopotamian society egalitarian or class-based?


11. Fill in the Mesopotamian social hierarchy on the chart below. Place the most powerful members on the top of the pyramid. 
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12. a. What is social mobility? 

b. Why was it an important aspect of Mesopotamian society? 

13. Where did Mesopotamians get their slaves? 

Government
14. Who ruled Mesopotamia? 


15. Who is credited with the first written code of laws? 



16. How was the Mesopotamian legal system related to their system of religious beliefs? 



17. List three of the ruler’s duties. 
-
-
-
18. a. Where did the king get his power from? 

b. What symbols were used to demonstrate this power? 

Economics
19. Why was trade necessary for Mesopotamian society to flourish? 

20. a. What city became famous for commerce? 

b. Where did trade normally take place in the cities? 

21. a. What commodities were commonly traded? 

b. How were they transported? 

22. Mesopotamians did not use currency/money. How did they trade with each other? 


23. Why is a standard set of weights and measures so important for trade? 
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Language/Literacy 
24. What was the Mesopotamian form of writing called? 


25. What was Cuneiform primarily used for? 


26. a. what did Mesopotamians commonly write on? 

b. Why is this significant for historians? 

27. Which language eventually eclipsed Sumerian for administrative purposes? 









