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TIME LINE

Impor t ant Figur es

Wor d Definitio n
Gutians The people who conquered part of Mesopotamia for a time, ca. 

2200 BC
Ur-Nammu The founder and fi st ruler of the Ur III Empire
Elamites The people who conquered some city-states, including Ur, after 

the Ur III Empire ended, ca. 2000 BC
Hammurabi The king whose reign marked the start of the Old Babylonian 

Period. He is also remembered for his famous law code.
Amorites The powerful group of people who were fi st nomads, then be-

came rulers of some Mesopotamian cities, including Babylon,  
ca. 1800 BC

Marduk1 The patron god of Babylon
Hittites The strong kingdom from Anatolia (modern-day Turkey) that 

attacked Babylon ca. 1600 BC, then left
Impor t ant H ighlight s

Wor d Definitio n
Ur III Empire The great empire that ruled Mesopotamia, ca. 2100–2000 BC, 

after the Akkadian Empire ended
Interregnum2 A period between kingdoms; the period in Mesopotamian his-

tory, ca. 2000–1800 BC, between the Ur III Empire and the Old 
Babylonian Period when the city-states ruled themselves

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

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

Babylonia The area in Mesopotamia where the Babylonian people lived
Code of Hammurabi One of the fi st recorded law codes, written by Hammurabi ca. 

1754 BC. It included 282 laws.

1.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded defin tion.
2.  Th s is the expanded defin tion. Note this word is capitalized when it refers to the specific eriod between kingdoms in Mesopotamian history.

Chapter 6: 
The Ur III Empire and the Old Babylonian Period

ca. 2200 BC:  
Gutians invade

ca. 1800 BC: Amorites settle in 
Babylon  and other cities

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

ca. 2112–2095 BC: 
Ur-Nammu rules

ca. 1754 BC: Code of 
Hammurabi written

ca. 2000 BC: Elamites  
invade and capture Ur

ca. 1792–1750 BC:  
Hammurabi rules ca. 1600 BC:  

Hittites attack 
Babylon

2350 BC 2100 BC 2000 BC 1800 BC

Akkadian Empire 
ca. 2350–2200 BC

Ur III Empire 
ca. 2100–2000 BC

Interregnum 
ca. 2000–1800 BC

Old Babylonian Period 
ca. 1800–1600 BC
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LESSONLESSON

The End of an Empire
How long does a strong empire last? There are many reasons an empire might 

collapse, such as shortages of food, natural disasters, or invasions. But much of the 
time, an empire falls apart when its leaders are not strong enough to hold it together.

Sargon the Great was a strong leader and built an empire out 
of many individual city-states. Although there was constantly 
the possibility of rebellion, he kept the empire together through-
out his lifetime. But all powerful rulers eventually die. As you 
learned in chapter 4, even though Sargon’s grandson, Naram-
Sin, expanded the Akkadian Empire to its greatest territory, his 
descendants were not able to hold the empire together. Without 
a strong leader, empires can be overcome by invading enemies 
who have larger, more powerful armies. That is what happened 
to the Akkadian Empire! After a time, the empire became weak 
enough to be conquered by a new group of people.

Then Along Came the Gutians!
The Akkadian Empire lasted about 150 years. Then an army of people named the 

Gutians invaded the land. The Gutians conquered part of Mesopotamia for a time, 
ca. 2200 BC, and declared themselves to be kings of some Akkadian cities. Many 
Mesopotamian people thought that the destruction of their world by the Gutians 
was a judgment from the gods. The people believed this tragedy came to them 
because the gods were angry at the emperors for being too prideful. In the minds of 
the people, the gods allowed the Gutians to invade and destroy the land, and then 
further punished the people for the emperors’ pride by stopping the rain and bring-
ing a time of famine (not enough food) upon the land. One Mesopotamian writer 
described this time of punishment by the gods:

▶ Limestone stela of  
Naram-Sin, king of Akkad, 

celebrating a victory

While the time of emperors and empires 

may be in the past, we still have many 

different kinds of rulers in our world today. 

Some countries continue to have royal 

families with a king, queen, or emperor, 

but their power is mostly in name or title 

only. Most of the work of actually leading 

the country is done by a body of govern-

ment, such as a parliament or  

legislature. Most nations today  

are led by an elected president or  

prime minister. A few countries are con-

trolled by dictators who rule with absolute 

power and do not allow their people 

many freedoms.  –A.D.
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LESSONLESSON

Fields produced no grain, 
Water meadows produced no fish. . . .  
The gathered clouds did not rain. . . .3

Poets even made up stories about how evil the Gutians were.4 One 
ancient poet wrote:

with the minds of men, but the feelings of dogs. . . . 
Like small birds, they swooped over the ground in great fl cks. . . .  
nothing escaped their clutches, 
no one escaped their grasp.5

What a way to describe these people! Years later, historians discovered some 
of these records and blamed the Gutians for destroying the Akkadian Empire. 
However, it is difficult for historians to know how much the Gutians truly influ-
enced the kingdom of Akkad because the Gutians did not leave behind much evi-
dence of their language or their culture. Did the Gutians destroy everything and end 
the Akkadian Empire, like the records say? The truth is that the Gutians only con-
quered a few cites. Historians have since learned that there was also a long period 
of bad weather around the same time the Gutians arrived. The bad weather would 
have made it harder for the Akkadians to manage the water levels they needed for 
growing their food.6 Therefore, the Gutians and other invaders may not have been 
the main cause of the fall of the Akkadian Empire.

Although they were successful in warfare, the Gutians were not successful in 
establishing a stable new kingdom in Mesopotamia. Usually when an invading army 
wants to establish a new kingdom in a land they have conquered, the invaders will 
settle in, build houses, and plant gardens and crops. Over time, the invaders will 
build their own great temples and government buildings, and erect monuments to 
their heroes. But the Gutians did not do this in Mesopotamia. Archaeologists have 
not (at least, so far) found any great temples, buildings, monuments, writings, or 
other pieces to tell us many details or facts about the Gutian culture.

The Gutians could conquer territory, but it seems they were not very good at 
managing the people they conquered. Each of their kings ruled for only a short 
time, which led to a very unstable government. The Mesopotamians took advantage 
of this confusion. A mixture of Sumerians, Akkadians, and even some Gutians were 
now living together in the city-states. (These Gutians were not soldiers and now 
considered the area to be their home.) Gradually, they worked together and took 
back control of the government.7

3.  Paul Kriwaczek, Babylon: Mesopotamia and the Birth of Civilization (New York: Thomas Dunne Books, 
2010), 129–130.

4.  Kuhrt, Ancient Near East, 51–52.
5.  Bauer, History of the Ancient World, 121.
6.  Kuhrt, Ancient Near East, 1:51–52, and Foster, The Age of Agade, 22–25.
7.  Bauer, History of the Ancient World, 123.

Who Ruled Mesopotamia?
The Sumerians . . . then the Akkadians . . . then the Gutians . . . then the Sumerians

(City-states) 
ca. 3200–2350 BC

(Akkadian Empire) 
ca. 2350–2200 BC

 
ca. 2200 BC–2100 BC

(Ur III Empire) 
ca. 2100–2000 BC

▲ This macehead (the 
rounded end of a club) is 
inscribed with Akkadian 
cuneiform that references 
a Gutian king, La-arab
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LESSONLESSON

The Ur III Empire and the End of Sumerian Reign
One leader to arise from the chaos of the Gutian invasion was Ur-Nammu. He 

was the founder and fi st ruler of the Ur III Empire, the next great empire to rule 
Mesopotamia, ca. 2100–2000 BC, after the Akkadian Empire ended. Ur-Nammu 
came from the city of Ur and gradually gained control of both his own city and the 
city of Uruk. (Remember that Ur and Uruk were two of the “Big Th ee” largest and 
most important Sumerian city-states.) In place of Akkad, Sargon’s former capital 
city, Ur-Nammu made his home city of Ur the new capital. The empire he founded 
was called the Thi d Dynasty of Ur, or Ur III for short.

Ur-Nammu built his kingdom differently than Sargon did. There were still some 
battles fought in the beginning, especially against the remaining Gutians. But once 
Ur-Nammu had control over Ur and Uruk, he did not put as much emphasis on 
fi hting or on conquering city-states. Instead, he united many of the city-states and 
their rulers through discussions and treaties (formal agreements). Ur-Nammu also 
gave himself a new title, “king of Sumer and Akkad,” to emphasize his role as a uni-
fier f Mesopotamia.8

In his inscriptions, Ur-Nammu put more emphasis on how he rebuilt walls, tem-
ples, and roads, and dug new irrigation canals. He also built new temples through-
out the land, including one dedicated to the god Enlil and one dedicated to the 
moon god Nanna. The temple for Nanna became the Great Ziggurat of Ur that you 
learned about in chapter 3. Ur-Nammu established a land where there was law and 
order once again. The kingdom was mostly peaceful, and the people felt safe, so they 
stayed united under his rule. Not only did Ur-Nammu keep his people safe, he also 
had a kingdom where people had plenty to eat and could become prosperous and 
successful. “My city is full of fish,” Ur-Nammu once said, and “the air above it is full 
of birds. In my city honey-plants are planted.”9

Ur-Nammu and his son Shulgi also created the earliest surviving law code, or 
collection of laws, of which we still have some fragments. Though what survived of 
this law code is not nearly as complete as the much more famous law code of Ham-
murabi (whom you’ll learn about later in this chapter), it shows that being a great 

8.  Van De Mieroop, History of the Ancient Near East, 79.
9.  Bauer, History of the Ancient World, 125.

 War or Peace?
Sargon built his kingdom by 
creating a powerful army and 
conquering the Sumerian city-
states by force. Ur- Nammu 
built his kingdom mostly 
through having discussions 
and treaties with the leaders 
of the city-states. Which do 
you think is the better way to 
create a kingdom? Why?

Cylinder seal of King Ur-Nammu. These 
small, carved seals could be rolled across 
a wet clay tablet to serve as a signature. 
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LESSONLESSON

lawmaker was on the minds of other ancient rulers and not a new idea in Hammu-
rabi’s time.10

Ur-Nammu had a short reign of about seventeen years, ca. 2112–2095 BC. After 
he died in battle, several generations of his descendants ruled, but the Ur III Empire 
did not last much longer than the Akkadian Empire had. Like the Akkadian Empire, 
the Ur III Empire was destroyed by a foreign army. Th s time the destroyer was the 
Elamites, who came from the land of Elam to the east of Sumer. The Elamites con-
quered the city of Ur and some of the surrounding territory after the Ur III Empire 
ended, ca. 2000 BC. The Elamites only held the city of Ur for about seven years 
before they were chased out.12

So, the land of Sumer once more went back to having many city-states instead 
of being one united empire. The period in Mesopotamian history, ca. 2000–1800 
BC, between the Ur III Empire and the next empire, is called the Interregnum. 
(Remember, this word means “a period between kingdoms.”) During this 200-year 
period, the city-states ruled themselves independently and were not united under 
one powerful ruler.

10.  Kramer, History Begins at Sumer, 52–55.
11.  Bauer, History of the Ancient World, 127–128, and Leston, Bible in World History, 46–48.
12.  Van De Mieroop, History of the Ancient Near East, 83–84.

 The Bible: 
Abraham’s Life in 
Ur Abram (later called 
Abraham) was born in Ur. 
Abram’s father, Terah, was a 
Semitic person (possibly an 
Akkadian), not a Sume-
rian, and spoke a Semitic 
language. Terah was born 
during Naram-Sin’s reign 
and left Ur around the 
time of the Gutians' arrival, 
taking his three sons and 
their families with him. They 
headed west and settled 
in the city of Haran. Terah 
and his family probably 
worshipped Nanna, the 
Mesopotamian moon god. 
Abram lived in Haran until 
Terah died. Then Abram 
received a message from 
God to leave Haran and go 
where God told him.11

 Ur-Nammu  
(ruled ca. 2112–2095 BC)

1. Founder and first ruler 
of the Ur III Empire, ca. 
2100–2000 BC

2. Chose his home city of 
Ur to be the capital of 
his empire

3. United the other city-
states through discus-
sions and treaties

4. Rebuilt walls, temples, 
and roads, and dug 
new irrigation canals

5. Built new temples, 
including what would 
become the Great 
Ziggurat of Ur

6. Established a peaceful, 
safe, and prosperous 
kingdom

7. Earliest ruler in history 
to create a law code
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LESSONLESSON

Hammurabi and the Old Babylonian Period 
Hammurabi, the ruler of a city called Babylon, 

became the next successful empire-builder. Ham-
murabi’s reign marked the start of the Old Baby-
lonian Period, ca. 1800–1600 BC. Hammurabi is 
also remembered for his famous law code.

Hammurabi belonged to the Amorites, a pow-
erful group of people who came from the west 
of Mesopotamia. The Amorites were originally 
nomads, herding animals instead of farming the 
land. By about 1800 BC, they had mostly stopped 
roaming and instead settled down to become rul-
ers of Babylon and some other cities in Mesopota-
mia. The Amorites spoke a Semitic language, like 
the Akkadians, and used a version of the Akkadian 
cuneiform writing system, called Old Babylonian.

When Hammurabi became the king of Babylon, it was a city-state just like all the 
others. But Hammurabi was ambitious. (An ambitious person is someone who likes 
to be powerful or famous.) He was not satisfi d with just being king of his city-state. 
He wanted more territory. Hammurabi was a fearless general and a determined 
ruler. Like Sargon, he also had a powerful military force. Hammurabi would do 
whatever it took to overcome his enemies. If a neighboring king refused to do what 
he demanded of them, Hammurabi would attack the king’s city, capture and kill 
many prisoners, and take over the city. Refusing Hammurabi’s demands was not 
acceptable. It is said that one time he even ordered his men to change the course of 
a river so that it fl oded part of a nearby kingdom! After the land was fl oded and 

 The Bible:  
The Amorites 
The Amorites are men-
tioned several times in 
the Bible. Usually they are 
spoken of in the context 
of receiving judgment 
from God because of their 
wicked ways, or mentioned 
as a warning to the Israel-
ites against worshipping 
their idols.

▲ Marble portrait of Hammurabi, carved in 
1950, found in the House Chamber of the 
US Capitol
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LESSONLESSON

the people in that area were forced to move, that king surren-
dered to Hammurabi. Hammurabi would even turn against his 
allies and fi ht them if it meant he could take control of more 
land. He united the southern city-states in Mesopotamia and 
later gained control over the northern city-states as well. A new 
empire in Mesopotamia was born.13

Under Hammurabi’s rule, Babylon became the capital during 
the Old Babylonian Period and stayed the core city of southern 
Mesopotamia for about 1,500 years. Can you see why the area in 
Mesopotamia where the Babylonian people lived became known 
as Babylonia? The words “Babylonia” and “Babylon” are often both used to refer to 
the land of Babylon and Hammurabi’s empire, even though Babylon is technically 
the name of the city. Th s can be confusing at times for historians because it can be 
hard to tell whether someone is talking about the capital or the empire!

Hammurabi did much to make his capital a great city. He built a magnifice t 
palace for himself and three layers of walls around the city. He also constructed new 
canals that could irrigate the neighboring fi lds. During Hammurabi’s reign, Bab-
ylon became a powerful trading city, with caravans of wagons arriving daily with 
spices, gold, and building stone. The people crafted wool clothing, pottery, jewelry, 
leather goods, and exotic foods, all of which they sold in the marketplace.14

The patron god of Babylon was Marduk. Since Hammurabi had made Babylon his 
capital city, Marduk also became the most important and influential Mesopotamian 
god of the entire region. As one of his improvements to the city, Hammurabi added 
more levels to the existing temple to Marduk, called the Esagila, making it even taller.

Hammurabi also built additional temples to Marduk and to several other import-
ant Mesopotamian gods. People from all over the empire traveled to these temples 
to pray to the gods and ask for their blessing. Many religious festivals happened 
during the year. The most important was the New Year’s celebration, which lasted 
for eleven days. The main event during the New Year’s celebration was a procession 
in which idols of all the other Mesopotamian gods and goddesses were brought 
to the capital to consult with Marduk, the king of the gods. In this way, Babylon 
became the religious capital of the empire, too.15

The Code of Hammurabi
 To make his authority over Babylonia secure, around 1754 BC Emperor Ham-

murabi wrote a famous list of 282 laws called the Code of Hammurabi, one of the 
fi st recorded law codes that historians have found. (You will learn more about this 
law code in chapter 8.) Hammurabi believed in justice and fairness, and he wrote 
his law code to try to make life as fair as it could be in his empire. His law code was 
carved onto clay tablets and stone monuments so that his people would know that 
each crime had a punishment and that no crime would go unpunished. While most 
people at this time still did not know how to read, the number of people who could 
was slowly increasing. When the law code was displayed on a public monument in 

13.  Bauer, History of the Ancient World, 172–173.
14.  Ancient Civilizations, “Babylonian Empire,” April 30, 2016, http://capress.link/tch1a0601.
15.  Ancient Civilizations, “Babylonian Empire.”

▲ A 1917 drawing of the 
walls of Babylon and temple 
to Marduk

▲ Examples of goods traded
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LESSON

this way, it helped ensure that no powerful local leader could change the laws or 
use them to his advantage. If a person committed a crime and was caught, then a 
punishment similar to the seriousness of the crime would happen to him. Although 
historians are not sure how many parts of the law code the people actually followed, 
Hammurabi’s laws have helped provide scholars with many details of daily life in his 
empire.

Before Hammurabi, most kingdoms did not have their laws and 
punishments written down in this orderly fashion. Even fewer 
displayed them in public as Hammurabi did. In Hammurabi’s 
Babylonia, the laws and the punishments were clearly given. That 
meant justice did not happen in the form of revenge, chaotic 
and extreme, like in some other ancient kingdoms and cultures 
where there was no limit on how you could get revenge if a person 
harmed you. In Hammurabi’s code, the punishment was basically 
equal to the crime. For example, if a neighbor knocked out your 
tooth in a fistfi ht, justice in the Babylonian empire meant that 
you could knock out his tooth in return. You could not, however, 
kill your neighbor or burn down his house for simply knocking 
out your tooth, because this would not be equal justice.

Hammurabi was a strict ruler, but he was also wise enough 
to know that if he ruled too strictly the people might rebel. He 

 Hammurabi  
(ruled ca. 1792–1750 BC)

1. An Amorite who spoke 
a Semitic language

2. A fearless general, 
determined ruler, and 
organized leader

3. United the southern 
and northern city-
states into a new 
empire

4. Reign marked the start 
of the Old Babylonian 
Period

5. Made Babylon his cap-
ital city and a powerful 
trading center

6. Built a magnifi ent pal-
ace, three layers of walls 
around the city, and 
new canals, along with 
new temples, highways, 
and irrigation systems

(continued)
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worked to create an empire where his people would enjoy living. He brought 
beauty to his capital through his building projects, wealth to his people through 
trade, and justice to his people through his law code.

The End of the Old Babylonian Period
During the forty-two years that Hammurabi was its ruler, ca. 1792–1750 BC, 

Babylonia had strong control over central and southern Mesopotamia. After Ham-
murabi died, though, the rulers of Babylonia became weaker little by little.

Around 1600 BC, a new people marched their armies into Mesopotamia. The 
Hittites were a strong kingdom from Asia Minor (where modern-day Turkey is 
located) to the west. They attacked Babylon . . . but then they just marched on, 
leaving destruction behind them! What was left f Babylonia was weak and nearly 
defenseless. Th s would make it easy for the next powerful 
group of people to conquer it.

What happened next? Well, you’ll fi d out in The Curious 
Historian Level 1B . . . but since we should not leave you in sus-
pense for too long, let’s just say that the next group of conquer-
ors to come into our story will be a group of outsiders known 
as the Kassites. Though they enter as foreigners from another 
region, they show a good deal of respect for the culture and 
history of Babylon. Ruling Babylon for more than 400 years, the 
Kassites create a new, very long-lived, stable, and prosperous 
kingdom. For now, though, it is time to pause our exploration of 
Mesopotamian history. You will learn a bit more about Mesopo-
tamian culture in this unit, and then we will take a look at what 
was happening in another important ancient civilization that 
existed during this time: the land of Egypt.

The B ig P ictur e o f A ncient M eso pot amia

Dat e Empir e Name
Type o f  
Gover nment Main L angu a ge

ca. 3200–2350 BC Sumerian Archaic 
Period

Many city-states rul-
ing themselves and 
sometimes fi hting

Sumerian

ca. 2350–2200 BC Akkadian Empire Empire founded by 
Sargon the Great

Semitic (Akkadian)

ca. 2200–2100 BC Gutian invasion
ca. 2100–2000 BC Ur III Empire Empire founded by 

Ur-Nammu
Sumerian

ca. 2000–1800 BC Interregnum Many city-states rul-
ing themselves

Sumerian and  
Semitic (Akkadian)

ca. 1800–1600 BC Old Babylonian 
Period

Empire founded by 
Hammurabi

Semitic (Akkadian)

 Hammurabi  
(ruled ca. 1792–1750 BC)

(continued)
7. Worshipped Marduk, 

the patron god of 
Babylon

8. Expanded trade and 
brought prosperity to 
his kingdom

9. Wrote the famous Code 
of Hammurabi, a list of 
282 laws

10. Believed in justice and 
fairness and tried to 
make life as fair as it 
could be in his empire

Did the events described in this chapter 

sound confusing? If you said yes, then 

you are right! But remember, all of these 

changes in kingdoms and rulers happened 

over many, many hundreds of years. The 

following chart summarizes the changes 

in kingdoms and rulers during this period 

of Mesopotamian history that we have 

studied so far. The Kassites, the next rulers 

of Mesopotamia, will not be the last to 

conquer this land, that is for sure. When 

we continue the story of Mesopotamia in 

The Curious Historian Level 1B, you will learn 

about the Kassites and many others who 

ruled Mesopotamia for a time. –A.D.
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Talk It Over
Do you think that Babylonia under Hammurabi’s rule would have been a good place to live? Why or why not?

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

1. Ur III Empire ______ A. The powerful group of people who were fi st nomads, then became rul-
ers of some Mesopotamian cities, including Babylon, ca. 1800 BC

2. Marduk ______ B. The great empire that ruled Mesopotamia, ca. 2100–2000 BC, after the 
Akkadian Empire ended

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

4. Hittites ______ D. The capital during the Old Babylonian Period and the core city of south-
ern Mesopotamia for about 1,500 years

5. Gutians ______ E. The area in Mesopotamia where the Babylonian people lived
6. Babylon ______ F. The people who conquered some city-states, including Ur, after the Ur 

III Empire ended, ca. 2000 BC
7. Amorites ______ G. The people who conquered part of Mesopotamia for a time, ca. 2200 BC
8. Babylonia ______  H.  The patron god of Babylon

Write It Down
Hammurabi was one of the most famous emperors in ancient history. Write down four facts about him that 

you learned in this chapter. (Be sure to use complete sentences!)

1.  ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________

2.  ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________

3.  ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________

4.  ___________________________________________________________________________________ 

 ___________________________________________________________________________________

Who Am I?
Can you identify who would have said each of the following statements? Write your answer on the line 

below each speech bubble.

My people conquered 
part of Mesopotamia for a 

time, ca. 2200 BC, and were 
blamed for the fall of the 

Akkadian Empire.

I am the grandson of  
Sargon the Great.

I am the founder and first 
ruler of the Ur III Empire.

_____________________   A  __________________ _____________________
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Be Creative
Imagine that you are a soldier in ancient Mesopotamia, and write a short story about what it would have 

been like to invade a new land. Use your imagination! How do the people living there react to your arrival? 
Do they welcome you because your ruler is more just and fair, or are they afraid of you and your ruler? Are 
their laws similar to or different from your ruler’s laws? Can you understand their language or writing sys-
tem? What interesting things about their culture (such as monuments, city walls, gardens, etc.) do you notice?

Find It on the Map

The Old Babylonian Period
Label the following on the map:

1. Akkad
2. Babylon
3. Ur

4. Uruk
5. Kish
6. Nippur

7. Elam (the land of the Elamites)
8. Tigris River
9. Euphrates River

My people conquered 
some city-states, including 

Ur, after the Ur III Empire 
ended, ca. 2000 BC.

I am a powerful emperor 
known for my famous law 

code.

My people attacked 
Babylon . . . and then we 

marched on!

  An  _________________ _____________________   A  __________________
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Think About It
Rulers such as Hammurabi liked to be powerful and wanted to rule over as much territory as they could 

conquer. Do you think this is a good way to rule? Why or why not? Write down some of your ideas. (Be sure 
to use complete sentences!)

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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Bonus Activities
Decode the Past

Complete the following “Big Picture of Ancient Mesopotamia” chart with information you learned in chap-
ters 1–6.

The B ig P ictur e o f A ncient M eso pot amia

Dat e Empir e Name
Type o f  
Gover nment Main L angu a ge

ca. _______________–
2350 BC

Sumerian Archaic 
Period

Many _________________ 
ruling themselves and 
sometimes fi hting

Sumerian

ca. 2350–2200 BC _________________ 
Empire

Empire founded by Sargon 
the Great

__________________  
(Akkadian)

ca. 2200–2100 BC __________________ invasion

ca. 2100–2000 BC Ur III Empire
Empire founded by 

__________________
Sumerian

ca. 2000–1800 BC __________________ Many city-states ruling 
themselves

__________________  
and  
Semitic (Akkadian)

ca. 1800–

_______________ BC

Old  

__________________ 
Period

Empire founded by  
Hammurabi Semitic (Akkadian)
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Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
Deity Another word for a god or goddess
Pantheon The group of gods and goddesses that a polytheist culture  

believes in and worships
Celestial Having to do with the heavenly bodies (the stars, planets, etc.)

Impor t ant Figur e

Wor d Definitio n
Chief god A culture’s most powerful god who rules over all the other gods 

and goddesses as their head or king
The M eso pot amian Pantheo n1

Gro up God /Godde ss Deit y o f . . . Patr on Cit y

Double 
Trouble

Enlil • Air and storms 
• Mesopotamian chief god Nippur

Enki Water and wisdom Eridu

Celestial 
Three

Nanna Th  moon Ur

Inanna/Ishtar Love, war, and the evening/
morning star (Venus) Uruk, Akkad

Utu The sun, justice, and truth Sippar, Larsa

Political 
Two

Marduk • Magic 
• Babylonian chief god Babylon

Ashur • War 
• Assyrian chief god Assur (Assyria)

1.  See the alphabetical glossary for expanded defin tions of these Mesopotamian deities.

Chapter 7: 
Religion and Worldview—The Mesopotamian Pantheon

ca. 2200 BC:  
Gutians invade

ca. 1800 BC: Amorites settle in 
Babylon  and other cities

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

ca. 2112–2095 BC: 
Ur-Nammu rules

ca. 1754 BC: Code of 
Hammurabi written

ca. 2000 BC: Elamites  
invade and capture Ur

ca. 1792–1750 BC:  
Hammurabi rules ca. 1600 BC:  

Hittites attack 
Babylon

2350 BC 2100 BC 2000 BC 1800 BC

Akkadian Empire 
ca. 2350–2200 BC

Ur III Empire 
ca. 2100–2000 BC

Interregnum 
ca. 2000–1800 BC

Old Babylonian Period 
ca. 1800–1600 BC
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What Is a Pantheon?
Utu, the sun god who sees all things, sails boldly on his boat into the 

early dawn. Rays of sun encircle him as he cuts through the morning mist 
with his jagged-edged knife. Nearby stands Ishtar, a lady clad in colorful 
robes. She is the goddess of love, but no one dares oppose her because she 
is also the goddess of war. She travels with her majestic pet lion, and has 
wings on her back and weapons in her hands. One must also be cautious 
of the long-bearded Marduk, the patron god of Babylon and chief of all 
the Mesopotamian gods. After all, he’s the one who most Mesopotamians say killed 
the powerful dragon goddess Tiamat with his lightning arrows. His great black eyes 
peer intently to the left and then to the right. He is always ready to go into battle 
against other evil creatures.

Who are these impressive yet fearsome creatures described here? These are three 
of the most important gods of ancient Mesopotamia. Remember, the people of Mes-
opotamia were polytheists—they worshipped more than one god. Utu, Ishtar, and 
Marduk are only a few of the many deities the Mesopotamians believed ruled the 
heavens, the earth, the seas, and all the other individual parts of the world (includ-
ing the rivers, mountains, ditches, fi lds, and farms). The word deity◆ is another 
word for a god or goddess and is a useful term here because it can refer to either a 
male or female god.

Although each city of Mesopotamia had its favorite god or goddess, known as the 
patron god or goddess, the people worshipped all of the common Mesopotamian 
deities as well. The group of gods and goddesses that a polytheist culture believes in 
and worships is called a pantheon◆. Each polytheistic culture—including the Egyp-
tians, Greeks, Romans, and Mesopotamians—has its own pantheon.

 To the Source:
deity from the Latin deitas, 
meaning “divine nature,” 
and deus/dea, meaning 
“god/goddess”

 To the Source:
pantheon from the Greek 
pan, meaning “all,” and 
theos, meaning “god”

▲ The Etemenanki ziggurat, 
dedicated to Marduk
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Why Are a Culture’s Religious Beliefs Important?
The kind of god or gods a group of people worship, and what these gods are 

believed to want from the people in return, tells you much about who the people 
are as a culture. Also, many of the adventures of these gods and goddesses live on 
in the myths and legends (writings that are partly true and partly made-up) that fill 
our storybooks.2 Knowing the names and roles of the most famous ancient deities 
is an important part of your education in history so that you can know which deity 
is being talked about when you see some of these names in works of literature or 
other writings.

The Mesopotamian Pantheon
The Mesopotamians believed their gods lived on the “mountain of heaven and 

earth where the sun rose.”3 According to the Mesopotamians, their gods made the 
whole universe and also cared for it. Therefore, they believed that the land belonged 
to the gods. The gods planned and controlled everything that happened, including 
good or bad harvests, sickness and health, and times of peace or war.

The Mesopotamians had a god for everything, but not all the gods were equal. 
Some gods, such as Enlil and Enki, who controlled air and water, were more pow-
erful than the others, and they controlled larger or more important parts of the 
universe.4 Under the authority of these greater gods were the lesser gods who were 

responsible for more minor things, such as fi lds, plows, farms, 
and ditches. The greater gods guided the actions of the lesser 
gods. The lesser gods had certain ways they should or should 
not behave, and they were only supposed to act according to the 
power and abilities given to them by the greater gods. The Meso-
potamian gods functioned as an assembly of gods, with one god, 
Enlil, serving as the chief god, a culture’s most powerful god who 
rules over all the other gods and goddesses as their head or king.5

The Mesopotamians believed their gods were living beings that acted just like 
people in many ways. They ate and drank, married and raised children, had 
fi hts and went to war, and had strengths and weaknesses. They also had qual-
ities that set them apart from ordinary people. The gods were usually invisible 
(people could not see them), immortal (they were supposed to live forever), 
and had superpowers (they could do things that were impossible for humans to 
do). Sometimes the Mesopotamians’ stories about the gods did not make sense, 
though. How could a god who was immortal get sick and die or be killed in bat-
tle? How could a god who was supposed to know everything be tricked by a less 
powerful god? For some reason, the Sumerians were not concerned by the fact 
that their gods acted one way in one situation and a completely opposite way in 
another situation. 

2.  You’ll learn about the terms “myth” and “legend” in the next chapter.
3.  Freeman, Sumerians, 97, Kindle.
4.  Unless otherwise noted, the following information about the Mesopotamian deities is summarized from 

chapter 4, “Religion: Theology, Rite, and Myth,” in Kramer, Sumerians: Their History, 112–119; and The British 
Museum, “Gods, Goddesses, Demons & Monsters,” Mesopotamia.co.uk, accessed March 1, 2019, http:// 
capress.link/tch1a0701.

5.  Kramer, Sumerians: Their History, 113–114.

The stories about the Mesopotamian 

gods did not always make good sense. As 

archaeologists, we would say these were 

“disorderly stories,” because the facts or 

the order of events don’t stay the same in 

every version of the story.      –A.D.
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All Mesopotamians were expected to worship the gods. The people believed their 
gods could be easily angered, so they wanted to do whatever was necessary to keep 
the gods pleased. Remember, the main job of the priests and priestesses was to serve 
the king. They also managed the donations and taxes given to the temple, and wor-
shipped the gods by praying, singing songs, and making sacrifices nd offerings to 
statues of the deities. The people were invited to the temple on feast days for a time 
of worship and celebration. Sometimes the local temple was built on top of a ziggu-
rat in the middle of the city, and other times it was just a small shrine located on a 
village street corner.6

Describing all of the Mesopotamians’ many gods and goddesses would 
take up pages and pages. The seven deities you will read about in this 
chapter have been considered the most powerful. They are also written 
about the most in stories and the most favored by the Mesopotamian 
people. To make it easier for you to learn about and remember them, in 
this text we have divided these seven deities into three groups we will 
call the “Double Trouble,” the “Celestial Th ee,” and the “Political Two.”

The Double Trouble

The D ouble T r ouble
Enlil Enki 

The fi st group of deities is called the Double Trouble. In the beginning of Mes-
opotamian history, these two gods were the most powerful and the most honored 
deities. They are involved in most of the stories about the gods.

The god Enlil (whose name means “lord of the air”) was the god of the air. He 
ruled over the wind and the storms that bring all kinds of weather upon the earth. 
Since the weather determines whether the harvest will be plentiful or if there will be 
fl ods or droughts, the people wanted to please Enlil and keep him happy.

Enlil was the ruler, or chief god, of all the other Mesopotamian gods and god-
desses, from the time of the earliest writings in existence to around the rise of the 
city of Babylon. The Mesopotamians built a very important temple dedicated to Enlil 
in the city of Nippur, and from this temple they believed he executed the orders of 
the divine counsel of the gods. Even though Nippur was not one of the “Big Th ee” 
cities (Ur, Uruk, and Kish), it was an important religious city in Sumer. Many of the 
Sumerian city-states fought to take control of Nippur and its important temple.
6.  Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 30.

▲ Temple carving

▶ Possibly a  
carving of Enlil
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Although Enki literally translates as “lord of the earth,” this may not be the best 
meaning for his name. Enki was not really the god of the earth; he was the god of 
water and also of wisdom. In pictures, Enki appears as a man with a long black 
beard. He holds a scepter with a ram’s head, and water fl ws all around him. (A 
scepter is a special rod that a king or queen holds as a symbol of power.) Enki’s tem-
ple was at Eridu, the Sumerian city closest to the Mediterranean Sea.

The Celestial Three

The C eles ti al T hr ee
Nanna* 

*Represented by a crescent moon 
in this image of King Ur-Nammu.

Inanna/Ishtar Utu 

The Celestial Th ee are the trio of gods who ruled over the sun, the moon, and 
the evening/morning star (Venus). The word celestial◆ means having to do with the 
heavenly bodies (the stars, planets, etc.).

Nanna was the moon god. People recognized him by the crescent moon that 
appeared either on his helmet or behind him whenever he was shown in a picture. 
He was believed to ride around on a bull with wings, but was 
often pictured seated on a throne. Nanna was the patron 
god of Ur. When Ur became the capital of the Ur III 
Empire, Nanna’s temple was made much larger and 
became one of the most important worship centers 
in all of Sumer: the Great Ziggurat of Ur.

Inanna/Ishtar, the daughter of Nanna, was one 
of the most important Mesopotamian goddesses. 
Most of the Mesopotamian deities have at least 
two names: a Sumerian name and an Akkadian/
Babylonian name. In this book, we will use the most 
well-known name of each deity, which is usually 
the Sumerian name. However, for this goddess her 
Sumerian name (Inanna) and her Akkadian/Babylo-
nian name (Ishtar) are equally well known, so we will 
use both. Inanna/Ishtar was a main character in many 
religious myths, and she later became a popular god-
dess outside of Mesopotamia. In fact, people were still 
worshipping her up to the time of the Roman Empire.

 To the Source:
celestial from the Latin cae-
lestis, meaning “heavenly,” 
and caelum, meaning “sky”

▲ Stela from the temple to 
Marduk in Babylon

▲ Inanna/Ishtar  
eight-pointed star
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Inanna/Ishtar was the goddess of love and also of the morning/evening star. Today, 
we know that this star is actually the planet Venus. Strange as it may be, she was 
also the goddess of war. She often appears in pictures standing on the back of a lion 
and holding weapons. At other times, she is shown flying, with wings on her back. 
Her symbol was usually an eight-pointed star. Her chief temple was in Uruk, where 
she was the patron goddess. You might remember from chapter 4 that, according to 
legend, Inanna/Ishtar was the goddess who awarded Sargon a place in the palace of 
Ur-Zababa, the king of Kish. (See the “Life and Legend” sidebar on page 53.) Can 
you see why she also became the patron goddess of Sargon’s city of Akkad? 

In many civilizations, the sun god was one of the most important gods. As the  
god of the sun, the son of Nanna, and the twin brother of Inanna/Ishtar, Utu com-
manded great attention and worship from the Mesopotamian people. He was the 
patron god of the cities of Sippar and Larsa.

Since he was the god of the sun, the people thought that every day Utu came 
through the doors of heaven at dawn, and then traveled across the skies all day. Utu 
was also the god of justice and truth because the Mesopotamians believed that Utu 
could see everything. As he traveled throughout the land, either by boat or on his 
speedy horse, he held a jagged knife in his hand. By holding this knife, he reminded 
everyone that he stood for all that was just and true, and made it clear that it would 
be unwise for a person to try to lie to him. His symbol was a stylish disc that looked 
like a cross between a sun and a star.

The Political Two

The P olitical T wo
Marduk Ashur 

The Political Two, Marduk and Ashur, were important gods because they were the 
patron gods of the two cities that for a time were the capitals of powerful empires. 
The ancient emperors of Babylonia and the Assyrian Empire each wanted his own 
hometown god to be the most important god in his empire’s pantheon, just as each 
emperor wanted the city where he lived to be the capital of his empire.

When the city of Babylon became the capital of southern Mesopotamia (when 
Hammurabi was beginning to unite the city-states), its patron god, Marduk, 
received all of the most important powers and responsibilities that had once 
belonged to Enlil and Enki. Marduk then became ruler over all the other gods and 
the chief god in the religious myths. Sometimes Marduk was simply called Bel, 
meaning “the lord.” He was also the god of magic.

▲ Mesopotamian sun disc 

▲ A clay imprint of Ashur attacking a monster

 The Sun God
Why do you think the sun god 
was the most powerful god in 
most cultures?
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Myths and legends, especially ones written about the gods, were an important part 
of religious worship and everyday life in Mesopotamia. These stories were passed 
from generation to generation, and from one civilization to another. However, the 
details and sometimes even the characters changed depending on who told the 
story. One example is the famous Sumerian story Enuma Elish, also known as Th  
Seven Tablets of Creation. In the Sumerian version, Enlil fought and defeated the 
dragon goddess Tiamat and her army of demons. When the story was told in other 
cities, the patron god of that city became the hero instead of Enlil. For example, 
when Babylon became the most important city in Mesopotamia, Babylonian scribes 
replaced Enlil with Marduk, their own patron god. Marduk has become the most 
well-known hero of the Enuma Elish because most of the copies that have survived 
are from Babylonian, not Sumerian, records.

When Babylon was the capital, people from other 
cities would take the statutes of their gods all the way 
to Babylon for the New Year’s festival. They thought 
their gods should have time to “talk” to each other and 
consult with the king of gods, Marduk.

Ashur was the Assyrian god of war and the patron 
god of Assur, the capital of Assyria. (You will learn 
about the Assyrians in The Curious Historian Level 1B.) 
When the Assyrians ruled Mesopotamia, they wanted 
their god to be the chief god over all of Mesopotamia. 
Th s caused problems between the Assyrians and the 
Babylonians because the Babylonians still wanted Mar-
duk to be their chief god. The Assyrians believed that 

Ashur was the father of the god An, who was the father of Enlil. Th s meant that 
Ashur was both older and more important than Enlil. For this reason, the Assyrians 
believed Ashur was more important than Enlil and Marduk (Enlil’s replacement) 
and had a right to be the chief god.

What was the result? Well, it seems that throughout history, whichever empire is 
ruling usually wins the argument over whose god was said to be the chief god. As 
you have seen, the gods of Mesopotamia changed over time. As empires and rulers 
changed, so did the gods. They became more powerful or they lost power. Some-
times their names or what they ruled over changed. Their stories changed, and the 
heroes of the stories did as well. The people never knew if the deities would show 
favor to them or make their lives more difficult in some way. Life with the Mesopo-
tamian gods and goddesses was often one of uncertainty.

 “The Lord”
Whenever a people start 
referring to a particular 
ruler or god with the title 
of “lord” or “the lord,” that 
means this ruler or god has 
taken a special place in the 
minds of the people and 
is the most important. It’s 
as though the people are 
saying, “I do not have to say 
his name because everyone 
will know who I’m talking 
about.”

▲ Engraving believed to 
show Marduk fig ting the 
dragon goddess Tiamat
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Talk It Over
Most ancient civilizations had a pantheon of gods that they worshipped. Can you think of ways that the 

religions of today are similar to ancient polytheistic religions? How are they different?

 Practice the Facts
See what you can remember about the Mesopotamian pantheon by completing the sentences in the follow-

ing paragraph.

Th  ________________________  ________________________ were the most powerful and the most 

honored gods. The Celestial Th ee were connected with the worship of the ________________________, the 

________________________, and the ________________________/________________________   

________________________ (________________________). The ________________________  

________________________ were the patron gods of the capitals of two powerful empires. These 

cities were ________________________, the capital during the Old Babylonian Period, and 

________________________, the capital of the Assyrian Empire.

Write It Down
Complete the following chart by filling in the blanks with information about the Mesopotamian pantheon. 

Use the word bank if you need some hints.

Air • sun • Assur • Enki • Marduk • moon • Love • Babylonian • chief • Water • Uruk • Venus • War • Nanna

Gro up God /Godde ss Deit y o f . . . Patr on Cit y

Double 
Trouble

Enlil
• ____________________ and storms 
•  Mesopotamian 

____________________ god

Nippur

_____________________ ____________________ and wisdom Eridu

Celestial 
Three

_____________________ Th  _____________________ Ur

Inanna/Ishtar
_____________________, war, 
and the evening/morning star 

(_____________________)

_______________, Akkad

Utu Th  _____________________,  
justice, and truth

Sippar, Larsa

Political 
Two

_____________________
• Magic 

• _____________________ chief god
Babylon

Ashur • _____________________ 
• Assyrian chief god

_____________________ 
(Assyria)

97Chapter 7: The Mesopotamian Pantheon



EXERCISES

What If . . .
Pretend you live in ancient Mesopotamia. If you said the quotes in each of the following speech bubbles, 

which god would you most likely be worshipping? Circle the correct name of the deity.

Think About It
The Mesopotamians sometimes described their gods as powerful beings and sometimes as ordinary peo-

ple. How were the Mesopotamian deities like gods and how were they like people? Write down some of your 
ideas. (Be sure to use complete sentences!)

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

I live in the city of 
Eridu, close to the sea.  

I worship the god  
of water,           .

I take a walk in the 
bright moonlight and thank 
my god for a beautiful night. 

I worship           .

When I look up to the 
sky and see the sun, I think 

about how powerful my god 
is. I worship           .

The goddess I worship rules 
over both love and war. Many myths 

have been written about her.  
I worship           .

My god is surely the strongest 
of all the gods. He defeated the 
angry dragon goddess Tiamat.  

I worship           .

Ashur  Enki Utu  MardukNanna  Enlil

Nanna  Inanna/Ishtar Utu  Enlil
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Chapter 8: 
The Literature and Laws of Ancient Mesopotamia

Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
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

Fiction Stories created from a person’s imagination
Nonfi tion Writings based on fact, often about real events and real people 
Legend A story handed down from the past that is part history and part 

fi tion
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 fl od
Epic A long poem that tells a story, usually about the adventures and 

deeds of a well-known hero (either historical or legendary)
Impor t ant Figur es

Wor d Definitio n
Demigod A person who is believed to be part god and part human
Enkidu The legendary rival-turned-friend of Gilgamesh who was part 

human and part beast
Rival A person who competes for the same thing as someone else 

(such as winning a race, conquering a city, or winning an elec-
tion)

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

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

Impor t ant H ighlight

Wor d Definitio n
The Epic  
of Gilgamesh

The legendary tale of Gilgamesh, the famous Sumerian king of 
Uruk
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The Many Types of Literature
What are some of your favorite stories? Are they tales from picture books that 

your mother read to you long before you could read by yourself? Are the adventures 
of Peter Rabbit in Farmer McGregor’s garden or the Cat in the Hat’s crazy antics 
with Thi g 1 and Thi g 2 etched in your mind forever? Or maybe you remember 
what you saw in your imagination as you pretended to live in a log house on the 
prairie with Laura Ingalls and her family, or stepped through the wardrobe with 
Lucy Pevensie into the magical land of Narnia.

Literature◆ teaches us much about a society’s culture, history, and government. 
Th s is because literature includes all of the written works of a civilization, such as 
books, poems, and legends, that are considered to be important and/or well written. 
These writings give us clues as to what life was like for the people in these civiliza-
tions. Literature includes works of fic ion,◆ stories created from a person’s imag-
ination, and works of nonfic ion, writings based on fact, often about real events 
and real people. Both fi tion and nonfi tion help you to know how the people in 
a society thought, what was important to them, and what they believed about the 
world and the universe.

Sometimes, though, it is hard to know what is historical fact and what is fi tion 
in ancient literature. Often the stories were told out loud and not written down. As 
they were repeated from generation to generation, the facts of the story changed 
and became exaggerated. The heroes become bolder and braver, and the adventures 
become less believable. Th s can be true even if the story is not ancient. For exam-
ple, the life and adventures of the historical mountain man Davy Crockett have 
become a popular American legend◆, a story handed down from the past that is 
part history and part fi tion. In the song “The Legend of Davy Crockett,” the words 
say that he killed a bear when he was only three years old. Th s is of course not true, 
but children all over the country have sung about this triumphant deed for years.

Another type of story that societies like to tell is myths. A myth◆ is a story written 
to try to explain a belief, such as creation, or a natural event, such as the sun’s rising 
or a fl od. Myths usually involve gods, goddesses, and other superhuman char-
acters. One of the main differences between myths and legends is that some part 
of legends can be proven true, but for many myths there is not always evidence to 
prove that any part of the story is real or truly happened. See the “Legends versus 
Myths” chart to read about other differences between legends and myths.

 To the Source:
literature from the Latin 
littera, meaning “a letter of 
the alphabet”

 To the Source:
fi tion from the Latin fi tio, 
meaning “a shaping or 
fashioning”

 To the Source:
legend from the Latin  
legenda, meaning “a story 
to be read aloud”

 To the Source:
myth from the Latin mythos, 
meaning “speech, tale”
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 Legends versus Myths1

The following are some differences between legends and myths.

Legends Myths

1.  Based on historical fact, but parts of the story are 
make-believe or become exaggerated as people repeat 
the story over and over

1.  Not always based on historical fact

2.  Tells the details of a historical event or actions of a 
historical figu e, though the details often change as 
the legend is passed from one person to the next, and 
often teaches virtues, such as trust, bravery, and loyalty

2.  Answers or explains deep questions or 
beliefs, such as how the world began or 
the nature of life and death, or natural 
events, such as the sun’s rising or a floo

3.  Some evidence that parts of the legend are true and 
really happened

3.  Usually no evidence that any part of the 
myth is true and really happened

4.  At least one of the heroes is an actual person who really 
lived

4.  The heroes are make-believe people, 
animals who act like people, or gods 
and goddesses or demigods.

5.  Famous examples: Davy Crockett, King Arthur, and  
Helen of Troy

5.  Famous examples: the stories of Greek 
mythology (Poseidon, Zeus, etc.) and 
the tales of Norse mythology (Thor)

The Epic of Gilgamesh
The Epic of Gilgamesh is the legendary tale of Gilgamesh, 

the famous Sumerian king of Uruk. Th s piece of literature is 
both a legend, a story handed down from the past that is part 
history and part fi tion, and an epic, a long poem that tells a 
story, usually about the adventures and deeds of a well-known 
hero (either historical or legendary). Many of the legendary 
heroes of epics were real historical people who actually did 
bold, brave deeds, but whose stories have been exaggerated. 
Could a man actually do these daring and impossible things? 
Often the stories read more like fairy tales than history.

Is The Epic of Gilgamesh the oldest story ever written? Prob-
ably not, because certainly other stories were written before 
the time of Gilgamesh. But this work of literature is the oldest 
long epic of which we have found many surviving copies. One 
of the reasons this work is so special is that it was mostly a 
written, not a spoken, story, so it was recorded for the ages 
instead of being slowly forgotten over time.

According to the Sumerian King List, Gilgamesh was a strong king who ruled the 
city-state of Uruk and lived sometime around 2800–2500 BC. The Sumerian King 
List does not give us information about his battles and conquests, but poems writ-
ten about Gilgamesh praise him for his heroic deeds. These poems were written in 
the Sumerian language as well as in other ancient languages, and for centuries peo-
ple marveled at this Sumerian hero.3 The following is a brief summary of The Epic of 
Gilgamesh.

1.  Difference Between, “Difference between Legend and Myth,” accessed July 20, 2019, http://capress.link 
/tch1a0801.

2.  Kramer, History Begins at Sumer, 182.
3. Kramer, Sumerians: Their History, 45–46.

 The Bible:  
The Flood
One part of The Epic of Gil-
gamesh includes a story of a 
great flood that sounds very 
much like the account of 
Noah’s flood in the Bible.

 Legends
Can you think of any legends 
from your culture? How much 
of the story is true and how 
much is fi tion?

In the ancient world, The Epic of Gil-
gamesh was a well-known story for 

centuries. The epic poem was written on 

clay tablets and divided into 12 parts of 

about 300 lines each. Many  

fragments of these tablets  

have been dug up in  

areas including modern-day  

Iraq and Turkey. The epic was  

also translated into many different 

languages of other ancient peoples, 

including the Hurrians and the Hittites. 

This tells historians that the story was so 

popular it was read all over Mesopotamia 

and Anatolia (modern-day Turkey).2  –A.D.
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The legendary Gilgamesh is described as a mighty king who was also a demi-
god, or a person who is believed to be part god and part human. According 
to legend, Gilgamesh was two-thirds god and one-third human. His strength, 
beauty, and abilities were far beyond those of any mortal man. As a result, Gil-
gamesh did not understand that ordinary men had less strength than he did. In 
order to protect the city of Uruk, he demanded that the people build the stron-
gest and tallest walls ever seen in a city. He forced the men to work day after 
day, month after month, until all of them were exhausted and many were dying. 
There was also little food because no one was working in the fi lds.

When the men cried out, “Why does the wall have to be so high?” Gilgamesh 
didn’t listen. He did not care that the work was so difficult and kept demanding 
that the people work even harder and build the wall even higher.

The gods heard the cries of the people and realized they needed to fi d a way to 
show Gilgamesh how badly he was treating his people. So, they created another 
extraordinarily strong man named Enkidu, who was part human and part beast. 
Enkidu was meant to be Gilgamesh’s rival,◆ a person who competes for the same 
thing as someone else (such as winning a race, conquering a city, or winning an 
election). By creating a rival for Gilgamesh, the gods hoped this wild man would 
show Gilgamesh how prideful he was and how harsh he was being toward his 
people.

The gods had a plan for Enkidu. He at fi st lived in the forest, where he roamed 
freely and terrifi d the hunters and trappers. He loved the animals of the forest so 
much that when he saw one caught in a trap, he let it go. He lived among the animals 
as though he were one of them, and the animals trusted him. But before Enkidu 
could help Gilgamesh, he needed to be tamed and to act more like a human being.

When Gilgamesh heard about Enkidu, he was furious. No one could be as strong 
as he was! And so he plotted a clever snare for this breaker of traps. Gilgamesh sent 
a beautiful young woman named Shamhat into the forest to tame the wild man and 
lure him back to Uruk. Gilgamesh planned to kill Enkidu as soon as Enkidu arrived 
in the city.

But Gilgamesh did not know that his plan to kill 
Enkidu fit perfectly with the plan of the gods to turn 
Enkidu into his rival! Instead of luring him back to 
the city so that Gilgamesh could kill him, Sham-
hat became Enkidu’s friend. She lived in the forest 
with him, teaching him to speak, sing, and act like a 
human. Th s was the plan of the gods.

Once Enkidu learned the ways of men, however, 
the animals he loved so much no longer trusted him. 
Because he was now more like a man than an animal, 
the animals didn’t allow him to roam freely among 
them. Enkidu also changed. No longer could he run 
as fast or climb as well as the animals. When Sham-
hat suggested that Enkidu go to Uruk with her to 
meet Gilgamesh, he agreed.

 To the Source:
rival from the Latin rīvus, 
meaning “stream,” with the 
implication that a rival is 
one who draws water from 
(and thus competes for) the 
same stream

▲ Workers build  
a wall out of clay bricks

▲ Carving of a hero (possibly 
Gilgamesh) taming a lion
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Immediately upon Enkidu’s arrival in Uruk, the two men began wrestling. Each 
man thought he was the strongest, and neither one would let the other win. On and 
on they wrestled, until it looked as though Enkidu would overcome Gilgamesh. 
Then something happened! Gilgamesh overpowered Enkidu, but his wrath disap-
peared. Once the fi ht was over, the two men decided to be friends and to work 
together to help the people of Uruk. Now that Enkidu was Gilgamesh’s friend, he 
was able to help Gilgamesh understand how to be kinder to his people.

Soon the two strong men grew bored. They needed an adventure. In the Cedar 
Forest lived Humbaba, the ferocious guardian of the forest creatures. No man could 
walk through the forest without fear of harm from this terrifying creature. Gil-
gamesh and Enkidu set off o rid the forest of 
this menace. After experiencing great dangers, 
the two friends overcame the monster Hum-
baba. They also chopped down some of the 
giant trees from the Cedar Forest to carve into 
gates for the city. Then Gilgamesh and Enkidu 
returned home to a hero’s welcome.

Not long after this, Gilgamesh angered the 
Mesopotamian goddess Inanna. (Remem-
ber from the previous chapter, Inanna/Ishtar 
was the goddess of love, war, and the evening/
morning star, or Venus.) Gods and goddesses do not like to be angered, and Inanna 
demanded that the gods punish Gilgamesh by letting the Bull of Heaven run free to 
destroy the fi lds and villages around Uruk.

Working together, Gilgamesh and Enkidu killed the Bull of Heaven and saved 
Uruk. The goddess Inanna was still angry, however, and convinced the other gods 
that there must be another punishment. The gods made Enkidu sick, and he died.

Gilgamesh was terribly sad that his friend had died. Left ll alone, he set out on 
one last hopeless quest: Gilgamesh wanted to fi d the secret to living forever so that 
he could bring Enkidu back from the Land of the Dead. Traveling through strange 
and magical lands and overcoming impossible obstacles, Gilgamesh kept going 
farther and farther. Even though he was not able to bring his dear friend back to life, 
he did fi d the Land of the Dead, where he discovered something very important. 
He learned that even though he would not live forever, generations of mankind 
would go on living year after year. He also realized that the magnifice t city that 
he had built would remain long after he was gone. Th s sense of achievement was 
enough for him to be content. When he arrived back home in Uruk, he lived hap-
pily in the city with the high walls that he and his people had built.

You could say that The Epic of Gilgamesh has three important themes. First, it 
shows that friendship, not hatred, makes us better people. Th ough their friendship, 
Gilgamesh and Enkidu both change for the better. Gilgamesh grows from being a 
bully to being a more caring king for his people, and Enkidu changes from a wild, 
untamed man into a noble and heroic man. Second, the poem reminds people that 
everybody will die someday. Th ough Gilgamesh’s experience, they learn that what 
is most important is how a person lives his life and what he leaves behind after his 
death. Finally, the poem is a reminder that the Mesopotamian gods could be dan-

▲ Cylinder seal engraved with  
a scene called “Master of Animals”

 Friendship
What does it mean to be a 
good friend? After their wres-
tling match, Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu decided to be friends 
instead of enemies. Was this 
a good decision? Why or why 
not?

103Chapter 8: The Literature and Laws of Ancient Mesopotamia



LESSONLESSON

gerous. Angering the gods resulted in serious consequences, including sickness and 
even death. If famous, heroic men such as Gilgamesh or Enkidu could anger the 
gods and experience such hard challenges, then surely the ordinary person must 
also take care never to offend the mighty gods and goddesses!

The Code of Hammurabi
Another way we learn about a society is through its written laws. These written 

laws tell us more about what kinds of rules governed the society and how these 
rules were enforced.

The second most famous piece of writing from ancient Mesopotamia is the Code 
of Hammurabi, ca. 1754 BC, a list of 282 laws that Hammurabi created for the peo-
ple of Babylonia to obey. Hammurabi’s code was not actually history’s fi st recorded 
code of law. There are at least four other similar law codes from earlier civilizations, 
including the law code developed by Ur-Nammu and his son Shulgi (mentioned in 
chapter 6). Hammurabi is famous for this achievement not because he made up a 
new set of laws, but because he was the fi st to put together the Mesopotamian laws 
in a complete and organized way.

In the introduction to this code, Hammurabi boasts about his ability to take care 
of his people and to establish justice in the land:

[I, Hammurabi,] the king, who caused the four quarters of the world to ren-
der4 obedience; the favorite of Nana,5 am I. When Marduk sent me to rule 
the people and to bring help to the country, I established law and justice in 
the land and promoted the welfare of the people.6

Remember from chapter 6 that Hammurabi wanted his law code to make life 
in his empire as fair as possible for the people. 
If a person was found guilty of a crime, then his 
punishment was to be similar to the seriousness of 
the crime he had committed. Hammurabi’s code, 
however, does not treat all people equally. The 
consequences for free people are less than those for 
slaves.

The following are some examples of Hammura-
bi’s laws and their punishments:

195: If a son strike his father, his hands shall 
be hewn off.
196: If a man put out the eye of another man, 
his eye shall be put out.7

200: If a man knock out the teeth of his equal, 
his teeth shall be knocked out.

4.  “To render” means “to provide or to give something to another.”
5.  The spelling of Nanna, the Mesopotamian moon god, varies in ancient literature. In our text, we use the most 

common spelling: Nanna.
6.  Hammurabi, The Code of Hammurabi, trans. Robert Francis Harper, PhD (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1904), accessed June 2, 2019, http://capress.link/tch1a0802.
7.  Th s is the origin for our saying “An eye for an eye.”

 The Bible:  
Systems of Law
Hammurabi was the first
to create an organized 
system of laws for his people 
to follow. The next such 
organized system of laws 
in history would not come 
until God gave the Ten Com-
mandments and the Old 
Testament laws to Moses.

▲ Prologue of the Code of Hammurabi, 
inscribed ca. 1780 BC
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205: If the slave of a freed man strike the body of a freed man, his ear shall 
be cut off.8

These laws and the punishments for breaking them were severe. Wouldn’t they 
make you think twice before you committed one of these crimes? With such 
strict laws, Hammurabi brought order to his empire, which enabled him to rule 
effici tly. In some ways, his code was harsher than other law codes, but one of 
its strengths was that it created the same, consistent laws across all regions of his 
empire. Th s law code was also carefully recorded on both clay tablets and stone 
columns so that people could read it. Th s meant that no local city leaders could 
change the laws in an attempt to gain more control over those citizens with less 
power.

Justice and Its Limits
Many well-known rulers and lawgivers in history, including Hammurabi, have published their 
law codes in public places. Making the laws available to the public can help people know what is 
expected of them as members of society and can help spread justice throughout the land. However, 
human society often seems so very far from achieving this goal of justice for everyone. Why is that? 
Well, there are several reasons.

1. Human Limitations: Often, even if a lawgiver has the best intentions for seeking justice and 
fairness, there is only so much that he or she can do to ensure justice is done. For instance, he 
cannot oversee every case in every court throughout the empire, and not all judges may be as 
open-minded and as inclined toward seeking justice as she is.

2. Cultural Differences Sometimes what seems perfectly normal and natural to one culture 
might seem to be a horrible injustice to another. For instance, in Hammurabi’s code, it was 
routine and normal for punishments to vary widely based on social class. A lower-ranking per-
son was given a heavier punishment than a higher-ranking person who committed the same 
crime. Today, we see this practice as unjust, and rightly so, but it is helpful 
to keep this “blind spot” in mind when trying to understand ancient people 
and their cultures.

3. Personal Failings: At times, nearly everyone gives in to the temptation 
to do the wrong thing. Those who hold much power are faced with much 
temptation. Powerful people can also be surrounded and tempted by 
others who want to gain the ruler’s good favor. After all, who likes telling the 
king something he might not want to hear?

While Hammurabi created his law code with the intention of making life more 
just and fair in his kingdom, it is important to keep in mind that he did not cre-
ate a perfect system. The results did not always refle t his desire for justice, and 
he was not always as just and fair a ruler as he should have been.

Hammurabi’s code of laws has lasted throughout history 
and has showed historians how powerful and important he 
was as a lawgiver and a ruler. Th ough Hammurabi’s law code, 
historians have been able to learn much about the Babylonian 
and Mesopotamian cultures. Hammurabi’s code was even 
used as a model for future kingdoms long after his death.

8.  L.W. King, trans. “The Code of Hammurabi,” Yale Law School, accessed May 20, 
2019, http://capress.link/tch1a0803.

9.  Kriwaczek, Babylon, 178.

▲ Stela carved with the Code of Hammurabi

Elam, the land of the Elamites, was a 

territory located several hundred miles 

from Hammurabi’s capital of Babylon, in 

what is modern-day Iran. A stone pillar 

rises from the ruins of an ancient town 

called Susa, and on this pillar is carved a 

large portion of Hammurabi’s law code. 

It seems that around 1120 BC, an Elamite 

king stole this massive rock from some-

where in the area of Babylon. Apparently 

this king thought that the pillar carved 

with Hammurabi’s law code was a war 

trophy worthy for him to display, even 

more than 600 years after Hammura-

bi’s death. Many other clay tablets with 

parts of Hammurabi’s code on them 

have been unearthed by archaeologists, 

some from geographical  

areas very far away  

from Babylon.9  –A.D.
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Talk It Over
The Code of Hammurabi was the law of the land in Babylonia. His law code was organized and designed to 

give justice to the people. What makes a law just and fair? What makes a law unjust? Can you give an exam-
ple of a law that is good and just? What about one that you think would not be just?

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

1. Demigod ______ A. A story handed down from the past that is part history and part fi tion
2. Myth ______ B. A long poem that tells a story, usually about the adventures and deeds of a 

well-known hero (either historical or legendary)
3. Literature ______ C. Stories created from a person’s imagination
4. Rival ______ D. A person who is believed to be part god and part human
5. Legend ______ E. A person who competes for the same thing as someone else  

(such as winning a race, conquering a city, or winning an election)
6. Epic ______ F. Writings based on fact, often about real events and real people
7. Nonfi tion ______ G. All of the written works of a civilization, such as books, poems, and leg-

ends, that are considered to be important and/or well written
8. Fiction ______ H. A story written to try to explain a belief, such as creation, or a natural 

event, such as the sun’s rising or a fl od

True or False?

1. Circle all of the statements that are true about fi tion and nonfi tion.

a. Fiction is fun and nonfi tion is boring.

b. Fiction is often make-believe and nonfi tion is about things that are true.

c. Fiction is stories about the present and nonfi tion is stories about the past.

d. Fiction comes from a writer’s imagination and nonfi tion is based upon facts.

e. Works of fi tion can include legends, epics, and myths.

2. Circle all of the statements that are true about legends.

a. Legends try to explain a belief or a natural event.

b. Legends are part history and part fi tion.

c. Legends often teach virtues, such as loyalty, trust, and bravery.

d. There is not always evidence to prove that any part of the story really happened.

3. Much of what was written about Gilgamesh is more legend than truth. Assuming that Gilgamesh was a 

real king, circle all of the statements that could be true historical facts about him. 

a. Gilgamesh was a king of Uruk.

b. Gilgamesh had a friend named Enkidu.

c. Gilgamesh was a demigod: part god and part man.
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d. Gilgamesh’s name was known throughout many other kingdoms.

e. Gilgamesh killed a monster named Humbaba.

4. Circle all of the true statements about Hammurabi’s famous law code.

a. The law code had 282 laws.

b. Hammurabi’s law code is the only law code that existed in the ancient world.

c. Hammurabi’s laws treated everyone equally.

d. If a person was found guilty of a crime, then his punishment was to be equal to the crime.

e. After Hammurabi died, everyone forgot about his law code.

What Happens Next?

Number the following story boxes to put the events of The Epic of Gilgamesh in the correct order.
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________

The gods punished 
Enkidu, who became sick 

and died.

________

Gilgamesh and Enkidu 
wrestled but then 
became friends.

________
Inanna became angry at 
Gilgamesh and sent the 

Bull of Heaven to destroy 
the fi lds and villages of 

Uruk.

________

Gilgamesh found the Land 
of the Dead and learned 

the meaning of life.

________

The gods created 
Enkidu to be a rival for 

Gilgamesh.

________

Shamhat taught Enkidu 
how to speak and act like 

a human.

________

Gilgamesh made his 
people build a tall wall 

around the city.

________

Gilgamesh and Enkidu 
rid the Cedar Forest of 
the monster Humbaba.

________

Gilgamesh and Enkidu 
saved the city of Uruk 

from the Bull of Heaven.

________

Enkidu loved the animals 
and freed them from traps 

set by hunters.
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Decode the Past
In the introduction to his law code, Hammurabi boasts about himself and his accomplishments. Pretend 

that you are an archaeologist who has uncovered this portion of Hammurabi’s law code, but some of the 
words have been “damaged” (or in this case, scrambled). Can you unscramble the words to fill in the missing 
pieces of the text? Th s version has been reworded so that it is easier for you to read. You might want to look 
back at the real version on page 104 in this chapter for clues if you get stuck.

I, Hammurabi, am the great king of ________________________ who caused the four quarters of  
               LOBBANY 
the world to ________________________ me. I am the favorite of ________________________.  
             YOBE                  NNAAN 
The god ________________________ sent me to rule the people and to bring help to  
   DRUMKA 
the country. I established ________________________ in the land and promoted the  
          SCTIEJU 
________________________ of the people. I conquered many kingdoms and built a great  
  FEWREAL 
________________________. I wrote a set of 282 ________________________.  
  PIMERE                 SLAW

Think About It
Legends begin as real-life stories but become less believable as time passes and the events are changed or 

exaggerated. Can you think of any real-life people who have become legends over time? Why do you think 
stories of famous people change from being historical to being legendary—part true and part imaginary? 
Write down some of your ideas. (Be sure to use complete sentences!)
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________
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Be Creative
Enkidu was a friend to the animals in the forest. Use your imagination and write a conversation that 

Enkidu might have had with one of the forest animals. You might write about him comforting a bear who 
was caught in an animal trap, or talking to a wolf who was planning to harm a smaller animal. Be creative!

Bonus Activities
Which Came First?

Circle the correct answer for each of the following questions.

1. Which people invaded Mesopotamia fi st?   Elamites  or  Gutians

2. Which emperor came fi st?   Ur-Nammu  or  Hammurabi

3. Which style of pyramids was built fi st?   smooth  or  step

4. Which empire was founded fi st?   Ur III  or  Akkadian

5. Which group of people arrived in Babylon fi st?   Amorites  or  Hittites

6. Which language was spoken fi st?   Semitic  or  Sumerian

7. Which event came fi st?   Hammurabi writes his law code  or  Interregnum
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The Land of Ancient Mesopotamia
In Mesopotamia, the land between the Tigris and the Euphrates Rivers, written history began. Th s was a 

land lined with irrigation canals, built to bring water to fi lds that would otherwise bake and lie dry and un-
fertile in the eastern heat. It was a land with ziggurats reaching high into the sky. The people built these step 
pyramids in hopes that the many gods and goddesses they worshipped would look down upon them with 
favor, and perhaps even choose to dwell in these temples built in their honor.

City-states with names such as Ur and Kish had times of living in 
peace and periods of fi hting with each other. Once in a while, a power-
ful warrior such as Sargon the Great or Ur-Nammu would conquer the 
city-states and bring them together to create an empire. No empire lasted 
more than several hundred years, however. After a few generations, each 
kingdom would fall and the city-states would be left o once again rule 
themselves or fi ht each other for control.

The land of ancient Mesopotamia was very different from any nation 
in the world today. The pieces left ehind, from crumbling step pyramids 
to wedge-shaped cuneiform symbols pressed into clay, give historians a 
glimpse of how these people once lived. The stories of their heroes, such 
as Gilgamesh, and the laws of their powerful kings, such as Hammurabi’s 
famous code of law, also teach us about the beliefs of their societies.

In unit I, you learned a little about this interesting land of long ago. 
But Mesopotamia was not the only major civilization during this time. 
Across the desert from Mesopotamia, lying west at the top of the Afri-
can continent, was the land of ancient Egypt. In unit II, we will study the 
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▲ Irrigation canal in Oman

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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earliest-known Egyptian kingdoms. Egypt’s archaic period 
began more than 5,000 years ago, and the country’s history 
continues today. With its mighty kings and pantheon of dei-
ties, Egypt was similar to Mesopotamia in some ways. Yet in 
many ways these two civilizations, existing in separate areas, 
were also very different.

Before we turn to ancient Egypt, let’s see how much you 
remember about ancient Mesopotamia. You already saw this 
chart in chapter 6. Here it is again to help you remember the 
important empires and periods you learned about in unit I.

The B ig P ictur e o f A ncient M eso pot amia

Dat e Empir e Name
Type o f  
Gover nment Main L angu a ge

ca. 3200–2350 BC Sumerian Archaic 
Period

Many city-states rul-
ing themselves and 
sometimes fi hting

Sumerian

ca. 2350–2200 BC Akkadian Empire Empire founded by 
Sargon the Great

Semitic (Akkadian)

ca. 2200–2100 BC Gutian invasion
ca. 2100–2000 BC Ur III Empire Empire founded by 

Ur-Nammu
Sumerian

ca. 2000–1800 BC Interregnum Many city-states rul-
ing themselves

Sumerian and  
Semitic (Akkadian)

ca. 1800–1600 BC Old Babylonian 
Period

Empire founded by 
Hammurabi

Semitic (Akkadian)

▲ An ancient Elamite ziggurat
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 ca. 2350–2200 BC

Ur III Empire

 ca. 2100–2000 BC
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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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Write It Down
Can you remember all the way back to chapter 1, when we discussed the unit I time line and how ancient 

Mesopotamia is divided into three periods of kingdoms and two periods when city-states ruled themselves? 
You’ve now learned about all of these periods! See if you can fill in the missing pieces in the following boxes 
by selecting the correct names, capital cities, and rulers from the word bank.

Archaic • Hammurabi • Ur III • Akkadian • Babylon • Sargon the Great 
Ur • Old Babylonian • Interregnum • Ur-Nammu • Akkad 

The Three Kingdoms

1. Th  _____________________ Empire

2. Th  ________________  __________________ 
Empire

3. Th  ________________  __________________ 
Period

The Two Periods

1. The Sumerian _____________________ Period

2. Th  _____________________

The Capital Cities

1. _____________________: the capital of the 
Akkadian Empire

2. _____________________: the capital of the Ur 
III Empire

3. _____________________: the capital during 
the Old Babylonian Period

The Rulers

1. ___________________  ___________________  

___________________: the ruler of the  
Akkadian Empire

2. ___________________: the ruler of the Ur III 
Empire

3. ___________________: the ruler whose reign 
marked the start of the Old Babylonian Period

Can You Recall?
Review the Mesopotamian kingdom facts by unscrambling the word beneath each line and writing it in the 

blank.

Sargon the Great established a new capital city for his Akkadian Empire and called it 

_____________________. His people, the Akkadians, spoke a _____________________ language.  
    DAKAK              IMESCIT 

After Sargon came _____________________, who built the _____________________ Dynasty of Ur. Then  
        RU-MANUM      DIRTH 

the Interregnum followed. The word “interregnum” means “a period between _____________________.”  
            GOMSDINK 

The next ruler, _____________________, belonged to a group of people called the Amorites, who  
            MUBAHMIRA 

had been wandering _____________________ before they settled down. The capital of Hammurabi’s  
            DOMNAS 
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empire was _____________________. He wrote the famous Code of Hammurabi, a collection of  
          LABBONY 

_____________________  _____________________. 
       822    AWSL 
Who Were They?

The Mesopotamians were polytheists and believed in a pantheon, or group of gods and goddesses. There 
were seven deities that the Mesopotamians believed were especially important and powerful. See if you can 
write the name of each god or goddess on the lines below their correct group, then fi d each of their names 
in the word search. (Note: One of these deities has two names—both are hidden in the word search!) Use the 
word bank if you need a hint.

Marduk • Inanna/Ishtar • Enki • Ashur • Enlil • Utu • Nanna

Double T r ouble Celes ti al T hr ee Political T wo

______________________ ______________________ ______________________

______________________ ______________________ ______________________

______________________

L A F R E R Q E I K N

G B L I X N H N L I H

U E N L I L V K I S E

M G A B J N H I N H F

B D N G E R A R B T P

Z F N K F N L N G A O

L M A R D U K N N R V

J C T M N J A E U A E

R U T U G C N H M Y D

M A I B K M S D Q A U

P G S K H A U E O H R
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What Happens Next?
Gilgamesh, the king of Uruk, had many adventures in The Epic of Gilgamesh. See if you can fi d your way 

from the beginning to the end of his legend. In order to make it through the maze correctly, you will need to 
collect each part of the story by passing through the “rooms” in the right order. (Hint: You may want to start 
by numbering Gilgamesh’s adventures in the order that they happened, and then solve the maze!)

______
Gilgamesh makes 

the people of Uruk 
build a tall wall 
around the city.

______
Gilgamesh and 

Enkidu wrestle each 
other.

______
Gilgamesh opens the 

first fast ood pizza 
restaurant.

The End

Start Here

______
Enkidu gets sick 

and dies.

______
Gilgamesh travels 
to the Land of the 

Dead and makes an 
important discovery.

______
The goddess Inanna 

becomes angry.

______
Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu become 

friends.

______
Gilgamesh and 

Enkidu travel to the 
Cedar Forest and 
defeat Humbaba.

______
Gilgamesh and 

Enkidu defeat the 
Bull of Heaven and 

save Uruk.

______
Enkidu lives in the 

forest and is friends 
with the animals.

______
Shamhat tames 

Enkidu and teaches 
him how to speak 

and act like a human.
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Practice the Facts
On the line provided, write the number of the correct vocabulary word beside each defin tion.

1. Linguist ______  A.  A symbol that represents an entire word
2. Cuneiform ______  B.  A god chosen by the people to serve as the special pro-

tector or guardian of their city
3. Phonogram ______  C.  A specialist who studies languages
4. Patron god ______  D.  A picture used to represent an entire word
5. Archaic ______  E.  The writing system of the ancient Sumerians, created 

from wedge-shaped symbols
6. Pictogram ______  F.  A symbol that represents a sound
7. Deity ______  G.  A person who worships more than one god
8. Logogram ______  H.  Very old; belonging to the past
9. Legend ______  I.  Another word for a god or goddess

10. Polytheist ______  J.  A government formed when a king conquers more 
territory or kingdoms in order to make his own kingdom larger

11. Scribe ______  K.  A specialist in reading and writing who often writes 
down events after they happen so that the details will not be forgotten

12. Empire ______  L.  A story handed down from the past that is part history 
and part fi tion

What If . . .
Choose one of the kings/emperors that you learned about in unit I: Sargon, Gilgamesh, Ur-Nammu, or 

Hammurabi. Pretend you are this king and write a short paragraph introducing yourself. Be sure to include a 
few important facts about your life and rule. (Be sure to use complete sentences!)

My name is ______________________. I am the king of ____________________. Let me introduce myself. 

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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Make the Connection
1. Circle all of the words that have something to do with ziggurats.

stones     temples     clay bricks     tombs

steps     smooth sides     platforms     tunnels

2. Circle all of the words that have something to do with independent city-states.

walls     great empire     ruled themselves     smooth pyramids

Sumerian Archaic Period     Code of Hammurabi     times of confli t

3. Circle all of the words that have something to do with the Akkadian Empire.

capital city of Ur     Semitic language     Marduk

Ur-Nammu     Naram-Sin     fi st great empire

4. Circle all of the words that have something to do with the Old Babylonian Period.

Marduk     Hammurabi     Ur-Nammu     Akkad

Sumerian language     written system of laws     Humbaba

5. Circle all of the words that have something to do with Mesopotamian cuneiform.

pictograms     wedge-shaped figu es     sales of goods

papyrus     potters     clay tablets

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

1. The people in Mesopotamia built canals for irrigation because ______.

a. the canals were necessary to carry water from the rivers to their crops

b. the canals kept the rivers from fl oding and destroying their crops

2. The Sumerian people developed two important things: ______.

a. the growth of monotheism and many codes of law

b. ziggurats and cuneiform writing

3. The chief priest of Marduk was the most important priest in Babylon because ______.

a. he was the only priest who could offer sacrifice

b. Marduk was the chief god of Babylon

4. Learning about a civilization’s religion is important because ______.

a. we learn more about why a society acts the way it does and what things are important to its people

b. we learn how to say different-sounding names

5. The years between Ur III and the Old Babylonian Period are called the Interregnum because ____.

a. it was a time when many city-states ruled themselves independently

b.  it was a time when all of the city-states lived in peace together
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Be Creative
In this unit, you learned about works of fi tion and nonfi tion. Remember that works of fi tion are stories 

created from a person’s imagination. Nonfi tion is writing based on fact, often about real events and real peo-
ple. With the help of your teacher or parent, choose one of the following ideas and write a short fi tion story 
or nonfi tion piece using some of the information you learned in unit I.

Fiction Suggestions
1. Write a story about one or more of the Mesopotamian gods. What were they like? What did they have 

power over? Did they get along with the other gods? How did the people worship them?

2. Pretend you are a scribe in Hammurabi’s army and assigned to record what happened in a particular bat-
tle. Write a short description of the battle. Use your imagination! Who were you fi hting against? What 
kind of enemy were you fi hting against? (Were they strong fi hters, a weak army, a large army that 
outnumbered your army, etc.?) What weapons did each army use? Did your army win or lose? Were you 
injured? How did you feel at the end of the battle? What happened after you won or lost?

3. Imagine that you are an archaeologist. Write a short story about fi ding an important Mesopotamian 
artifact. What type of artifact did you fi d? Where did you fi d it? What does it tell you about the society 
or culture? Why were you so excited to fi d this particular artifact?

Nonfiction Suggestions
1. Pretend you are a newspaper reporter living in Mesopotamia during the time covered in unit I. Write an 

article about the building of a ziggurat in your city-state. Why is it being built? What material is being 
used to build it? Who do you hope will live there?

2. Write a couple of paragraphs comparing the Mesopotamian cuneiform writing system to our English 
writing system. Do they use pictograms, phonograms, or a mix? Did these languages stay the same, or 
have they changed over the years? Which writing system would be harder to learn?

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

PERSIA
(modern Iran)

ANATOLIA
(modern Turkey)

EGYPT

CYPRUS

ARABIA

NORTHKilometers

0 1000 2000500

The Fertile Crescent

= 
= Fertile Crescent
+ + = Middle East

(MODERN ISRAEL)

(MODERN 
IRAQ)

(MODERN
SYRIA)
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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

The Akkadian Empire
Label the following on the map:

1. Kish 2. Tigris River 3. Euphrates River 4. Umma 5. Lagash 6. Uruk 7. Ur 8. Nippur 9. Akkad
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The Old Babylonian Period
Label the following on the map:

1. Akkad 2. Babylon 3. Ur 4. Uruk 5. Kish 6. Nippur  
7. Elam (the land of the Elamites) 8. Tigris River 9. Euphrates River

Think About It
In this unit, you learned about four main things that the Mesopotamian civilization was known for: canals 

and irrigation systems, independent city-states, ziggurats, and a cuneiform writing system. Can you think 
of anything we have in our modern culture that can be compared to these? Write your ideas in the following 
chart.

Meso pot amian C ul tur e Moder n Cul tur e

1. Canals/irrigation systems

2. City-states

3. Ziggurats

4. Cuneiform writing system

Persian Gulf
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Assur
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0 500250
NORTH
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Bonus Activities
Decode the Past

Complete the following “Big Picture of Ancient Mesopotamia” chart with information you learned in chap-
ters 1–6.

The B ig P ictur e o f A ncient M eso pot amia

Dat e Empir e Name
Type o f  
Gover nment Main L angu a ge

ca. _______________–
2350 BC

_________________ 
Archaic Period

Many city-states ruling 
themselves and sometimes 
fi hting

Sumerian

ca. _______________–
2200 BC

_________________ 
Empire

Empire founded by Sargon 
the Great Semitic (Akkadian)

ca. 2200–2100 BC Gutian _________________

ca. 2100–2000 BC

_________________

_________________ 
Empire

Empire founded by 
Ur-Nammu _________________

ca. 2000–1800 BC Interregnum Many _________________ 
ruling themselves

Sumerian and  
Semitic (Akkadian)

ca. 1800–

_________________ 
BC

Old Babylonian Period
Empire founded by 

_________________

_________________  
(Akkadian)
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My name is Zimudar, and I live in the Sumerian city of Nippur. I enjoy living in Nippur because it is a 
sacred city and the dwelling place of Enlil, the chief of all the Sumerian gods. Enlil’s temple sits on a hill 
in the center of the city. As I gaze at the tall ziggurat, with the morning sun’s rays glinting off he rosy-red 
bricks, I feel safe because I know that the god of air and storms is protecting our city. The ziggurat is beauti-
ful, too, because the temple gardeners have planted colorful fl wers and bushes along the flat terraces. I feel 
sorry, though, for the workers who have to carry many buckets of water up the steps to water them!1

Nippur is surrounded on all sides 
by a clay brick wall. The area of Sumer 
has many city-states, some bigger and 
some smaller than Nippur. I wish that 
our people lived in peace with the 
other city-states, but sometimes war 
breaks out. One city-state gets greedy 
and starts fi hting another city-state 
over their borders of land or their irrigation systems and access to water.2 Many city-states also attack Nippur 
because they want to take control of our important temple to Enlil. I hope our thick city walls will keep us 
safe. Inside the walls of the city, narrow streets wind their way around the clay brick houses and buildings. 
Some streets are so narrow that not even a donkey cart can fit down them.3

There are thick walls around my house, too. Because the outside walls are six feet thick and have no win-
dows, the inside of the house stays pleasantly cool, even though I live in the hot, dry desert. The lower part of 
the walls are built with clay bricks fi ed in a brick oven and then coated with a layer of lime paste. Th s makes 
the walls waterproof in case there is ever a fl od. I think it makes them look prettier, too.4

My house has two fl ors. The rooms on the upper fl or are private rooms for all of my family members. 
The fi st fl or has rooms for cooking, storing things, working, and entertaining guests. I enjoy having visi-
tors, especially travelers. After the evening meal, we all sit around the guest room on low benches or soft ugs 
and listen to the adventures of those who have visited places outside Nippur. Someday, I too will travel and 
see what the world is like outside my city.

The house also has a courtyard with 
a little family shrine at one end. Small 
statues of our gods, made from clay 
and covered with bronze or silver, sit 
still and serious on the shelves inside. 
They are supposed to protect our fam-
ily from harm, and sometimes I pray 
or sing songs to them, but do the gods 
ever hear me? I do not know for sure. 
Under the brick fl or of the shrine is 
a burial vault. Grandfather is buried 
there, as well as some other relatives I 

1.  Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 29.
2.  Freeman, Sumerians, 56, Kindle.
3.  Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 32.
4.  Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 33, and Freeman, Sumerians, 58, Kindle.
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never knew. Often I talk to Grandfather. Wherever his spirit is, I know he hears me. 
Oh, I miss him so, but I like knowing his body is close by.5

My family believes that the gods and goddesses have power over the 
world and that we are here on earth to serve them.6 Like my father and 
his father before him, I worship the gods and faithfully make sacrifices
to them. At the same time, I try to look at life in a practical way. I do 
my best to use what the gods have given me to make each day better 
than the day before.

Now we have to talk about another very important thing in my life: 
food! I do love to eat! Mother bakes hearty breads out of wheat, bar-
ley, and millet (another type of grain). My favorite treats are her sweet 
barley cakes made with ripe dates and golden honey. No one makes a 
better sweet cake than Mother. She also cooks stews made from len-
tils and peas and flavored with onions, leeks, garlic, and coriander (a 
spice). Once in a while she makes meat stews, slowly simmering goat 
or sheep meat until it reaches perfection. Father often brings home a 
basket of fish to roast over the fi e. When father is fortunate enough to 
capture a duck, we feast on roast duck cooked with freshly harvested 
vegetables. One of my jobs is to tend the sheep in the pastures outside 
the city. When I do, I pack a simple lunch of goat cheese, barley cakes, 
and fruit—sometimes melons, other times plums or cherries.7 Th  
juice runs down my face, and my fi gers become sticky with deep-red 
nectar, but I don’t mind!

Let’s head to the city square. Nippur is a prosperous city, and the 
square is the busiest part of the city. Here the streets are wider, and the shopkeep-
ers and crafts en have their shops. These shops are not large, only two or three 
rooms with workshops behind them. Out front are awnings made from reeds woven 
together to provide shade from the sun. The crafts en display their wares under the 
awnings.8

Anbu the weaver has a table piled high with scarlet, orange, 
green, and yellow long, fl wing cloth for the women. How beau-
tiful Mother would look in a dress made from that yellow cloth! 
Another table displays shawls with intricate patterns woven 
through them. There is a blue fringed shawl that would be per-
fect for my father, but only rich men can afford a fancy shawl like 
that one.

Across the street, Mattaki the potter has his pottery displayed 
on rows of benches. It looks like an army of marching jars just 
invaded our marketplace! He is a convincing salesman, grabbing 
people as they pass by and telling them why they need to buy a 
perfume jar or a cooking pot from him today! I avoid him so I do 
not have to listen to his chatter.

5.  Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 33.
6. Freeman, Sumerians, 49–53, Kindle.
7.  Freeman, Sumerians, 58–59, Kindle, and Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 32.
8.  Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 32, and Freeman, Sumerians, 65, Kindle.

▲ Traditional Middle Eastern 
food

▲ An ancient marketplace
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The city square has more than just shops. All 
around the square are street musicians, acrobats, 
and jugglers. If I’m not careful, I can waste a lot of 
time watching the jugglers. Sometimes I try to do 
the same tricks at home using Mother’s small bot-
tles, but she gets very angry when I drop one. But 
how else can I learn if I don’t practice?

We Sumerians love to have fun, and there always 
seems to be a festival approaching. On feast days, 
the sacrifices in he temple are more elaborate than 
on ordinary days, and there are great processions 
through the city. Priests lift tatues of the gods 
high in the air as they dance through the streets. 
Some festivals happen when we shear the sheep, 
or at harvest time when we thank the gods for the 
bountiful crops. We hold festivals to celebrate “The 
Month of the Eating of Barley of Ningirsu” and “The Month of the Eating of the 
Gazelles.”9

During some of the festivals, the feasts last for several days. Platters overfl w with 
roasted vegetables, freshly baked breads, and plump fruit. In fact, we like feasts 
so much that we have them every month on the day of the new moon, and on the 
seventh, fi eenth, and last days of the month. The most important time 
of the year is the New Year holiday. For days, we eat, drink, and make 
merry with all of our family and friends.10

So, what do I do during the day? When I’m not watching the 
sheep or practicing my juggling, I go to school. School is hard, and 
I prefer being outside watching my sheep. But I am fortunate to be 
able to attend school. Not many families in Nippur can afford to send 
their children to school. My father wants me to be a scribe when I 
am grown. It seems that the gods believe I should learn to read and 
write, since they have chosen me to be a student and blessed our 
family with enough money for me to have an education.

The schoolhouse is just a simple building, not much different 
from the houses we live in. I write on tablets made out of soft lay 
using a reed called a stylus to form symbols. I am learning to read 
and write cuneiform symbols. Our language has tens of thousands 
of words, and many of these have their own cuneiform symbol. 
That means there are thousands of symbols to learn! I started 
school when I was eight years old, and I will be twenty before I 
learn all I need to know to be a scribe.11 Even though I have been 
going to school for four years already, I still feel like I know so 
little. When I have fin shed my schooling, I will be able to choose 
what type of work I will do as a scribe. There are many different 

9.  Freeman, Sumerians, 64, Kindle.
10.  Kramer, Sumerians: Their History, 140.
11.  Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 26–27.

▼ Ancient tablet inscribed 
with a religious myth, ca. 
2000–1600 BC

▲ Ancient pottery
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kinds of scribes: temple scribes, royal scribes, government scribes, and merchant 
scribes. I think I would like to be a government scribe. I believe I can help my city 
through the work I will be doing.12

One thing is very important at my school: being on time. I can never be late for 
class. One day I woke up late, and even though I ran all the way to school, I was still 
late. I entered the school and bowed with humble respect before the teacher, hoping 
I would receive mercy for my tardiness. But this was not to be. I received a strong 
scolding, and then was struck with a stiff od. The next time I oversleep, I know I 
would rather miss my breakfast and not take time to pack an afternoon meal than 
be punished for being late to school.13

My school day is simple. Each morning when I arrive at the edubba, or “tablet 
house,” I fi st take time to study a tablet with a list of the words I learned the pre-
vious day. The assistant teacher (or “big brother,” as we also call him) then tests me 
to see how well I have studied my lesson. Then he gives me a tablet of new words to 
learn. I practice these new words until I get them all 
right. You have to be good at memorizing to do well 
at my school. Th s is the way it is, day after day, from 
sunrise to sunset. Sometimes I get tired and bored 
with it all. Yet I know my hard work will lead to a good 
future as a scribe, so I keep working diligently.

So, this is my life! I guess you could say it is mostly 
made up of three things. There is school, where I 
spend most of my time. What I learn each day in the 
classroom will determine what I do with the rest of 
my life. Then there is religion. The gods are a huge part 
of my life, my family’s life, and my city’s culture. The 
ziggurat built to honor our patron god looms high on 
the largest hill in the city and I see it no matter where 
I go throughout the city—even when I go out into the 
nearby pastures. Every day I am reminded of how my life 
depends upon the gods. And fi ally, there is my family. 
We all work, play, and worship together. What would I do 
without them? Yes, I do very much enjoy my life here in 
Nippur!

12.  Kramer, History Begins at Sumer, 3–13.
13.  Kramer, History Begins at Sumer, 8.

▶ Vase found in the city-state of Uruk 
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INTRODUCTION

Impor t ant W or d

Wor d Definitio n
History1 The study of how human societies have changed over time; 

a record of events that happened in the past 
Impor t ant Figur e

Wor d Definitio n
Pharaoh The title for a king of Egypt

Impor t ant H ighlight

Wor d Definitio n
Great Sphinx A famous statue outside the city of Giza of a mythical crea-

ture with a lion body and a human head

1.  Th s is the expanded defin tion.

An Introduction to  
Ancient Egypt

The Next Puzzle Piece of Ancient 
History

Did you enjoy your trip through the early 
history of Mesopotamia? You probably 
learned a lot of things you never knew 

before about history, archaeology, and some of the 
earliest civilizations. Hopefully you are beginning 
to understand why history—with its many peoples 
and cultures—is fascinating!

The next piece in our jigsaw puzzle of ancient his-
tory is ancient Egypt. And this civilization is a huge 
piece! Egypt has a history that is longer than the his-
tory of almost any other nation in the world—and it 
still exists as a country today! The earliest period of 
Egyptian history began around the same time as the 
earliest-known history of Mesopotamia. Although 
these two civilizations existed during the same time 
in history, they were located thousands of miles 
apart from each other in their own separate areas.
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The land of Egypt lies in northern Africa, a land baked by the hot desert sun. You 
might have seen pictures of the famous Egyptian pyramids. These monuments rise 
from the desert fl or like giant triangular blocks—except these “blocks” are made 
from solid, ages-old stone! The Egyptian pyramids, with their smooth, slanted sides, 
are true pyramids, unlike the step pyramids found in ancient Mesopotamia. Sitting 
not far away from the massive pyramids outside the city of Giza is the stone Great 
Sphinx. Th s statue of a strange-looking mythical (imaginary) creature with a lion 
body and a human head was probably built ca. 2560–2530 BC, around the time the 
Great Pyramids of Giza (which you will learn about soon) were being constructed.

Any history of ancient Egypt must include the Nile River. Th s winding river, 
which is more than 4,000 miles long, gives life to Egypt. Without the Nile 

and its regular times of fl oding, which kept the Egyptian desert soil 
rich and fertile for crops, ancient Egypt could never have become a 

great empire.

Most of the time Egypt was united as one kingdom, 
but not every pharaoh, the title for a king of Egypt, 

was a strong leader.2 Th s meant there were times 
when Egypt was split into two king-
doms. Twice a strong leader had to 
bring the northern and southern parts 
of Egypt together to make one united 
kingdom again. And twice Egypt 
experienced periods when the king-
dom was politically divided or ruled 

2.  While the term "pharaoh" is often used to refer 
to the kings of Egypt, the title was not used 
regularly in ancient Egypt until the Eighteenth 
Dynasty during the New Kingdom.

▼ Great Sphinx of Giza
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by foreigners. In studying the history of ancient Egypt, we will take a look at how 
its societies changed over time. History is also a record of events that happened in 
the past. In this unit, we will explore the many events, and 
the people who caused them, that resulted in important 
changes for the land of Egypt.

Ancient Egypt is similar in some ways to ancient Mes-
opotamia, but there are also some important differences. 
Are you ready to leave behind the world of ziggurats and 
city-states and journey into the world of pyramids and 
pharaohs? Pay close attention so that you can discover how 
Mesopotamia and Egypt were alike yet different.

3.  McIntosh, Archeology, 10–11.

We’ve talked a lot about how archaeologists 
can learn about people by studying artifacts 
found in the ground. But maybe you’ve been 
wondering, “Well, how do all these artifacts 
actually get buried in the ground?” Over the 
years—many, many years—items from a civili-
zation become covered by many layers. Plants 
die and decay. Soil erodes, or wears away, from 
rocks and hillsides due to rushing water and 
harsh weather. When buildings from an old, 
forgotten society crumble, they add another 
new layer of dirt and rubble that covers the 
remains of the village or city. And don’t forget 
natural disasters! Earthquakes shake the 
ground and cause man-made structures to 
fall and natural landscapes to change. Trees 
become uprooted and hillsides tumble down. 
Floods spread over the fields and then drain 
away, leaving behind layers of soil and waste 
from the rivers. All of these things that happen 
over the centuries create new layers on top 
of buried civilizations.3 So, which artifacts do 
you think you would find at the very bottom of 
a pile of layers: artifacts from the most recent 
civilization or artifacts from the oldest civili-
zation? If you said artifacts from the oldest 
civilization, you are correct!   –A.D.
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pictures and symbols. (The individual symbols are called 
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Intermediate Period A time when Egypt was politically divided or ruled by  

foreigners
Impor t ant Figur es

Wor d Definitio n
Menes The legendary pharaoh once believed to have united the 

land of Egypt
Narmer One of the pharaohs who helped to unite Upper and Lower 

Egypt into one kingdom, ca. 3200 BC
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Egypt. The Nile is more than 4,000 miles long and fl ws south to 
north, ending at the Mediterranean Sea.

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

River
Egyptian Archaic  
Period

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

Memphis1 The fi st capital of Egypt and the place along the Nile River 
where Upper and Lower Egypt met
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The Land of Ancient Egypt
What comes to your mind when you think of ancient Egypt? Do you picture the 

massive pyramids that were built as tombs for the ancient pharaohs? Maybe you 
think of the fascinating animal-headed gods that the Egyptian people worshipped, 
or of hieroglyphics,◆ the writing system of the ancient Egyptians, created from 
pictures and symbols. (The individual symbols are called hieroglyphs.) Or perhaps 
you have seen some of the ancient drawings of Egyptian men and women with 
long, straight black hair and bangs. The men wear knee-length garments that look 
like skirts, and the women wear long, white, close-fitting dresses. Both the men 
and women are usually drawn with their faces staring off o their left. hat do you 
think they are looking at?

It is hard to imagine another country with a history as long as that of Egypt. The 
land we know today as Egypt has existed for thousands—and we do mean thou-
sands—of years. True, Egypt today does not have the same borders or territory 
as ancient Egypt. But while other lands came and went from the scene of history, 
Egypt was always there, a land of its own.

We do not have written records from the time before the pharaohs began to rule 
Egypt. However, archaeologists have found evidence of villages and other signs of 
a very early Egyptian culture. Statues, graves, tools, and pieces of clay pottery with 
pictures painted on them—all of these things help us to know what life was like 
for the fi st Egyptians. Based on the paintings, the earliest Egyptians were not very 
large, and they usually had dark wavy hair and dark skin. Most of their clothing was 
made from animal skins. They liked wearing beads and jewelry, and they decorated 
their eyelids with green paint.2

The constant fl oding of the Nile River, farming of the land, times of war and 
construction, and many other things have destroyed most of what the earliest 
people left ehind. What historians do know is that people came to Egypt because 
of its fertile farmland. At times the people were able to grow more food than they 
were able to eat! The early Egyptians also raised animals such as sheep, goats, cows, 

2.  Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 46–47.

 To the Source:
hieroglyphics from the 
Greek hieros, meaning “sa-
cred,” and glyphe, meaning 
“carving”

▲ A piece of Egyptian pot-
tery with a blessing written 
in hieroglyphics

▼ Scenes of Egyptian life
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and pigs. They gathered together in villages, living in huts made from the reeds that 
grew along the river.3

As in other lands, the people eventually realized that they needed to have some 
organization in their villages in order to make their lives smoother. Leaders arose to 
run things in orderly ways. Villages became cities, and each city had its own ruler. 
Over time, powerful kings called pharaohs came to rule in Egypt.

The early period of the pharaohs is full of legends and myths. Sometimes it is hard 
to separate fact from fi tion. What is clear to historians is that the Egyptian culture, 
religion, and language that took shape during this early period would last for more 
than 3,000 years!

The Nile River
Before we fi d out who was responsible for unifying Egypt into one powerful king-

dom, let’s look at the geography of Egypt. Like Mesopotamia, Egypt is mostly a desert 
country. Everything in the land of ancient Egypt was created, shaped, and kept alive 
by the mighty Nile River. Th s long, winding river begins deep inside Africa and 
fl ws for more than 4,000 miles, ending at the Mediterranean Sea. Without the Nile 
River, Egypt would never have become the powerful kingdom that it was. You’ll learn 
more about the path of the Nile River in the next chapter, but for now, there’s one key 
fact you need to know: The Nile River fl ws downstream from south to north.

The Nile River was so important that it defi ed what was “up” and what was 
“down” for the Egyptians. For the ancient Egyptians, “up” meant the south, or 
upstream toward the mountains deep in the heart of Africa, where the Nile River 
begins. “Down” meant the north, or downstream where the Nile fl wed into the 
Mediterranean Sea. The Egyptians therefore divided their territory into two parts. 
Upper Egypt was the southern part of Egypt that was upstream on the Nile River, 
and Lower Egypt was the northern part of Egypt that was downstream on the Nile, 
by the Mediterranean Sea. Th s sounds backward and upside down to us because 
we’re used to thinking of north as “up” and south as “down,” but it was not so for the 
ancient Egyptians!

3.  Burrell, Oxford First Ancient History, 46–47.
4.  You will learn more about papyrus in chapters 11 and 15.

 Egyptian  
Inventions
1. Huge stone monuments 

and smooth- 
sided pyramids

2. Papyrus as a writing 
material4

3. Mummific tion (a way of 
preserving bodies  
for burial)

4. Writing ink
5. Levers and ramps for use 

in construction projects
6. Eye makeup
7. Solar calendar with 365 

days

The great Nile River
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If so much of Egypt is desert, how could the people grow such an abundance 
of food? It was because of the Nile River! Both Mesopotamia and Egypt were dry 
lands that often did not receive enough rainwater to keep their crops nourished. 
The Mesopotamians solved this problem by digging small irrigation canals to help 
carry water from the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers to their fi lds, and basins to store 
the water from the fl ods. Similarly, the Egyptians relied on the Nile River and its 
regular fl ods to water their crops.

Even though rivers provided water for crops in both lands, Egypt’s location had a 
couple of important advantages. First, the Nile’s fl odwaters were thick with silt, the 
dirt that sits at the bottom of a river. In some rivers, silt is mostly sand and not good 
for the earth. In the case of the Nile, the silt is filled with nutrients and minerals that 
make the soil good for growing crops. Every year, the fl odwaters would spill over the 
Nile’s banks and cover a large part of the land along the river. When the water levels 
went down again, the nutrient-rich silt was left behind, and the land was ready to 
produce a large harvest. Second, the Nile River fl ods occurred in the summer, before 
the crops were planted. In the fall, when the farmers sowed the wheat, the fi lds were 
already well nourished from the fl odwaters and ready to receive the seeds.5

Because the Egyptians wanted to be prepared in case of a water shortage, they also 
trapped some of the fl odwaters in man-made ponds or basins as the water drained 
from the land back into the Nile. As in Mesopotamia, these storage basins served as 
an emergency water supply that could be used if there was a particularly hot grow-
ing season and they needed extra water to keep their crops healthy.
5.  Kathryn A. Bard, “The Emergence of the Egyptian State (c. 3200–2686 BC),” in The Oxford History of Ancient 

Egypt, ed. Ian Shaw (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 69.
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The Legend of Menes
In the very beginning of written Egyptian history, the land of Egypt had many 

rulers who seem to have called themselves kings. Each ruled in a different village or 
city. During this time, Egypt was divided into Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt. One 
early name for Egypt was “the Two Lands.”

When and how Egypt became one kingdom, no one knows for sure, but historians 
agree on one thing. Some Egyptians wanted the land to be one kingdom, and there 
was a group of early rulers that had something to do with conquering and uniting 
the two halves of Egypt. (We do have a list of ancient Egyptian rulers that is sim-
ilar to the Sumerian King List. However, as often happens with archaic periods of 
history, our knowledge is still not always the most accurate.) Uniting Upper Egypt 

and Lower Egypt into one kingdom took a long time. Many years 
passed, and many different rulers reigned before the land of 
Egypt was fi ally united. It is not until ca. 3200 
BC that we can confide tly say Egypt became 
one kingdom.6 Th s event marked the begin-
ning of the Egyptian Archaic Period, the 
period of ancient Egyptian history, ca. 3200–
2700 BC, when Egypt was united.

A popular legend in Egyptian history says 
that the ruler who united Upper and Lower 
Egypt was a pharaoh named Menes. Even 
3,000 years after Egypt had been united, 

the people seem to have still believed in the legend of Menes! 
Over time, the legend grew larger and more fantastic. Egyptian 
priests claimed that Menes was a great builder and a conqueror 
of foreign lands. They said he did many impressive deeds, 
including changing the direction of the Nile River. It was even 
said that Menes had invented writing—something he defin tely 
did not do! Some versions of the legend claim that after a very 
long reign, Menes was carried off y a hippopotamus.7

Also according to the legend, Menes made the city of Mem-
phis his capital. Memphis was located at the place along the 
Nile River where Upper and Lower Egypt met, and was already 
an important Egyptian city. Many years earlier, Egyptians had 
settled in Memphis and made it a major trade city between the 
two halves of Egypt. Once it was the capital, it became more 
important than ever before.

While it is true that Memphis became the fi st capital of Egypt, 
most historians now agree that Menes was probably a legendary 
king and not a real person. Instead, one of the pharaohs thought 
to have unifi d Egypt was actually a man named Narmer. Why 
6.  Marc Van de Mieroop, A History of Ancient Egypt, Blackwell History of the An-

cient World (Oxford: Wiley & Sons Ltd., 2011), 33–35.
7.  Herodotus, The Histories, trans. Aubrey De Selincourt, Penguin Classics (London: 

Penguin Books, 2003), 132–133.
8.  Bard, “Emergence of the Egyptian State,” 79–81.

The Narmer Palette has artwork on 

both sides showing Narmer’s victory. The 

pictures on the stone were used to show 

that Narmer had earned the right to 

rule over both Upper Egypt and Lower 

Egypt. Remember, it was common at 

the time for kings to exaggerate their 

victories so that they would seem very 

successful and mighty in battle. On the 

Narmer Palette, the pharaoh is shown 

wearing his special royal garments, and 

he is the tallest figure in the picture. His 

officials are dressed in royal garments, 

too, but these men are all shorter than 

Narmer. Of course, no one could be as 

tall as the pharaoh, at least in the Egyp-

tians’ minds! The captured prisoners are 

much, much smaller than the Egyptians 

and wear almost no clothes: signs that 

they were the defeated enemy and the 

Egyptians were the victors.8  –A.D.

▲ The double crown (pschent) 
of Egypt

▼ The two sides of the Narmer 
Palette

▲ Limestone sculpture, pos-
sibly of Pharaoh Menes
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did historians change their minds about Menes? Well, about a hundred years ago, 
archaeologists discovered a ceremonial stone called the Narmer Palette. Th s stone 
is carved with a picture of a king, identifi d as Narmer, triumphing over the people 
who lived in Lower Egypt. On one side of the Narmer Palette, the pharaoh is shown 
wearing a red crown, which represented Lower Egypt (the north). On the other side, 
he is wearing the white crown of Upper Egypt (the south). Because the stone shows 
Narmer wearing both crowns, it represents that he had become the king over Upper 
and Lower Egypt. Later on, the red crown and the white crown were combined to 
create a double crown, called the pschent (pronounced “skent”).

In the past, some historians suggested that Menes and Narmer were the same 
person. Now, however, historians think that Menes was actually a title that the kings 
of Egypt (who each had many names) took for themselves. Since the word “Menes” 
means “he who endures,” it would have made the rulers sound very important. All 
of this debate over Menes and Narmer is an example of how our understanding of 
ancient history changes over time as we make new discoveries and learn new ways 
of thinking about the past.

The victories of the early kings, including Narmer, led to a huge change in Egyp-
tian history. Instead of a number of kings from different families ruling in many 
cities, one pharaoh at a time ruled over a united Egypt. When the pharaoh died, he 
was usually replaced by his son or another member of his family. (Sometimes the 
next pharaoh was a woman!) A group of pharaohs that came from the same family 
made up a dynasty. A dynasty◆ is one family that rules over a kingdom or country 
for a number of generations.

From time to time, someone from 
a different family might take over the 
throne and become pharaoh. Th s usu-
ally meant the start of a new dynasty. 
Over the course of about 3,000 years, 
31 dynasties ruled over ancient Egypt. 
The Egyptian Archaic Period includes 
the First and Second Dynasties. The 
First Dynasty ruled Egypt for about 
300 years, ca. 3200–2900 BC.

The Power of the Pharaoh
Another important change that 

happened once Egypt was united 
under one ruler was the level of 
power the pharaoh held. The pharaoh 
of Egypt now had more power than 
any individual king before him ever 
did. The pharaoh controlled the mili-
tary and was in charge of the scribes, 
crafts en, and religious leaders. He 

9.  David P. Silverman, ed., Ancient Egypt (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 235.

 To the Source:
dynasty from the Greek 
dynasthai, meaning “to be 
able” or “to have power”

 Who Else?
Is there another historical per-
son we have already studied 
who also united two or more 
kingdoms? Think back to 
the Sumerian rulers that you 
learned about in unit I.

 What’s in a 
Name?
Most names have a meaning 
connected to them. Maybe 
your parents chose your 
name because it had a special 
meaning that was important 
to them. Or perhaps you were 
named after a beloved family 
member, such as your father 
or grandmother. Do you know 
what your name means and 
why it was chosen?

For the Egyptians, a person’s name could 
be one word or several words. Each name 
had a particular meaning that might be 
connected to an emotion or an idea, or to 
an important god. For example, the Egyp-
tian word nefer meant “good” or “beautiful,” 
so an Egyptian whose name was Nefertiti 
would reflect the idea of being good or 
beautiful. Pharaoh Amunhemhet I, whom 
you will learn about in chapter 14, was 
named after Amun, the Egyptian god of 
mysteries and air. The name Amunhemhet 
meant “Amun is the head.”9 When some-
one became pharaoh, he (or sometimes 
she) took on many additional names. In 
fact, it was typical for a pharaoh to have 
at least five names! One of these names, 
the Horus name, was given to the pharaoh 
at the start of his reign in order to asso-
ciate him with Horus, the god believed to 
protect the pharaoh. (You will learn about 
Horus in chapter 16.) Hor-Aha, the Horus 
name of one early pharaoh, means “the 
Horus who strikes.”  –A.D.
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organized the labors of the common people and gave wealth and favors to the local 
governors who helped him rule.

The pharaoh also was believed to serve as a kind of divine messenger between the 
gods and the people. The word “divine” means “coming from, related to, or being a 
god.” Did the Egyptians really think that their pharaoh was divine? Our sources do 
not tell us for certain, but this belief would not have been unusual. In many polythe-
istic ancient cultures, the people believed that their gods had chosen their king to 
rule over them and had given him special powers.

How would you rule if you thought you were like a god? The Egyptians, like 
other ancient peoples, believed that the gods could do whatever they wanted to do. 
No one dared make a god or goddess angry, because if a deity became angry, then 
crops might stop growing, armies might invade, and all kinds of unexpected, terri-
ble events might happen. By making themselves seem like the gods, the pharaohs 
would have been able to claim a level of power that nobody else could. It probably 
appeared as though the pharaohs could do anything they wanted!

But the pharaohs did not truly have unlimited powers. Maybe you have read a 
book or seen a movie in which a mighty pharaoh sits on a great throne, barking 
orders to his scared followers who rush to carry out his demands. It was not really 
like that in ancient Egypt. Of course, the pharaohs were powerful, and some of them 
did rule harshly. But the pharaohs had many responsibilities. They had to pay their 
soldiers, often with gifts of land. They needed to support religious traditions and 
ceremonies in order to keep the powerful priests happy. The pharaohs spent huge 
amounts of money on public building projects, such as temples and pyramids. They 
also had to keep the local governors happy by granting them favors, such as land and 
titles. The pharaohs paid for all of these things with taxes, but they had to be careful 
to not overtax the people. Imagine having priests, governors, and many others com-
ing to you all day long, looking for favors. Th s was often the life of a pharaoh!

Statues of Pharaoh Ramses II outside a temple in Abu Simbel, Egypt
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What about the common Egyptian people who lived under the pharaoh? Did 
they just follow his orders all of the time? Well, the pharaoh and his offi als were 
certainly powerful, but the Egyptian people did sometimes speak up and complain 
when they experienced bad treatment. For example, during the reign of the pow-
erful Ramses III, workers stopped building the pharaoh’s tomb until they received 
their promised supplies of grain. Ramses III was forced to give the people what they 
wanted or be left ith an unfin shed tomb!10

The Egyptian people are often remembered for their beliefs in gods and magic, 
but they were also very practical, especially when it came to the Nile River. After 
all, the Egyptians’ prosperity and very survival depended on the river. Many myths 
were told about the Nile, and the people celebrated its fl oding every year with 
religious rituals. It is possible that some Egyptians believed that the mighty pharaoh 
had the divine power to control the river. In reality, the pharaoh knew the river was 
very important, so he and the farmers carefully watched the river. They became 
experts at predicting how much water was going to come in that year’s fl ods, and 
even measured the depth of the Nile each year! If there was more water than the 
year before, there would be more food from the harvests, and that would mean 
the pharaoh could collect more taxes. But if there was a drought, then the pharaoh 
could be in trouble. His people would be hungry, and he would not be able to collect 
the taxes he needed to pay for his army, his building projects, and all of his favors. 
The pharaoh may have had power, but he was not as powerful as the river!

10.  William F. Edgerton, “The Strikes in Ramses III’s Twenty-Ninth Year,” Journal of Near Eastern Studies 10, 
no. 3 (July 1951): 137–145.

▼ The Nile River  
near its source, Lake Victoria
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As you can see, the pharaohs of Egypt were indeed mighty rulers. Yet, in one 
ancient Egyptian tomb, archaeologists found a sad poem about pharaohs. Part of it 
reads:

What of their places?
Their walls have crumbled,
Their places are gone,
As if they had never been!11

The pharaohs were human like you and me—and the Egyptians knew it!

Dynasties and Disorganization
Even though Egypt has been one land through the years, it was ruled by many 

different dynasties of pharaohs. Sometimes these dynasties ruled for a long time, 
perhaps several centuries. Other times, a dynasty came and went very quickly. In 
between these long, powerful dynasties, Egypt also experienced short intermediate◆ 
periods, or times when Egypt was politically divided or ruled by foreigners.  
During some of these intermediate periods, rulers from several different dynasties 
tried to take control of the kingdom. 

So, what do we really mean when we say that the land we know as Egypt has 
existed since ca. 3200 BC? Well, sometimes Egypt was one unifi d land ruled by 
one pharaoh. And sometimes Egypt was politically divided. During some of its 
intermediate periods, Egypt was divided into two lands with two rulers, one ruling 
Upper Egypt and one ruling Lower Egypt. And during other intermediate periods, 
Egypt was under the rule of foreigners, or under several different kings who ruled 
over various parts of the whole kingdom. But no matter the ruler or the state of the 
kingdom, the territory and people of Egypt lived on.

How, then, is Egyptian history different from Mesopotamian history? There are 
many differences, and we can’t mention all of them here. But one important differ-
ence stands out. In Mesopotamia, the kingdoms were constantly changing, mostly 
because one group of people would invade and conquer the people who lived there. 
Then, years later, another new group of people would invade and conquer them. For 
example, do you remember how the Akkadians conquered the Sumerians, and then 
later the Gutians conquered some of the city-states after the Akkadian Empire fell? 
These changes in power happened over and over again as different people with their 
own languages and cultures took charge of the land of Mesopotamia.

In Egypt, the rulers and dynasties changed, but most of the time the territory 
known as Egypt was still ruled by Egyptian people under one Egyptian pharaoh. 
Since Egypt also had one river, one language, and one set of religious beliefs, it was 
much easier for the land to stay unifi d under one ruler.

Now that you understand this, it’s time to take a closer look at exactly how this 
one river, the mighty Nile, helped keep Egypt together and make it such a powerful 
kingdom.

11.  Miriam Lichtheim, Ancient Egyptian Literature: A Book of Readings, vol. 1, The Old and Middle Kingdoms 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2006), 196.

 To the Source:
intermediate from the Latin 
intermedius, meaning “in 
the middle”
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Talk It Over
Imagine that you are the pharaoh of Egypt. What kind of power and authority would you have as ruler? 

What would your responsibilities be? In what ways would your power be limited? 

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

1. Lower Egypt ______ A. The southern part of Egypt that was upstream on the Nile River
2. Dynasty ______ B. Coming from, related to, or being a god
3. Polytheist ______ C. The double crown of ancient Egypt
4. Upper Egypt ______ D. The fi st capital of Egypt and the place along the Nile River where Upper and 

Lower Egypt meet
5. Divine ______ E. The northern part of Egypt that was downstream on the Nile River
6. Hieroglyphics ______ F. One family that rules over a kingdom or country for a number of generations
7. Memphis ______ G. The writing system of the ancient Egyptians, created from pictures and  

symbols
8. Pschent ______ H. A time when Egypt was politically divided or ruled by foreigners
9. Intermediate 

period
______ I. A person who worships more than one god

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

1. Uniting Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt into one kingdom was easy to do and happened quickly. T F

2. The Egyptians, like the Mesopotamians, used irrigation basins to store emergency supplies of 
water for their crops.

T F

3. Before the Egyptian Archaic Period, ca. 3200 BC, Egypt had only one king. T F

4. The Nile River fl oded late in the growing season, after the crops were already fully grown. T F

5. Historians think Narmer helped unify Egypt because pictures on a ceremonial stone show 
him wearing the crowns of both Upper and Lower Egypt.

T F

6. When the people believed the pharaohs were divine, the rulers were able to claim a new level 
of power.

T F

7. A total of 50 dynasties ruled over the land of Egypt. T F

◀ A scene from the Narmer Palette
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Which Is Which?
Using what you learned in unit I and in this chapter, see if you can fin sh filling in the blanks in the fol-

lowing chart with some more ways ancient Mesopotamia and ancient Egypt were different from each other. 
Write M next to the words or phrases that refer to Mesopotamia, and E beside the words or phrases that refer 
to Egypt.

Important river(s) The Nile ______ The Tigris and the Euphrates ______

Geographical location Middle East ______ Northern Africa ______

Purpose of the pyramids Temples ______ Tombs ______

Title of the ruler King or emperor ______ Pharaoh ______

Writing system Hieroglyphics ______ Cuneiform ______

Write It Down
Choose the correct words from the word bank to fill in the blanks in each of the following sentences. (Hint: 

Not all of the words in the word bank will be used in this exercise!)

Great Sphinx • cuneiform • archaeology • Nile • intermediate period • hieroglyphics •  
• history • dynasty • pschent • pharaoh • Memphis • archaic period • Tigris

1. The title for a king of Egypt is ________________________.

2. ________________________ is a record of events that happened in the past.

3. One family that rules over a country for a number of generations is called a _______________________.

4. ________________________ was the fi st capital of Egypt and an important trading city.

5. The famous statue outside the city of Giza of a mythical creature with a lion body and a human head is 
the ________________________  ________________________.

6. An ________________________  ________________________ is a time in Egyptian history when 
Egypt was politically divided or ruled by foreigners.

7. The writing system of the ancient Egyptians is known as ________________________.

8. The mighty ________________________ River created and shaped the land of ancient Egypt.

9. The double crown of Egypt is called the ________________________.
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Find It on the Map
Upper and Lower Egypt

Label the following on the map:
1. Upper Egypt 2. Lower Egypt 3. Nile River 4. Red Sea 5. Mediterranean Sea 6. Memphis 7. Giza

Make It Yourself
Draw a picture of each of the three crowns of Egypt in the boxes below. Then write the name of the king-

dom the crown represented beneath each picture.

______________________ ______________________ ______________________
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Lower Egypt
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Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
Cataracts Steep rapids or waterfalls in a river
Papyrus A reed from which the Egyptians made a paperlike mate-

rial, also called papyrus, for writing, as well as other things 
such as sandals, rope, and boats

Delta A fertile piece of land, usually shaped like a triangle, at the 
mouth of a river where the river spreads out into many 
smaller streams

Impor t ant H ighlight s

Wor d Definitio n
White Nile River A river that begins in the African mountains at Lake Victoria 

and fl ws north, joining with the Blue Nile River near Khartoum, 
Sudan, to create the Nile River

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

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.

Chapter 11: 
The Gift of the Nile

Because Egypt depended so much on 
the Nile River, boats were a major part 
of life in ancient Egypt. We know this 
because pictures of sailing ships are 
often found painted on the walls of the 
pharaohs’ tombs. The paintings also tell 
us that the Nile River was indeed a busy 
place in ancient Egypt. In fact, it was 
the most-used travel route throughout 
the kingdom. Most Egyptians traveled 
up and down the Nile instead of out into 
the Mediterranean Sea. Large sailing 
ships moved freely on the river, carrying 
soldiers, scribes, government officials, or 
members of the pharaoh’s family from 
place to place. Other ships transported 
crops, animals, gold, heavy blocks of stone 
for the pharaoh’s latest building project, 
and other goods from city to city. Barges 
made from cedarwood carried the 
heaviest cargo and were moved forward 
by teams of strong rowers. (When sailing 
upstream—that is, south—the boats could 

catch the strong winds with their sails.) 

Smaller fishing boats, different types of 

canoes, and larger sailing ships also dotted 

the river at all times. The men on the 

boats caught fish with nets and water-

birds with spears.                           –A.D.

▼ Fisherman in a papyrus boat on Lake Tana, Ethiopia
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The Source of Egypt’s Power
Rivers shaped the history of both Mesopotamia and Egypt. For these two desert 

areas, the rivers provided much-needed water for what otherwise would have been 
nothing more than hot, dry land. In Mesopotamia, the Tigris and the Euphrates 
were the source of the water that fl wed through the irrigation canals to the fi lds. 
The Egyptians, however, did not need to do as much backbreaking work of digging 
long canals to carry water to their crops. It is true that if they traveled very far away 
from the banks of the Nile River, the land became hot, dry, and sandy. Alongside the 
river, though, the soil was black and rich, and their fi lds of wheat and barley waved 
tall and golden. How was this possible?

The Greek historian Herodotus called Egypt “the gift f the Nile” because without 
the Nile River, there would have been no land of Egypt. The Nile provided the Egyp-
tians with two important gifts: (1) egular times of fl oding when the river spilled 
over to nourish their crops and (2) a natural defense against invading armies.

Bronze Age ca. 3000–1200 BC

3200 BC 2700 BC 2150 BC 1650 BC2050 BC

Egyptian Archaic Period
 ca. 3200–2700 BC

Old Kingdom (and fi rst golden age)
 ca. 2700–2150 BC

First Intermediate 
Period
 ca. 2150–2050 BC

Second Intermediate 
Period
 ca. 1650–1550 BC

Middle Kingdom
 ca. 2050–1650 BC

First Dynasty 
ca. 3200–2900 BC

Second Dynasty 
ca. 2900–2700 BC

Third Dynasty 
ca. 2700–2600 BC

Fourth Dynasty 
ca. 2600–2500 BC

Fifth Dynasty 
ca. 2500–2350 BC

Sixth Dynasty 
ca. 2350–2150 BC

Seventh–Tenth Dynasties 
ca. 2150 BC–2100 BC

Eleventh Dynasty 
ca. 2100–2000 BC

Twelfth Dynasty 
ca. 2000–1800 BC

     ca. 1991–1962 BC 
Amunhemhet I rules

     ca. 2589–2566 BC 
• Khufu rules
•  Earliest papyrus 

records found

     ca. 2580–2560 BC 
Great Pyramid built

     ca. 2560–2530 BC 
Great Sphinx built

     ca. 3200 BC 
Egypt united and First 
Dynasty begins

     ca. 2022 BC 
•  Mentuhotep II unites Egypt again
•  Thebes becomes capital

ca. 2630–2611 BC
Djoser rules

ca. 2613–2589 BC
Snefru rules

ca. 2600 BC
Meidum, Bent, and Red Pyramids built

ca. 2150 BC
Egypt divided again; 

Nile fl oods drop
ca. 2061–2010 BC
Mentuhotep II rules

◀ Egyptian carving 
of a baboon, dating 
from the time of 
Narmer

▶ These hieroglyphics 
are part of a king list 
found in a temple in 

Abydos, Egypt.
▼ The Meidum Pyramid

▶ Statue of Djoser

◀ Sandstone carving of Mentuhotep II, ca. 2055–2004 BC

◀ Egyptian farmers,
    carved ca. Twelfth 
        Dynasty

▼ A carving showing Amunhemhet I before several 
Egyptian gods

◀ Tomb artwork 
of Amunhemhet

▶ Rowing boats on the  
Nile River
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A Trip down the Nile River1

Before we talk about these two important gifts f 
the Nile, let’s go back in time and take a trip down 
the river, from its source to the place where it enters 
the Mediterranean Sea. Our boat adventure begins 
high in the African mountains at Lake Victoria, 
where the White Nile River fl ws out of the lake 
and starts its long trip downstream and to the north. 
(Remember, the Nile River fl ws downstream from 
south to north.) At the beginning of our trip, the 
White Nile River runs through mountain forests. As we travel north, these tall trees 
disappear and instead we see smaller trees and shrubs. After about 1,100 miles, the 
White Nile meets the Blue Nile River, which fl ws out of Lake Tana in Ethiopia. 
Near the city of Khartoum, the capital of modern-day Sudan, these two rivers come 
together to create the Nile River, which continues fl wing all the way to the Medi-
terranean Sea.

Six times along our journey down the Nile we need to interrupt our boat trip 
because the river tumbles over cataracts,◆ steep rapids or waterfalls in a river. It 
is impossible for boats to travel over these waterfalls, so we have to pull the boats 
to shore and carry them as we travel by land until it’s safe to get back in the water. 
Alongside these cataracts, cliffs ade of granite and other hard rocks border the 

1.  Unless otherwise noted, information in this chapter about the geography of the Nile River was taken from 
the following sources: New World Encyclopedia, “Nile River,” last updated December 4, 2018, http://capress 
.link/tch1a1101; Ancient Egypt Online, “The Nile River in Ancient Egypt,” accessed May 28, 2019, http://
capress.link/tch1a1102; Chad Brand, Eric Mitchell, and Holman Reference Editorial Staff, eds., Holman 
Illustrated Bible Dictionary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 2003), 1191–1192; and Thomas V. 
Brisco, ed., Holman Bible Atlas: A Complete Guide to the Expansive Geography of Biblical History (Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman Reference, 1998), 7–8.

 To the Source:
cataract from the Latin cat-
aracta, meaning “waterfall,” 
from the Greek katarraktes, 
meaning “downrush”

Bronze Age ca. 3000–1200 BC

3200 BC 2700 BC 2150 BC 1650 BC2050 BC

Egyptian Archaic Period
 ca. 3200–2700 BC

Old Kingdom (and fi rst golden age)
 ca. 2700–2150 BC

First Intermediate 
Period
 ca. 2150–2050 BC

Second Intermediate 
Period
 ca. 1650–1550 BC

Middle Kingdom
 ca. 2050–1650 BC

First Dynasty 
ca. 3200–2900 BC

Second Dynasty 
ca. 2900–2700 BC

Third Dynasty 
ca. 2700–2600 BC

Fourth Dynasty 
ca. 2600–2500 BC

Fifth Dynasty 
ca. 2500–2350 BC

Sixth Dynasty 
ca. 2350–2150 BC

Seventh–Tenth Dynasties 
ca. 2150 BC–2100 BC

Eleventh Dynasty 
ca. 2100–2000 BC

Twelfth Dynasty 
ca. 2000–1800 BC

     ca. 1991–1962 BC 
Amunhemhet I rules

     ca. 2589–2566 BC 
• Khufu rules
•  Earliest papyrus 

records found

     ca. 2580–2560 BC 
Great Pyramid built

     ca. 2560–2530 BC 
Great Sphinx built

     ca. 3200 BC 
Egypt united and First 
Dynasty begins

     ca. 2022 BC 
•  Mentuhotep II unites Egypt again
•  Thebes becomes capital

ca. 2630–2611 BC
Djoser rules

ca. 2613–2589 BC
Snefru rules

ca. 2600 BC
Meidum, Bent, and Red Pyramids built

ca. 2150 BC
Egypt divided again; 

Nile fl oods drop
ca. 2061–2010 BC
Mentuhotep II rules

◀ Egyptian carving 
of a baboon, dating 
from the time of 
Narmer

▶ These hieroglyphics 
are part of a king list 
found in a temple in 

Abydos, Egypt.
▼ The Meidum Pyramid

▶ Statue of Djoser

◀ Sandstone carving of Mentuhotep II, ca. 2055–2004 BC

◀ Egyptian farmers,
    carved ca. Twelfth 
        Dynasty

▼ A carving showing Amunhemhet I before several 
Egyptian gods

◀ Tomb artwork 
of Amunhemhet

▲ Cataract in the Nile River
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river. In some places, these rock cliffs dge close 
to the riverbanks. At other points, the cliffs re 
farther back from the river, leaving well-watered 
black soil along the riverbank. The Egyptians grew 
their crops in these fertile spots. High above the 
fi lds, at the top of the cliffs nd stretching far into 
the west, lies the harsh Sahara Desert, where few 
Egyptians dared to go. The Sahara is 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.

Once we pass the last of the waterfalls, the land 
along the Nile becomes flat and the calmer river is 
now good for transportation. Sailing downstream, 
our boat is moved along quickly by the strong 
current. If we needed to turn around and sail back 
upriver, our boat’s sails would fill with the brisk 
winds that often blow in the opposite direction 
of the river’s current. If we needed to sail upriver 
when the winds were not blowing, teams of strong 
men would have to walk along the shore and pull 
the boats up the river with long ropes.

As we fl at along the river, we see many hippo-
potamuses, black rhinoceroses, and crocodiles. 
The Nile is also home to thirty different kinds of 
snakes, many of which are poisonous. Yes, the Nile 
could be a dangerous place at times!

Shrubs and short trees line the shore, and papy-
rus plants grow everywhere in the water. Papyrus 
is a reed from which the Egyptians made a paper-
like material they used for writing. Th s early form 
of paper was also called papyrus. The Egyptians 
used the papyrus reeds to make other things as 
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hite Nile River
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well, such as sandals, rope, and even boats! In fact, if we are traveling on the 
Nile like most Egyptians, our small boat is made from giant papyrus reeds tied 
together very tightly to keep out the water. Because the reeds of the papyrus 
plant are hollow, they fl at well. One of our party stands in the boat and moves 
it forward by using a long pole to push and steer the boat along.2

If, on the other hand, we are traveling in style like the pharaohs, or if we 
are merchants moving goods up and down the river, then our boat would be 
built out of wood. The wooden planks might come from acacia trees, which 
grow locally, or from cedar trees, which grow in the faraway land of Phoenicia 
(modern-day Lebanon, Syria, and northern Israel). Such a wooden boat might 
be more than 100 feet long!3

About 100 miles from the Mediterranean Sea, the Nile River fans out into 
many branches that create a delta. A delta◆ is a fertile piece of land, usually 
shaped like a triangle, at the mouth of a river where the river spreads out into 
many smaller streams. (The mouth of a river is the part where it fl ws into 
another river or body of water.) Because of all these streams running through 
the delta, this area of land is also a good place for growing crops. Many red 

lotus plants grow here, and the delta is home to many 
types of waterbirds. There are also several large cities in 
the delta, including Giza, Heracleopolis, and Rosetta.

Finally, our long trip of more than 4,000 miles ends 
when the Nile fl ws into the great Mediterranean Sea.

The Importance of the Nile River
Mesopotamia lay between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers in the Fertile 

Crescent, a location that made it hard for the people to protect themselves from 
enemy invasions. Foreign armies could attack them from the north, the west, and 
the east, and indeed this did happen over the many centuries. Th s is just one of the 
reasons why control of Mesopotamia kept switching back and forth between times 
when there was one ruler over all of Mesopotamia and times when the city-states 
ruled themselves.

In contrast, because Egypt hugged the Nile River and only had water on one 
side, it was easier for the Egyptian ruler to keep his kingdom safe. Thi k of it this 
way: If there were only one road into your town, it would be easy to control who 
drove in and who drove out of town. The Nile River was like that one road, a river 
super-highway that ran the length of the land of Egypt.4 The Nile also made it easy 
for the Egyptians to move large numbers of soldiers and weapons to exactly where 
they were needed for protection. On the east and west sides of Egypt, the deserts 
made it hard to invade Egypt from the outside. Because Egypt was easier to defend, 
it had fewer problems with invasions from outside armies in its early history than 
Mesopotamia did.

2.  Bob Brier and Hoyt Hobbs, Ancient Egypt: Everyday Life in the Land of the Nile, Everyday Life (New York: 
Sterling Publishing, 2009), 232.

3.  Brier and Hobbs, Ancient Egypt: Everyday Life, 233–235.
4.  Parragon Books Ltd., Ancient Egypt: Civilizations of the Nile Valley from Pharaohs to Farmers (New York: 

Parragon Books Ltd., 2014), 60–63.

 To the Source:
delta from the triangular 
Greek letter D, delta

 The Bible: The 
Land of Goshen
The Land of Goshen men-
tioned in the Old Testament 
was the area where Jacob 
settled with his family. Gos-
hen lies at the tip of the Nile 
River delta. This was a good, 
fertile place for the Hebrew 
people to live.

▼ Illustration of papyrus plants

◀ Lotus fl wers
▲ Ancient Egyptian papyrus 
paper
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As you learned in the last chapter, in addition to protecting Egypt from enemy 
invaders, the Nile was also the source of Egypt’s agricultural plenty. Every year from 
June to September, when the snow from the mountains upstream melted and the 
heavy summer rains came, the river’s water level would rise higher and higher until 
it overfl wed its banks. On both sides of the river, water spilled over the land. The 
fl odwaters churned up the rich, fertile silt, or nutritious dirt that lies along the 
river bottom, and washed it over the farmland. When the water levels returned to 
normal, this silt was left ehind, providing plenty of nutrients and minerals for the 
crops. At fi st, the Egyptians might have thought that the fl ods were a disaster, but 
soon they learned to predict when the fl ods would arrive. In fact, they knew that 
it would be a disaster for their crops if the Nile River did not fl od! To prepare for 
the yearly fl ods they built their houses out of reach of the fl odwaters and planted 
crops in the fl od area so that they could use the fl odwaters to help their fi lds 
grow. Typically, because of these rich farmlands, the Egyptians had the best harvests 
of any ancient land!

 The Gods  
of the Nile
The Egyptians believed the 
god Hapi took care of the 
Nile River and made sure 
it flooded egularly. Hapi 
was also called “the lord of 
the fishes and bi ds of the 
marshes” and the “maker of 
barley and wheat.” He was 
worshipped all over Egypt, 
and statues of him have 
been found in the temples 
of many other Egyptian 
gods, but archaeologists 
have not found any temples 
dedicated just to Hapi.

According to another 
Egyptian story, the Egyp-
tians believed that the god-
dess Isis was so sad when 
her husband, Osiris, died 
that every year she cried 
tears of sorrow into the Nile 
River. She was said to cry 
so many tears that the Nile 
overfl wed and flooded the
land.

 Great Rivers
Can you think of any other 
great rivers in the world? You might be wondering if the Nile 

River still floods today. The answer is no! 

Even though the floods were helpful for 

growing crops, the Egyptians eventually 

decided they wanted to have better 

control of the river. In the 1960s, they 

constructed a large dam, called the 

Aswan High Dam, to collect and hold 

the floodwaters. The Aswan High Dam 

was completed in 1970 and cost $1 billion 

dollars to build! Now they can release 

the stored floodwaters from the dam 

anytime they need to for irrigation. The 

dam also produces electrical power that 

benefits the Egyptian people. But there 

is one bad thing about this dam. Because 

the water is not flooding the land regu-

larly anymore, the rich silt gathers in the 

lake created by the dam. Since the silt is 

no longer spread all over the farmlands, 

the land does not produce as many 

crops as it once did. 
—A.D.

▼ Part of the Aswan High Dam

▲ The Nile River during a time of fl oding
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Talk It Over
You’ve learned about how the Nile River was a gift o Egypt. Can you think of some ways that Egypt was a 

gift o the rest of the world?

Practice the Facts
Complete each of the following sentences by filling in the blanks with the missing letters.

1. The two rivers of Mesopotamia are the Tigris and the E ___ P H ___  ___ T ___ S.

2. Egypt was often called the “G ___  ___  ___ of the Nile.”

3. Egypt had the greatest harvests of any ancient land because the Nile fl oded regularly every Y ___  ___  ___.

4. Some ancient Egyptian boats were made from P ___  ___  ___  ___  ___  ___ reeds.

5.  The Nile was the main form of  T R ___  ___  ___  P O ___  T ___  T ___  O N to carry goods and people 
throughout the kingdom.

Write It Down
Write down three or four reasons why the Nile River was so important to Egypt. (Be sure to use complete 

sentences!)

6.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

7.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

8.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

9.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

What Happens Next?
Pretend you are the Nile River. Can you describe your journey from Lake Victoria to the Mediterranean 

Sea? What happens when you fl w through the land of Egypt? Unscramble the words to help tell your story.

I am the Nile River. I begin high in the mountains of central _____________________ and go to the  
                RACFIA 
Mediterranean Sea. The _____________________ Nile River fl ws from Lake Victoria and joins with 
           THIWE 
the _____________________ Nile River to create me, the main Nile River. Along my river route are six  
   UBEL 
_____________________, or waterfalls. Close to the sea, I branch out into a _____________________,  
 TARCTASCA            LETAD 
or piece of fertile land where there are many smaller streams. Every spring, the melting  
_____________________ from the mountains and the heavy summer _____________________ cause  
          WONS           SINAR 
me to _____________________ the land. Then the _____________________ grow well. My swift 
     OLDOF           PROCS 
_____________________ helps boats go downstream to the sea, and strong _____________________  
     TRENCUR                DWISN 
move boats back upstream.
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Know the Reason Why
Complete each of the following sentences.

1. It was good that the Nile River fl oded every 

year because ___________________________

____________________________________.

2. Having only one river made it easier for the 

Egyptians to defend their kingdom because  

_____________________________________

___________________.

3. For the ancient Egyptians, “up” was _________

_____________________________________ 

and “down” was ________________________

_____________________________________

_____________. 

Find It on the Map
The Nile River

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

1. White Nile River 2. Blue Nile River 

3. Lake Victoria (the origin of the White Nile River) 
4. Lake Tana (the origin of the Blue Nile River) 
5.  Khartoum, Sudan (the place where the two Nile 

River branches meet) 
6. Sahara Desert 7. Nile River delta
8. Memphis 9. Giza 10. Mediterranean Sea

Red Sea
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Think About It
We know that the Nile gave Egypt great gifts. an you think of other important gifts hat come from 

nature? Where do we see some of these gifts f nature being used today for nations’ prosperity? Write down 
some of your ideas. (Be sure to use complete sentences!)

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Make It Yourself
Try your hand at making papyrus paper!

Supply List
• Several sheets of printer paper or paper bags
• 1/2 cup craft lue
• 1/2 cup water
• Mixing bowl
• Paper towels or pieces of newspaper to protect the workspace
• Optional: A rolling pin or stone

Instructions
1. Cut several sheets of printer paper or paper bags into long strips, each about 1/2 inch wide.
2. Mix 1/2 cup of craft lue and 1/2 cup of water in a bowl. The mixture should be runny.
3. Cover your workspace with paper towels or pieces of newspaper. Dip the paper strips into the glue mix-

ture, then lay half of them vertically along the paper towel or newspaper. Make sure the edges of each 
strip overlap.

4. Lay the remaining paper strips horizontally across the vertical strips, again making sure that the edges 
overlap.

5. Use your fi gers, a rolling pin, or a stone to fi mly press all of the strips flat and remove any air bubbles 
or blobs of glue.

6. Let your homemade papyrus paper air dry for about 8 hours. Once it is completely dry, you should be 
able to peel away the paper towels or newspaper backing.

7. Write messages in hieroglyphics for your teacher, friends, and family! See page 193 for a Hieroglyphic 
English Alphabet chart.
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Bonus Activities
Can You Recall?

Use the following clues to fill in the crossword puzzle with the correct vocabulary words.

Across
4.  Coming from, related to, or being a god

5.  The northern part of Egypt that was down-
stream on the Nile River

6.  The double crown of ancient Egypt

8. Steep rapids or waterfalls in a river

11.  A reed from which the Egyptians made a paper-
like material, sandals, boats, and other things

12.  One of the pharaohs who helped unite Upper 
and Lower Egypt into one kingdom

Down
1.  The branch of the Nile River that begins in the 

African mountains at Lake Victoria

2.  The branch of the Nile River that begins at Lake 
Tana in Ethiopia

3.  A fertile piece of land, usually shaped like a tri-
angle, at the mouth of a river

7.  The largest desert in the world, covering about 
3.5 million miles

9.  A mythical creature with a lion body and a 
human head

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

1 2
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5

6 7

8 9 10

11

12
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Chapter 6 Quiz
Which Is Which?

Underline all of the following phrases that contain facts about Ur-Nammu. Circle all of the phrases that 
contain facts about Hammurabi.

Can You Recall?
On the line provided, write the correct name to complete each of the following sentences.

Amorite • Ur III • Akkadian • Semitic • Babylon • Kassite 

1. We are the Hittites. We conquered the city of ______________________ but did not stay long.

2. We are the Gutians. We conquered part of Mesopotamia after the ______________________ Empire.

3. We are the Elamites. We conquered some city-states, including Ur, after the ______________________ 

______________________ Empire ended.

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

1. Historians believe the Gutians were unsuccessful at establishing a stable new kingdom because they 

________.

a. did not build their own temples, government buildings, and monuments

b. built their houses from stone

2. We know that Ur-Nammu built his empire differently than Sargon did because he ________.

a. boasted about fi hting each city-state until they gave up and surrendered

b. described uniting the city-states mostly through peaceful discussions

3. We know that Hammurabi liked being a powerful ruler because he ________.

a. conquered more and more city-states

b. built a high palace for himself

4. We know that Hammurabi was a just but strict ruler because he ________.

a. killed everyone who rebelled

b. wrote a law code listing 282 laws and their punishments

1. Worshipped Marduk as the most important god
2. Founded the Ur III Empire
3. Wrote a famous law code consisting of 282 laws
4. Created (with his son) the earliest surviving law code
5. Built a magnifice t palace and new irrigation canals

6. Built a great ziggurat dedicated to the god 
Nanna

7. Tried to unite the city-states through  
discussions and treaties

8. Spoke a Semitic language
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Chapter 7 Quiz
What Does It Mean?

On the line provided, write the letter of the correct defin tion beside each vocabulary word.  
(Hint: Several of them are review words!)

______ 1. Patron god A. The group of gods and goddesses that a polytheist culture believes  
in and worships

______ 2. Deity B. Having to do with the heavenly bodies (the stars, planets, etc.)
______ 3. Chief god C. Another word for a god or goddess
______ 4. Pantheon D. A person who worships more than one god
______ 5. Celestial E. A culture’s most powerful god who rules over all the other gods  

and goddesses as their head or king
______ 6. Polytheist F. A god chosen by the people to serve as the special protector or  

guardian of their city

Can You Recall?
Can you remember which deity belongs to which group? Write the name of each god or goddess on the 

lines below their correct group. Use the word bank if you cannot remember the names of the Mesopotamian 
deities (or how to spell them).

Inanna/Ishtar • Enki • Ashur • Utu • Enlil • Marduk • Nanna 

Double T r ouble Celes ti al T hr ee Political T wo

______________________ ______________________ ______________________

______________________ ______________________ ______________________

______________________

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

1. All of the Mesopotamian gods had equal power. T F

2. The Mesopotamians believed their gods acted like humans in some ways. T F

3. It is not important to study the religion of a culture. T F

4. Many myths and legends were written about these seven deities. T F

5. In Mesopotamia, the sun god was the most important god in the pantheon. T F

6. Eventually Marduk became the most important Mesopotamian god. T F
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Chapter 8 Quiz
What Does It Mean?

On the line provided, write the letter of the correct defin tion beside each vocabulary word.

______ 1. Epic A. A story written to try to explain a belief, such as creation, or a natural 
event, such as the sun’s rising or a fl od

______ 2. Legend B. All of the written works of a civilization, such as books, poems, and 
legends, that are considered to be important and/or well written

______ 3. Nonfi tion C. A story handed down from the past that is part history and part fi tion
______ 4. Literature D. Stories created from a person’s imagination
______ 5. Fiction E. A long poem that tells a story, usually about the adventures and deeds 

of a well-known hero (either historical or legendary)
______ 6. Myth F. Writings based on fact, often about real events and real people

Who Am I?
Complete each of the following sentences by filling in the blank with the correct name or vocabulary word 

from the word bank.

Gilgamesh • Shamhat • demigod • Humbaba • Enkidu

1. I am someone who is believed to be part god and part human. _____________________

2. I am part human and part beast, and Gilgamesh’s legendary rival who then became his friend. 

_____________________

3. I am the woman who befriended Enkidu and taught him how to speak and act like a human. 

_____________________

4. I am the king who demanded that his people build a high wall around Uruk. _____________________

5. I am the ferocious guardian of the forest creatures who was defeated by Gilgamesh and Enkidu. 

_____________________

Write It Down
Write down three things you learned about Hammurabi in this unit. (Be sure to use complete sentences!)

1.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

2.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

3.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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Chapter 10 Quiz
What Are the Facts?

Complete each of the following sentences by circling the correct answer.

1. Upper and Lower Egypt were united into one kingdom at the beginning of the Egyptian ________.

Archaic Period    Old Kingdom

2. ________ was the legendary pharaoh once believed to have united the land of Egypt.

Djoser    Menes

3. The pharaohs could predict how much water would be in the Nile’s yearly fl ods because the pharaohs 

________.

had divine powers   carefully studied the river

4. A pharaoh’s daily responsibilities usually included ________.

keeping many different offi als happy    ruling with unlimited power

Who/What Am I?
Complete each of the following sentences by writing the correct name in the blank.

1. I am one of the rulers who united Upper and Lower Egypt. _____________________

2. I am the mighty river that shaped Egypt into a powerful kingdom. _____________________

3. I am the title for a king of Egypt. _____________________

4. I am the fi st capital city of Egypt. _____________________

Can You Recall?
Complete each of the following sentences by filling in the blank(s).

1. Before the Egyptian Archaic Period, Egypt had _____________________ king(s).

2. The red crown of Lower Egypt and the white crown of Upper Egypt were combined to create a double 

crown, called the _____________________.

3. Th  _____________________  _____________________ ruled Egypt for about 300 years.

4. A time in Egyptian history when Egypt was politically divided or ruled by foreigners is called an 

_____________________ period.

5. The writing system of the ancient Egyptians, called hieroglyphics, was created from 

_____________________ and symbols.
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Chapter 11 Quiz
What Are the Facts?

Complete each of the following sentences by crossing out the incorrect word(s).

1. The southern part of Egypt was (upstream / downstream) on the Nile River and called  

(Lower / Upper) Egypt.

2. The Egyptians called their country “(the Two Lands / the Land Between the Rivers).”

3. The (Blue Nile / White Nile) River fl ws out of Lake Victoria in the African mountains and joins with the 

(Blue Nile / White Nile) River in Sudan to create the Nile River.

4. (Cataracts / canals) are steep rapids or waterfalls in a river.

5. The reed from which the Egyptians made a paperlike material, along with sandals, rope, boats, and other 

things, is called (papyrus / hieroglyphics).

Make the Connection
Complete each of the following sentences by circling the correct answer.

1. Egypt is primarily a ________ land.

green and fertile    desert

2. The Nile River made Egypt ________ than Mesopotamia.
easier to defend    harder to defend

3. Because of the Nile’s yearly fl ods, the Egyptians had the ________ of any ancient land.

swiftest river boats    largest harvests

4. The way the Egyptians viewed their world was based upon ________.

north/south compass points   the direction the Nile River fl wed

5. Just before the Nile River meets the Mediterranean Sea, the river separates into many streams, creating a 

________.
delta    large waterfall

What If . . .
Pretend you are on a papyrus boat sailing down the Nile River. List four things you might see during your 

journey.

1.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

2.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

3.  ___________________________________________________________________________________

4.  ___________________________________________________________________________________
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Appendix E: Time Lines

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

Bronze Age ca. 3000–1200 BC

3200 BC 2700 BC 2150 BC 1650 BC2050 BC

Egyptian Archaic Period
 ca. 3200–2700 BC

Old Kingdom (and fi rst golden age)
 ca. 2700–2150 BC

First Intermediate 
Period
 ca. 2150–2050 BC

Second Intermediate 
Period
 ca. 1650–1550 BC

Middle Kingdom
 ca. 2050–1650 BC

First Dynasty 
ca. 3200–2900 BC

Second Dynasty 
ca. 2900–2700 BC

Third Dynasty 
ca. 2700–2600 BC

Fourth Dynasty 
ca. 2600–2500 BC

Fifth Dynasty 
ca. 2500–2350 BC

Sixth Dynasty 
ca. 2350–2150 BC

Seventh–Tenth Dynasties 
ca. 2150 BC–2100 BC

Eleventh Dynasty 
ca. 2100–2000 BC

Twelfth Dynasty 
ca. 2000–1800 BC

     ca. 1991–1962 BC 
Amunhemhet I rules

     ca. 2589–2566 BC 
• Khufu rules
•  Earliest papyrus 

records found

     ca. 2580–2560 BC 
Great Pyramid built

     ca. 2560–2530 BC 
Great Sphinx built

     ca. 3200 BC 
Egypt united and First 
Dynasty begins

     ca. 2022 BC 
•  Mentuhotep II unites Egypt again
•  Thebes becomes capital

ca. 2630–2611 BC
Djoser rules

ca. 2613–2589 BC
Snefru rules

ca. 2600 BC
Meidum, Bent, and Red Pyramids built

ca. 2150 BC
Egypt divided again; 

Nile fl oods drop
ca. 2061–2010 BC
Mentuhotep II rules

◀ Egyptian carving 
of a baboon, dating 
from the time of 
Narmer

▶ These hieroglyphics 
are part of a king list 
found in a temple in 

Abydos, Egypt.
▼ The Meidum Pyramid

▶ Statue of Djoser

◀ Sandstone carving of Mentuhotep II, ca. 2055–2004 BC

◀ Egyptian farmers,
    carved ca. Twelfth 
        Dynasty

▼ A carving showing Amunhemhet I before several 
Egyptian gods

◀ Tomb artwork 
of Amunhemhet

 UNIT I TIMELINE

 UNIT II TIMELINE
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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

Bronze Age ca. 3000–1200 BC

3200 BC 2700 BC 2150 BC 1650 BC2050 BC

Egyptian Archaic Period
 ca. 3200–2700 BC

Old Kingdom (and fi rst golden age)
 ca. 2700–2150 BC

First Intermediate 
Period
 ca. 2150–2050 BC

Second Intermediate 
Period
 ca. 1650–1550 BC

Middle Kingdom
 ca. 2050–1650 BC

First Dynasty 
ca. 3200–2900 BC

Second Dynasty 
ca. 2900–2700 BC

Third Dynasty 
ca. 2700–2600 BC

Fourth Dynasty 
ca. 2600–2500 BC

Fifth Dynasty 
ca. 2500–2350 BC

Sixth Dynasty 
ca. 2350–2150 BC

Seventh–Tenth Dynasties 
ca. 2150 BC–2100 BC

Eleventh Dynasty 
ca. 2100–2000 BC

Twelfth Dynasty 
ca. 2000–1800 BC

     ca. 1991–1962 BC 
Amunhemhet I rules

     ca. 2589–2566 BC 
• Khufu rules
•  Earliest papyrus 

records found

     ca. 2580–2560 BC 
Great Pyramid built

     ca. 2560–2530 BC 
Great Sphinx built

     ca. 3200 BC 
Egypt united and First 
Dynasty begins

     ca. 2022 BC 
•  Mentuhotep II unites Egypt again
•  Thebes becomes capital

ca. 2630–2611 BC
Djoser rules

ca. 2613–2589 BC
Snefru rules

ca. 2600 BC
Meidum, Bent, and Red Pyramids built

ca. 2150 BC
Egypt divided again; 

Nile fl oods drop
ca. 2061–2010 BC
Mentuhotep II rules

◀ Egyptian carving 
of a baboon, dating 
from the time of 
Narmer

▶ These hieroglyphics 
are part of a king list 
found in a temple in 

Abydos, Egypt.
▼ The Meidum Pyramid

▶ Statue of Djoser

◀ Sandstone carving of Mentuhotep II, ca. 2055–2004 BC

◀ Egyptian farmers,
    carved ca. Twelfth 
        Dynasty

▼ A carving showing Amunhemhet I before several 
Egyptian gods

◀ Tomb artwork 
of Amunhemhet

279





Appendix F: Timetables
How to Understand a Timetable

A timetable is an important tool to help us put the events of history in the proper order. While a time line 
gives us a linear view of when events took place and how history progressed, a timetable helps us to know 
what was happening in other parts of the world at the same time, giving us a bigger and clearer picture of 
world history.

It might at fi st look hard to read a timetable, but it is actually not too difficult. Thi k of a timetable as a 
time line but with time running down the page instead of across it. Since we can list many more important 
dates and events going down the page than we can across the page, a timetable also lets us fit more infor-
mation into a smaller space. Th s means you can better see how the pieces fit together and how the periods 
overlap. Like the time lines, the master timetables also give you other pieces of key information, such as 
important cities, noteworthy rulers, and one or two other major facts.

Ancient Mesopotamia Timetable
Unit I M a ster T imet able: A ncient M eso pot amia

Key Dat a
Per io d

Dates
Cap it al/M a jo r 
Cities

Impor t ant  
Rulers Impor t ant F a ct s

Sumerian Archaic 
Period

ca. 3200–2350 BC Ur, Uruk, Kish Gilgamesh • Rivalry between city-states 
• First ziggurats 
• Cuneiform symbols

Akkadian Empire ca. 2350–2200 BC Akkad Sargon First great empire
Gutian Invasion ca. 2200 N/A N/A N/A
Ur III Empire ca. 2100–2000 BC Ur Ur-Nammu Sumerian culture makes a comeback
Interregnum ca. 2000–1800 BC N/A N/A City-states rule themselves (again)
Old Babylonian Period ca. 1800–1600 BC Babylon Hammurabi • Rise of Babylon 

• Code of Hammurabi

Ancient Egypt Timetable
Unit II M a ster T imet able: A ncient E gyp t

Key Dat a
Per io d Dates Impor t ant F a ct s
Egyptian Archaic Period ca. 3200–2700 BC • Early dynasties 

•  Upper and Lower Egypt united
Old Kingdom Period ca. 2700–2150 BC • First golden age of Egyptian civilization 

• Building of the Great Pyramids
First Intermediate Period ca. 2150–2050 BC • Egypt divided with more than one ruler 

• Powerful nomarchs and weak pharaohs
Middle Kingdom ca. 2050–1650 BC • Egypt reunited  

• Second golden age
Second Intermediate Period ca. 1650–1500 BC Hyksos invasion
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The Big Picture
Th s view shows you both unit timetables side by side so that you can see how the dates of these two great 

ancient kingdoms overlap.
Unit I M a ster T imet able:  

Ancient M eso pot amia

Per io d

Key Dat a

Dates

Cap it al/
Ma jo r 
Cities

Impor t ant  
Rulers Impor t ant F a ct s

Sumerian 
Archaic 
Period

ca. 
3200–
2350 BC

Ur, Uruk, 
Kish

Gilgamesh •  Rivalry between 
city-states

•  First ziggurats
•  Cuneiform sym-

bols
Akkadian 
Empire

ca. 
2350–
2200 BC

Akkad Sargon First great empire

Gutian 
Invasion

ca. 2200 N/A N/A N/A

Ur III 
Empire

ca. 
2100–
2000 BC

Ur Ur-Nammu Sumerian culture 
makes a comeback

Interreg-
num

ca. 
2000–
1800 BC

N/A N/A City-states rule 
themselves (again)

Old Bab-
ylonian 
Period

ca. 
1800–
1600 BC

Babylon Hammu-
rabi

•  Rise of Babylon
•  Code of Hammu-

rabi

Unit II M a ster T imet able:  
Ancient E gyp t

 
Per io d 

Key Dat a
 
 
Dates

 
Impor t ant  
Fa c t s

Egyptian Archaic 
Period

ca. 3200–
2700 BC

• Early dynasties
•  Upper and Lower Egypt 

united

Old Kingdom 
Period

ca. 2700–
2150 BC

•  First golden age of  
Egyptian civilization

•  Building of the Great 
Pyramids

First Intermediate 
Period

ca. 2150–
2050 BC

•  Egypt divided with more 
than one ruler

•  Powerful nomarchs and 
weak pharaohs

Middle Kingdom ca. 2050–
1650 BC

• Egypt reunited 
• Second golden age

Second Interme-
diate Period

ca. 1650–
1500 BC

Hyksos invasion
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Appendix G: Reference Archive
Unit I: Ancient Mesopotamia

Pol ytheis m vers us M ono theis m

Pol ytheis m Mono theis m
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 en-
tire 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.

Step P yramids vers us Tr ue P yramids

Step P yramids Tr ue P yramids
What did the sides 
look like?

Smaller platforms on top of larger platforms, 
with stairs from platform to platform

Smooth, slanted sides

Where were they 
built?

Mesopotamia, Mexico, South America, Central 
America, and southeast Asia

Egypt

For what purpose 
were they built?

Platforms for temples for the gods Tombs for the kings

Of what material were 
they built?

Clay bricks Stone

The B ig P ictur e o f A ncient M eso pot amia

Dat e Empir e Name
Type o f  
Gover nment Main L angu a ge

ca. 3200–2350 BC Sumerian Archaic 
Period

Many city-states ruling themselves 
and sometimes fi hting

Sumerian

ca. 2350–2200 BC Akkadian Empire Empire founded by Sargon the Great Semitic (Akkadian)
ca. 2200–2100 BC Gutian invasion
ca. 2100–2000 BC Ur III Empire Empire founded by Ur-Nammu Sumerian
ca. 2000–1800 BC Interregnum Many city-states ruling themselves Sumerian and  

Semitic (Akkadian)
ca. 1800–1600 BC Old Babylonian 

Period
Empire founded by Hammurabi Semitic (Akkadian)

Who R uled M eso pot amia?
The Sumerians . . . then the Akkadians . . . then the Gutians . . . then the Sumerians

(City-states) 
ca. 3200–2350 BC

(Akkadian Empire) 
ca. 2350–2200 BC

 
ca. 2200 BC–2100 BC

(Ur III Empire) 
ca. 2100–2000 BC
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REFERENCE ARCHIVE

The M eso pot amian Pantheo n

Gro up God /Godde ss Deit y o f . . . Patr on Cit y

Double 
Trouble

Enlil • Air and storms 
• Mesopotamian chief god Nippur

Enki Water and wisdom Eridu

Celestial 
Three

Nanna Th  moon Ur

Inanna/Ishtar Love, war, and the evening/
morning star (Venus) Uruk, Akkad

Utu The sun, justice, and truth Sippar, Larsa

Political 
Two

Marduk • Magic 
• Babylonian chief god Babylon

Ashur • War 
• Assyrian chief god Assur (Assyria)

Legends vers us Myths 1

The following are some differences between legends and myths.

Legends Myths
1.  Based on historical fact, but parts of the story are 

make-believe or become exaggerated as people repeat 
the story over and over

1.  Not always based on historical fact

2.  Tells the details of a historical event or actions of a 
historical figu e, though the details often change as the 
legend is passed from one person to the next, and often 
teaches virtues, such as trust, bravery, and loyalty

2.  Answers or explains deep questions or be-
liefs, such as how the world began or the 
nature of life and death, or natural events, 
such as the sun’s rising or a fl od

3.  Some evidence that parts of the legend are true and  
really happened

3.  Usually no evidence that any part of the 
myth is true and really happened

4.  At least one of the heroes is an actual person who really 
lived

4.  The heroes are make-believe people, 
animals who act like people, or gods and 
goddesses or demigods.

5.  Famous examples: Davy Crockett, King Arthur, and  
Helen of Troy

5.  Famous examples: the stories of Greek 
mythology (Poseidon, Zeus, etc.) and the 
tales of Norse mythology (Thor)
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Unit II: Ancient Egypt
A Compar iso n o f E gyp t and M eso pot amia

Egyp t Meso pot amia
Important river(s) The Nile The Tigris and the Euphrates
Geographical location Northern Africa Middle East
Type of pyramids True or smooth Step
Purpose of the pyramids Tombs Temples
Title of the ruler Pharaoh King or emperor
Writing system Hieroglyphics Cuneiform
Writing material Papyrus Clay tablets
Times between united kingdoms Intermediate period Interregnum
Number of languages One main language Two main languages (Sumerian and Semitic)
Groups of people One people: Egyptian Constant arrival of new peoples

The B ig P ictur e o f E gyp ti an Kingd oms

Dates Kingd om Dyna sties Famous P hara ohs
ca. 3200–2700 BC Archaic Period First and Second Narmer (First Dynasty)
ca. 2700–2150 BC Old Kingdom Thi d, Fourth, Fifth, Sixth Djoser (Thi d Dynasty),  

Snefru (Fourth Dynasty),  
Khufu (Fourth Dynasty)

ca. 2150–2050 BC First Intermediate Period Seventh, Eighth, Ninth, 
Tenth

Powerful nomarchs and  
weak pharaohs

ca. 2050–1650 BC Middle Kingdom Eleventh, Twelfth,  
Thi teenth, Fourteenth

Mentuhotep II (Eleventh  
Dynasty), Amunhemhet I 
(Twelfth Dynasty)

Non-Curs ive vers us C urs ive W r iting S t yles 2

Non-Curs ive Curs ive
Material Stone, wood, clay Papyrus, parchment, paper, iPad/tablet
Method Pressed into the material using a chisel or 

stylus
Write on the material using a quill, pen, 
pencil, etc.

Speed Slower Faster
Durability Durable, long-lasting Less durable (decays); easier to lose
Transportation Much less easy to transport; often used for 

monuments and tombs, which are permanent
More transferable; easy to pass back and 
forth
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The E gyp ti an Pantheo n
Egyp ti an 
Name

Deit y o f . . . Key Fa ct s

Horus The pharaoh, the sky,  
and war

•  Head of a falcon
•  Son of Osiris and Isis
•  Battled Set for the throne

Ra The sun •  Patron god of Heracleopolis
•  Head of a hawk (day) or a ram (night), and a headdress with a 

giant round sun disk
•  Name also spelled Re

Amun Mysteries and air •  Patron god of Thebes
•  Head of a ram or a man wearing a headdress with two large ostrich 

feathers
•  Later became king of the Egyptian gods

•  Ra and Horus were at one time merged into one god, Ra-Horakty.
•  Amun, Ra, and Horus were later merged into one god, Amun-Ra-Horakty, who became the king of 

the Egyptian gods.
Osiris The earth, the underworld and 

the dead, the afterlife and resur-
rection, and good crops

•  Mummifi d man wearing a white cone-shaped hat with feathers
•  Husband of Isis, father of Horus, and brother of Set

Isis Love, magic, and healing •  Headdress was either shaped like a throne or had cow horns with a 
round sun disk between them

•  Wife of Osiris and mother of Horus
Set Chaos, confli t, and evil •  Head of an unidentifi d, make-believe animal (“Set animal”)

•  Brother of Osiris, whom he killed, and uncle of Horus
Thoth Writing, wisdom, and the moon •  Head of an ibis and often shown holding a scribe’s palette

•  Believed to have invented hieroglyphics
Anubis Mummifi ation, funerals, the 

dead, and the underworld
• Head of a jackal

Hathor Women and motherhood •  Head or ears of a cow, or a woman with a headdress of cow horns 
with a red sun disk between them

•  Daughter of Ra and wife of Horus
•  Sometimes considered the mother of the pharaoh

The E gyp ti an O ld Kingd om at a G l ance

Thir d Dyna st y Four th D yna st y Fifth and S ix th D yna sties
Famous Pharaohs Djoser Snefru and Khufu None
Famous Pyramids Step pyramid The Meidum Pyramid, the 

Bent Pyramid, the Red Pyra-
mid, and the Great Pyramid

None

Power of the Pharaoh Total power Pharaohs ruled with the help 
of local nomarchs.

Pharaohs grew weaker while the 
nomarchs grew stronger.
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Glossaries: Vocabulary by Chapter
Introduction Part I: This Thing Called History

Impor t ant W or ds
Wor d Definitio n
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 period 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
Impor t ant Figur es

Wor d Definitio n
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 unfairly and cruelly
Archaeologist A person who studies found objects that once belonged to groups of people from the past

Introduction Part II: Begin at the Beginning
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
Artifact Any object that is made or changed by man for a particular purpose
Government The person or persons who rule over or lead a group of people, make the laws, and enforce 

the laws
Impor t ant Figur es

Wor d Definitio n
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 fi d new places with fresh food 

for himself or his herd
Impor t ant H ighlight

Wor d Definitio n
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.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded defin tion.
2.  We have supplied pronunciations in the alphabetical glossary for these more difficult words.
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Introduction Part III: How It All Began
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
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 f building buildings
Civilization A society that is especially well organized and in which people have specialized jobs, in-

vent and use many helpful tools, and have skills such as writing and building monuments
Impor t ant Figur e

Wor d Definitio n
Specialist A person who learns one particular skill or craft, d es it well, and then uses it to provide 

for the society
Impor t ant H ighlight s

Wor d Definitio n
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. Th s 
name means “the land between the rivers.”

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

Tigris and  
Euphrates Rivers

Two rivers that fl w 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 Crescent3 The area in the Middle East between the Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean Sea where 
some of the earliest civilizations began. Th s part of the land was shaped like a crescent 
moon and good for growing crops.

Unit I Introduction
Impor t ant Figur e

Wor d Definitio n
Scribe4 A specialist in reading and writing who often writes down events after they happen so 

that the details will not be forgotten

Chapter 1: The Ancient Sumerians
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
Sumer The fi st 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 below, so that the sides look like steps

3.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded defin tion.
4.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded defin tion.
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Ziggurat The style of step pyramid, made of clay bricks, that the ancient Sumerians used as a 
place to worship their gods

Interregnum5 A period between kingdoms
Impor t ant Figur es

Wor d Definitio n
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.

Chapter 2: The Ancient Sumerian City-States
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
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
Impor t ant Figur es 6

Wor d Definitio n
Emperor The ruler of an empire
Sargon the Great The fi st-known emperor in history
Gilgamesh The famous Sumerian king of Uruk

Impor t ant H ighlight s
Wor d Definitio n
Sumerian Archaic Period The fi st period of Sumerian civilization, ca. 3200–2350 BC
“Big Th ee” 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

Chapter 3: Monuments of the Age—Ziggurats
Impor t ant W or d

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

5.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded defin tion.
6.  See the alphabetical glossary for expanded defin tions of “Sargon the Great” and “Gilgamesh.”
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Chapter 4: Sargon the Great and the Akkadian Empire
Impor t ant W or d

Wor d Definitio n
Semitic languages A large family of languages that includes those spoken by the Akkadians, Babylonians, 

Israelites, and Arabs
Impor t ant Figur es

Wor d Definitio n
Sargon the Great7 The fi st-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 geographical place to settle down permanently in  

another land
Naram-Sin The grandson of Sargon the Great and the ruler who expanded the Akkadian Empire to 

its greatest territory
Impor t ant H ighlight s

Wor d Definitio n
Akkadian Empire The fi st great empire in ancient Sumer, ca. 2350–2200 BC
Akkad The new city founded by Sargon to be the capital of the Akkadian Empire

Chapter 5: Cuneiform—The Writing System of Ancient Mesopotamia
Impor t ant W or ds 8

Wor d Definitio n
Taxes Money or goods that a government requires from individuals and businesses
Pictogram A picture used to represent an entire word
Rotated Turned on its side
Stylus A writing tool
Logogram A symbol that represents an entire word
Phonogram A symbol that represents a sound

Impor t ant Figur e
Wor d Definitio n
Linguist A specialist who studies languages

Chapter 6: The Ur III Empire and the Old Babylonian Period
Impor t ant Figur es

Wor d Definitio n
Gutians The people who conquered part of Mesopotamia for a time, ca. 2200 BC
Ur-Nammu The founder and fi st ruler of the Ur III Empire
Elamites The people who conquered some city-states, including Ur, after the Ur III Empire ended, 

ca. 2000 BC
Hammurabi The king whose reign marked the start of the Old Babylonian Period. He is also remem-

bered for his famous law code.

7.  Th s is the expanded defin tion.
8.  See the alphabetical glossary for expanded defin tions of “taxes” and “pictogram.”
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Amorites The powerful group of people who were fi st nomads, then became rulers of some Meso-
potamian cities, including Babylon, ca. 1800 BC

Marduk9 The patron god of Babylon
Hittites The strong kingdom from Anatolia (modern-day Turkey) that attacked Babylon ca. 1600 

BC, then left
Impor t ant H ighlight s

Wor d Definitio n
Ur III Empire The great empire that ruled Mesopotamia, ca. 2100–2000 BC, after the Akkadian 

Empire ended
Interregnum10 A period between kingdoms; the period in Mesopotamian history, ca. 2000–1800 

BC, between the Ur III Empire and the Old Babylonian Period when the city-
states ruled themselves

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

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

Babylonia The area in Mesopotamia where the Babylonian people lived
Code of Hammurabi One of the fi st recorded law codes, written by Hammurabi ca. 1754 BC.  

It included 282 laws.

Chapter 7: Religion and Worldview—The Mesopotamian Pantheon
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
Deity Another word for a god or goddess
Pantheon The group of gods and goddesses that a polytheist culture believes in and worships
Celestial Having to do with the heavenly bodies (the stars, planets, etc.)

Impor t ant Figur e
Wor d Definitio n
Chief god A culture’s most powerful god who rules over all the other gods and goddesses as their 

head or king
The M eso pot amian Pantheo n11

Gro up God /Godde ss Deit y o f . . . Patr on Cit y

Double Trouble
Enlil • Air and storms 

• Mesopotamian chief god Nippur

Enki Water and wisdom Eridu

Celestial Th ee
Nanna Th  moon Ur
Inanna/Ishtar Love, war, and the evening/morning star (Venus) Uruk, Akkad
Utu The sun, justice, and truth Sippar, Larsa

Political Two
Marduk • Magic 

• Babylonian chief god Babylon

Ashur • War 
• Assyrian chief god Assur (Assyria)

9.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded defin tion.
10.  Th s is the expanded defin tion. Note this word is capitalized when it refers to the specific period between kingdoms in Mesopotamian history.
11.  See the alphabetical glossary for expanded defin tions of these Mesopotamian deities.
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Chapter 8: The Literature and Laws of Ancient Mesopotamia
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
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
Fiction Stories created from a person’s imagination
Nonfi tion Writings based on fact, often about real events and real people 
Legend A story handed down from the past that is part history and part fi tion
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 fl od
Epic A long poem that tells a story, usually about the adventures and deeds of a well-known 

hero (either historical or legendary)
Impor t ant Figur es
Wor d Definitio n
Demigod A person who is believed to be part god and part human
Enkidu The legendary rival-turned-friend of Gilgamesh who was part human and part beast
Rival A person who competes for the same thing as someone else (such as winning a race, 

conquering a city, or winning an election)
Shamhat The legendary woman who befriended Enkidu and taught him how to speak and act 

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

Impor t ant H ighlight
Wor d Definitio n
The Epic of Gilgamesh The legendary tale of Gilgamesh, the famous Sumerian king of Uruk

Unit II Introduction
Impor t ant W or d

Wor d Definitio n
History12 The study of how human societies have changed over time; a record of events that 

happened in the past 
Impor t ant Figur e

Wor d Definitio n
Pharaoh The title for a king of Egypt

Impor t ant H ighlight
Wor d Definitio n
Great Sphinx A famous statue outside the city of Giza of a mythical creature with a lion body 

and a human head

12.  Th s is the expanded defin tion.
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Chapter 10: The Beginning of Egypt and the Egyptian Archaic Period
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
Hieroglyphics The writing system of the ancient Egyptians, created from pictures and symbols. 

(The individual symbols are called hieroglyphs.)
Pschent The double crown of ancient Egypt
Dynasty One family that rules over a kingdom or country for a number of generations
Divine Coming from, related to, or being a god
Intermediate Period A time when Egypt was politically divided or ruled by foreigners

Impor t ant Figur es
Wor d Definitio n
Menes The legendary pharaoh once believed to have united the land of Egypt
Narmer One of the pharaohs who helped to unite Upper and Lower Egypt into one kingdom, 

ca. 3200 BC
Impor t ant H ighlight s

Wor d Definitio n
Nile River The mighty river that created and shaped the land of ancient Egypt. The Nile is more 

than 4,000 miles long and fl ws south to north, ending at the Mediterranean Sea.
Upper Egypt The southern part of Egypt that was upstream on the Nile River
Lower Egypt The northern part of Egypt that was downstream on the Nile River
Egyptian Archaic  
Period

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

Memphis13 The fi st capital of Egypt and the place along the Nile River where Upper and Lower 
Egypt met

Chapter 11: The Gift of the Nile
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
Cataracts Steep rapids or waterfalls in a river
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
Delta A fertile piece of land, usually shaped like a triangle, at the mouth of a river where the 

river spreads out into many smaller streams
Impor t ant H ighlight s

Wor d Definitio n
White Nile River A river that begins in the African mountains at Lake Victoria and fl ws north, join-

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

Khartoum, Sudan, to create the Nile River
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.

13.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded defin tion.
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Chapter 12: The Egyptian Old Kingdom
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
Golden age14 A period when a kingdom is prosperous and at peace, the people are able to focus on 

impressive achievements, and the kingdom is at its greatest power
Nome A small region of ancient Egypt
Hereditary position A position that passes from a ruler to his relative (usually his son) after the ruler dies
Famine A period when there is not enough food to feed the people in a particular area

Impor t ant Figur es
Wor d Definitio n
Djoser The second pharaoh of the Thi d Dynasty who ordered the construction of the fi st-

known Egyptian pyramid
Imhotep The vizier of Pharaoh Djoser and the architect of the fi st Egyptian pyramid
Vizier A chief offi al of a pharaoh or Middle Eastern ruler
Nomarch The local governor of a nome
Snefru The fi st pharaoh of the Fourth Dynasty who was known for building three pyramids: 

the Meidum Pyramid, the Bent Pyramid, and the Red Pyramid
Khufu The son of Snefru; Fourth Dynasty pharaoh who built the Great Pyramid

Impor t ant H ighlight s
Wor d Definitio n
Egyptian Old  
Kingdom

The second period of Egyptian history, ca. 2700–2150 BC, which includes the con-
struction of the fi st pyramids and the fi st golden age of ancient Egypt. It also 
includes the Thi d, Fourth, Fifth, and Sixth Dynasties.

Great Pyramid The largest of all the Egyptian pyramids, built by Pharaoh Khufu

Chapter 13: Monuments of the Age—Pyramids
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
Eroded Worn away slowly by wind, water, or a harsh chemical such as an acid
Mastaba A rectangular raised platform made of mud bricks that has a flat roof and  

sloping sides and covers an elaborate underground tomb
Impor t ant Figur e

Wor d Definitio n
Huni The last of the Thi d Dynasty rulers and the pharaoh who started the Meidum Pyra-

mid but died before it was fin shed
Impor t ant H ighlight s

Wor d Definitio n
Meidum Pyramid The pyramid that Pharaoh Huni started to build and Pharaoh Snefru fin shed, and 

that later collapsed. Historians believe this was the fi st attempt in history at building 
a smooth-sided pyramid.

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

Red Pyramid The third and best pyramid built by Pharaoh Snefru out of red stone

14.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded defin tion.
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Chapter 14: The Egyptian Middle Kingdom
Impor t ant W or d

Wor d Definitio n
Prophecy Words that are believed to be a message from a deity

Impor t ant Figur es 15

Wor d Definitio n
Mentuhotep II The Eleventh Dynasty ruler who united Egypt into one kingdom again, ca. 2022 

BC, and founded the Middle Kingdom
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
Amunhemhet I The son of an ordinary, non-royal family who took over the throne and founded 

the successful Twelfth Dynasty
Amun The Egyptian god of mysteries and air and the patron god of Thebes who later be-

came king of the Egyptian gods
Impor t ant H ighlight s

Wor d Definitio n
First Interme-
diate Period16 

The period in Egyptian history, ca. 2150–2050 BC, when Egypt was politically divided and there 
was more than one ruler. Th s period includes the Seventh, Eighth, Ninth, and Tenth Dynasties.

Heracleopolis The capital of Lower Egypt during the First Intermediate Period
Th bes The capital of Upper Egypt during the First Intermediate Period, and the capital of all Egypt 

after Mentuhotep II united the kingdom again, ca. 2022 BC
Egyptian Mid-
dle Kingdom

The second golden age of ancient Egypt, ca. 2050–1650 BC. Th s period includes the Eleventh, 
Twelfth, Thi teenth, and Fourteenth Dynasties.

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

Second Inter-
mediate Period

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

Chapter 15: Hieroglyphics—The Writing System of Ancient Egypt
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
Durable Able to last for a long time without falling apart
Cursive hieroglyphics An Egyptian style of writing that was more fl wing, easier to draw, and looks very 

similar to the original hieroglyphics. It was used for religious writings.
Cursive A faster, fl wing style of writing (compared to printing) in which the letters are 

slanted or rounded and joined together
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 writings, such as 
business matters and government documents.

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

15.  See the alphabetical glossary for expanded defin tions of “Mentu” and “Amun.”
16.  See the alphabetical glossary for an expanded defin tion.
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Impor t ant H ighlight
Wor d Definitio n
Rosetta Stone An important stone that had the same message carved in two Egyptian scripts, hiero-

glyphic and demotic, and also in Greek, which helped historians learn how to translate 
the Egyptian writing systems. It was carved in 196 BC. 

Chapter 16: Religion and Worldview—The Egyptian Pantheon
Impor t ant W or ds

Wor d Definitio n
Mummifi ation The process of preserving a dead body so that it will not decay after death
Underworld The land of the dead believed to exist below the earth

Impor t ant Figur es— The E gyp ti an Pantheo n
Egyp ti an 
Name

Deit y o f . . . Key Fa ct s

Horus The pharaoh, the sky,  
and war

•  Head of a falcon
•  Son of Osiris and Isis
•  Battled Set for the throne

Ra The sun •  Patron god of Heracleopolis
•  Head of a hawk (day) or a ram (night), and a headdress with a 

giant round sun disk
•  Name also spelled Re

Amun17 Mysteries and air •  Patron god of Thebes
•  Head of a ram or a man wearing a headdress with two large ostrich 

feathers
•  Later became king of the Egyptian gods

•  Ra and Horus were at one time merged into one god, Ra-Horakty.
•  Amun, Ra, and Horus were later merged into one god, Amun-Ra-Horakty, who became the king of 

the Egyptian gods.
Osiris The earth, the underworld and 

the dead, the afterlife and resur-
rection, and good crops

•  Mummifi d man wearing a white cone-shaped hat with feathers
•  Husband of Isis, father of Horus, and brother of Set

Isis Love, magic, and healing •  Headdress was either shaped like a throne or had cow horns with a 
round sun disk between them

•  Wife of Osiris and mother of Horus
Set Chaos, confli t, and evil •  Head of an unidentifi d, make-believe animal (“Set animal”)

•  Brother of Osiris, whom he killed, and uncle of Horus
Thoth Writing, wisdom, and the moon •  Head of an ibis and often shown holding a scribe’s palette

•  Believed to have invented hieroglyphics
Anubis Mummifi ation, funerals, the 

dead, and the underworld
• Head of a jackal

Hathor Women and motherhood •  Head or ears of a cow, or a woman with a headdress of cow horns 
with a red sun disk between them

•  Daughter of Ra and wife of Horus
•  Sometimes considered the mother of the pharaoh

17.  Th s is the expanded defin tion.
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Glossaries: Alphabetical Vocabulary 
Wor d Definitio n Pr onunci atio n Chap ter
Akkad The new city founded by Sargon to be the capital of 

the Akkadian Empire1
ah-kahd 4

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

4

Amorites The powerful group of people who were fi st 
nomads, then became rulers of some Mesopota-
mian 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

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

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

Anubis The Egyptian god of mummifi ation, 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 
belonged 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 f 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 
Assyria. The Assyrians believed Ashur was the 
grandfather 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

*Pronunciation supplied by the authors.
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Wor d Definitio n Pr onunci atio n Chap ter
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 fi st 
true, smooth-sided pyramid ever built.

13

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

2

Blue Nile River A river that fl ws 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 
advanced 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 fi st 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, cre-
ated from wedge-shaped symbols

kyoo-nee-uh-form 1

Cursive A faster, fl wing style of writing (compared 
to printing) in which the letters are slanted or 
rounded and joined together

15

Cursive 
hieroglyphics

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

15
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Wor d Definitio n Pr onunci atio n Chap ter
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 Thi d Dynasty who 

ordered the construction of the fi st-known Egyp-
tian 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 fi st united. Th s 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 
fi st pyramids and the fi st golden age of ancient 
Egypt. It also includes the Thi d, Fourth, Fifth, and 
Sixth Dynasties.

12

Egyptian Middle 
Kingdom

The second golden age of ancient Egypt, ca. 
2050–1650 BC. Th s period includes the Eleventh, 
Twelfth, Thi teenth, and Fourteenth Dynasties.

14

Elamites The people who conquered some city-states, 
including 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 fl wing 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

299Alphabetical



GLOSSARYGLOSSARY

Wor d Definitio n Pr onunci atio n Chap ter
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. Th s 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. Th s 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 Th  
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 
power, especially compared to other nearby king-
doms.

12

Government The person or persons who rule over or lead 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

sfi gks 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 fi ht, 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
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Huni The last of the Thi d Dynasty rulers and the pha-

raoh who started the Meidum Pyramid but died 
before it was fin shed

hoo-nee* 13

Imhotep The vizier of Pharaoh Djoser and the architect of 
the fi st 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; 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 fi tion
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 eriod 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 fin shed, and that later col-
lapsed. Historians believe this was the fi st attempt 
in history at building a smooth-sided pyramid.

may-dum or 
mahy-dum*

13

Memphis The fi st capital of Egypt and the place along the 
Nile River where Upper and Lower Egypt met. 
Memphis was the capital during the Egyptian 
Archaic and Old Kingdom Periods.

10

Menes The legendary pharaoh once believed to have 
united 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. Th s name means “the land 
between 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

Mummifi ation 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 fl od

8
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Nanna The Mesopotamian god of the moon and the 

patron 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 pic-
tured 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 fl ws south to north, ending at the Medi-
terranean Sea.

10

Nomad A person who moves around, often each season, 
usually to fi d 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
Nonfi tion 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 mummifi d 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 fi st-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, confli t, and evil. He 
is shown with the head of an unidentifi d, 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 fi st 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 fi st important civilization in Mesopotamia soo-mer 1
Sumerian Archaic 
Period

The fi st 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

Th bes 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 
believed he invented hieroglyphics.

thahth or taht* 16

Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers

Two rivers that fl w 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 fi st 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 offi al 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 fl ws 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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