
Important Words

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Interregnum1 A period between kingdoms
Important Figures

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

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

A female priest is called a priestess.

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

Unit I: Ancient Mesopotamia MEMORY

Do the words “Mesopotamia” and “hippo-

potamus” look just a little bit alike? Both 

come from the Greek word potamos, 

meaning “river.” The word “Mesopotamia” 

combines potamos and meso, the Greek 

word for “between,” so this name literally 

means “land between the rivers.” The 

word “hippopotamus” literally means “river 

horse”—an appropriate name because this 

large creature likes to swim in the river 

with just his nose and eyes popping out of 

the water!

 

 –A.D.

 
Don’t forget to learn this 
chapter’s song verse(s)!
See Appendix A.A

ADon’t forget to introduce this chapter’s song 
verse(s) to your students. The lyrics are found in 
Appendix B. We recommend having them sing 
the chapter song (up through the verses they 
have learned) once or twice at the start of each 
class.



LESSON Chapter 1: The Ancient Sumerians

The Earliest Civilization
Many, many years ago, in a land between two rivers, the earliest civilization began. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

▲ Ljubljana Marshes Wheel, the oldest-known 
wooden wheel, ca. 3150 BC
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 The Wheel
How important is the wheel? 
Like everything else, it had 
to be invented. Wheels have 
been used in many ways over 
the years. What are some 
things that would not exist 
today if the wheel had never 
been invented?

COptional: Read “The First 
Nomads Become Farmers” 
section from chapter 1, “The 
Earliest People,” in Story of the 
World.

DIt may be helpful to remind 
students that planting and 
harvest seasons vary around 
the world depending on the 
region’s climate (temperature, 
length of seasons, periods of 
drought or little sunlight, etc.)

BIf time allows, as you read 
the first few unit I chapters 
with students, you might also 
wish to discuss with them the 
common arts of agriculture, 
architecture, and trade. See 
Chris Hall, MAT, Common Arts 
Education: Renewing the Clas-
sical Tradition of Training the 
Hands, Head, and Heart (Camp 
Hill, PA: Classical Academic 
Press, 2021) for an introduc-
tion to the common arts as 
well as suggested classroom 
projects and activities.

C

D

B

TE>



LESSON Chapter 1: The Ancient Sumerians

The Sumerians solved the problem in two ways. First, they created a sys-
tem of short canals to carry the water closer to the fields. A canal◆ is a deep, 
man-made ditch through which water moves from one place to another. A 
series of canals that move water from a river or lake to a dry area that needs 
water is called an irrigation system.◆ In addition to the canals, the people 
also dug basins. When the river levels rose too high, the Sumerians captured 
water in the basins to keep the floods from damaging the crops. They stored 
the water in the basins to use later if needed. Their second solution was 
learning about the seasons of the rivers. The more they could understand 
what times of year the rivers would be high and what times they would be 
low, the better the people could control the power of the rivers and use the 
waters to their advantage.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

▲ Farmers dig an irrigation 
canal in Afghanistan

▲ Mesopotamian reed hut

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

1. More easily trade and 
conduct business

2. Record historical facts
3. Keep track of spoken 

words and their meanings
4. Pass knowledge from 

one person to another 
many generations apart 

5. Write down stories and 
legends

6. Write letters to people
7. Write inscriptions 

on monuments and 
buildings

8. Write down instructions 
for how to do a task

9. Write down poetry and 
songs

10. Keep business and 
family records

▲ Piece of a clay cone with cuneiform 
symbols, ca. 2350 BC
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LESSON Chapter 1: The Ancient Sumerians

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

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

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

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

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

Polytheism versus Monotheism

Polytheism Monotheism
Number People worship many gods and 

goddesses.
People worship  
only one god.

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

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

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

Judaism, Christianity, Islam

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

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

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

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

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

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

 Sumerian  
Inventions

1. The wheel
2. First writing system 

(cuneiform)
3. Advanced architecture, 

such as ey forms of 
domes and arches

4. Numbering system 
based on the number 
sixty

5. Earliest-known written 
laws

6. First libraries and first 
schools

7. First common system of 
weights and measures

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

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

called the seeder plow8

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

Examples of domes and arches on the Sassanid  
Palace at Sarvestan, Iran
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If you purchased The 
Curious Historian’s Archive: 
Extra Resources for Level 1A, 
you can read in the Biblical 
Connections PDF about 
references in the Old Testa-
ment to Sumer and other 
ancient Mesopotamian 
city-states.
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Each Sumerian city had its own particular god, called a patron god. This god was 
chosen by the people to serve as the special protector or guardian of their city. The 
most important building in each city was the temple of the patron god.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

9.  Freeman, Sumerians, 61.

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

 The Bible:  
The Tower of Babel
Do you remember the Tow-
er of Babel? This tower was 
probably a ziggurat that 
was being built to honor 
one of the Mesopotamian 
gods.
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EFrom p. 28: Please note the following regarding the unit I 
time line on the following pages:
1.  We have also supplied this information in appendix F as a 

timetable in order to provide students with a way to see 
the overall picture of ancient history in context.

2.  The unit I time line (and the corresponding timetable 
found in appendix F) doesn’t list all the kings and king-
doms of Mesopotamia during these historical periods. 
There were far too many to list them all here. The Sumerian 
kingdoms we are studying in TCH1A are considered to be 
the largest and most important that controlled Mesopota-
mia during these very early years. Historians have studied 
the Sumerian king list, but although this list of kings is 
long, it does not provide much information about most of 
the rulers. Additionally, dates from these earliest periods 
often vary depending on the source consulted.
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How to Understand a Time Line
A time line is an important tool that helps us see when major events happened 

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

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

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

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

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

Don’t worry—you do not have to memo-

rize this whole time line in a week! Here in

chapter 1, you have the entire unit time line. 

In the following chapters, we will take apart

the time line and show it to you piece by

piece, “zooming in” on the key events that

you’ll learn about in each chapter. Then we

will put the time line back together at the

end of the unit so that you can again see

together in one place all of the important

events you have learned about.        –A.D.

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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GFrom p. 29: Throughout 
this text and on the time lines 
for the earliest periods, we 
have chosen to use round-
ed-off circa dates for two 
reasons: (1) historians aren’t 
certain what the exact dates 
are, and (2) rounded-off dates 
are easier for students to 
remember.



LESSON Chapter 1: The Ancient Sumerians

the city-states once again ruled themselves and were not united under one powerful 
ruler. Finally, the Interregnum was followed by the third period you will learn about 
in this unit: the Old Babylonian Period.

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

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

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

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

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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EXERCISES

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

wedge-shaped symbols

"Peace" scene from the Standard 
of Ur (ca. 2600 BC), a Sumerian 
box decorated with mosaic 
panels showing times of peace 
and war
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Answers will vary. Use the details in this chapter to help students create a real-life scenario. For example, the 
beginning of this chapter lists crops that the farmers planted and livestock that the farmers raised. What would 
a common meal look like, based on this list of foods? The Sumerians could travel by foot, by boat, or by riding on 
a donkey. After the invention of the wheel, they could more easily use carts or wagons to move things instead 
of carrying them on their backs or on animals. Talk about what it would be like to not have running water in the 
house and to have to get all of the family’s water for personal use and watering crops from canals or wells. Discuss 
how hard and time-consuming it would be to dig canals to build the irrigation systems, and also to maintain them 
over the years in the harsh desert weather. Talk about what it would be like to work with stone tools or to write on 
clay tablets with a stylus instead of on smooth paper with a pencil or pen. How well could people communicate 
with each other with no telephone, television, or other modern technological gadgets? The daily life story found 
at the end of this unit can also provide other ideas of what life was like in ancient Sumer.

Answers will vary. Discuss with students what individual artifacts can tell us about the people who lived many 
years ago. A piece of broken pottery could tell us what their household items looked like and were made of. It 
might also show you the colors, shapes, and styles of the civilization’s art. A painted picture might show a partic-
ular event that happened or a tiny slice of daily life (such as people walking with jars on their heads or people play-
ing stringed or wind instruments). Shards of baked clay might have scribblings of the civilization’s writing system. 
Other possibilities that help paint a picture for archaeologists might be tools such as hammers, picks, or digging 
tools, or military implements such as pieces of spears, swords, or armor.
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EXERCISES

Write It Down
Describe what religion was like for the Sumerians by completing the sentences in the following paragraph.

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

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

also had one particular god that was its ________________________  ________________________ and 

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

________________________ or ________________________. The Sumerian religious leaders managed the 

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

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

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

a. the cities did not have walls around them

b. there are no pictures showing the people carrying weapons

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

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

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

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

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

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

4. The Sumerians built irrigation canals because ________________________.

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

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

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

d. they lived miles away from the rivers

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

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

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

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

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

PERSIA
(modern Iran)

ANATOLIA
(modern Turkey)

EGYPT

CYPRUS

ARABIA

NORTH

Kilometers

0 1000 2000500

The Fertile Crescent
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Answers will vary but should include mention of how the wheel made travel and transportation easier and 

quicker.
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EXERCISES

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

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

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

1. Farmers working in the fields or digging irrigation canals

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

(Look back at the photographs throughout this chapter for inspiration.)
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TEACHER NOTES

L

From  The Wheel on page 22.
Answers will vary. The wheel is one of six simple machines that made human life easier and allowed civilizations 

to progress in their development. The invention of the wheel changed every part of daily life. Wheels on carts and 
wagons made transportation easier and quicker. It was more feasible to transport heavy loads. The pottery wheel 
made it possible to create jars and containers more easily and quickly. As time went on, wheels were used as spin-
ning wheels, such as waterwheels to propel boats and produce power and, of course, the cog, which is a part of 
many kinds of machines. What other examples can students think of?

FReferring to the two centuries between the Ur III Empire and the Old Babylonian Period as the “Interregnum” is 
technically an oversimplification, since the independent Mesopotamian city-states generally functioned as indi-
vidual kingdoms of their own. However, the nuances of the many different people and political organizations of 
the city-states during this period are beyond the scope of a grammar-school text. We have chosen to use the term 
“interregnum” to help young students understand that in between the Akkadian Empire and the Old Babylonian 
Period there was no single formal kingdom or empire ruling Mesopotamia.

HAt this point, it could be helpful for students if you draw a simple BC–AD time line with sample dates. You could 
also illustrate the BC–AD concept by presenting a date without these designations. For example, the date 1000 
could be either 1,020 years ago or 3,020 years ago, depending on whether it was 1000 BC or AD 1000.

ICenturies ago, in AD 525, a Roman monk named Dionysius Exiguus created the designations BC and AD to 
describe time. There are competing theories of how he came up with the date of AD 1 for Jesus’s birth, and he did 
not provide a detailed explanation himself, so we cannot be sure how he made this determination. Today, most 
scholars and theologians are comfortable saying Jesus was born within the 7–4 BC timeframe.

JThis exercise is optional. If you would like to incorporate geography into your students’ study of history, you can 
have students review the completed maps found in appendix C prior to completing the Find It on the Map exer-
cises. You can find an additional copy of each blank map in appendix D; if you purchased The Curious Historian’s 
Archive: Extra Resources for Level 1A, this packet includes a PDF download of the blank maps, should you need to 
print extra copies for your students.

KThis activity is optional and requires a bit of advance preparation. For each student, you will need to take a 
1-inch-diameter dowel rod and cut it into approximately six to eight smaller rods of equal length, about 12–15 
inches long each.

If time permits, you could also divide students into teams and give each team their own set of dowel rods. Then 
hold a race to see which team can move their object across the room the fastest!

MYou can find the chapter 1 quiz in appendix B.

NFor select chapters, we have supplied a section of one or two bonus optional activities that students can com-
plete for extra practice. The full activities are typically only viewable in the student edition. Answers are available 
online.
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LSince the land of Sumer did not have many trees, it 
is unlikely that the Sumerians actually used log rollers 
themselves; however, this exercise is a good way to 
help students understand the early processes that 
ultimately led to the development of the wheel.


