
Ancient Worlds

Unit Introduction

“… then Anu and Bel called by name me, 
Hammurabi, the exalted prince, who 
feared God, to bring about the rule of 

righteousness in the land, to destroy the 
wicked and the evil-doers, so that the 
strong should not harm the weak …”

-- from The Code of Hammurabi



Ancient World Events 

c. 3000 B.C. – A.D. 1400 
• c. 3000 B.C.  Sumerian civilization begins

• c. 2200-2100 B.C.  Earliest written texts 
about King Gilgamesh appear

• c. 2000 B.C.  The Hebrew patriarch 
Abraham leaves the Sumerian city of Ur

• c. 1800 B.C.  Famine forces some 
Hebrews to migrate to Egypt where they 
are enslaved

• c. 1792-1750 B.C. The Code of 
Hammurabi, one of the world’s first legal 
codes, is compiled

• c. 2000-1600 B.C.  The Epic of Gilgamesh
is written



More Ancient World Events

c. 1000 B.C. –100 B.C.
• 1000 B.C. A tribal group call 

the Parsa settles in what is 
now southern Iran; they 
become the Persians

• C. 1200 B.C. This is the 
earliest date for the 
composition of biblical writings

• C. 330 B.C. Alexander the 
Great conquers the Persian 
Empire

• 100 B.C.  This is the latest 
date for the composition of 
biblical writings



More Ancient World Events

c. 570 - 1273
• c. 570 Muhammad, the founder of 

Islam, is born in Mecca 

• c. 610 Muhammad experiences his 
first revelation

• 632 Muhammad dies; Arabia is 
united as an Islamic nation

• c. 850 A Persian storybook called 
The Thousand Tales is translated 
into Arabic and becomes known as 
The Thousand and One Nights 

• c. 1207-1273 Rumi, celebrated 
mystic and poet in the Persian 
language, lives



Ancient Middle East:  Origins

• Mesopotamia = “land between 
two rivers”
– Tigris and Euphrates Rivers

• Scholars disagree about 
identity of people 
– Sumerians were the first

– Credited with regions earliest 
system of writing

• Cuneiform (wedge-shaped 
characters)

– Also credited with number 
system based on 60

• Led to 60 minute hour, 60 
second minute, 360-degree 
circle

– Also credited with first 
wheeled vehicles and first city-
states



The Babylonians

• Semites (nomadic 

people) founded village of 

Babylon on Euphrates 

River (c. 2000 B.C.)

• c. 1792-1750 B.C.  

Babylon became capital 

of great empire

• Hammurabi’s Code:  

Legal code that contains 

282 laws covering all 

aspects of daily life



Ancient Egypt:  “Gift of the Nile”

• Civilization arose along banks 
of Nile in northeastern Africa 

• Herodotus called Egypt the 
“Gift of the Nile”

• Every July the river would 
flood, replenishing farmland 
with rich silt, creating fertile 
land

• Water also provided waterway 
for travel/trade

• Egypt was ruled by Pharaoh's 
for almost 2,000 years

• Geographical barriers of desert 
and sea protected Egypt from 
neighbors and helped create a 
stable civilization

http://www.focusmm.com/sound/amusic/adda_eil.mid



Egyptian Society and Religion

• Pharaohs:  Looked on as 
gods, not human figures

• Pyramids (symbol of the 
afterlife) housed a 
pharaoh’s remains (also a 
symbol of Egyptian 
society)

• Religion:  Key aspect
– Gods associated with 

Nature

– God of Nile was Osiris 
(also god of underworld 
and of life after death)

http://www.focusmm.com/sound/amusic/domini.mid



Pyramid:  Image of Society

• Top:  Pharaoh

• Beneath him:  Priests 
(devised system of writing 
called hieroglyphics)

• Same level:  Nobles (held 
important administration 
positions)

• Farther down: Middle 
class (artisans, 
merchants, physicians 
who served ruling class)

• Lowest class:  Peasants 
and slaves



Egyptian Book of the Dead

• Believed that after death the 
soul journeyed in the 
underworld in search of eternal 
life

• To prepare, they collected 
spells, confessions, and words 
of power known as the Egyptian 
Book of the Dead (many 
different texts)

• Written on papyrus scrolls 
entombed with the dead, texts 
were “travel guides” telling the 
dead what to do and say in the 
hereafter

• Mummification is associated 
with the Book of the Dead –
believed that preserving the 
body would ensure a 
satisfactory afterlife



Hebrews:  People of the Covenant

• Another Semitic group 
migrated westward to 
Palestine (Canaan) or 
modern Israel and 
Lebanon

• Jewish people today 
would use B.C.E. 
meaning “Before 
Common Era,” rather 
than B.C. meaning 
“Before Christ”

• Hebrews recorded their 
history in a sacred text 
we now call the Bible



Ancient Middle Eastern Literature:  

Babylonia

• Babylonians had a 

reverent attitude toward 

Sumerian culture

• They were more than 

slavish imitators

• They reshaped a group of 

Sumerian tales about a 

legendary king into a 

work we know as 

Gilgamesh Humbaba



Ancient Middle Eastern Literature:  

Egypt

• Varied with mood of 

the times

• Characterized by 

sacred hymns – cold, 

formal tone (reflected 

in great pyramids)

• Later works, including 

love poetry, reflected 

personal feelings



Ancient Middle Eastern Literature:  

Hebrew Scripture
• Hebrew monotheism (belief 

in one God) served as basis 
for two other world religions:  
Christianity and then Islam

• Hebrew law demonstrated 
great respect for human life

• Hebrews also demonstrated 
deep concern with moral 
behavior

• All these qualities are 
evident in the Hebrew Bible 
(written between 1200 to 
100 B.C.)



Ancient Middle Eastern Literature:  

Arabic and Persian Folk Tales

• Islamic Arabs enjoyed 

listening to fables and 

folk tales

• Many anonymous 

collections exist

• One entitled The 

Thousand and One 

Nights is the most 

famous



Islamic Scripture:  The Quŕan 

• The revelations of 
Muhammad were 
arranged into a book 
called the Quŕan (kōō
rän )
– Became the sacred 

scripture of all Muslims

– Central message is that 
Allah is the single, unique 
God who is the creator and 
sustainer of all things

– Allah means “the God” in 
Arabic

– Islam actually means 
submission



Persian Epic Poetry

• During 9th and 10th centuries 
A.D., poets attempted to write 
epic poems in Persian 
describing Persian history

• Shah-nama (“Epic of Kings”) 
by Firdawsi is most famous

• Still considered a national 
treasure in Iran

• Another Persian poetic form 
was the rubái

– A poem in four-line stanzas

– Immortalized by The 
Rubáiyát by Omar 
Khayyám



Defining the Epic

The epic is not 

merely a genre,

But a way of life.
-- Harry Levin



Types of Epics
• Two main types of epics 

– Folk epic

• Created and developed 

through the oral tradition

• No single author

• Written down after 

centuries of oral tradition 

(Beowulf, Iliad)

– Literary epic

• A story attributed to a 

single identified author 

(Aeneid, Paradise Lost)

• Have the style of earlier 

epics



More on Primary Epics

• Originally intended to be sung or 
recited to music:  “Sing, Muse …”

• In primary epics, deities and other 
supernatural agencies are often 
involved in human affairs:  “What 
god was it …?”

• The poem often has national 
interest and has a national bias:  
“… and brought low the souls of 
so many Acheans” (Iliad, Book 1)

• Seem generated by periods of 
upheaval, struggle, and adventure

• Often principal characters are 
larger-than-life demigods 
(descendants of deities) or heroes 
of immense stature and strength From Beowulf



Elements of the Epic:

An Epic Hero

• Epic Hero:  Epic 
focuses on the 
adventures of a 
larger-than-life main 
character 

• This hero is strong, 
brave, loyal, and 
virtuous

• However, he is 
sometimes flawed



Elements of the Epic:

An Epic Conflict

• Plot of epic centers 

on hero’s struggle 

against an obstacle or 

series of obstacles

• Hero proves his 

strength, bravery, 

wisdom, and virtue 

through valorous 

deeds, success in 

battle, or adventure



Elements of the Epic:

A Heroic Quest
• The hero’s adventure 

takes the form of a 
perilous journey, or 
quest, in search of 
something of value to 
his people

• In The Epic of 
Gilgamesh, the hero 
embarks on a quest 
for the secret of 
immortality



Elements of the Epic:

Divine Intervention

• Epic hero often receives 

help from a god or some 

other supernatural force

• However, a different god 

may also work against 

the hero

– In Homer’s Odyssey, the 

goddess Athena helps 

Odysseus

– However, the god 

Poseidon repeatedly tries 

to destroy him



Epic Conventions:

Opening Statement of Theme

• Epics usually begin with an opening 

statement of theme

• Opening statement of theme is usually 

followed by an invocation

– An appeal for supernatural help in telling the 

story

• Opening of epic will involve an epic 

question



Epic Conventions:

In Medias Res

• Latin for “in the middle of things”

• Readers are plunged right into the action

• Flashbacks and other narrative devices report 

on earlier action



Epic Conventions:

Serious Tone and Elevated Style
• Reflect importance of 

characters and themes

• Long, formal speeches, 
flashbacks, and points of 
debate occur within the 
narrative

• Characters, though, are 
revealed through dialogue

• Elevated diction is the norm –
even servants speak in 
dignified verse

• Characters often address each 
other in patronoymics such as 
“Son of Peleus” (Achilles)



Epic Conventions: 

Epic Similes

• Elaborate extended 

comparisons using like or as

• The figure of speech, loaded 

with description, often holds 

up the action at a crucial 

point to produce suspense

• For example, in the Iliad, a 

twelve-line simile compares 

Achilles’ pursuit of Hector to a 

mountain hawk swooping 

down on a dove



Epic Conventions:

Epithets

• Stock descriptive words or 
phrases

• Early epics used epithets as 
a kind of shorthand that 
allowed the poet to describe 
a character or an object 
quickly in terms the 
audience would recognize
– Homeric epithets are 

compound phrases such as 
“the gray-eyed goddess 
Athena,” “man-killing Hector,” 
and “the wine-dark sea” 



Strategies for Reading Epics

• Focus on the Epic Hero
– Analyze the hero’s virtues, strengths, and 

weaknesses

– Make sure you understand what the hero seeks on 
his quest

– Consider how the object of his quest will help his 
people

• Identify Cultural Values
– Consider the values the epic conveys about the 

culture that produced it

– Identify the values the hero embodies and the values 
he learns to respect on his quest



from The Epic of Gilgamesh

• The Gilgamesh Epic

– Long narrative poem named for Sumerian 
king who lived between 2700 and 2500 B.C.

– Concerns 
• How to become known and respected

• How to cope with the loss of a dear friend

• How to accept one’s own inevitable death

– Also an action-packed story featuring battles, 
gods and goddesses, heroes, tests of 
strength and wisdom, and arduous journeys



How the Epic of Gilgamesh

Endured

• Stories of King Gilgamesh were told 

and handed down for hundreds of 

years after his death

• Finally the tales were written down 

by the 21st century B.C.

• When the Babylonians conquered 

the Sumerians, they “inherited” the 

Sumerian cultural traditions

• A Babylonian author created the 

start of the unified Gilgamesh epic 

as we know it today



Modifications to the Epic

• Other Babylonian writers modified the 
epic

• They added the prologue and the 
flood story, as well as emphasized the 
friendship between Gilgamesh and 
Enkidu

• These writers also gave the narrative 
its central theme: the search for 
immortality

• By the 7th century B.C., a written 
version was included in the library of 
the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal King Ashurbanipal



What Happened?

• After the fall of Babylon, the 
written epic was lost

• Archaeologists excavated 
Ashurbanipal’s library in the 
mid-1880s

• The discovered the poem on 
clay tablets in cuneiform

• They were especially excited 
by the portion of the epic 
describing a great flood, an 
account remarkably similar to 
the story of Noah and the ark 
in the Bible



Archetype:  The Hero’s Quest

• Archetype:  Basic plot, symbol, or idea that 

recurs in the literature of many cultures

• One such archetype is the hero’s quest

– Extraordinary person goes on a difficult journey or 

mission

– Hero may search for a person, place, or object of 

value; the answer to a problem or puzzling question; 

or some other kind of special knowledge

• In Gilgamesh a heroic king searches for the 

secret of immortality


