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Welcome to The Curious Historian 
by Dr. Christopher Perrin

Welcome to History
We are so glad that you are going to study history with us! In each book in The 

Curious Historian series, you will find a rich, engaging presentation of information 
about important people and civilizations throughout history that still have much 
to teach us, even in our modern age. You will learn about the language, religion, 
arts, architecture, monuments, and writing of each of these civilizations. The full- 
color art and artifacts pictured throughout each book will help you understand 
what these civilizations created and will give you an appreciation of the wonder and 
beauty of history.

In The Curious Historian Level 1A, you will be delighted with the history and 
stories of some of the most well-known ancient people—the Mesopotamians and 
Egyptians—who formed the earliest civilizations and whose influence we still see in 
our world today. This is the first part of our four-level history series. The levels, each 
consisting of two semester-long texts, will cover the following eras:

Level 1:  
The Ancient World

Book 1A: The Early & Middle Bronze Ages 
(the Egyptians and Mesopotamians)
Book 1B: The Late Bronze Age & Iron Age  
(the Egyptians, Phoenicians, Israelites, Assyrians, Persians, etc.)

Level 2:  
The Classical World

Book 2A: Greece and the Classical World 
(Classical and Hellenistic Eras; the Far East)
Book 2B: Rome and the Classical World 
(the Republic and Empire; the Far East)

Level 3:  
The Medieval World

Book 3A: The Early Middle Ages  
(Migration Era and the Viking Age) 
Book 3B: The Late Middle Ages  
(Crusades and the High Middle Ages)

Level 4:  
The Modern World

Book 4A: The Early Modern Era  
(Age of Discovery; Reformation and Enlightenment)
Book 4B: The Modern Era 
(Age of “Revolutions”: Industrial, Scientific, and Political)

Throughout each book, you will learn about important people, such as leaders, 
kings, writers, and inventors. You will read about why we remember them, what 
they did, and what they tried but failed to do. You will learn about what they have 
left behind that are still of great value to historians: monuments, writings, personal 
belongings, and more. You will learn these peoples’ stories.

History is also a story of conflict and failure. While people in the past achieved 
great things, they also fought terrible wars that destroyed much that was good. 
People sometimes struggled to do what was wise and good, and sometimes they 
were drawn to what was foolish, selfish, greedy, and destructive. The study of his-
tory shows us both the wisdom and the flaws of the people of the past, helping us to 
learn from their successes and mistakes.
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Know What Is Good
The study of the past has a lot to teach us about what people are like throughout 

history. This means it teaches us what we ourselves are like, because we are people 
too. History introduces us to various heroes and villains who teach us something 
of virtue and vice. It shows us how some people are tempted to become cowardly 
in times of danger, but also how some people demonstrate courage and bravery. 
It shows us how people with great power are easily tempted to become cruel and 
greedy, but also how some people use their power to generously bless and help 
others. It also shows us how people can be both kind and cruel at different times—
for many people are a blend of virtue and vice! In other words, the study of history 
can serve as a model to show us how to be virtuous and wise and avoid being selfish 
and cruel. It provides us with cautionary tales and warnings but also with inspiring 
stories that encourage us to be brave, generous, kind, and daring.

The famous Roman historian Livy said, “The study of history is the best medicine 
for a sick mind” because history gives a long record of examples of human behavior 
and experiences that we can all see. He said that in this record we will find both for 
ourselves and our country “examples and warnings: fine things to take as models, 
base [corrupt] things, rotten through and through, to avoid.” As students of history, 
we should imitate the good examples we find in history and avoid those things that 
are cruel and rotten. If Livy is right, then we can become better, more virtuous peo-
ple by studying history.

Know Ourselves
To study history is to study who we once were and to learn why we are the way we 

are now. You might say that history is the study of our beginning. If we think of history 
as a tree, then the peoples who came before us are like the roots and the trunk 

of the tree, and we are like the most recent branches or the new twigs. 
This means that while we are the most recent people, we are related 

to those people who have gone before us, just like the branches of 
a tree are related to its trunk and roots. The Mesopotamians, 

Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, and other ancient peoples are the 
roots and trunk of the “history tree.” When we study this tree 
(these ancient peoples), we are studying ourselves, because 

in some important ways we came from these peoples.

We have built our modern cities, governments, and 
more on the foundations of these ancient civilizations. 
For example, if you visit major American cities, such 
as Washington, DC, you will find many museums, 
capitol buildings, and courthouses with great pil-
lars and columns supporting triangular roofs. The 
design of these buildings imitates the architectural 
style of the Greeks and Romans, which in turn were 

imitating the great columns and angles of Egyptian 
structures. In other words, the great buildings in Ameri-

can cities are in fact ancient in their style and design!

Know the Future
The study of history helps us to understand ourselves now, but 

it also helps us to make educated guesses about what might hap-
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pen in the future. Why is this true? Because humans have shared the same nature 
over thousands of years! History teaches us that people in all times tend to act in the 
same ways in similar circumstances.

Here is just one example. Throughout history, when people face threats from an 
invading army there are almost always some who wish to surrender out of fear, and 
others who are willing to betray their own city or country to save themselves or 
even to make a profit. There are also those who are willing to stand up and bravely 
fight to protect their country and those in danger. Therefore, we can predict that if, 
during our time, our country or city is threatened, we will likely find each of these 
types of people. As you can see, the study of history helps us to better anticipate 
what might happen in the future!

So, welcome once again to the study of history. We hope this study will help you 
learn more about pursuing virtue and wisdom and avoiding selfishness and greed. 
We hope it will also help you know more about where you have come from and 
learn to wisely anticipate the future. And last but certainly not least, we hope this 
series will capture your curiosity and spark your imagination about the world of 
the past, leading you to see that the study of history is not only important but also 
fascinating!

A Note on the Sidebars

Each chapter lesson in The Curious Historian Level 1A is filled with a variety of 
sidebars. These sidebars are optional, and your teacher or parent will decide which 
ones you should read each week. The sidebar pieces, which are indicated by icons, 
help to provide additional information or summarize key facts.

1.   History Bits: These sidebars are typically numbered lists that give the most 
important accomplishments of an important ruler or highlight important dis-

The US Capitol building in Washington, DC
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coveries or inventions. Sometimes they present a shortened, simplified version 
of a historical myth, such as the Osiris myth from Egyptian religion. You do 
not need to memorize the information included in the History Bits sidebars. 
However, it can be useful to review the lists of rulers’ accomplishments before 
you complete the chapter exercises and quiz, which will sometimes ask you to 
supply three or four facts about one of the key figures discussed in the chapter.

2.   Religion in History: Among many other things, the Bible is a historical 
record of the lives of ancient people such as the Israelites. The Religion in His-
tory sidebars point out places where ancient history intersects with historical 
events or figures mentioned in the Bible: for example, the migration of Abra-
ham and his family from Mesopotamia around the time of the Ur III Empire.

3.   To the Source: Many of our English words come from Latin or Greek. 
When a vocabulary word has interesting or unusual roots, we have supplied this 
information in a To the Source sidebar. These word origins may be of particu-
lar interest if you are also using our Latin for Children or Greek for Children 
series.

4.   Question Box: Since we believe history is more than a boring list of dates 
and facts, we have tried to make it come alive for you by asking you to use your 
imagination and to draw connections between these ancient civilizations and 
our modern world. Asking thoughtful questions, such as those found in the 
Question Box sidebars, is just one way to help you think more deeply about 
some of the patterns and influences that still exist in our own lives today. For 
example, how were these ancient governments similar to or different from 
ours today? What impact did inventions such as the wheel and writing systems 
have on the lives of these ancient people, and eventually on our own? We have 
inserted these Question Boxes at key points throughout the chapters to help 
you explore (with guidance from your teacher or parent) as many thoughts and 
connections as possible. Be as curious as you can when discussing these ques-
tions!
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How to Teach The Curious Historian Level 1A
A Suggested Schedule 

The Curious Historian (TCH) curriculum has been designed to be taught at the 
pace of one chapter per week, with each book to be completed over the course of a 
semester (i.e., Level 1A in the fall semester and Level 1B in the spring semester). The 
following is a basic suggested weekly schedule, assuming four classes per week for 
approximately 30 to 40 minutes each day, to be modified as necessary by the teacher. 
You can also find a suggested yearlong schedule at ClassicalAcademicPress.com/
Pages/The-Curious-Historian, under the “Support” drop-down (found beneath the 
product photos).

If you purchased The Curious Historian’s Archive: Extra Resources for Level 1A, 
feel free to incorporate into your class schedule any of the information supplied in 
the downloadable files that you feel is helpful or interesting to your students. Icons 
throughout the teacher’s edition indicate when to reference these optional pieces.

There are eighteen chapters in TCH1A: fifteen content chapters, two unit review 
chapters, and an end-of-book review chapter. This text also includes a book introduc-
tion (divided into three parts) and two short unit introductions. The vocabulary and 
concepts covered in the three-part book introduction will be important for students’ 
understanding of the rest of the text, so we highly recommend that you take time to 
cover the concepts presented there.

If taught four days a week, this text should take approximately nineteen weeks to 
complete. Some chapters and sections may move faster than others, depending on 
the interests and strengths of your students. There is flexibility within each chapter 
(including a variety of optional exercises for comprehension) and in the pacing of 
the curriculum as a whole to move at the speed that works best for your student(s)/
classroom.

Day One: Review/Memory Work
Each chapter begins with a time line and a vocabulary section that is divided into 

Important Words, Important Figures, and Important Highlights. (Pronunciation 
for more challenging words, as well as expanded definitions for some terms, can be 
found in the alphabetical glossary.) Take time to review these key terms, historical 
figures, and geographical concepts, and to note them in the context of the chapter 
time line. Next, introduce the new chapter verse(s) in the unit song (see appendix 
A for the song lyrics). Each class period should begin and end with a brief review of 
this content and memory work, incorporating content from previous chapters when 
appropriate, and with several rounds of singing all of the song verses students have 
learned up to that point.

If time permits, begin reading the lesson narrative.

Day Two–Day Three: Lesson Narrative
Start class with a brief review of the memory work and unit song, then begin (or 

continue) to read the lesson narrative. You might read the narrative aloud, with stu-
dents following along, or have your student(s) read the text aloud. Either way, be sure 
to pause throughout to emphasize key points, check for comprehension, and engage 
in periodic discussions (the Question Boxes, while optional, will be particularly help-
ful here). Be sure to also stop to point out how the chapter maps and artwork fit into 
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the narrative. While the various sidebar elements contain interesting and pertinent 
information, they are optional, so you may wish to select just one or two to highlight 
for students or skip them altogether if you need to move more quickly through a 
particular chapter.

Day Three–Day Four: Comprehension Exercises
Repeat the week’s memory work and unit song, then finish or review the lesson 

narrative and have students work on completing the chapter exercises. Allow time 
to review and discuss the assignment(s) before moving on. Each chapter includes 
a variety of exercises, both written and oral, to help students review and retain the 
key concepts from the lesson narrative and expand upon the knowledge they have 
gained. We have noted particular exercises that may be considered optional, but you 
should feel free to make assignments based on your students’ needs and abilities. 
Consider choosing a few exercises to complete during class time, such as the Talk It 
Over questions, which are discussion based, and one or two other exercises to assign 
as homework.

Optional Exercises & Chapter Quiz
While optional, the Be Creative exercises, Make/Do It Yourself projects, and bonus 

activities allow students to interact with the chapter content in different and creative 
ways. You may wish to save these for day four (or, if your schedule allows, for a fifth 
day of history study), or integrate them earlier in the week during days two and three 
as a way to break up the lesson narrative and begin introducing firsthand applica-
tion of the content. (Be sure to read through the Make/Do It Yourself instructions in 
advance, as many of these projects require various supplies.)

Consider assigning the optional chapter quiz either as an in-class exercise or as 
homework. (Note: There are no quizzes for the book introduction, unit introduc-
tions, or review chapters.)
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Introduction Part I: 
This Thing Called History

Important Words

Word Definition
History1 The study of how human societies have changed over time
Generation A group of people who are living at about the same time, or the peri-

od between two such groups (such as the time between parents and 
their children)

Communicate To let another person know what you want or what you are thinking 
by using words and movements

Society A group of people who have organized themselves in a particular way
Culture All the ways that a society acts, makes things, and thinks about life
Archaeology2 The study of found objects, such as tools, that once belonged to 

groups of people who lived in the past
Important Figures

Word Definition
Historian A person who studies how and why human societies have changed 

over time
Tyrant A ruler who has complete power over the people and who rules un-

fairly and cruelly
Archaeologist A person who studies found objects that once belonged to groups of 

people from the past

1.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded definition.
2.  We have supplied pronunciations in the alphabetical glossary for these more 

difficult words.

Hey there! I’m Archibald Diggs, archae-

ologist extraordinaire, and I’m here to 

help guide you on your journey through 

ancient history. Like a detective, I look for 

clues—a piece of paper here and a tiny 

bone there—and everything I find tells 

me something about what the past was 

like, whether it was many, many years 

ago or just a few years ago. The fun of 

being an archaeologist is that you never 

know what you will find! So, grab a trowel 

(that’s a little digging tool) and your pith 

helmet (that’s an old style of safari hat) 

and come along on this journey! I’ll share 

some interesting information and point 

out fascinating archaeological  

discoveries as we explore  

two of ancient history’s  

greatest civilizations. 

                            –A.D.

1
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LESSON

What Is History?
Did you know that history is happening every day? The major events on the 

evening news tonight are the stories that will fill a history book 100 years from now. 
But history is more than just events. History◆ is the study of how human societies 
have changed over time, and a person who studies how and why human societies 
have changed over time is called a historian. History is about learning how people 
lived, what people worshipped, what people invented, what wars people fought, 
what kind of government ruled over the people, and how life changed from one 
generation to the next generation. A generation◆ is a term for a group of people 
who are living at about the same time, or for the period between two such groups 
(such as the time between parents and their children). History is about people and 
about change.

The study of history leads historians to ask many questions as they try to discover 
and understand the stories of the past. Unfortunately, as you will learn throughout 
The Curious Historian Level 1, ancient history happened many thousands of years 
ago, and very few written records and other pieces of evidence have been found 
from these ancient periods. This means historians have to do some puzzle solving 
(much like detectives do) as they try their best to figure out what really happened 
and why. This type of puzzle solving can be hard to do, especially when there is only 
a small amount of evidence to study, and historians will often have different opin-
ions about the facts of historical events. These different opinions and disagreements 
between historians make our study very interesting, but also challenging. They may 
even make you more curious! Throughout the text, we will point out when histo-
rians have different opinions or just do not have enough evidence to know for sure 
about a piece of history.

History Is About People
The world is filled with people, and people care for 

and rule over the earth. People are different from the 
animals, plants, and everything else in creation. Peo-
ple have minds that think of ideas and create beautiful 
songs, stories, and artwork. People have brains that 
come up with new ways of doing things, and hands that 
invent new tools to make life easier and more pleasant.

People also have mouths and tongues that make sounds. When these sounds have 
meaning, they are called words. People use words to tell others what they want and 
what they are thinking. They even “store” words on things such as paper or clay 
tablets by writing the words down. This ability to speak and write is another way 
people are different from plants and animals.

There’s one more key way that people are different from animals. People have a 
conscience and know the difference between right and wrong. People make deci-
sions and then have to take responsibility for the choices they make. Their con-
science urges them to be kind to each other, care for those who are sad or sick, and 
be angry when others are treated unjustly. How do you feel when you tell a lie or say 
mean words to your younger sister? Your conscience probably bothers you until you 
apologize. No one can act right all the time because no one can always be kind, just, 

 To the Source:
history, historian from the 
Latin historia, meaning “in-
quiry, knowing,” a transliter-
ation of the Greek historia

 To the Source:
generation from the Latin 
genus, meaning “descent, 
birth”

 Brains
Animals have brains, too. How 
are their brains different from 
human brains?
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LESSON

and good. Yet human beings have a conscience to help guide them, 
and this sets mankind apart from all other living creatures.

No one can stop being a person or stop doing any of these 
things that make a person unique from the animals. For 
example, how long can you be around other people and not 

talk to them: a whole day, an hour, or even a minute? And if 
you don’t talk, do you still point with your finger, nod your 

head, or smile to let someone know what you want? When you 
do this, you are communicating. To communicate◆ means to let another person 
know what you want or what you are thinking by using words and movements.

How long can you go without drawing a picture or building with LEGO? You can’t 
stop communicating with people or creating new things any more than a fish can 
stop being a fish and walk on dry land. You also have a conscience that will not let 
you rest until you say you are sorry and make things right.

So, let’s summarize what makes human beings such wonderful creations. People 
are creative and make new things out of other things they find around them, so that 
the world becomes a better place to live. People communicate with other people as 
they live, work, and play together. People choose to do what’s right or what’s wrong, 
and then must take responsibility for their choices.

Yes, history is surely about people!

History Is About Change
People are always changing, so that means history is about change. People 

live together and communicate with each other. They make friendships, live as 
families, and gather together in groups called societies. A society◆ is a group of 
people who have organized themselves in a particular way. A family is 
a type of society, and every person has a certain place within the fam-
ily. Neighborhoods, schools, and churches are societies, too, and every 
person also has a place in each of these societies.

As time goes on, societies change just like people change. Studying societies and 
the ways they change helps to us know how people today are both similar to and 
different from people who lived in the past. For example, in some past societies 
different metals—even ones that are ordinary today, such as iron—were very rare 
and precious. Today you ride around in a “horseless carriage” (car) made mostly 
of metal and think nothing of it! And speaking of horses, a little less than a hun-
dred years ago—not a long time at all in the great scheme of history—horses were 
everywhere! Just three or four generations ago, the term “horsepower” meant 
literally using the strength of horses. Horses pulled carriages, plows, 
and other equipment, and a society needed many skilled workers to 
care for and feed the horses. Today, businesses rely on engines and 
vehicles, and on the supply of gas and other fuels to power them. 
Mechanics spend their time on the care and maintenance of these 
engines and vehicles. All of this technology requires a very different 
set of materials, skills, and organizations, and is just one example of 
how much our society has changed in just 100 years.

 To the Source:
communicate from the Latin 
commūnicāre, meaning “to 
impart”

 The Wonder-
ful Creation Called 
Mankind

1. People create beautiful 
things.

2. People make choices 
between right and 
wrong.

3. People communicate 
with each other.

 To the Source:
society from the Latin  
socius, meaning “companion”

 Societies
What societies do you belong 
to? How many can you list?

 Conscience
Think of a time when you did 
something wrong. Did your 
conscience bother you until 
you made things right?
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LESSON

History Is About Looking for Themes
History is not only about change. It is also about how things do not change and 

how they stay the same over time. Certain themes appear in each group of people, 
because in many ways people of every race and nation are alike. As we study history, 
we will look for these ways that people have stayed the same at every time in history 
and see what we can learn from them.

What are some of the ways people are the same? Well, all through history there 
is conflict between good and evil. Rulers want power and start wars. The strong 
person overpowers the weaker people and acts like a tyrant◆—a ruler who has 
complete power over the people and who rules unfairly and cruelly—until another 
strong person finds the weakness in that kingdom, starts a war, and becomes the 
next great ruler.

But all is not ugliness and war. People throughout history are similar in many 
other ways. Every society shows itself through its culture. A culture is all the ways 
that a society acts, makes things, and thinks about life.

Throughout history, people have reached out to worship something or someone 
higher and greater than themselves. This means that nearly all societies have gods 
that they worship and religious activities that they do. How a society worships tells 
us much about what the society is like.

Because people are creative, they 
also build buildings, temples, and 
monuments, and invent new tools 
to make work easier. Every society 
tells stories about its history, sings 
songs about its heroes of the past, 
and draws pictures of its world. 
Archaeology is the study of found 
objects, such as tools, that once 
belonged to groups of people who 
lived in the past. It is through the 
work of archaeologists,◆ those who 
study found objects that once belonged to groups of people from the past, that we 
learn what people were like and how they were similar to or different from us. We 
learn about their religion, literature, and government, and we learn what they did to 
make life better for themselves and for the people who lived after them.

In The Curious Historian Level 1A, we will learn about the two earliest societies in 
history: ancient Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt. These people lived thousands of 
years ago. We will learn about their mighty warriors, such as Sargon the Great, and 
their great builders, such as Imhotep. We will learn about legends of men who dared 
to do remarkable deeds and about strange gods and goddesses with animal heads.

Is history boring? No, never! If you keep your imagination alive and your curios-
ity ever growing, this study of ancient people will amaze and surprise you.

 To the Source:
tyrant from the Greek 
tyrannos, meaning “usurper, 
absolute ruler”

 Culture Themes 
1. Societies worship gods 

and have religious 
practices.

2. Societies invent tools 
and build buildings and 
monuments.

3. Societies change the 
land around them to 
make it a better place 
to live.

4. Societies speak (and 
sometimes write)  
languages.

5. Societies tell stories 
(and sometimes write 
histories).

6. Societies create gov-
ernments and laws to 
live by.

7. Societies make war and 
have military strategies.

 To the Source:
archaeology, archaeologist 
from the Greek archaios, 
meaning “ancient” (from 
arche, meaning “begin-
ning”), and logia, meaning 
“the study of.” Our English 
word literally means “the 
study of ancient things.”

▲ An archaeologist excavates a skull found at a dig site
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EXERCISES

Practice the Facts
The following are some of your new vocabulary words that are important to remember when studying 

ancient history. On the line provided, write the number of the correct vocabulary word beside each definition.

1. History ______ A. All the ways that a society acts, makes things, and thinks about life
2. Archaeology ______ B. A ruler who has complete power over the people and who rules unfairly and 

cruelly
3. Generation ______ C. The study of how human societies have changed over time
4. Culture ______ D. A group of people who are living at about the same time, or the period between 

two such groups (such as the time between parents and their children)
5. Society ______ E. The study of found objects, such as tools, that once belonged to groups of 

people who lived in the past
6. Tyrant ______ F. A group of people who have organized themselves in a particular way
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Important Words

Word Definition
Artifact Any object that is made or changed by man for a particular 

purpose
Government The person or persons who rule over a group of people, make 

the laws, and enforce the laws
Important Figures

Word Definition
Citizen A person who lives in a particular town, city, or country and has 

all the rights and privileges available to someone living under 
that government

Tribe A large group of people who usually are related and often live 
near each other

Nomad A person who moves around, often each season, usually to find 
new places with fresh food for himself or his herd

Important Highlight

Word Definition
Bronze Age The ancient period, ca. 3000–1200 BC, when advanced groups of  

people learned to make tools and weapons out of bronze instead 
of stone

1.  Jane McIntosh, Archeology, Eyewitness Books (New York: Dorling 
Kindersley Limited, 1994), 8–9.

Introduction Part II: 
Begin at the Beginning

Not all items survive well when buried in 
the ground for centuries. What kind of 
materials do you think survive the best? 
Well, items made from leather, wood, 
or cloth rarely last long. Iron rusts and 
erodes, or decays, over time. Even glass 
does not last long in some kinds of soil. 
Silver and gold survive well, but it is rare 
for archaeologists to find many objects 
made out of such expensive materials. 
So, what do we find the most of? It’s pot-
tery! Pottery is the most common kind of artifact found. Even though items made from pottery still break, the pieces can 
last buried underground for thousands of years. As for human bones (if you  
are curious)—well, that depends on 
where they are buried. Skeletons  
survive well in dry soil and  
freezing cold areas.1       –A.D.

▶An ancient cup, ca. 1400–1350 BC
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LESSON

A Picture of the Past
Are you a curious person? Do you have questions about how people lived in 

the past? Do you wonder what it was like to grow up in a log cabin like Abraham 
Lincoln did, or to travel across the country in a covered wagon to the gold fields of 
California? Would you like to have been alive when the Egyptian pyramids were 
being built, or when Hammurabi created his famous law code?

A historian is a curious person. He 
wants to know things such as why one 
ruler became powerful and built a mighty 
kingdom, and how fifty years later an even 
more powerful enemy ruler then invaded 
the kingdom and conquered it. A histo-
rian researches ancient religions because 
she wants to know how the people wor-
shipped and what their gods were like. A 
historian learns how the people lived, what 
was important to them, what battles they 
fought, and what caused their society to 
end. He studies the cultures of past civili-
zations.

Cultures and Artifacts
Do you remember what a culture is? A culture is all the ways that a society acts, 

makes things, and thinks about life. Every society has its own way of building 
houses, worshipping its gods, making a living, telling stories, and enjoying life. A 
historian is curious about all of these things. He gathers evidence and, based upon 
the information he can determine from examining the evidence, he writes a true 
story about that society and how it changed. Perhaps he even writes about why the 
society disappeared and how another one took its place.

To learn about history, archaeologists and historians study artifacts. Remem-
ber, archaeology is the study of found objects, such as tools, that once belonged to 
groups of people who lived in the past. An artifact◆ is any object that is made or 
changed by man for a particular purpose. Artifacts include tools, weapons, jewelry, 
and pieces of artwork. Since the beginning of time, mankind has designed and 
created tools to make life easier. As societies learned how to better use their natural 
resources, such as wood and metals, people replaced crude tools made of stone with 
improved ones made of bronze and later of iron. 

Archaeologists have divided early history into three periods based on the type of 
material used during each period: the Stone Age, the Bronze Age, and the Iron Age. 
The part of ancient history we will be exploring in The Curious Historian Level 1A 
takes place during the Bronze Age, which is the ancient period, ca. 3000–1200 BC, 
when advanced groups of people learned to make tools and weapons out of bronze 
instead of stone. These bronze tools worked better and lasted longer. Every improve-
ment made the lives of these ancient people easier and more pleasant. Some of these 
tools have lasted for centuries, buried deep in the ground. When archaeologists find 
and examine these ancient tools, they learn more about past societies.

 To the Source:
artifact from the Latin arte, 
meaning “skill,” and facere, 
meaning “to do”

??
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An object does not have to be old or particularly 
special to be an artifact. Today’s artifacts could be a 
drinking cup, a hammer, or a copper penny. What 
makes ancient artifacts fascinating to a historian 
or an archaeologist is that these artifacts provide 
information about societies that no longer exist. For 
thousands of years these artifacts have been buried 
and hidden from sight, and over time they may have 
crumbled into pieces. When dug up, many artifacts 
can’t be easily recognized, and very old ones are rare.

Any kind of artifact is important to an archaeolo-
gist. Even a piece of an ordinary clay pot gives him 
new information, such as what materials the people 
used to make the pot, how they decorated it, and 
even when it was made. Unlike wooden items, animal 

skins, or clothing, none of which last long, items such as baked pottery can last for 
centuries. Because we have no written records for many ancient societies, the things 
that archaeologists find are the only way historians know how the people in these 
societies lived.

Governments
No matter where you live—in a 

small town, a big city, or out in the 
country—you live under some kind of 
local government. A government◆ is 
the person or persons who rule over 
a group of people, make the laws, and 
enforce the laws. A local government 
also provides certain services for peo-
ple, such as a police force and a fire department. Local governments may make laws 
for cities, towns, townships, or boroughs. There are also county, state, and national 
governments, and each one has its own areas of authority and responsibilities.

Any time a group of people live together in one place, they seem to eventually 
form some type of government, because people need what a government provides. 
The purpose of a government is to make the rules of the society and to then enforce 
these rules, which means providing consequences when the rules are broken. A 
government also protects the society, both in times of disaster, such as a fire or 
earthquake, and from enemies outside the society that want to harm the people.

People who live under a particular government are called citizens. A citizen is 
a person who lives in a particular town, city, or country and has all the rights and 
privileges available to someone living under that government. Being a citizen is like 
being a member of a group of people. For various reasons, not everyone who lives 
in a specific city, town, or country is a citizen of that place. Usually to be a citizen 
a person must either be born in that location or become a citizen by completing cer-
tain things required by the government of that place.

 To the Source:
government from the Latin 
gubernāre, meaning “to 
steer,” originally from the 
Greek kubernan, meaning 
“to steer a ship.”

 Artifacts
What are some things in your 
life that could become arti-
facts later? What would they 
tell future generations about 
how you lived your life?

 Local  
Governments
Do you know what your local 
government is called? Do you 
know the name of the person 
who is in charge of your city, 
town, or borough, and what 
his or her title is?

Did you know that many of the artifacts 

archaeologists find were yesterday’s trash? 

Ancient people would throw things, such 

as animal bones or pieces of a broken dish, 

into nearby garbage pits that archaeol-

ogists dig up today. Be careful what you 

throw away—it just might become an 

archaeologist’s artifact one day!   –A.D.
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From Tribe to Village to City
The earliest societies were small and simple. Often the people lived in groups 

called tribes. A tribe◆ is a large group of people who usually are related and often 
live near each other. In a tribe, a chief, an elder, or a council would rule over the 
people. Sometimes these tribes would travel from place to place instead of settling 
down and building houses in one spot. These people were called nomads. A nomad◆ 
is a person who moves around, often each season, usually to find new places with 
fresh food for himself or his herd.

Other groups of people settled down in one place and farmed the land. As more 
farmers gathered near each other, the cluster of families formed into villages. The 
people chose local leaders, such as a governor or a priest, to govern the village. As 
the villages grew into towns, and the towns grew into cities, the government of the 
people became more complex. Sometimes the ruler of the people gained more and 
more power and became a tyrant. (Remember, a tyrant is a ruler who has com-
plete power over the people and who rules unfairly and cruelly.) Other times the 
people chose an assembly of other people to rule the city, with one primary person 
in charge, such as a king. Some societies changed and grew until many societies 
became one large civilization. What, you ask, is a civilization? Turn to the next part 
of the introduction, and you will find out!

Practice the Facts
On the line provided, write the number of the correct vocabulary word beside 

each definition.

1. Artifact ______ A. A person who moves around, often each season, usually to find new 
places with fresh food for himself or his herd

2. Citizen ______ B. The ancient period, ca. 3000–1200 BC, when advanced groups of people 
learned to make tools and weapons out of bronze instead of stone

3. Government ______ C. A person who lives in a particular town, city, or country and has all the 
rights and privileges available to someone living under that government

4. Nomad ______ D. A large group of people who usually are related and often live near each 
other

5. Tribe ______ E. The person or persons who rule over a group of people, make the laws, 
and enforce the laws

6. Bronze Age ______ F. Any object that is made or changed by man for a particular purpose

 To the Source:
tribe from the Latin tribus, 
meaning “a division of 
Roman people”

 To the Source:
nomad from the Greek 
nomas, meaning “roaming, 
roving, wandering”
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Important Words

Word Definition
Monument Something people build that is designed to last a long time as a 

reminder of an important person or event
Architecture The science and craft of building buildings
Civilization A society that is especially well organized and in which people 

have specialized jobs, invent and use many helpful tools, and 
have skills such as writing and building monuments

Important Figure

Word Definition
Specialist A person who learns one particular skill or craft, does it well, 

and then uses it to provide for the society
Important Highlights

Word Definition
Mesopotamia A Middle Eastern region between the Tigris 

and Euphrates Rivers that is part of the Fer-
tile Crescent and was once home to many 
ancient civilizations, including Sumer.1 This 
name means “the land between the rivers.”

Middle East The area of northern Africa and southwest-
ern Asia that includes Egypt, Israel, Syria, 
Iraq, and other countries

Tigris and  
Euphrates Rivers

Two rivers that flow through the Middle 
East and whose valleys form the eastern arc 
of the Fertile Crescent, from modern-day 
eastern Turkey to the Persian Gulf

Fertile Crescent2 The area in the Middle East between the 
Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea 
where some of the earliest civilizations 
began. This part of the land was shaped 
like a crescent moon and good for growing 
crops.

1.  You’ll learn about Sumer in chapter 1.
2.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded definition.

Introduction Part III: 
How It All Began

Do you ever wonder what our world would 
be like today if events in the past had 
happened differently? What if Alexander 
the Great never “conquered the world” 
or the British won the American War 
of Independence? How would your life 
be different if the telephone had never 
been invented, or if we were still riding 
around on horses instead of in cars? What 
would life be like if we didn’t know what a 
computer was or never flew high above 
the clouds in an airplane? The twists and 
turns of history affect everyone alive 
today. The events of history have helped 
make you who you are! So, it’s good to 
be curious and ask questions about the 
generations that came before you. And 
it’s good to know as much about the past 

as possible so that you 
can understand this 
wonderful, complicated 
world we live in.
  –A.D.
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LESSON

A World of Specialists
Most historians would agree that “civilization” is a word that 

is much easier to describe than it is to define. Everyone seems 
to have his or her own definition of what has to happen in order 
for a civilization to exist. However, even among all the different 
definitions, one idea is common: A civilization is more than 
just a group of people who decide to live together in one place. 
In order for a society to become a civilization, it needs to be 
well organized and have three main things: specialists, new 
tools, and skills such as writing and building. Let’s take a deeper 
look at each of these.

In ancient history, once a society became a village or a 
town, sometimes certain things started to happen. For exam-
ple, while most people continued to work as farmers, others 
became specialists in other jobs. A specialist is a person who 
learns one particular skill or craft, does it well, and then uses it 
to provide for the society.

Instead of every family making everything it needed to live, 
people learned to specialize in different kinds of skills. Some 
became potters and made pots and jars out of clay. Others 
learned to weave cloth. Think how much time it would take 
if your family had to make all its own cooking pots from clay, 
weave all the cloth it needed to make clothing, make all its 
own tools from stone or copper, and grow all its own food. 
Also think of all the expert skills each family would have to 
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What is the difference between an 

artifact and a fossil? Both can be found 

by digging in the ground. But there’s 

an important difference. Fossils are the 

remains of a living thing from many, 

many years ago, such as a plant, animal, 

or person, but not something that a 

person made. Artifacts are the remains 

of something a person made, not the 

remains of living things. So, if you found 

a rock with an impression of a leaf on 

it, what would it be? If you said “a fossil,” 

you’d be correct! What if you found an 

arrowhead?   –A.D.



LESSON

learn and how expensive it would be to get the equipment to do every task. It was 
so much easier when one family became potters while another became weavers, or 
when one family made tools while another used them to plant large fields of 
crops to feed the animals and the people.

Having specialists is an advantage for a society, but the society must 
then be organized differently. Since there are fewer farmers in the 
society, the farmers must have bigger fields and grow food for all 
those other families who are not farmers. In addition to farmers, a 
society needs scribes (secretaries), artists, and craftsmen: pot-
ters, coppersmiths, weavers, and bakers. As the society grows 
larger, it also needs people to keep everything organized and 
to rule over the society. Such a large society has at least 
three kinds of organizers: merchants, clergy (ministers, 
rabbis, etc.), and political leaders.

 Specialists
In today’s world most people 
are considered specialists. A 
person may be a teacher, a 
truck driver, a businessman, 
or a store owner. We need all 
of these specialists in order 
for all the jobs in our society 
to be done well. What kinds of 
specialists do you have in your 
family?

Leaders & Organizers

Craftsmen & Specialists

Farmers
▼ From left to right: an ancient market scene, an illustration of a priest, 
and a statue of a king delivering a judgment
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Writing and Building
Once a society has specialists and 

at least two of the three kinds of 
organizers, it is much closer to being 
called a civilization. But a society 
needs more than organizers to be 
considered a civilization. It also 
needs its citizens to develop partic-
ular skills, two of which are writing 
and building monuments. These 
skills would not be possible without 
first having specialists.

Writing is a skill that a society 
develops over time. It’s through the pieces 
of clay engraved with stories, the words 
carved on monuments, and the writings of 
the rulers that we learn much of what we 
know about these ancient people.

A monument◆ is something people build 
that is designed to last a long time as a 
reminder of an important person or event. 
A monument is a particular kind of archi-
tecture, such as a statue, built to honor an 
event or person, such as a military leader 
or those who fought in a war. Architec-
ture◆ is the science and craft of building 
buildings. A building can be a monu-
ment, too! Sometimes a building such as a 
temple or government building is named 
after someone in the society who has done 
something remarkable. Some ancient 
monuments were named after the gods or 
goddesses that the people worshipped.

So, our definition of a civilization is this: 
A civilization◆ is a society that is espe-
cially well organized and in which people 
have specialized jobs, invent and use many helpful tools, and have skills such as 
writing and building monuments. Another good thing to note about civilizations is 
that they usually include a large area of territory (land).

Where Do We Start to Study History?
Let’s take a moment to review what we now know. We know what history is. We 

know what artifacts are and how they help us understand the culture of a group 
of people. We know that governments rule over societies, and that specialists and 
organizers help a society to run smoothly. Finally, we know the difference between a 
society and a civilization. Now we can begin our study of ancient history!

 Writing  
Systems 
When a society is develop-
ing, writing is a very useful 
tool for communication and 
organization. However, not 
all societies have a writing 
system. In fact, it is actually 
rare for a society to create a 
unique writing system from 
scratch. This is because 
writing systems are difficult 
and complicated to create. 
Someone has to spend 
a long time developing 
the symbols or letters and 
determining the best way 
to communicate thoughts 
and ideas. Most societies 
are inspired by another 
society that has already 
accomplished this difficult 
task. It is very possible that 
both ancient Mesopotamia 
and ancient Egypt (which 
you will study in unit II) 
were among the rare group 
of societies that developed 
their own writing systems 
without any outside help or 
examples to follow.

 To the Source:
monument from the Latin 
monumentum, meaning 
“memorial”

 To the Source:
architecture from the Greek 
archi, meaning “chief,” and 
tekton, meaning “builder”

 To the Source:
civilization from the Latin 
cīvis, meaning “citizen”

▲ An example of a stylus. Note the pointed end used for 
writing and the flat end used to smooth out the clay.

▲ An Egyptian monument known as the Luxor Obelisk
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There are many thousands of years of human history to explore. In The Curious 
Historian Level 1A, we will learn about two of the most ancient societies. But where 
do we start? Well, when studying history it’s good to start at the beginning, and the 
beginning of recorded history lies in a land called Mesopotamia. Mesopotamia◆ is a 
Middle Eastern region between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers that was once home 
to many ancient civilizations, including Sumer. The word “Mesopotamia” means “the 
land between the rivers.” The Middle East is the area of northern Africa and south-
western Asia that includes Egypt, Israel, Syria, Iraq, Turkey, and other countries. The 
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers are two rivers that flow through the Middle East and 
whose valleys form the eastern arc of the Fertile Crescent, from modern-day eastern 
Turkey to the Persian Gulf.

Mesopotamia is part of the Fertile Crescent, the area in the Middle East between the 
Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea where some of the earliest civilizations began. 
Take a look at the map and you’ll see how the Fertile Crescent stretches from the Per-
sian Gulf in a big arc around the dry land of the Arabian Desert, through Mesopota-
mia, and then down along the coast of the Mediterranean Sea. This whole area is called 
the Fertile Crescent because instead of being dry and sandy like the Arabian Desert, 
it is green and fertile, with good soil for growing crops, and because it is shaped like a 
crescent moon (or maybe like a delicious crescent roll from your local bakery).

The early civilizations in Mesopotamia had a great influence on later civilizations. 
The ways they organized their lives, the tools they invented, and the writing systems 
they created help us learn about them and teach us something about ourselves as 
well. So our study of history can now begin in the land of Mesopotamia, in a region 
called Sumer.

 To the Source:
Mesopotamia from the 
Greek mesos, meaning 
“between,” and potamos, 
meaning “river”

 Today’s  
Monuments
Do you have any monuments 
close to where you live? Is the 
city library or a main street 
named after an important 
local person? Is there a war 
memorial in the city square? 
What about city government 
buildings, or a bridge across 
the railroad tracks that has 
been dedicated to a local poli-
tician or someone who donat-
ed money to the community? 
If you don’t know the reason 
for the monument or why a 
road or building has its special 
name, ask someone who does 
know. These things are a part 
of your history.
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EXERCISES

Practice the Facts
On the line provided, write the number of the correct vocabulary word beside each definition.

1. Specialist ______ A. A society that is especially well organized and in which people have spe-
cialized jobs, invent and use many helpful tools, and have skills such as 
writing and building monuments

2. Mesopotamia ______ B. The area in the Middle East between the Persian Gulf and the Mediterra-
nean Sea where some of the earliest civilizations began. This part of the 
land was good for growing crops.

3. Monument ______ C. A person who learns one particular skill or craft, does it well, and then 
uses it to provide for the society

4. Middle East ______ D. Something people build that is designed to last a long time as a reminder 
of an important person or event

5. Civilization ______ E. A Middle Eastern region between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers that is 
part of the Fertile Crescent and was once home to many ancient civiliza-
tions, including Sumer. This name means “the land between the rivers.”

6. Fertile Crescent ______ F. The area of northern Africa and southwestern Asia that includes Egypt, 
Israel, Syria, Iraq, Turkey, and other countries
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Unit I
INTRODUCTION

The Puzzle of History

Studying history is like putting together a 
giant jigsaw puzzle. The Mesopotamians, 
the Egyptians, the Hittites, and many oth-

ers—each of these groups of people are a piece in 
our puzzle of history. In this first book, we will help 
you start putting the pieces together, one by one, in 
their proper order so that you can see how they all 
fit together to make up the big picture of history. Of 
course, this first book only covers ancient Mesopo-
tamia and ancient Egypt. But there’s much more to 
come!

The ancient land of Mesopotamia is where it all 
began, or at least where historians and archaeolo-
gists think it all began. Remember, this area lies be-
tween the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers in the Fertile 
Crescent. The first civilization in Mesopotamia was 
so long ago, and so little is left over from that time, 
that historians have many unanswered questions.

How do we know about a people’s history? The 
easiest way is to read what their scribes have writ-
ten. A scribe◆ is a specialist in reading and writing 
who often writes down events after they happen so 
that the details will not be forgotten. Many kings 
had scribes who wrote about battles and daring 
feats, although not always completely accurately. 
These kings wanted to be remembered as mighty 
warriors and successful rulers, so some of the 
stories about them were a bit exaggerated. Their ac-
tions or the major events were made out to be much 
more exciting or important than they really were.

Important Figure

Word Definition
Scribe1 A specialist in reading and writing who often writes down 

events after they happen so that the details will not be for-
gotten

1.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded definition.

An Introduction to  
Ancient Mesopotamia

It is important to note that "Mesopota-
mia" and "Mesopotamians" are modern 
terms that historians use to refer to the 
ancient geographical area and the peo-
ple of ancient Iraq. The people who lived 
there long ago would have had their 
own names for the area and for their civ-
ilizations. For example, the ancient people 
we know today as the Sumerians did not 
actually call themselves the Sumerians 
until much later, after the founding of 
the city of Akkad (which you will learn 
about in chapter 4). However, in this text 
we will use terms such as "Mesopotamia," 
"Mesopotamians," and "Sumerians" to 
keep things simple..   –A.D.



Some civilizations existed so long ago that there was no writing system or even 
materials upon which the people could have written. Can you imagine life with no 
paper or pencils? No colorful gel pens or bright neon highlighters? Some societies 
did record their history on tablets of baked clay, but sadly many of these records of 
the earliest societies have long since been lost or destroyed.

Although written histories do not always exist, we can still learn 
about civilizations from artifacts. That’s what archaeologists do. They 
can learn about a culture by studying pieces of ordinary life that they 
find buried in the ground. Archaeologists have to work hard to de-

code the story from the artifacts they find.

As you study the puzzle pieces of history in this book, keep 
asking the question, “How is this piece alike and how is it 
different from all of the other pieces?” Each civilization has 
its own culture that includes religion, literature, writing, 
military strategy, language, and other things. Each society 
or kingdom lives in a geographical area that has challenges 
and advantages. The geography of an area is just one more 

thing among many that causes a society to be distinct 
from all of the other groups of people throughout 

history.

Now it is time to begin our narrative of the 
events of history. So, turn the page and hold 
your breath. You’re about to travel through 
the ages of history, and you don’t want to 
miss anything along the way.

 To the Source:
scribe from the Latin scrī-
bere, meaning “to write”

◀ A scribe

Bronze Age ca. 3000–1200 BC

2350 BC 2100 BC2200 BC 2000 BC 1800 BC

Akkadian Empire
 ca. 2350–2200 BC

Ur III Empire

 ca. 2100–2000 BC

Gutian 
Invasion
  ca. 2200–2100 BC

Interregnum
 ca. 2000–1800 BC

Old Babylonian Period
 ca. 1800–1600 BC

3200 BC

Sumerian Archaic Period
 ca. 3200–2350 BC

Sargon the Great rules 
     ca. 2334–2284 BC

Amorites settle in 
Babylon and other cities
     ca. 1800 BC

Ur-Nammu rules 
     ca. 2112–2095 BC

Hammurabi rules 
     ca. 1792–1750 BC

ca. 1754 BC
Code of Hammurabi 

written
     ca. 2350 BC 
Sargon the Great arrives

     ca. 2400 BC 
Earliest Akkadian cuneiform 
writing

     ca. 2334 BC 
Akkad becomes capital

     ca. 2100 BC 
Construction of Great 
Ziggurat of Ur begins

Gutians invade 
ca. 2200 BC

     ca. 2000 BC 
Elamites invade 
and capture Ur

     ca. 1600 BC 
Hittites attack Babylon

     ca. 4000–3200 BC 
Early signs of 
Sumerian culture

Physical evidence of Sumerian 
civilization and language
     ca. 3200 BC

     ca. 3100 BC 
Earliest Sumerian 
cuneiform writing

after ca. 3200 BC
Cities build walls 

for defense

Walls of Uruk built 
ca. 3100–2900 BC

Gilgamesh may have lived some-
time during this period 

ca. 2800–2500 BC

▼ Clay tablet with an early 
form of writing

▶ Disc of Enheduanna, 
daughter of Sargon the Great, 

carved ca. 2350–2300 BC

◀ Prologue of the Code of 
Hammurabi, ca. 1780 BC

◀ Babylonian stela (up-
right stone pillar carved 
with writing or pictures)

◀ A Sumerian statue, 
carved ca. 3300 BC

▲ Ancient ruins of Ur

▶ The reconstructed Great Ziggurat of Ur

◀ Macehead inscribed with 
cuneiform that references 
a Gutian king, La-arab.
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1. McIntosh, Archeology, 2–9, 21.

You’ve already learned that artifacts found 

by archaeologists can be anything that was 

once part of daily life in a past society. The 

most common example, of course, is simple 

pottery, even if it is only pieces or shards bur-

ied many thousands of years 

ago. But some artifacts are 

more unusual and interesting. 

Archaeologists have found a 

bronze hanging bowl from the 

ship-burial at Sutton Hoo (ca. AD 410–700), 

a clay drinking cup from Egypt (ca. 1250 

BC) decorated with a lotus flower design, 

gold earrings from Greece (ca. 300 BC), a 

hare-shaped perfume vase (ca. 600–550 

BC), and Roman coins from the reign of 

Emperor Claudius (AD 41–54). Of course, 

we always find plenty of arrowheads, too! 

Archaeologists can learn from anything they 

find. Imagine what they learned from the 

garbage left behind in an earthen toilet in 

England dug during the days of the Vikings!1

 
–A.D.
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ca. 3100–2900 BC

Gilgamesh may have lived some-
time during this period 

ca. 2800–2500 BC

▼ Clay tablet with an early 
form of writing

▶ Disc of Enheduanna, 
daughter of Sargon the Great, 

carved ca. 2350–2300 BC

◀ Prologue of the Code of 
Hammurabi, ca. 1780 BC

◀ Babylonian stela (up-
right stone pillar carved 
with writing or pictures)

◀ A Sumerian statue, 
carved ca. 3300 BC

▲ Ancient ruins of Ur

▶ The reconstructed Great Ziggurat of Ur

◀ Macehead inscribed with 
cuneiform that references 
a Gutian king, La-arab.
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Important Words

Word Definition
Sumer The first important civilization in Mesopotamia
Canal A deep, man-made ditch through which water moves from 

one place to another
Irrigation system A series of canals that move water from a river or lake to a 

dry area that needs water
Prosperous Having plenty of what you need (usually wealth) to enjoy a 

successful life
Cuneiform The writing system of the ancient Sumerians, created from 

wedge-shaped symbols
Step pyramid A style of pyramid made with platforms stacked on top of 

each other, each one a little smaller than the platform be-
low, so that the sides look like steps

Ziggurat The style of step pyramid, made of clay bricks, that the an-
cient Sumerians used as a place to worship their gods

Interregnum1 A period between kingdoms
Important Figures

Word Definition
Polytheist A person who worships more than one god
Monotheist A person who worships only one god
Patron god A god chosen by the people to serve as the special protector 

or guardian of their city
Priest A person who helps his people worship their god (or gods). 

A female priest is called a priestess.

1.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded definition.
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Chapter 1: 
The Ancient Sumerians

Unit I: Ancient Mesopotamia MEMORY

Do the words “Mesopotamia” and “hippo-

potamus” look just a little bit alike? Both 

come from the Greek word potamos, 

meaning “river.” The word “Mesopotamia” 

combines potamos and meso, the Greek 

word for “between,” so this name literally 

means “land between the rivers.” The 

word “hippopotamus” literally means “river 

horse”—an appropriate name because this 

large creature likes to swim in the river 

with just his nose and eyes popping out of 

the water!

 

 –A.D.

 
Don’t forget to learn this 
chapter’s song verse(s)!
See Appendix A.
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The Earliest Civilization
Many, many years ago, in a land between two rivers, the earliest civilization began. 

This land was called Mesopotamia, and the rivers were named the Tigris and the 
Euphrates. That is where our story of history begins.

The people of Mesopotamia were not the first people to live on the earth. But they 
are the first people from whom archaeologists have found artifacts with writing on 
them. With these artifacts we have been able to understand some things about who 
the Mesopotamians were and how they lived. By studying artifacts such as stone 
tools, broken clay pots, and clay tablets with funny-looking writing on them, we get 
a window, so to speak, into the ancient world in which these people lived.

We call this early group of people the Sumerians because they lived in Sumer, 
the first important civilization in Mesopotamia. Sumer was located near where the 
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers flow into the Persian Gulf. Today, this area is the south-
ernmost part of modern Iraq.

Historians are not exactly sure when the Sumerian civilization began. Based on 
the dates of artifacts that archaeologists have found, we know that Sumerian people 
were probably living in the region as early as ca. 4000 BC. However, most histori-
ans believe there is no physical evidence of a Sumerian civilization until ca. 3200 
BC at the earliest. Much of the Sumerians’ ancient past has been forgotten through 
the ages, but a variety of items from their daily life ended up buried in the ground. 
Some of these artifacts have decayed. Other pieces have been lost or used up. But 
from the surviving items dug up by archaeologists, we can create a bit of a picture 
about this long-ago people.

Mediterranean Sea

Persian Gulf

Tigris River

Euphrates River
PERSIA

(modern Iran)

ANATOLIA
(modern Turkey)

EGYPT

CYPRUS

ARABIA

Sumer

NORTH

Kilometers

0 1000 2000500

The Fertile Crescent

= Mesopotamia
= Fertile Crescent
+ + = Middle East

(MODERN ISRAEL) (MODERN 
IRAQ)

(MODERN
SYRIA)
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Transportation
So many things that we take for granted today 

did not exist in early Sumer. Think of all the 
modern inventions that make our jobs easier and 
able to be done in less time. For example, how do 
you think the Sumerians moved something from 
one place to another, or traveled between villages? 
When they needed to move crops or household 
items from place to place, they only had two 
options: carry the items themselves or use animals 
such as oxen to carry or pull the heavy load. And 
when the people traveled from village to village, 
they walked or rode on donkeys.

As the years passed, people came up with a bet-
ter idea for a way to transport objects, and some-
thing amazing was invented that forever changed 
history. No one knows for sure who invented it, or exactly when it was invented. 
What was this history-changing invention? It was the wheel! Once the wheel was 
developed, many daily tasks and activities became easier. Two examples are trans-
portation and pottery. Putting wheels on carts made it possible to move heavy 
things or a great many items with less effort, and much more quickly. The pottery 
wheel changed the way items such as pots, bowls, and other types of cookware were 
made. Using a pottery wheel resulted in finished pieces that were shaped more 
evenly and completed in much less time.

Farming and Irrigation
The Sumerians were experts at hunting and fishing, but in early Sumer most 

people survived by farming. They grew barley, wheat, onions, dates, lettuce, turnips, 
garlic, and mustard (the plant, not the condiment). They also raised cattle, pigs, 
sheep, and goats.2

Mesopotamia was not the best land in which to grow crops, because it was often 
dry. There was not enough rainfall during the year to keep the crops watered. The 
Sumerians lived close to the Tigris and Euphrates, hoping that the rivers would pro-
vide the water they needed, but the rivers did not always cooperate. During certain 
seasons, the rivers of the Fertile Crescent would rise high enough to overflow, flood 
the nearby fields, and water the crops. But there was a problem.

The best time for the rivers to overflow would have been in the fall and winter, 
when the crops were being planted and the need for water was the greatest. Instead, 
the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers overflowed their banks in the late spring. This was 
the worst time for flooding because the crops were almost fully grown! When the 
floodwaters covered the fields, the crops were damaged by too much water. During 
the planting season, when the Sumerians needed water the most, the rivers were 
often at their lowest levels. What were the people to do?

2.  Stephen Leston, The Bible in World History: How History and Scripture Intersect, Illustrated Bible Handbook 
Series (Uhrichsville, OH: Barbour Publishing, 2011), 25–27.

▲ Ljubljana Marshes Wheel, the oldest-known 
wooden wheel, ca. 3150 BC
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 The Wheel
How important is the wheel? 
Like everything else, it had 
to be invented. Wheels have 
been used in many ways over 
the years. What are some 
things that would not exist 
today if the wheel had never 
been invented?
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The Sumerians solved the problem in two ways. First, they created a sys-
tem of short canals to carry the water closer to the fields. A canal◆ is a deep, 
man-made ditch through which water moves from one place to another. A 
series of canals that move water from a river or lake to a dry area that needs 
water is called an irrigation system.◆ In addition to the canals, the people 
also dug basins. When the river levels rose too high, the Sumerians captured 
water in the basins to keep the floods from damaging the crops. They stored 
the water in the basins to use later if needed. Their second solution was 
learning about the seasons of the rivers. The more they could understand 
what times of year the rivers would be high and what times they would be 
low, the better the people could control the power of the rivers and use the 
waters to their advantage.

In addition to the irrigation systems, the people dug wells to get water.3 Digging all 
of the canals, basins, and wells was hard, hot work, and had to be done by hand with 
simple tools. The Sumerians did not have sinks or pipes in their home, or wells with 
pumps. Every drop of water they needed for washing, cooking, and drinking had 
to be carried in heavy containers. Think how many buckets and trips it would take 
to collect all of the water a family needed to drink, cook, bathe, wash clothes, clean, 
water the animals, and water the garden!

Not all of Mesopotamia was hot, dry plains. The southern part of Mesopotamia 
was very different from the northern land. To the south of the city-states of Ur and 
Eridu lay an area of marshes. The marshes were not good land to live in, but they 
did provide something important for the people: tall reeds. The reeds that grew in 
the marshy areas were a valuable natural resource that the Mesopotamians used to 
make roofs and even to build elaborate huts. The people also wove the reeds into 
baskets for carrying and storing food, and into mats to use as seats and beds.4

A second natural resource found in the marshy areas was the date 
palm tree. Just like the reeds, the wide palm fronds were excellent for 
making roofs, and the bark of the tree could be turned into rope. But 
the most valued part of the date palm, was, of course, the juicy date 
fruit. The dates were picked in the fall. In addition to being easy to 
store, they were nutritious and delicious!

3.  Marc Van De Mieroop, A History of the Ancient Near East, ca. 3000–323 BC, 2nd ed., Black-
well History of the Ancient World (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 12–13.

4.  Amélie Kuhrt, The Ancient Near East, c. 3000–330 BC, vol. 1, Routledge History of the 
Ancient World (New York: Routledge, 2005), 19, 21.

 To the Source:
canal from the Latin canālis, 
meaning “pipe”

 To the Source:
irrigation from the Latin 
irrigare, meaning “to water”

▲ Farmers dig an irrigation 
canal in Afghanistan

▲ Mesopotamian reed hut

◀ Date trees 
growing in 
Arizona
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Cities, Trade, Writing, and More
Digging canals, and then keeping them in good condition over the 

years in the harsh desert weather, took a large number of work-
ers. A small village could build a basic irrigation system that 
worked well. Over time, the people learned to use a more 
complicated network of canals and storage basins. A couple 
of families living together in a very small village would 
not have had the manpower to dig the large number 
of deep trenches needed for a more complex irriga-
tion system. So, the Sumerians began to organize 
themselves into larger villages, and later into larger 
towns, so that they could work together to have 
enough water for every family. With this extra 
manpower, the towns and the farmers living in 
the surrounding countryside also produced 
more and more crops on the dry, flat land 
of Mesopotamia. They sold the crops and 
became prosperous. Over time, the busi-
ness of farming and trading brought about 
the growth of towns into cities.

The cities of Sumer had names such as Ur, Uruk, Kish, Nippur, Eridu, Larsa, 
Shuruppak, Bad-tibira, and Girsu. How fast can you pronounce those names? 
During the years ca. 4000–3200 BC, these cities did not have walls around them, 
so historians think it was probably a time of peace among the cities.5 Later, after ca. 
3200 BC, the cities began to fight against each other, each one trying to have power 
over the others. Now the people had to build walls around their cities to protect 
them from warring enemies.

Ancient records tell us that people in Sumer traded their goods throughout 
the Mesopotamian area, and this trade helped to make the cities prosperous. To 
be prosperous means having plenty of what you need (usually wealth) to enjoy a 
successful life. What else made the Sumerians so successful? Another reason is 
that they were one of the first people to have a writing system. Archaeologists have 
found examples of the Sumerian language written on pieces of clay from as long ago 
as ca. 3200 BC. Having a writing system can make it much easier to trade and con-
duct business with other cities.6 A writing system is also important for a civilization 
because it gives people a way to record historical facts, keep track of spoken words 
and their meanings, and pass knowledge from one generation to another.

The Sumerians are remembered for creating and using a writing system called  
cuneiform.◆ This writing system looks very different from our 
English alphabet because it used wedge-shaped symbols that could 
be put together in many different ways. You will learn more about 
cuneiform in chapter 5.

5.  Walter R. Bodine, “Sumerians,” in Peoples of the Old Testament World, ed. Alfred J. 
Hoerth, Gerald L. Mattingly, and Edwin M. Yamauchi (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Books, 1994), 22.

6.  Leston, Bible in World History, 27–28.

 To the Source:
cuneiform from the Latin cu-
neus, meaning “wedge, cone”

 The  
Importance of a 
Writing System
Having a writing system 
means people can do the 
following:

1. More easily trade and 
conduct business

2. Record historical facts
3. Keep track of spoken 

words and their meanings
4. Pass knowledge from 

one person to another 
many generations apart 

5. Write down stories and 
legends

6. Write letters to people
7. Write inscriptions 

on monuments and 
buildings

8. Write down instructions 
for how to do a task

9. Write down poetry and 
songs

10. Keep business and 
family records

▲ Piece of a clay cone with cuneiform 
symbols, ca. 2350 BC
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The Sumerians were advanced in several other ways as well. Their 
buildings had more complicated pieces of architecture, such as early 
forms of domes and arches. Domes and arches are difficult to build 
but make a building more stable because they provide strong sup-
port for a heavy roof and help the building to last longer. Domes 

and arches also bring beauty to structures, and are often used in 
temples and government buildings. The Sumerians also created a num-

bering system based on the number sixty. Do we use any numbering 
systems based on the number sixty today? If you guessed telling time 
and measuring circles and angles, you are right!7

Religion and Ziggurats
Religion was an important part of everyone’s lives during this time, and 

the people in Sumer worshipped many gods. That means the Sumerians 
were polytheists, because a polytheist◆ is a person who worships more than 
one god. The following chart shows some of the differences between poly-
theists and monotheists, or people who worship only one god.

Polytheism versus Monotheism

Polytheism Monotheism
Number People worship many gods and 

goddesses.
People worship  
only one god.

Power Each god has his or her own 
realm of power.

One god has supreme  
power and rules over the 
entire universe.

Culture/Religion Ancient pagan religions, the 
Greeks, the Romans, Hinduism, 
some modern African religions

Judaism, Christianity, Islam

Choice A person can choose which god 
to worship and can also worship 
many gods at the same time.

A person must worship 
only one god. Worship of 
anything else is forbidden.

Appearance Gods or goddesses mostly look 
like humans, but sometimes have 
animal heads or other body parts.

The one god is considered 
a spirit and has no visible 
body.

7.  Bodine, “Sumerians,” 21.
8.  Henry Freeman, The Sumerians: A History 

from Beginning to End (N.p.: Hourly History 
Limited, 2016), 41–47, Kindle.

 Sumerian  
Inventions

1. The wheel
2. First writing system 

(cuneiform)
3. Advanced architecture, 

such as ey forms of 
domes and arches

4. Numbering system 
based on the number 
sixty

5. Earliest-known written 
laws

6. First libraries and first 
schools

7. First common system of 
weights and measures

8. 12-month calendar, 
24-hour day, 60-minute 
hour, and 360-degree 
circle

9. First flushing toilet
10. First paved streets
11. An early form of plow 

called the seeder plow8

 To the Source:
polytheist from the Greek 
poly, meaning “many,” and 
theos, meaning “god”

Examples of domes and arches on the Sassanid  
Palace at Sarvestan, Iran
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Each Sumerian city had its own particular god, called a patron god. This god was 
chosen by the people to serve as the special protector or guardian of their city. The 
most important building in each city was the temple of the patron god.

In many ancient Mesopotamian societies, both men and women served as reli-
gious leaders. A priest is a person who helps his people worship their god (or gods). 
A female priest is called a priestess. In larger cities, the patron god was served by a 
chief priest or chief priestess. In ancient Sumer, the king’s daughter was often a chief 
priestess.

The jobs of the Sumerian priests and priestesses were very different from the 
work that religious leaders perform today. Instead of serving the people in their 
communities, the priests and priestesses first served their king, because the people 
believed the king had a special relationship with the gods. The priests and priest-
esses also managed the donations and taxes that the people gave to the temple. In 
some cities, the people gave so many donations that the priests and priestesses of 
the temple became wealthy. In addition to handling the temple’s money, the priests 
and priestesses were responsible for the fields, herds of animals, and workshops that 
all belonged to the temple.

Sometimes hundreds of men and women worked in the temples. They cared for 
the gods by dressing the statues of the gods and offering them food, drink, jewels, 
and sacrifices. They also prepared feasts for the people to enjoy. On feast days, the 
temple would be opened to everyone in the city. The people would spend the day at 

A modern photo of 
the Ziggurat of Ur
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the temple, celebrating the gods and enjoying a day off from their hard work. Sume-
rian temples were lively places where the people could hear the sounds of musicians 
singing to the gods, smell the food offerings being prepared, and see the sculptors at 
work making beautiful statues.

Because the Sumerian people worshipped many gods, most of the temples were 
small and built on the ground. However, the Sumerians also built triangular-shaped 
step pyramids made from sunbaked mud or clay bricks. These step pyramids were 
called ziggurats. A step pyramid is a style of pyramid made with platforms stacked 
on top of each other, each one a little smaller than the platform below, so that the 
sides look like steps. A ziggurat◆ was the style of step pyramid, made of clay bricks, 
that the ancient Sumerians used as a place to worship their gods.

At the top of the ziggurat was a temple built by the people. They hoped that the 
god would find the temple to be a pleasant place and come down from the heavens 
to dwell there. That is why the word “ziggurat” means both “holy mountain” and 
“to raise high.” The people felt safer when they thought the god was dwelling in the 
temple atop the ziggurat. They wanted the god to be happy so that they would have 
good weather to grow their crops and would be protected from their enemies.9

Although some ziggurats were built very high, as you will learn in chapter 3, most 
early ziggurats were simple. A typical ziggurat was just a raised mound of dirt with 
a temple on top for the city’s patron god. The larger ziggurats were so high that the 
people had to build long staircases along the side of each platform, or step, in order 
to climb up from one level to the next.

9.  Freeman, Sumerians, 61.

 To the Source:
ziggurat from the Akkadian 
ziqqurratu, from zaqāru, 
literally meaning “to build 
high”

 The Bible:  
The Tower of Babel
Do you remember the Tow-
er of Babel? This tower was 
probably a ziggurat that 
was being built to honor 
one of the Mesopotamian 
gods.
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How to Understand a Time Line
A time line is an important tool that helps us see when major events happened 

in history and how they were related to each other. For example, did they happen 
many years apart or very close together? The purpose of the time line shown here is 
to give you a “big picture” of the most important events in Mesopotamian history 
that you will learn about in all of unit I. This master time line also includes some 
extra information that you might find useful to know, such as when a city became 
the capital of a new empire, when noteworthy people ruled, and one or two other 
interesting facts or events. So, when you put all of this together, the time line shows 
you the whole unit in one big picture!

Does the Mesopotamian time line look complicated? Well, it’s really not. We are 
going to make it simple by saying that ancient Mesopotamian history has five main 
periods. These periods are shaded in blue on the time line so that you can see where 
one ends and the next begins. How can you remember these periods? Think of them 
this way: three periods of large, powerful kingdoms that brought parts of Mesopo-
tamia together under one ruler, and two periods when city-states ruled themselves 

independently. (You will learn the formal definitions of “king-
dom” and “city-state” in the next chapter.) The study of ancient 
Mesopotamian history starts in Sumer, where great city-states 
were built during the Sumerian Archaic Period. The first king-
dom is the Akkadian Empire, which Sargon the Great of Akkad 
built. This is the first great empire in history about which we 
have good, accurate information. The second large empire was 
known as Ur III. Then came a time we will call the Interreg-
num◆: a period between kingdoms. During the Interregnum,10 

10.  The word “interregnum” is capitalized when it refers to the specific period be-
tween kingdoms in Mesopotamian history.

 To the Source:
interregnum from the Latin 
inter, meaning “between,” 
and rēgnum, meaning 
“realm”

Don’t worry—you do not have to memo-

rize this whole time line in a week! Here in 

chapter 1, you have the entire unit time line. 

In the following chapters, we will take apart 

the time line and show it to you piece by 

piece, “zooming in” on the key events that 

you’ll learn about in each chapter. Then we 

will put the time line back together at the 

end of the unit so that you can again see 

together in one place all of the important 

events you have learned about.        –A.D.
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Code of Hammurabi 
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     ca. 2350 BC 
Sargon the Great arrives

     ca. 2400 BC 
Earliest Akkadian cuneiform 
writing

     ca. 2334 BC 
Akkad becomes capital

     ca. 2100 BC 
Construction of Great 
Ziggurat of Ur begins

Gutians invade 
ca. 2200 BC

     ca. 2000 BC 
Elamites invade 
and capture Ur

     ca. 1600 BC 
Hittites attack Babylon

     ca. 4000–3200 BC 
Early signs of 
Sumerian culture

Physical evidence of Sumerian 
civilization and language
     ca. 3200 BC

     ca. 3100 BC 
Earliest Sumerian 
cuneiform writing

after ca. 3200 BC
Cities build walls 

for defense

Walls of Uruk built 
ca. 3100–2900 BC

Gilgamesh may have lived some-
time during this period 

ca. 2800–2500 BC

▼ Clay tablet with an early 
form of writing

▶ Disc of Enheduanna, 
daughter of Sargon the Great, 

carved ca. 2350–2300 BC

◀ Prologue of the Code of 
Hammurabi, ca. 1780 BC

◀ Babylonian stela (up-
right stone pillar carved 
with writing or pictures)

◀ A Sumerian statue, 
carved ca. 3300 BC

▲ Ancient ruins of Ur

▶ The reconstructed Great Ziggurat of Ur

◀ Macehead inscribed with 
cuneiform that references 
a Gutian king, La-arab.
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the city-states once again ruled themselves and were not united under one powerful 
ruler. Finally, the Interregnum was followed by the third period you will learn about 
in this unit: the Old Babylonian Period.

When did all of these historical periods in Mesopotamian history happen? Well, 
they happened so long ago that no one knows exactly what the dates are. Do you 
see the little “ca.” that appears on the time line just before some of the dates? This is 
an abbreviation for the Latin word circā, which means “around.” When wise histori-
ans do not know for sure when something happened, they use the “ca.,” as if to say, 
“We do not really know when this happened, but we think it happened around this 
time.” It is a way to be honest with their readers that they are not sure. When study-
ing history that happened thousands of years ago, there are not many dates about 
which historians are absolutely certain.

One more important thing to know about dates: They often have either BC after 
them or AD before them. Have you been wondering what those letters mean? 
They’re actually very important. BC and AD are acronyms, or letters that stand for a 
longer phrase, and they help us place an event within the overall time line of world 
history. The BC dates refer to events that happened before what is considered to be 
the birth of Jesus Christ. (The letters BC, which always come after the date, stand 
for “before Christ.”) BC dates go from highest to lowest. In other words, an event 
in 3500 BC happened 3,000 years before an event in 500 BC. The AD dates refer to 
events that happened after the birth of Jesus Christ. (The letters AD, which always 
go in front of the date, are an abbreviation for the phrase annō Dominī, which 
means “in the year of our Lord.”) AD dates go from lowest to highest. This means 
that the capture and destruction of the city of Jerusalem by the Roman army in AD 
70 happened 406 years before the fall of the Roman Empire in AD 476.

That is all you need to know for now about time lines and dates. Let’s get back to 
Sumer!

 BC vs. BCE
Everyone used the acro-
nyms BC and AD until the 
beginning of the twenty- 
first century, when two new 
acronyms were created: BCE, 
for “before common era,” 
and CE, for “common era.” 
The dates are exactly the 
same, so why did the letters 
change? Some historians 
and scholars prefer to use 
BCE and CE because they 
feel these two terms are 
more accurate. Another 
reason is that scripture does 
not give us the exact year of 
Jesus’s birth, which means 
he may not have actually 
been born in AD 1. There-
fore, the terms BC and AD 
might not be completely 
correct, which can get con-
fusing. Either way, though, 
we are talking about the 
same dates. Nothing has 
changed except the letters! 
So, now that you know the 
difference, you can choose 
which set of letters you 
would like to use. In our 
series, we will continue to 
use BC and AD, since this is 
the more traditional way of 
noting the era.
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EXERCISES

Talk It Over
1.  Pretend you live in Sumer. Talk about what your life is like. What kind of food do you eat? How do you get 

from place to place? What is it like to live in a land where all the water comes from irrigation canals?

2.  If you were an archaeologist looking for artifacts so that you could learn more about the ancient Sumeri-
ans, what kinds of things would you like to find buried in the ground? Why?

Practice the Facts
The following are some of your new vocabulary words that are important to remember when learning about 
ancient Mesopotamia. On the line provided, write the number of the correct vocabulary word beside each 
definition.

1. Irrigation system ______ A. A person who helps his people worship their god (or gods)
2. Priest ______ B. A period between kingdoms
3. Polytheist ______ C. A god chosen by the people to serve as the special protector or 

guardian of their city
4. Interregnum ______ D. A person who worships only one god
5. Ziggurat ______ E. The first important civilization in Mesopotamia
6. Sumer ______ F. The style of step pyramid, made of clay bricks, that the ancient 

Sumerians used as a place to worship their gods
7. Patron god ______ G. Having plenty of what you need (usually wealth) to enjoy a suc-

cessful life
8. Cuneiform ______ H. A person who worships more than one god
9. Monotheist ______ I. A series of canals that move water from a river or lake to a dry 

area that needs water
10. Prosperous ______ J. The writing system of the ancient Sumerians, created from 

wedge-shaped symbols

"Peace" scene from the Standard 
of Ur (ca. 2600 BC), a Sumerian 
box decorated with mosaic 
panels showing times of peace 
and war
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Write It Down
Describe what religion was like for the Sumerians by completing the sentences in the following paragraph.

Religion was very important to the Sumerian people, and they worshipped ________________________

________________________. In every city, each god had its own ________________________. Each city  

also had one particular god that was its ________________________  ________________________ and 

served as the city’s protector. In larger cities, the patron god was served by a ________________________  

________________________ or ________________________. The Sumerian religious leaders managed the 

temple's money and worshipped the gods by caring for the statues of them. On ________________________  
days, the temple was opened to everyone in the city for a time of celebration.

Know the Reason Why
Complete each of the following sentences by circling all of the correct answers.

1. Historians think that the time between ca. 4000–3200 BC, before the Sumerian Archaic Period, was 
probably a peaceful time in history because ________________________.

a. the cities did not have walls around them

b. there are no pictures showing the people carrying weapons

2. Finding buried artifacts from ancient civilizations is important because ________________________.

a. all artifacts are valuable and worth a lot of money

b. they help us learn who these ancient people were and how they lived

3. Creating a writing system was important for the Sumerians because ________________________.

a. this made it easier for cities to trade and do business with each other

b. without a writing system they could not build temples for the gods

4. The Sumerians built irrigation canals because ________________________.

a. the land was dry and it did not rain often

b. the people liked to ride boats on the canals for fun

c. they needed the canals to bring water to their fields

d. they lived miles away from the rivers

"Sun Temple" in Al-Zibliya area, Sumer,  
Al-Qadissiyah, Iraq
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EXERCISES

Find It on the Map
The Fertile Crescent
Label the following on the map:  
1. Mesopotamia 2. Tigris River 3. Euphrates River 4. Mediterranean Sea 5. Persian Gulf 6. Sumer

Think About It
In the beginning, people didn’t know about the wheel. One day someone invented a wheel, and many things 
in life became easier. Think about how important the wheel is to everyday life. What are some ways that the 
wheel made life easier for the ancient Mesopotamian people? What are some of the many ways that we use 
the wheel in our lives today? How has this invention made life simpler and more comfortable? Write down 
some of your ideas. (Be sure to use complete sentences!)

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Do It Yourself
Before the invention of the wheel, ancient people developed another clever method to transport objects. If 
they needed to move something that was too heavy for men or animals to drag or carry, they used log rollers. 
This was a difficult and tiring process. First, they would place several long logs horizontally on the ground. 
The number of logs they laid down depended on how big the object was that they needed to move. Then they 
would lift the object on top of the logs. As they began to push the object forward, the logs would roll and the 
object would move forward a bit. Soon the object would roll off the last log in the back. The workers would 
take this log from the back and move it to the front, and then they would start pushing the object forward 
again. Each time the object moved forward enough that it slid off the very last log, they would move that log 

PERSIA
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ANATOLIA
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EGYPT
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EXERCISES

to the front again. This happened over and over until the object reached its destination. Imagine how long it 
would take to move an object even a short distance!

Would you like to try your hand at using log rollers? This activity will help you understand how they worked 
and why this method was so tricky and time-consuming for the ancient people. Your teacher or parent will 
supply you with a handful of wooden “log rollers.” Lay the “logs” beside each other in a row and place a stable 
object, such as a book, on top of them. Then push the object forward slowly. As the object rolls off the back-
most “log,” move that “log” to the front and then continue pushing the object forward. Repeat this process 
until you have moved the object across the room!

Bonus Activities
Draw a Picture
In the space below, draw a picture of one of the following:

1. Farmers working in the fields or digging irrigation canals

2. Ancient artifacts you might find if you were an archaeologist working in the Fertile Crescent area

(Look back at the photographs throughout this chapter for inspiration.)
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Important Words

Word Definition
Kingdom A society ruled by a king or queen
Empire A government formed when a king conquers more territory 

or kingdoms in order to make his own kingdom larger
Archaic Very old; belonging to the past
City-state A city that rules itself and has no higher ruler in charge of it
Tribute Payment (such as money, goods, or manpower) that a 

strong kingdom demands from another society or kingdom
Important Figures1

Word Definition
Emperor The ruler of an empire
Sargon the Great The first-known emperor in history
Gilgamesh The famous Sumerian king of Uruk

Important Highlights

Word Definition
Sumerian Archaic 
Period

The first period of Sumerian  
civilization, ca. 3200–2350 BC

“Big Three” cities The largest and most important  
Sumerian city-states: Ur, Uruk,  
and Kish

Sumerian King List An ancient document that lists  
the kings of Sumer and gives  
information about these early  
rulers

1.  See the alphabetical glossary for expanded definitions of “Sargon the Great” 
and “Gilgamesh.”

Chapter 2: 
The Ancient Sumerian City-States

Did you know that archaeologists dig square holes? That is because we need to be neat and organized. We dig these square holes next to each other and take lots of careful notes about what artifacts we find in each square. The squares act like a map and help us keep straight which items came from which part of our dig site. Digging square holes with straight sides also helps us see the layers of dirt and things left behind. Marks or stains along the “walls” of a square give us clues that maybe there was once a firep-it here or a garbage dump there, many years ago. Oh, look what  I found! It’s a chunk  
of clay!           –A.D.

ca. 3200 BC: Physical evidence of 
Sumerian civilization and language
after ca. 3200 BC:  
Cities build walls for defense

ca. 2350 BC:  
Sargon the Great arrives

ca. 4000–3200 BC: 
Early signs of 
Sumerian culture

ca. 3100–2900 BC: 
Walls of Uruk built

3200 BC 2350 BC

Sumerian Archaic Period 
ca. 3200–2350 BC

Akkadian Empire 
ca. 2350–2200 BC
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Changes in Societies
Over time, all societies change. A society begins when a few families live together 

and form a village. More people then move into the village, and the village becomes 
a town. Time passes, and the town becomes a city with skilled weavers who weave 
wool into warm cloth, potters who decorate their cookware with pretty designs, 
merchants who sell goods at the town marketplace, and a mighty, strong ruler who 
governs all those who live in the city.

One day, a stronger, mightier man with an army marches into the region. He 
wants to have more power, so he takes over the city. This mighty man conquers one 
city after another, and soon he rules over many cities. He declares, “I am the king,” 
and rules over this kingdom he has created—that is, until another even more pow-
erful king conquers him and builds another new kingdom.

As you can see, nothing stays the same forever. Through the years, all societies will 
change.

The Importance of Kingdoms and Empires
The reigns of kings and other rulers are good marker points for history because 

it was usually these kings and their servants who wrote down the history of the 
ancient kingdoms. If you look at the time lines throughout this book, you will see 
how many of the different historical periods begin and end when the rulers of the 
kingdoms change.

Remember, the kings had scribes (also called secretaries or chroniclers) who 
wrote down the history of the kingdom and events after they happened so that they 
would not be forgotten. These servants recorded (and sometimes exaggerated) the 
actions of the kings: the battles they fought, the cities and monuments they built, 
the laws they made, and the ideas they believed in. This way, future generations yet 
to be born could know about and celebrate these kings and their kingdoms.

What is the difference between a kingdom and an empire? A kingdom is a soci-
ety ruled by a king or queen. When a king conquers more territory or kingdoms in 
order to make his own kingdom larger, he is building an empire.◆ The ruler of an 
empire is often called an emperor.◆ Sargon the Great of Akkad was the first-known 
emperor in history. But before we talk about Sargon, let’s back up to a time before 
there were any great empires.

The City-States of the Sumerian Archaic Period
In chapter 1, you learned about the ancient Sumerians, the people of the first-

known civilization in the region of Mesopotamia called Sumer. Though the Sume-
rians had a writing system and could record their history, much of their written 
records have been lost over time. What we know about these people we have 
learned from the artifacts found by archaeologists.

Historians call the first period of Sumerian civilization, ca. 3200–2350 BC, the 
Sumerian Archaic Period. The word “archaic” means “very old” or “belonging 
to the past.” Most societies had an archaic, or very old, period in their history. It 
was typically during this archaic period that important things such as the religion, 
writing, government, and culture of the civilization began to take shape. During the 

 The Bible: 
Chroniclers
In the Old Testament, the 
books of 1 and 2 Kings and 
1 and 2 Chronicles were 
written by chroniclers who 
recorded the reigns of the 
kings of Israel and Judah.

 To the Source:
empire from the Latin  
imperium, meaning  
“authority, rule”

 To the Source:
emperor from the Latin 
imperātor, meaning  
“commander”

▲ Statue of an Egyptian scribe
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 Change
How have you seen the place 
where you live (a city, town, 
or countryside) change? Are 
there more or fewer houses, 
stores, and businesses than 
there were a few years ago? 
What about the number of 
people who live there? Are 
the kinds of people who live 
near you different? Have the 
people who “rule over” or 
govern you changed?
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Sumerian Archaic Period, the Sumerians built their great cities, constructed the first 
ziggurats, and wrote with cuneiform symbols.

During the Sumerian Archaic Period, the Sumerian civilization was not one 
kingdom with one king ruling over the whole land. No, instead the early Sumerians 
lived in city-states. A city-state is a city that rules itself and has no higher ruler in 
charge of it.

Imagine that Philadelphia was not a part of the state of Pennsylvania or the coun-
try of the United States. Rather, imagine that Philadelphia ruled itself, and no other 
kind of government could make laws to govern the people of Philadelphia. That 
would make Philadelphia a city-state. If this happened, there would be no state of 
Pennsylvania under the leadership of a governor. Imagine also that Pittsburgh, Chi-
cago, St. Louis, Los Angeles, and Atlanta all ruled themselves as city-states. There 
would be no country of the United States of America with a president and a Con-
gress. There would be no one nation under one government that made laws for all 
fifty states. Instead, our country would be a collection of city-states, each one ruling 
itself with no higher authority over it.

That’s what the Sumerian civilization was like—many city-states ruling themselves 
and not connected to each other by their governments. Each person was a citizen of 
a city-state, not of a “nation of Sumer.” Actually, there was no such thing as a “nation 
of Sumer” at that time. There was just a group of cities that shared a similar Sume-
rian culture. Do you remember our definition of a citizen from part I of the intro-
duction? A citizen is a person who lives in a particular town, city, or country and 
has all the rights and privileges available to someone living under that government. 
Though it may sound odd to be a citizen of a city rather than a nation, civilizations 

 Sumerian  
Archaic Period

1. The Sumerians built 
great cities.

2. The Sumerians 
constructed the first 
ziggurats.

3. The Sumerians wrote 
with cuneiform sym-
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of city-states are not unusual in world history. In fact, the nation of Italy was basi-
cally a collection of city-states until 1861, and Germany did not become a united 
country until 1871. Our idea of a world made up of nations to which citizens are 
loyal is actually a modern concept.

During the Sumerian Archaic Period, sometimes the city-states got along with 
each other, ruling themselves peacefully and leaving the other cities alone. At other 
times, the city-states would fight over the boundaries of their territory and the land 
that lay between them. Because water was absolutely necessary to survive, city-states 
often fought over water, arguing over who owned which irrigation canals and how 
much water was theirs. When city-states fought each other, their soldiers burned 
temples and stole treasures from the temples. Cities and surrounding lands were 
devastated, and many people died.2

When one city-state defeated another in battle, the losing city-state had to pay 
the winning city-state a certain amount of tribute. Tribute◆ is payment (such as 
money, goods, or manpower) that a strong kingdom demands from another society 
or kingdom. Tribute was not always money. It could be other things of value, such 
as gold or silver, precious stones, silks and valuable garments, or the best livestock 
and crops. Sometimes an emperor would even demand that the conquered city-state 
give him slaves or men for his army. By collecting tribute, the stronger ruler was 
telling the weaker city-state or kingdom that he demanded their loyalty and obedi-
ence. Other times, a society might pay tribute to avoid having to fight the stronger 
kingdom. By accepting the tribute, the more powerful ruler would be agreeing not 
to conquer the weaker city-state and promising to protect it from others who would 
be a danger to it.

In Sumer, the tribute situation was a little bit different than in some other civiliza-
tions. Even though each conquered Sumerian city-state had to pay tribute, the vic-
torious king often allowed the city-state to keep its own rulers and to still rule itself.

2.  D. Brendan Nagle, The Ancient World: A Social and Cultural History (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentis Hall, 
2002), 9–10.

 To the Source:
tribute from the Latin 
tribuere, meaning “to pay, 
allot”

▼ Nubians (from the land 
south of Egypt) present trib-
ute to the pharaoh
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The Rulers of Sumer
In the earliest times, the Sumerian cities were led by a gathering of free adult citi-

zens who met whenever they had to make decisions for the city. For example, if the 
city had to build a new irrigation canal, if someone committed a crime and needed 
to be punished, or if a neighboring city-state was threatening the safety of the city, 
the assembly would meet. Together these citizens would make a plan and choose a 
leader to put the plan into motion.3

In Sumer, the leader of the city-state was sometimes a religious leader, such as the 
chief priest, and other times a political leader, such as a king or governor. A city-
state leader who was also the city’s chief priest was called an en or ensi. Because he 
was the priest of the city’s patron god, he held a great amount of power. A city-state 
leader who was not a chief priest was called the lugal (“big man”). He was like a 
king. Because the lugal was usually the one to lead the men of the city into battle 
against other city-states, he was the most powerful man in the city.4

Do you remember any of the names of the Sumerian city-states mentioned in the 
last chapter? The three largest and most important city-states were Ur, Uruk, and 
Kish. In this book, we will call them the “Big Three” cities.

Some of the rulers of these city-states had excit-
ing adventures and were celebrated heroes. 
Ur-Nammu was a great king of Ur whom you 
will learn more about in chapter 6. Enmerkar 
and Lugalbanda were brave kings of Uruk, and 
Etana and Enmebaragesi were kings of Kish. 
The most famous of all the Sumerian kings was 
Gilgamesh of Uruk. You will read a summary of 
his well-known story, The Epic of Gilgamesh, in 
chapter 8.

The Sumerian King List is an ancient docu-
ment, written in the Sumerian language, that lists 
the kings of Sumer and gives information about 
these early rulers. Yet it is difficult to know what 
is true history, what is exaggerated, and what is 
legend (partly made-up) when it comes to the 
stories of these rulers. The Sumerian kings had 
strange encounters with the Mesopotamian gods 
and goddesses, and often the kings even claimed 
to be gods themselves. Because he is mentioned on 
the Sumerian King List, many historians think that 
Gilgamesh actually lived. However, the stories of 
his adventures are mixed with so much fantasy that 
we wonder how much of his story could really have 
happened.

3.  Hoerth, Mattingly, and Yamauchi, Peoples of the Old Testament 
World, 22.

4.  Bodine, "Sumerians," 22.

 The Bible:  
The City of Erech
As you will learn in this unit, 
some Mesopotamian cities, 
famous people, and gods 
and goddesses had more 
than one name. In the Bible, 
the city of Uruk is called 
Erech. Since scholars usually 
use the name Uruk, we will 
do the same here in this 
book when we talk about 
this city.
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 Exaggeration
Have you ever exaggerated a 
story—made something out 
to be much more exciting or 
important than it really was? 
Maybe you exaggerated the 
details of something you 
did to make yourself sound 
more impressive, such as 
saying you caught a massive 
fish when really it was only a 
tiny trout. Why do you think 
we sometimes feel the urge 
to exaggerate when we tell 
someone a story?

▲ The Weld-Blundell Prism, an example 
of an ancient Sumerian king list
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Relationships between the City-States
The area of Sumer had many independent city-states. These city-states were 

grouped near the rivers because the people needed water for irrigation and daily 
life. As the years passed, the city-states grew larger, and the areas of available land 
became smaller. Soon, some city-states wanted the same land. Sometimes the cities 
were able to settle their land disagreements through peaceful talks, but other times 
the city-states fought each other as they tried to take over the land for themselves. 
Some Sumerian kings rose up and conquered two or three city-states before being 
overcome by another king. After ca. 3200 BC, the Sumerians began building walls 
around their cities to protect themselves from attacking enemies. (The walls around 
the city of Uruk were probably built ca. 3100–2900 BC.)5

Then everything changed. Around 2350 BC, a Mesopotamian king named Sargon 
the Great marched his strong and well-organized army through the land, conquer-
ing city after city. “Will we be the next city to fall to Sargon?” many people won-
dered. “Will our men die in battle, our children be murdered in their beds, and our 
houses and temples be damaged? Will we suffer defeat by the unbeatable army of 
Sargon the Great?” 

Yes, Sargon was indeed about to leave his mark on Sumer!

5.  Bodine, “Sumerians,” 32.

Human bones can sometimes tell us just as much as artifacts. Skeletons found during this time period have many severe injuries. This could mean that these people died in battle or in brutal attacks.               –A.D.

▼ Ruins in the city of Ur, 
southern Iraq
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Talk It Over
The city-states in ancient Mesopotamia were both alike and different from cities in our world today. Talk 

about the ways that the Sumerian cities were similar to our modern cities. Then identify some ways they were 
different from cities today.

Practice the Facts
Hidden in this word search are the vocabulary words that match the following definitions. Write the vocab-

ulary word on the line beside its correct definition, and see if you can find each one in the word search.

1. A city that rules itself and has no higher ruler in charge of it ________________________

2. The first-known emperor in history ___________________________________

3. Very old; belonging to the past ________________________

S O E H A N F H W R E F U E B U

G B S Q L E P K I N G D O M S D

Z M O A W K B G H B L I G P Y R

E O E V R N D M A R C H A I C I

M J H U P G T F E J I F P R B P

R C C R A I O G C M C N G E E K

J I Y U B L O N D R A L S J U M

C T T K Q G I D T R I B U T E T

T Y I D B A A S D H T C R A P I

M S A L K M U O T Z E N W G T S

L T C V D E H A S P L G J E S K

T A X B R S G J L F H N R A D P

E T R I A H D O S S A C K E B M

E E D L H V R U I H X D P Q A S

S O I Z A D O K A S D X B J F T

T E F T O S U G S D T F L W Z U
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4. The “Big Three” largest and most important Sumerian city-states (find the names of all three)  

________________________, ________________________, and ________________________

5. The famous Sumerian king of Uruk ________________________

6. Payment (such as money, goods, or manpower) that a strong kingdom demands from another society or 

kingdom ________________________

7. A government formed when a king conquers more territory or kingdoms in order to make his own  

kingdom larger ________________________

8. A society ruled by a king or queen ________________________

Write It Down
Pretend you are a scribe or a secretary for an ancient Mesopotamian king. On the lines provided, write a 

couple of sentences introducing yourself, and then explain what you do as a scribe for the king. (Be sure to 
use complete sentences!)

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Can You Recall?
The Sumerians are known for three important things that they did during the Sumerian Archaic Period. Do 

you remember what they were?

1. The Sumerians built great ________________________.

2. The Sumerians constructed the first ________________________.

3. The Sumerians wrote with ________________________  ________________________.

True or False?
If the sentence is true, circle T. If the sentence is false, circle F.

1. The Sumerian city-states fought with each other over land boundaries and irrigation canals. T F
2. The Sumerian Archaic Period lasted from ca. 3200–2350 BC. T F
3. A lugal in Sumer was the chief priest. T F
4. Sumerian kings sometimes claimed to be a god. T F
5. The Sumerian kings recorded their adventures very accurately. T F
6. The Sumerian King List is an ancient document that lists the kings of Sumer and gives infor-

mation about these early rulers.
T F
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Find It on the Map
Ancient Sumerian City-States

Label the following important Sumerian city-states on the map:

1. Ur 2. Uruk 3. Kish 4. Eridu 5. Nippur 6. Sippar

Think About It
Very often throughout history, a king who rules over a kingdom decides to fight against other kings and 

conquer them. When the king conquers these kingdoms, his own kingdom gets larger and larger and even-
tually becomes an empire. The king then becomes an emperor and often adds the words “the Great” after his 
name. (Other times, his people may give him this title after he dies, as a way of honoring him and remember-
ing his triumphs.) Why do you think a king would want to become an emperor? Write down some of your 
ideas. (Be sure to use complete sentences!)

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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Make It Yourself
Imagine being a scribe in a Sumerian city-state and needing to record on a piece of clay or stone import-

ant information about your ruler. How hard do you think it was? This exercise will give you an idea of what 
writing on clay tablets was like!

Take some modeling clay or plaster of paris and shape it into a rectangular tablet about 8 inches by 10 
inches (or larger if you would like). Wait until the clay hardens, just like a sunbaked clay tablet would. Then 
use the end of a pencil or another pointed implement to try to carve out a “king’s list” with all the names of 
the American presidents over the last twenty years. Do not forget to include the dates of each presidency so 
that your record tells others when the presidents were the elected leaders of the United States.

Be Creative
Most children in the ancient world were expected to help their families. Using some of the information you 

have learned so far in chapters 1 and 2, write a short fiction story about what your life would be like if you 
lived in ancient Sumer. What kinds of chores would you have to do? (Do you have to carry water, tend to the 
animals, work in the family vegetable garden, or help make mud bricks for new buildings?) How would you 
travel from your home to the village when you needed to visit the market or the temple? What kinds of food 
would your family eat?

Bonus Activities
Make the Connection

Circle all of the phrases that describe the culture of Mesopotamian city-states during the Sumerian Archaic 
Period.

fights over access to water   crops of olives and citrus fruits

one unified nation of Sumer   temples were always left in peace

rode on tamed horses   payments of tribute (sometimes)

simple fences for protection   writing system to keep count of ziggurats built

ruled over by an emperor   ruled by a political leader or by a high priest

group of citizens who made decisions for the good of the city-state   worshipped one god
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Who Were They?
Complete each of the following sentences by choosing the correct name or term from the word bank and 

writing it on the line provided. (Hint: Not all of the words in the word bank will be used in this exercise!)

Fertile Crescent • supreme god • Kish • Gilgamesh • patron god • Nippur 
monotheist • Sumer • Lugalbanda • polytheist • Sargon • Etana

1. A god chosen by the people to serve as the special protector or guardian of their city is a 

________________________  ________________________.

2. The famous Sumerian king of Uruk was ________________________.

3. A person who worships only one god is a ________________________.

4. The first important civilization in Mesopotamia was ________________________.

5. The first-known emperor in history was ________________________.

6. One of the three largest and most important Sumerian city-states was ________________________.

7. A person who worships more than one god is a ________________________.
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Important Word

Word Definition
True pyramid A style of pyramid with smooth, slanted sides, such as those 

found in Egypt  

1.  Roy Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 
Rebuilding the Past (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), 29.

Chapter 3: 
Monuments of the Age—Ziggurats

People today gather to worship in a variety of places, such as churches, 
mosques, and temples. The Mesopotamians built temples, some of which 
were constructed on the ground. Other temples were placed high atop 
the ziggurats. They believed that if the god or goddess was pleased with 
the temple, he or she would come down and live close to the people, and 
perhaps be able to better hear their prayers. To make the ziggurats a 
pleasant place for the gods and goddesses to dwell, and for the priests 
and priestesses to perform their work, the Sumerians often planted trees, 
plants, and colorful flowers on the flat platforms. However,  
this caused a lot of work for those who had to climb up  
the ziggurat stairs to water the plants!1                    –A.D.

▲ The reconstructed Great Ziggurat of Ur

ca. 2112–2095 BC:  
Ur-Nammu rules

ca. 2100 BC:
Construction of Great Ziggurat of Ur begins

3200 BC 2350 BC 2100 BC2200 BC

Sumerian Archaic Period 
ca. 3200–2350 BC

Ur III Empire 
ca. 2100–2000 BC
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Building the Ziggurats
Religion has almost always been an important part of a civilization. You are prob-

ably reminded of this when you drive through the streets of your town or city and 
see churches and other houses of worship on many of the street corners. Most civili-
zations throughout history have worshipped more than one god, which means that 
many people throughout history have been polytheists. Sometimes, the only archi-
tecture to last after a civilization has passed away are its places of worship. What has 
lasted from ancient Mesopotamia? The only structures that have survived are the 
ruins of some of the ziggurats, upon which stood the temples of the Mesopotamian 
gods.

Do you remember that the word “ziggurat” means “holy mountain” or “to build 
on a raised area”? The Sumerian ziggurats were always being built bigger and higher 
so that the temples were closer to where the gods lived in the heavens. To build a 
ziggurat, the first thing the Sumerians did was lay down a raised platform of clay 
bricks. On top of this platform they built a temple for one of their gods. Sometime 
later, the people would knock down the temple and build a new, smaller platform 
on top of the first platform. Then they built a new temple on top of the ziggurat.

As time passed, the Sumerians kept knocking down the temple on the top plat-
form and building higher and higher platforms, until they couldn’t possibly build 
any higher. Each new platform was a giant step up from the one below. To reach 
the platforms, the Sumerians constructed long, brick staircases that led from the 
ground to the first platform, and then from the first platform to the second, and so 
on, all the way up to the topmost platform.

▼ Examples of various places 
of worship around the world
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Why so many platforms? The people seemed to 
think, “If the temple is closer to the heavens, then 
maybe the god will be more pleased to come down and 
dwell among us in the temple we have built for him.”

A ziggurat is a type of step pyramid. Remember, a 
step pyramid is a style of pyramid made with platforms 
stacked on top of each other, each one a little smaller 
than the platform below, so that the sides look like steps. A 
step pyramid looks very different from pyramids with smooth, 
slanted sides, such as those found in Egypt. These true pyramids, or smooth pyra-
mids, are rare, but many civilizations throughout history have built step pyramids.

Step pyramids were simpler and easier to build than smooth-sided pyramids. 
Most civilizations did not know how—or did not want—to build true pyramids. You 
will learn much more about the construction of smooth-sided pyramids in chapter 
13 when we study ancient Egypt. For now, imagine how challenging it would be to 
build a pyramid at just the right angle so that the sides formed a perfect triangle and 
did not collapse or look bent. The Egyptians also started out building step pyramids, 
but after much trial and error (including pyramids that collapsed or were bent at 
funny angles), they learned how to successfully build smooth pyramids as tombs 
for their kings. Since the tombs were located deep inside, there was no reason for 
people to climb up the sides. The Sumerians, on the other hand, needed a solid, flat 
surface to build their temples on, and stairs so that they could climb up to the tem-
ple. Climbing up the step pyramid using the staircases was easier than scaling the 
straight, smooth sides of a true pyramid. For this reason building step pyramids was 
the right choice for the Sumerians. The flat platforms of the ziggurat provided a firm 
foundation upon which to build their temple, and the stairs along the side made it 
easy to reach the temple from the ground.

Most civilizations have built their monuments and other important buildings 
out of stone because stone is strong and lasts a long time. This is why the stone 
pyramids of Egypt are still standing today and in good condition. However, there 
was not much stone in Mesopotamia, so the Sumerians built their ziggurats out 
of clay bricks. They shaped the clay into bricks, which they then left out in the sun 

to bake and harden. They also baked 
some of the bricks in a very hot oven, 
or kiln, to make them waterproof. They 
used the sunbaked bricks for the inside 
of the ziggurat and the oven-baked, 
waterproof bricks for the outer sides. 
Depending on where the Sumerians dug 
up the clay, the bricks might have been 
red, yellow, brown, gray, or black. As 
they built, the Sumerians used wet mud 
or a tarlike substance called bitumen to 
stick the bricks together and help make 
the ziggurat waterproof.2

2.  Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 28–29.

 How to  
Make Clay Bricks

1. Mix together clay, sand, 
and straw.

2. Pack the mixture into a 
wooden frame to shape 
the clay brick.

3. Lift the frame off.
4. Put the bricks out in 

the sun to dry for about 
four weeks.

5. Repeat this process 
over and over to make 
many bricks!

Illustration of a brickmaker

▲ An artist's version of the 
Great Ziggurat of Ur, based 
on a 1939 drawing by Sir 
Leonard Woolley, who led 
the excavations at Ur
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Because clay is not as strong as stone, the Sumerian ziggurats have not lasted 
through the centuries like the stone Egyptian pyramids have. Mesopotamia does 
not get much rain, but there has been enough rainfall in the area that over the long 
centuries the clay bricks have been worn down and the ziggurats have crumbled. 
Today the ruins are often hard to distinguish from natural hills until they are exca-
vated or rebuilt.

The Great Ziggurat of Ur
The Sumerians began building the Great Ziggurat of Ur under the reign of King 

Ur-Nammu around 2100 BC, during the Ur III Empire. (You will learn about 
Ur-Nammu and his empire in chapter 6.) The ziggurat was built to honor Nanna, 
the Mesopotamian moon god and the patron god of Ur. It had 3 platforms and a 
temple on the top. It was 210 feet by 150 feet, and was originally between 70 and 100 
feet tall. It would have taken about 720,000 bricks to build just the lower part of the 
ziggurat below the first platform!3

Over the years, the Great Ziggurat of Ur has crumbled and been restored twice. 
The first time was by a king named Nabonidus (ruled 555–539 BC), some 1,500 
years after it was first built. Then, over many years, the ziggurat was again forgotten 
and fell into ruin. In the 1920s, archaeologists found the site of the Great Ziggurat 
of Ur. The second restoration took place in the 1980s when Saddam Hussein, the 
leader of Iraq at the time, restored parts of the ziggurat, including the three stair-
cases leading to the first platform.4

3.  Dr. Senta German, “Ziggurat of Ur,” Khan Academy, accessed March 14, 2019, http://capress.link/tch1a0301.
4.  German, “Ziggurat of Ur.”

▲ A 1932 photograph of the 
Great Ziggurat of Ur
▶ Reconstructed Great  
Ziggurat of Ur
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Talk It Over
People of faith can choose from many different kinds of places to worship today. How do our modern 

places of worship compare to the Mesopotamian ziggurats?

Draw a Picture
Look at the picture of the ziggurat in the small box. Then draw your own ziggurat in the larger box, adding 

a second platform and a new temple on top. Don’t forget to add some stairs, trees, and plants to help make it 
look beautiful.

Write It Down
Compare step pyramids to true pyramids by filling in the blanks in the following chart.

Step Pyramids True Pyramids

What did the sides 
look like?

Smaller platforms on top of 

________________________ platforms, 

with ________________________  
from platform to platform

Smooth,  

________________________  
sides

Where were they 
built?

________________________,  
Mexico, South America, Central America, 

and southeast Asia

________________________ 

For what purpose 
were they built?

Platforms for ________________________ 

for the ________________________
________________________  

for the kings

Of what material 
were they built?

________________________  

________________________
________________________
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1. Which have crumbled over time: the Mesopotamian ziggurats or the Egyptian true pyramids? 

________________________  ________________________

2. What does the word “ziggurat” mean?  “_______________________  ________________________” and 

“to ________________________ on a ________________________ area”

3. What material do most civilizations use to build their monuments? ________________________

4. What monument was discovered by archaeologists in the 1920s? ________________________  

________________________  ________________________  ________________________

Know the Reason Why
Complete each of the following sentences by circling the correct answer.

1. Mesopotamians liked step pyramids better than true pyramids because _______________.

a. step pyramids lasted longer

b. the sides were easier to climb

2. Mesopotamians built step pyramids to be _______________.

a. tombs for their kings

b. platforms for temples to their gods

3. Mesopotamians built step pyramids from clay bricks because _______________.

a. they did not have much stone

b. clay bricks were easier to make

4. Mesopotamian ziggurats have not lasted as long as the Egyptian pyramids because _______________.

a. the people tore them down

b. the bricks crumbled over time

5. Mesopotamians built the ziggurats higher and higher because they wanted _______________.

a. the gods to be pleased to dwell there

b. the sun to make the bricks very hard
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Think About It
Throughout history, most people have been religious. They have either been polytheists and worshipped 

many gods, or monotheists and worshipped one god. What are some of the different ways people worship? 
Why do you think people are religious? Write down some of your ideas. (Be sure to use complete sentences!)

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Make It Yourself
Try your hand at building a ziggurat, using a material of your choice (or a material that your teacher 

chooses). You might want to try using LEGO bricks, foam, Jenga blocks, or cardboard. What parts of this 
process are easy? What are some of the challenges?
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Important Word

Word Definition
Semitic languages A large family of languages that 

includes those spoken by the Akkadi-
ans, Babylonians, Israelites, and Arabs

Important Figures

Word Definition
Sargon the Great1 The first-known emperor in history; 

the Semitic leader who conquered 
the city-states of Sumer and built the 
Akkadian Empire

Semitic people A group of people who spoke a Semitic 
language as their native tongue

Immigrant A person who moves from one geo-
graphical place to settle down perma-
nently in another land

Naram-Sin The grandson of Sargon the Great and 
the ruler who expanded the Akkadian 
Empire to its greatest territory

Important Highlights

Word Definition
Akkadian Empire The first great empire in ancient  

Sumer, ca. 2350–2200 BC
Akkad The new city founded by Sargon to be 

the capital of the Akkadian Empire

1.  This is the expanded definition.

Chapter 4: 
Sargon the Great and the Akkadian Empire

See the carving on this statue? The man 

pictured here has long hair with tight 

curls and a pretty awesome beard. Men 

in early Sumer usually had bald heads 

and shaved faces, but men of the Akka-

dian Empire liked fancy hairdos and long, 

luxurious beards. They spent a long time 

curling their hair and beards!   –A.D.

▼ Statue of a Sumerian male worshipper,  
ca. 2900–2600 BC

ca. 2350 BC:  
Sargon the Great arrives

ca. 2334 BC: 
Akkad becomes capital

ca. 2334–2284 BC: 
Sargon the Great rules

3200 BC 2350 BC

Sumerian Archaic Period 
ca. 3200–2350 BC

Akkadian Empire 
ca. 2350–2200 BC
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The Arrival of Sargon
Then along came Sargon!

As you learned in chapter 2, before the arrival of Sargon the Great the land of 
Sumer was a group of city-states. Sometimes the city-states fought with each other, 
and other times they lived together in peace. After many years of sometimes fight-
ing and sometimes cooperating, a number of city-states became powerful enough 
to take control of the other cities around them.2 But the system of city-states ended 
when Sargon, the first king of Akkad, came to power.

At just the right time in history, Sargon, a native of the northern city of Kish, 
marched south through Sumer and conquered all of the surrounding city-states 
with his large army. Though some Sumerian kings before him had also taken con-
trol of nearby city-states, none of them had been able to conquer all of the cities. 
But what these other Sumerian kings could not do, Sargon accomplished. He built 
the Akkadian Empire, the first great empire in ancient Sumer, ca. 2350–2200 BC. 
People continued to write about Sargon and his empire thousands of years after his 
death, and we are still talking about him today!

How was it possible for Sargon to succeed when all of the Sumerian kings before 
him had failed? Well, there are many stories and legends about Sargon, some of which 
were probably exaggerated and therefore are not completely accurate. However, we 
do know some facts about him because descriptions of his achievements were carved 
on monuments and the walls of the temple to the Mesopotamian god Enlil in the city 
of Nippur.  Though these monuments and temple no longer exist today, we know 
what was written on them thanks to the work of a faithful, unknown ancient scholar 
who carefully copied the words down before the structures were destroyed.5

Even though Sargon the Great was famous, we know very little about his early life. 
In fact, we may not even know his real name! The name Sargon means “true king” 
and almost certainly was not the name he was given when he was born. Instead, 
Sargon most likely chose the name later in life so that people would recognize 
how powerful he was.

One fascinating thing about 
Sargon is that even though he 

2.  Kuhrt, Ancient Near East, 40–44.
3.  A changeling is a child who is replaced 

with another child when they are both 
babies. This is a common element in 
fairy stories, in which a healthy infant 
is swapped for a weaker, sickly baby.

4.  This story is summarized from Bodine, 
“Sumerians,” 33; and Susan Wise Bauer, 
The History of the Ancient World (New 
York: W.W. Norton & Company, Inc., 
2007), 95.

5.  Unless otherwise noted, the informa-
tion in this chapter is compiled from 
Samuel Noah Kramer, The Sumerians: 
Their History, Culture, and Character 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1963), 59–63; and Bauer, History of the 
Ancient World, 95–103.

 Life and Leg-
end: A Version of 
Sargon’s Story
My mother was a change-
ling,3 my father I never 
knew, and in secret my 
mother gave birth to me. 
She put me in a reed basket, 
sealed the lid with tar, and 
set me to float down the Eu-
phrates River. The water car-
ried me to Akki, the drawer 
of water. He lifted me out 
of the river, and I became 
his son. I was raised as a 
gardener until the goddess 
Ishtar awarded me a place 
in the palace of Ur-Zababa, 
the king of Kish.4

How did Sargon get the title “the Great” 

added to his name? Did Sargon call 

himself by this title, or was it given to him 

by later historians who wrote about him? 

We don’t know for sure where it came 

from, but we do know that, based on his 

many accomplishments that you will read 

about in this chapter, history books today 

have given him this title. Here is just one 

of his major triumphs: Sargon is the first 

person in recorded history who was able 

to gather a strong, powerful army, and  

he used this force to build a united  

empire from a scattered group of  

individual city-states. –A.D.

▼ Bronze head of a king, 
perhaps Sargon the Great, ca. 

2300 BC
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probably was not born into a royal family, he was still able to become a legendary 
king. Over time, people made up stories about Sargon’s childhood to try to explain 
his rise to power. The most well known of these is the cupbearer story. In this tale, 
Sargon is the son of a simple 
date farmer. When he grows 
up, the Mesopotamian goddess 
Ishtar helps him get a position 
as a cupbearer in the palace of 
Ur-Zababa, the king of Kish.6 
(You will learn more about 
the goddess Ishtar in chapter 
7.) A cupbearer was a servant 
who tasted the king’s food 
and drink—particularly his 
wine—before they were given 
to the king. That way, if any-
one tried to poison the king to 
take the throne, it would be the 
cupbearer, and not the king, 
who died. But the role of cupbearer in ancient times was even more important than 
just tasting the king’s food and drink. The man who held this position was second 
in power only to the king because only someone the king trusted deeply would be 
given such an important job.

This is an interesting story about Sargon, but it is probably not true that he 
was the king’s cupbearer. Instead, the story was most likely 
intended to show how the goddess Ishtar was believed 
to have protected the young Sargon and helped him to 
become king.

Although most of the stories of Sargon’s childhood are leg-
ends (partly made up), while he was king Sargon left behind 
many records of his real accomplishments. These records, 
carved in stone, tell us how proud he was of his military 
achievements. Sargon was also proud of his ability to choose 
the right leaders to oversee the many territories he conquered. 
He carefully chose men who were loyal to him and whom he 
could trust. This helped Sargon to keep his power over his 
large empire secure. Sargon also boasted that he was rich and 
could feed and clothe more than 5,000 of his followers!7

One of the reasons people remember Sargon today is 
because of his powerful military. Before Sargon came along, 
kings usually had just a part-time army. In other words, 
soldiers were only members of the army when they were 
needed. Otherwise, they were farmers or craftsmen who 
worked their everyday jobs. When the king needed soldiers, 

6.  Kuhrt, Ancient Near East, 1:48–49.
7.  Benjamin R. Foster, The Age of Agade: Inventing Empire in Ancient Mesopota-

mia (New York: Routledge, 2015), 4.

 The Bible:  
The Story of Moses
A number of historical 
events found in the Bible 
have parallel stories in the 
oral (spoken) tradition of 
ancient Mesopotamia. One 
example is the story of 
Moses as a baby. Moses was 
born at a time when the 
pharaoh of Egypt had de-
creed that all Hebrew male 
babies were to be executed. 
Believing that God had 
a special purpose for her 
baby boy and would take 
care of her child, a Hebrew 
woman named Jochebed 
wove a reed basket, placed 
her son inside, and put the 
basket in the Nile River. In 
God’s providence, the baby 
was found by the pharaoh’s 
daughter. She named the 
baby Moses and raised him 
as her own son. Years later, 
Moses would become the 
God-chosen deliverer who 
rescued God’s people (the 
Hebrews) from slavery in 
Egypt. How is this story 
similar to or different from 
the legend of Sargon on 
page 53?

▲ "The Cupbearer" marble 
statue, ca. 2800–2300 BC

▲ An ancient carving of a cupbearer
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the men would stop what they were doing and join the army for a time. Because 
they were part-time soldiers, these men were not as well trained as men whose only 
job was to be professional soldiers.

But Sargon’s army was different. He built up an army of more than 5,000 men who 
were full-time trained soldiers, ready at any moment to do whatever he ordered 
them to do. At this time in history, that was a large army to have ready to leap into 
action at any time. Sargon’s army was also stronger and better armed than any of the 
other Sumerian kings’ armies had been. This may have been because Sargon had a 
good source of wood from yew trees, which was excellent for making sturdy bows 
and arrows with which he could arm his men.

Sargon’s Rise to Power
One day, a leader named Lugalzaggesi, from the city-state of Umma, began con-

quering neighboring cities, starting with the city-state of Lagash. Then he attacked 
and conquered the city-state of Uruk. (Remember, Uruk was one of the “Big Three” 
largest and most important Sumerian city-states.) Soon Lugalzaggesi began call-
ing himself “king of Uruk and king of the land.” Sometime after that he arrived in 
Kish, and possibly killed King Ur-Zababa. (Historians are not exactly sure whether 
Ur-Zababa was killed or fled the city.) Lugalzaggesi continued to conquer more 
and more cities, and started combining some of the city-states along the Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers into a kingdom in which there was peace, happiness, and prosper-
ity. But his success lasted for only about twenty years, and the cause of his downfall 
was Sargon!

After Ur-Zababa was removed from the 
throne, Sargon led a surprise attack on the 
city of Uruk and conquered it. Sargon then 
took Lugalzaggesi to the important city-state 
of Nippur in chains with a yoke around his 
neck. (A yoke is a wooden crosspiece that 
is fastened over the necks of two strong 
animals, such as oxen, and then attached 
to a plow or wagon so that the animals can 
pull it. By treating Lugalzaggesi like a farm 
animal, Sargon showed his power over 
him.) There, at the city gate, Sargon left 
the once-important King Lugalzaggesi. As 
people walked by, they spat on him and rid-
iculed the man who had once called himself 
“king of the land.”

But Sargon did not stop after he conquered 
Uruk. He wanted more power and land, so he 
continued to attack and capture neighboring 
city-states. He built his empire throughout 
southern Sumer and then headed north and 
west. Everywhere he went, Sargon and his 
army completely conquered the cities they 

 Our  
Modern Army
What kind of army does the 
United States have today? 
How is it similar to or different 
from the army of Sargon the 
Great?

▲ Carving of ancient archers attacking a city
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attacked. Other men, including Lugalzaggesi, had 
conquered Sumerian city-states with some success 
in the past. However, no one before Sargon had 
ever managed to overthrow so many city-states 
and then join them together to form one empire.

Although the Sumerians had controlled their 
own city-states during the Sumerian Archaic 
Period, this all changed when Sargon created his 
Akkadian Empire. There were three main ways 
Sargon made sure he was able to keep control 
over such a large area. First, instead of letting 
each city-state continue to rule itself, Sargon 
combined all of the city-state governments 
together to form one government. In this way, he 
became ruler over all of the cities, not just over 
one city-state. Second, Sargon chose men he knew 
were loyal to him and put them in charge of the 
conquered cities. Sargon’s chosen leaders ruled the cities but still answered to Sar-
gon and had to do what he told them to do. Third, since Sargon was a wise military 
leader, he placed soldiers in positions at important locations throughout his empire. 
That way his army could quickly squash any uprisings from unhappy citizens.

The city-states used to have their own local governments, but under the rule of 
Sargon’s chosen leaders they could not make their own decisions and laws any-

▲ An Akkadian victory stela, ca. 2300 BC, 
showing prisoners taken in battle.
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more. In his new 
empire, there was 
one source of 
authority: Sargon 
the Great himself. 
Sargon also cre-
ated one standard 
way to weigh and 
measure things, 
and one national 
tax system that 
paid for the army 
and the emperor’s staff.8

In order to set his capital apart from those of earlier rulers, Sargon built a new 
city called Akkad to be the capital of his Akkadian Empire. The people living under 
Sargon’s rule thus became known as Akkadians. By founding his own new capital 
city, Sargon showed that he was different from and also more powerful than all of 
the kings and city-states that had come before him. Oddly, though, this site has long 
since disappeared from history! No one seems to know exactly where Akkad was 
located, but historians think it may have been in northern Mesopotamia, near the 
modern-day city of Baghdad, Iraq.

Who Were the Akkadians?
Although Sargon was born in Mesopotamia, he was not a Sumerian and he did 

not speak the same language as the Sumerian people he conquered. Sargon spoke a 
language that we now call Akkadian. Akkadian is one of several Semitic languages, 
a large family of languages that includes those spoken by the Akkadians, Babylo-
nians, Israelites, and Arabs. Sargon, therefore, was one of the Semitic people, a 
group of people who spoke a Semitic language as their native tongue.

Many years before Sargon was born, a group of Semitic people traveled from a land 
to the west of Mesopotamia and settled in an area north of Sumer. By the time of Sar-
gon, these Semitic people had already lived in Mesopotamia for many generations. 
Although historians are 
not sure who exactly 
these people were when 
they arrived in Mesopo-
tamia, most agree that 
they were immigrants 
who moved into Sumer 
and stayed there. An 
immigrant◆ is a per-
son who moves from 
one geographical place 
to settle down perma-
nently in another land.

8.  Leston, Bible in World His-
tory, 33.

 To the Source:
immigrant from the Latin 
immigrare, meaning “to 
go in”

 Sargon  
the Great  
(ruled ca. 2334–2284 BC)

1. Built the Akkadian 
Empire, the first great 
empire in ancient Sum-
er, ca. 2350–2200 BC

2. Created the first-known 
professional, full-time 
army

3. Created the first Meso-
potamian standard way 
to weigh and measure 
things

4. Created a national tax 
system

5. Founded the city of 
Akkad to be his capital

6. Was one of the Semitic 
people

▲  A close-up of a victory stele showing Sargon the Great  
and several important officials

▲ Iraqi immigrants deboarding a plane, 1950

 Sargon’s Strategy
Why do you think Sargon left 
his own men in charge of cap-
tured cities instead of letting 
the city-state’s government 
stay in control? Was this a 
good idea?
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This people—and their Akkadian language—almost certainly existed long before 
there was a city called Akkad. However, the first evidence of Akkadian as a written 
language comes from around the time Sargon made Akkad his capital. Therefore, 
historians call Sargon and his people the Akkadians, after the city that he built, and 
they call the language that these people spoke Akkadian.

The End of the Akkadian Empire
In the Sumerian King List, we read that Sargon the Great ruled for about fifty years, 

ca. 2334–2284 BC. After his death, Sargon’s empire was ruled 
by his two sons and then by his grandson, Naram-Sin. These 

descendants held Sargon’s kingdom 
together for more than 100 years! It was 
Naram-Sin the Great who expanded 
the Akkadian Empire to its greatest 
territory. This ruler was prideful 
enough to give himself the title 
“king of the universe.” He even 
decided that he had godlike 
qualities and wanted his people 
to see him as being as powerful 
as a god!9

In the minds of the 
Mesopotamian people, 
Sargon the Great and 
Naram-Sin were the 

greatest kings who ever ruled because 
of their impressive military triumphs 
and the massive empire that they built. 
For centuries, stories were told about 
them and their conquests, but as 
these stories were repeated it became 
harder and harder to know what 
parts of the adventures were true and 
what parts the people had made up or 
exaggerated.10

What a difference a couple hun-
dred years can make! After Sargon, 
his sons, and his grandson were gone, 
Mesopotamia was ready for its next 
big change. What was next in store? 
Just wait and see.

9.  Bauer, History of the Ancient World, 118.
10.  Van De Mieroop, History of the Ancient Near East, 68.

▲ This stela found in Sippar shows a scene of one of Naram-Sin's 
victories, ca. 2250 BC.

It might seem odd to you that historians 

would name a group of people and a lan-

guage after a city that was founded long 

after the people first arrived in the story 

of history. Well, history can be complicated. 

Historians call these people the Akkadians 

to try to simplify things a little. We do not 

really know what these people called 

themselves, and we don’t know what else 

to call them, so referring to them as the 

Akkadians seems to be the best name for 

them. 
 –A.D.
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Talk It Over
How would it have been different for the people of Sumer to live under one empire instead of in a city-state 

with its own government? How might one main government have been good or bad?

What If?

1. If you moved from one geographical place to settle down permanently in another land, you would be 

called an ________________________.

2. If you moved around, often each season, to find new places with fresh food for yourself or your herd, you 

would be called a ________________________.

3. If you lived in ancient Sumer around 2500 BC, before the Akkadian Empire existed, you would be living 

in the ________________________  ________________________ Period.

4. If you were living during the years ca. 2350–2200 BC, you would be living in Sargon the Great’s 

________________________  ________________________.

5. If you were living in the capital of the Akkadian Empire, you would be living in the city of 

________________________.

6. If you spoke a language that was in the same language family as Babylonian and modern-day Arabic, you 

would be speaking a ________________________ language.

7. If you were Sargon the Great’s grandson and the ruler who expanded the Akkadian Empire to its greatest 

territory, your name would be ________________________.

True or False?
If the sentence is true, circle T. If the sentence is false, circle F.

1. Before Sargon, many kings had conquered all of the Sumerian city-states. T F
2. Sargon poisoned King Ur-Zababa in order to take control of the throne. T F
3. One reason Sargon’s army was powerful is because they were equipped with sturdy bows and 

arrows.
T F

4. Sargon kept control over his empire by letting each city-state still rule itself, so that the people 
would like him.

T F

5. Sargon placed soldiers at important locations throughout his empire to prevent any unhappy 
citizens from rebelling.

T F

6. Sargon created a standard system of weights and measurements, and a tax system. T F
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Decode the Past
Pretend that you are an archaeologist who has uncovered a tablet that holds a legend of Sargon’s childhood. 

Unfortunately, some of the words have faded away (or in this case, been scrambled). Can you unscramble the 
words to fill in the missing pieces of the text? You might want to look back at the real version on page 57 of 
this chapter for clues if you get stuck.

My mother was a ________________________, my father I never knew, and in secret  
                                           NIGEGHCALN 

my mother gave birth to me. She put me in a ________________________   
                                                                                                   EEDR 

________________________, sealed the lid with tar, and set me to float down the  
                  ESKTAB 

________________________ River. The water carried me to Akki, the drawer of  
              ASETUREPH 

________________________. He lifted me out of the river, and I became his son. I was raised  
                   TAWRE  

as a ________________________ until the goddess Ishtar awarded me a place in the palace of  
                      GNEADERR 

Ur-Zababa, the king of ________________________. 
                                                              SKIH 

Be Creative
Pretend you are a reporter for the Akkadian Daily News. You must interview Sargon the Great and then 

write an article about him. Write down fix questions you would ask him, using what you learned in this chap-
ter as a guide to create your questions.

1.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

2.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

3.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

4.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

5.  ___________________________________________________________________________________
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Now write an article of about five or six complete sentences that summarizes your “interview” with Sargon 
and includes the answers to your list of questions.

My Interview with Sargon the Great
Interview by ________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

                                ___________________________

                                ___________________________

                                ___________________________

                                ___________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

__________________________________________

▶ Bronze head of a king, perhaps 
Sargon the Great, ca. 2300 BC
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Find It on the Map
The Akkadian Empire

Label the following on the map. Here in this chapter, we have given you a few hints for the city-states that 
might be harder to remember, but in the unit review you will have to label them without the hints!

Think About It
Sargon the Great had a powerful army that was successful in helping him build an empire to rule over. Each 

great king or emperor that we will learn about throughout the Curious Historian series had a great army. 
What do you think makes an army strong and great? What qualities should a good soldier have? Write down 
some of your ideas. (Be sure to use complete sentences!)

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

1. Kish (the city where Ur-Zababa was king)

2. Umma (the home city-state of King Lugalzaggesi)

3. Lagash (the first city-state Lugalzaggesi conquered)

4. Nippur (the city-state to which Sargon brought Lugalzaggesi in chains)

5. Tigris and Euphrates Rivers

6. Uruk

7. Ur

8. Akkad
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Bonus Activities
Practice the Facts

On the line provided, write the number of the correct vocabulary word beside each definition.

1. Semitic languages ______  A.  The first period of Sumerian civilization, ca. 3200–2350 BC
2. Nomad ______  B.  Something people build that is designed to last a long time as a 

reminder of an important person or event
3. Ziggurat ______  C.  A person who moves around, often each season, usually to find new 

places with fresh food for himself or his herd
4. Immigrant ______  D.  A style of pyramid with smooth, slanted sides, such as those found in 

Egypt
5. Kingdom ______  E.  The ancient period, ca. 3000–1200 BC, when advanced groups of 

people learned to make tools and weapons out of bronze instead of stone
6. Tribute ______  F.  The style of step pyramid, made of clay bricks, that the ancient Sume-

rians used as a place to worship their gods
7. True pyramid ______  G.  A person who moves from one geographical place to settle down 

permanently in another land
8. Bronze Age ______  H.  A large family of languages that includes those spoken by the Akka-

dians, Babylonians, Hebrews, and Arabs
9. Sumerian Archaic 

Period
______  I.  Payment (such as money, goods, or manpower) that a strong king-

dom demands from another society or kingdom
10. Monument ______  J.  A society ruled by a king or queen

Practice the Facts
Complete each of the following questions by choosing the correct word from the word bank and write it on 

the line provided. (Hint: Not all of the words in the word bank will be used in this exercise!)

musician • Ur-Zababa • weights • universe • spears • cupbearer 
gardener • Lugalzaggesi • taxes • bows • clothing • government • festivals

1. In some of the legends about Sargon the Great, he was adopted by a ________________________ and 

worked as a ________________________ for the king of Kish.

2. Sargon’s army was made up of full-time soldiers who were armed with sturdy 

________________________.

3. Sargon defeated ________________________ in a surprise attack on the city of Uruk.

4. Sargon combined all of the city-state governments to create one ________________________.

5. Sargon created a standard system for ________________________ and one national system for 

________________________.

6. Sargon’s grandson, Naram-Sin, called himself “king of the ________________________.”
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Draw a Picture
Imagine that you have just become the powerful ruler of an ancient empire and have decided to have a new 

monument built in your honor. What would you want this monument to look like, and why? Draw a picture 
in the space below. Look back at the photos throughout this chapter for inspiration.
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Glossaries: Alphabetical Vocabulary 
Word Definition Pronunciation Chapter
Akkad The new city founded by Sargon to be the capital of 

the Akkadian Empire1
ah-kahd 4

Akkadian Empire The first great empire in ancient Sumer, ca. 2350–
2200 BC

4

Amorites The powerful group of people who were first no-
mads, then became rulers of some Mesopotamian 
cities, including Babylon, ca. 1800 BC

am-uh-rahyt 6

Amun The Egyptian god of mysteries and air and the 
patron god of Thebes who later became king of the 
Egyptian gods. He is shown with the head of a ram 
or as a man wearing a headdress with two large 
ostrich feathers.

ah-mun2 14, 16

Amun-Ra-Horakty The Egyptian gods Amun, Ra, and Horus were later 
merged into this one god who became the king of 
the Egyptian gods

16

Amunhemhet I The son of an ordinary, non-royal family who took 
over the throne and founded the successful Twelfth 
Dynasty

ah-men-em-et* 14

Anubis The Egyptian god of mummification, funerals, the 
dead, and the underworld. He is shown with the 
head of a jackal.

uh-noo-bis 16

Archaeologist A person who studies found objects that once be-
longed to groups of people from the past

ahr-kee-ol-uh-jist Intro  
Part I

Archaeology The study of found objects, such as tools, that once 
belonged to groups of people who lived in the past

ahr-kee-ol-uh-jee Intro  
Part I

Archaic Very old; belonging to the past 2
Architecture The science and craft of building buildings Intro  

Part III
Artifact Any object that is made or changed by man for a 

particular purpose
Intro  
Part II

Ashur The Assyrian god of war and Assyrian chief god. 
He was the patron god of Assur, the capital of As-
syria. The Assyrians believed Ashur was the grand-
father of Enlil, making him more important than 
both Enlil and Marduk and giving him the right to 
be the chief god.

ah-shoor 7

Babylon The capital during the Old Babylonian Period and 
the core city of southern Mesopotamia for about 
1,500 years

6

1.  Unless otherwise indicated, pronunciation sourced from www.Dictionary.com.
2.  Pronunciation supplied by the authors or Near East scholars.

1
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Word Definition Pronunciation Chapter
Babylonia The area in Mesopotamia where the Babylonian 

people lived
6

Bent Pyramid The pyramid built by Pharaoh Snefru that was too 
steep and has a top that bends inward. It is the first 
true, smooth-sided pyramid ever built.

13

“Big Three” cities The largest and most important Sumerian city-
states: Ur, Uruk, and Kish

2

Blue Nile River A river that flows out of Lake Tana in Ethiopia and 
joins the White Nile River near Khartoum, Sudan, 
to create the Nile River

11

Bronze Age The ancient period, ca. 3000–1200 BC, when ad-
vanced groups of people learned to make tools and 
weapons out of bronze instead of stone

Intro  
Part II

Canal A deep, man-made ditch through which water 
moves from one place to another

1

Cataracts Steep rapids or waterfalls in a river 11
Celestial Having to do with the heavenly bodies (the stars, 

planets, etc.)
suh-les-chuhl 7

Chief god A culture’s most powerful god who rules over all 
the other gods and goddesses as their head or king

7

Citizen A person who lives in a particular town, city, or 
country and has all the rights and privileges avail-
able to someone living under that government

Intro  
Part II

City-state A city that rules itself and has no higher ruler in 
charge of it

2

Civilization A society that is especially well organized and in 
which people have specialized jobs, invent and use 
many helpful tools, and have skills such as writing 
and building monuments

Intro  
Part III

Code of  
Hammurabi

One of the first recorded law codes, written by 
Hammurabi ca. 1754 BC. It included 282 laws.

6

Communicate To let another person know what you want or what 
you are thinking by using words and movements

Intro  
Part I

Culture All the ways that a society acts, makes things, and 
thinks about life

Intro  
Part I

Cuneiform The writing system of the ancient Sumerians, creat-
ed from wedge-shaped symbols

kyoo-nee-uh-form 1

Cursive A faster, flowing style of writing (compared to 
printing) in which the letters are slanted or round-
ed and joined together

15

Cursive 
hieroglyphics

An Egyptian style of writing that was more flowing, 
easier to draw, and looks very similar to the origi-
nal hieroglyphics. It was used for religious writings.

15
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Title
Text

Word Definition Pronunciation Chapter
Deity Another word for a god or goddess dee-i-tee 7
Delta A fertile piece of land, usually shaped like a trian-

gle, at the mouth of a river where the river spreads 
out into many smaller streams

11

Demigod A person who is believed to be part god and part 
human

8

Demotic script A simpler version of hieratic script that became 
the writing system of the Egyptian people and was 
used for all non-religious writing

dih-mot-ik 15

Divine Coming from, related to, or being a god 10
Djoser The second pharaoh of the Third Dynasty who or-

dered the construction of the first-known Egyptian 
pyramid

joh-ser or joh-zer* 12

Durable Able to last for a long time without falling apart 15
Dynasty One family that rules over a kingdom or country 

for a number of generations
10

Egyptian Archaic 
Period

The period of ancient Egyptian history, ca. 3200–
2700 BC, when Egypt was first united. This period 
includes the First and Second Dynasties.

10

Egyptian Old 
Kingdom

The second period of Egyptian history, ca. 2700–
2150 BC, which includes the construction of the 
first pyramids and the first golden age of ancient 
Egypt. It also includes the Third, Fourth, Fifth, and 
Sixth Dynasties.

12

Egyptian Middle 
Kingdom

The second golden age of ancient Egypt, ca. 
2050–1650 BC. This period includes the Eleventh, 
Twelfth, Thirteenth, and Fourteenth Dynasties.

14

Elamites The people who conquered some city-states, in-
cluding Ur, after the Ur III Empire ended, ca. 2000 
BC

ee-luh-mahyt 6

Emperor The ruler of an empire 2
Empire A government formed when a king conquers more 

territory or kingdoms in order to make his own 
kingdom larger

2

Enki The Mesopotamian god of water and wisdom. He 
was the patron god of Eridu, the Sumerian city clos-
est to the Mediterranean Sea. He is shown as a man 
with a long black beard and holding a scepter with a 
ram’s head, with water flowing all around him.

en-kee 7

Enkidu The legendary rival-turned-friend of Gilgamesh 
who was part human and part beast

en-kee-doo 8
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Word Definition Pronunciation Chapter
Enlil The Mesopotamian god of air and storms. He was 

the Mesopotamian chief god from about the time 
of the earliest writings to around the rise of Bab-
ylon. He had a very important temple in Nippur, 
where he was the patron god.

en-lil 7

Epic A long poem that tells a story, usually about the 
adventures and deeds of a well-known hero (either 
historical or legendary)

8

The Epic of 
Gilgamesh

The legendary tale of Gilgamesh, the famous Sume-
rian king of Uruk

8

Eroded Worn away slowly by wind, water, or a harsh chem-
ical such as an acid

13

Famine A period when there is not enough food to feed the 
people in a particular area

12

Fertile Crescent The area in the Middle East between the Persian 
Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea where some of 
the earliest civilizations began. This part of the 
land was shaped like a crescent moon and good for 
growing crops. The Fertile Crescent stretches from 
the Persian Gulf in a big arc around the dry land 
of the Arabian Desert, through Mesopotamia, and 
then down along the coast of the Mediterranean 
Sea.

Intro  
Part III

Fiction Stories created from a person’s imagination 8
First Intermediate 
Period

The period in Egyptian history, ca. 2150–2050 
BC, when Egypt was politically divided and there 
was more than one ruler. This period includes 
the Seventh, Eighth, Ninth, and Tenth Dynasties. 
Although the kingdom was divided, it was still a 
time of cultural growth and progress for Egyptian 
society.

14

Generation A group of people who are living at about the same 
time, or the period between two such groups (such 
as the time between parents and their children)

Intro  
Part I

Gilgamesh The famous Sumerian king of Uruk and hero of The 
Epic of Gilgamesh

gil-guh-mesh 2

Golden age A period when a kingdom is prosperous and at 
peace, and the people are able to focus on impres-
sive achievements, such as building monuments, 
writing literature, and making new discoveries. It is 
also a time when the kingdom is at its greatest pow-
er, especially compared to other nearby kingdoms.

12

Government The person or persons who rule over a group of 
people, make the laws, and enforce the laws

Intro  
Part II
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Great Pyramid The largest of all the Egyptian pyramids, built by 

Pharaoh Khufu
12

Great Sphinx A famous statue outside the city of Giza of a crea-
ture with a lion body and a human head

sfingks Unit II 
Intro

Gutians The people who conquered part of Mesopotamia 
for a time, ca. 2200 BC

likely pronounced 
“Goo-tee-ans”*

6

Hammurabi The king whose reign marked the start of the Old 
Babylonian Period. He is also remembered for his 
famous law code.

hah-moo-rah-bee 6

Hathor The Egyptian goddess of women and motherhood. 
She is often shown with the head or ears of a cow, 
or as a woman with a headdress of cow horns with 
a red sun disk between them. She was the daugh-
ter of Ra and the wife of Horus, which meant the 
Egyptians sometimes considered her the mother of 
the pharaoh.

hath-awr 16

Heracleopolis The capital of Lower Egypt during the First Inter-
mediate Period

her-ah-clee-ah-
poh-lis*

14

Hereditary position A position that passes from a ruler to his relative 
(usually his son) after the ruler dies

12

Hieratic script The Egyptian cursive writing system created from 
hieroglyphics that looks very different from the 
original symbols. It was used for day-to-day writ-
ings, such as business matters and government 
documents.

hahy-uh-rat-ik 15

Hieroglyphics The writing system of the ancient Egyptians, cre-
ated from pictures and symbols. (The individual 
symbols are called hieroglyphs.)

hahy-er-uh-glif-
iks

10

Historian A person who studies how and why human societ-
ies have changed over time

Intro Part I

History The study of how human societies have changed 
over time; a record of events that happened in the 
past

Intro  
Part I, Unit 
II Intro

Hittites The strong kingdom from Anatolia (modern-day 
Turkey) that attacked Babylon ca. 1600 BC, then left

hit-ahyt 6

Horus The Egyptian god of the pharaoh, the sky, and war. 
He is often shown with the head of a falcon and 
was the son of Osiris and Isis. He battled his uncle, 
Set, for the throne and lost an eye in the fight, but it 
was magically healed.

hawr-uhs 16

Humbaba The ferocious guardian of the forest creatures who 
was killed by Gilgamesh and Enkidu

hum-bah-bah* 8

303Alphabetical



GLOSSARY

Word Definition Pronunciation Chapter
Huni The last of the Third Dynasty rulers and the pha-

raoh who started the Meidum Pyramid but died 
before it was finished

hoo-nee* 13

Imhotep The vizier of Pharaoh Djoser and the architect of 
the first Egyptian pyramid

im-hoh-tep 12

Immigrant A person who moves from one geographical place 
to settle down permanently in another land

4

Inanna/Ishtar The Mesopotamian goddess of love, war, and the 
evening/morning star (Venus), and the patron 
goddess of Uruk and Akkad. Her symbol was an 
eight-pointed star. She is often shown standing on 
the back of a lion and holding weapons, or flying 
and with wings on her back.

inah-nah* 7

Intermediate period A time when Egypt was politically divided or ruled 
by foreigners

10

Interregnum3 A period between kingdoms; the period in Meso-
potamian history, ca. 2000–1800 BC, between the 
Ur III Empire and the Old Babylonian Period when 
the city-states ruled themselves

in-ter-reg-nuhm 1, 6

Irrigation system A series of canals that move water from a river or 
lake to a dry area that needs water

1

Isis The Egyptian goddess of love, magic, and healing. 
She is often shown wearing a headdress either 
shaped like a throne or with cow horns holding a 
round sun disk between them. She was the wife of 
Osiris and mother of Horus.

ahy-sis 16

Itj-tawy The new capital of ancient Egypt founded by 
Amunhemhet I; the name means “seizer of the two 
lands”

ij-tah-wee* 14

Khufu The son of Snefru and the Fourth Dynasty pharaoh 
who built the Great Pyramid

koo-foo 12

Kingdom A society ruled by a king or queen 2
Legend A story handed down from the past that is part 

history and part fiction
8

Linguist A specialist who studies languages ling-gwist 5
Literature All of the written works of a civilization, such as 

books, poems, and legends, that are considered to 
be important and/or well written

8

Logogram A symbol that represents an entire word 5
Lower Egypt The northern part of Egypt that was downstream 

on the Nile River
10

3.  Note the word “interregnum” is capitalized when it refers to the specific period between kingdoms in Mesopotamian history.
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Marduk The patron god of Babylon and the Mesopotamian 

god of magic. He replaced Enlil as the chief god 
when Babylon became the capital of southern Mes-
opotamia under Hammurabi.

mahr-dook 6, 7

Mastaba A rectangular raised platform made of mud bricks 
that has a flat roof and sloping sides and covers an 
elaborate underground tomb

mas-tuh-buh 13

Meidum Pyramid The pyramid that Pharaoh Huni started to build 
and Pharaoh Snefru finished, and that later col-
lapsed. Historians believe this was the first attempt 
in history at building a smooth-sided pyramid.

may-dum or ma-
hy-dum*

13

Memphis The first capital of Egypt and the place along the 
Nile River where Upper and Lower Egypt met. 
Memphis was the capital during the Egyptian Ar-
chaic and Old Kingdom Periods.

10

Menes The legendary pharaoh once believed to have unit-
ed the land of Egypt

mee-nahys* 10

Mentu The Egyptian god of war, a patron god of Thebes, 
and one of the favorite gods of Mentuhotep II and 
other Eleventh Dynasty pharaohs. He was repre-
sented by two animals: the bull and the falcon. He 
is often shown as a man with a falcon head and 
wearing a crown with two feathers, a sun disc, and 
a cobra coiled on his forehead.

men-too* 14

Mentuhotep II The Eleventh Dynasty ruler who united Egypt into 
one kingdom again, ca. 2022 BC, and founded the 
Middle Kingdom

men-too-hoh-tep* 14

Mesopotamia A Middle Eastern region between the Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers that is part of the Fertile Crescent 
and was once home to many ancient civilizations, 
including Sumer. This name means “the land be-
tween the rivers.”

Intro  
Part III

Middle East The area of northern Africa and southwestern Asia 
that includes Egypt, Israel, Syria, Iraq, and other 
countries

Intro  
Part III

Monotheist A person who worships only one god mon-uh-thee-ist 1
Monument Something people build that is designed to last a 

long time as a reminder of an important person or 
event

Intro  
Part III

Mummification The process of preserving a dead body so that it 
will not decay after death

16

Myth A story written to try to explain a belief, such as 
creation, or a natural event, such as the sun’s rising 
or a flood

8
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Nanna The Mesopotamian god of the moon and the pa-

tron god of Ur, where the Great Ziggurat of Ur was 
built for him. His symbol was an upright-pointing 
crescent moon. He was believed to ride around on 
a bull with wings, but often pictured seated on a 
throne.

nah-nah 7

Naram-Sin The grandson of Sargon the Great and the ruler 
who expanded the Akkadian Empire to its greatest 
territory

4

Narmer One of the pharaohs who helped to unite Upper 
and Lower Egypt into one kingdom, ca. 3200 BC

10

Nile River The mighty river that created and shaped the land 
of ancient Egypt. The Nile is more than 4,000 miles 
long and flows south to north, ending at the Medi-
terranean Sea.

10

Nomad A person who moves around, often each season, 
usually to find new places with fresh food for him-
self or his herd

Intro  
Part II

Nomarch The local governor of a nome nom-ahrk 12
Nome A small region of ancient Egypt nohm 12
Nonfiction Writings based on fact, often about real events and 

real people
8

Old Babylonian 
Period

The period of Babylonian rule, ca. 1800–1600 BC, 
that began with the reign of Hammurabi, after the 
Interregnum

6

Osiris The Egyptian god of the earth, the underworld and 
the dead, the afterlife and resurrection, and good 
crops. He is often shown as a mummified man 
wearing a white cone-shaped hat with feathers. 
He was the husband of Isis, father of Horus, and 
brother of Set.

 oh-sahy-ris 16

Pantheon The group of gods and goddesses that a polytheist 
culture believes in and worships

pan-thee-on 7

Papyrus A reed from which the Egyptians made a paperlike 
material, also called papyrus, for writing, as well as 
other things such as sandals, rope, and boats

puh-pahy-ruhs 11

Patron god A god chosen by the people to serve as the special 
protector or guardian of their city

1

Pharaoh The title for a king of Egypt fair-oh Unit II 
Intro

Phonogram A symbol that represents a sound foh-nuh-gram 5
Pictogram A picture used to represent an entire word; also 

called a pictograph
5
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Polytheist A person who worships more than one god pol-ee-thee-ist 1
Priest A person who helps his people worship their god 

(or gods). A female priest is called a priestess.
1

Prophecy Words that are believed to be a message from a 
deity

prof-uh-see 14

Prosperous Having plenty of what you need (usually wealth) to 
enjoy a successful life

1

Pschent The double crown of ancient Egypt skent 10
Ra The Egyptian god of the sun and the patron god of 

Heracleopolis. He is often shown with the head of 
a hawk (by day) or a ram (by night), and a head-
dress with a giant round sun disk. His name is also 
spelled Re.

rah 16

Ra-Horakty At one time, the Egyptian gods Ra and Horus were 
merged into this combined god.

rah-hoh-rahk-tee* 16

Red Pyramid The third and best pyramid built by Pharaoh Sne-
fru out of red stone

13

Rival A person who competes for the same thing as 
someone else (such as winning a race, conquering a 
city, or winning an election)

8

Rosetta Stone An important stone that had the same message 
carved in two Egyptian scripts, hieroglyphic and 
demotic, and also in Greek, which helped histo-
rians learn how to translate the Egyptian writing 
systems. It was carved in 196 BC.

15

Rotated Turned on its side 5
Sahara Desert The largest desert in the world, covering about 3.5 

million miles. It stretches across northern Africa 
from the Atlantic Ocean to the Red Sea and the 
Nile Valley.

11

Sargon the Great The first-known emperor in history; the Semitic 
leader who conquered the city-states of Sumer and 
built the Akkadian Empire

2, 4

Scribe A specialist in reading and writing who often 
writes down the history of the kingdom and events 
after they happen so that they will not be forgotten

Unit I 
Intro

Second 
Intermediate Period

The period, ca. 1650–1550 BC, when Egypt was 
once again divided and was ruled by a foreign peo-
ple, the Hyksos, for about 100 years

14

Semitic languages A large family of languages that includes those 
spoken by the Akkadians, Babylonians, Israelites, 
and Arabs

suh-mit-ik 4
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Semitic people A group of people who spoke a Semitic language as 

their native tongue
4

Set The Egyptian god of chaos, conflict, and evil. He 
is shown with the head of an unidentified, make- 
believe “Set” animal. He was the brother of Osiris, 
whom he killed, and uncle of Horus.

16

Shamhat The legendary woman who befriended Enkidu and 
taught him how to speak and act like a human

sham-hat* 8

Snefru The first pharaoh of the Fourth Dynasty who was 
known for building three pyramids: the Meidum 
Pyramid, the Bent Pyramid, and the Red Pyramid

snef-roo 12

Society A group of people who have organized themselves 
in a particular way

Intro  
Part I

Specialist A person who learns one particular skill or craft, 
does it well, and then uses it to provide for the 
society

Intro  
Part III

Step pyramid A style of pyramid made with platforms stacked on 
top of each other, each one a little smaller than the 
platform below, so that the sides look like steps

1

Stylus A writing tool 5
Sumer The first important civilization in Mesopotamia soo-mer 1
Sumerian Archaic 
Period

The first period of Sumerian civilization, ca. 3200–
2350 BC

2

Sumerian King List An ancient document that lists the kings of Sumer 
and gives information about these early rulers

2

Taxes Money or goods that a government requires from 
individuals and businesses, usually (but not always) 
to help provide services to the people. Sometimes, 
tyrants collect huge taxes to spend on themselves 
and their palaces.

5

Thebes The capital of Upper Egypt during the First Inter-
mediate Period, and the capital of all Egypt after 
Mentuhotep II united the kingdom again, ca. 2022 
BC

theebz 14

Thoth The Egyptian god of writing, wisdom, and the 
moon. He is often shown with the head of an ibis 
and holding a scribe’s palette. The Egyptians be-
lieved he invented hieroglyphics.

thahth or taht* 16

Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers

Two rivers that flow through the Middle East and 
whose valleys form the eastern arc of the Fertile 
Crescent, from modern-day eastern Turkey to the 
Persian Gulf

tahy-gris

yoo-frey-teez

Intro  
Part III

Tribe A large group of people who usually are related and 
often live near each other

Intro  
Part II
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Tribute Payment (such as money, goods, or manpower) 

that a strong kingdom demands from another soci-
ety or kingdom

2

True pyramid A style of pyramid with smooth, slanted sides, such 
as those found in Egypt

3

Tyrant A ruler who has complete power over the people 
and who rules unfairly and cruelly

Intro  
Part I

Underworld The land of the dead believed to exist below the 
earth

16

Upper Egypt The southern part of Egypt that was upstream on 
the Nile River

10

Ur III Empire The great empire that ruled Mesopotamia, ca. 
2100–2000 BC, after the Akkadian Empire ended

6

Ur-Nammu The founder and first ruler of the Ur III Empire oo r-nah-moo 6
Utu The Mesopotamian god of the sun, justice, and 

truth, and the patron god of Sippar and Larsa. His 
symbol was a stylish disc that looked like a cross 
between a sun and a star. He was believed to travel 
by boat or on a fast horse, and was shown holding a 
jagged knife. 

oo-too 7

Vizier A chief official of a pharaoh or Middle Eastern 
ruler

vi-zeer 12

White Nile River A river that begins in the African mountains at 
Lake Victoria and flows north, joining with the 
Blue Nile River near Khartoum, Sudan, to create 
the Nile River

11

Ziggurat The style of step pyramid, made of clay bricks, that 
the ancient Mesopotamians used as a place to wor-
ship their gods

zig-oo-rat 1
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