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Notes on Southern Mesopotamian Geography
 
The heartland of the Sumerian civilization was in the far south of the region known as Mesopotamia, which is roughly speaking the area of and between the valleys of the rivers Tigris and Euphrates. In their upper reaches those rivers are reasonably stable, running quickly through hard materials, but in their lower reaches the rivers run through softer materials and the gradient is less. As a consequence of the lower gradient the deposition of silt causes the riverbeds tend to rise above the plain and they are thus prone to flooding – creating a wide alluvial plain – or to sudden changes of course. Those rivers do not run now in the same channels as they did then, and movements of the rivers even in ancient times caused problems and led to the periodic abandonment of old sites from which the rivers had moved. Silt deposits also caused the Persian Gulf coast to move, being now some considerable distance further from the ancient cities than it was during the time of the Sumerians.
The deposition of silt by the rivers is responsible for the great fertility of the land, which is what made it initially such an attractive site for settlement. However, for permanent and large-scale agriculture to be possible, the rivers had also to be controlled, and thus irrigation projects became essential to the Sumerian civilization. The river Tigris to the north, with its many tributaries from the northern mountains, runs faster than the Euphrates, so it was the latter that was preferred as more controllable, more easily navigable, and more apt for settlement. One further consequence of existing on an alluvial plain was that the Sumerians were always short of rock, metal, or timber and generally had to import what they needed or make do with reed or mud. 
The climate of the region is hot and semiarid. The high temperatures in summer are well over 40oC, and the low temperatures in winter may dip below freezing. The rainfall is slight; less than 8 inches annually, most of it falling in the winter months. The rivers, however, fed by rains in the Zagros, tend to flood in April-June. This suits neither summer nor winter crops, so irrigation works are required to delay the release of the flood waters. This, however, leads to both salinization of the soil as the water evaporates and silt deposition in the canals. The salinization leads to regular abandonment areas and the silting requires constant maintenance to canals. 
Beyond these generalities there are four recognisable zones. 
1. In the far south the country becomes humid and marshy, with many small lakes and vast areas of reeds in which water buffalo, wild boar, and mosquitoes find a home. Its extent was less in Sumerian times than it was in later times, but it seems to have been one of the original homes of Sumerian culture if the evidence of Eridu’s fame and the early art is to be believed. It is, for example, extremely favourable to the cultivation of the date palm – with the reed itself, a plant central to Sumerian culture.
2. South of the Euphrates is the vast and arid Syro-Arabian desert. This area was nearby to the settled population, but utterly alien to them. Before the domestication of the camel, it was impossible to survive there and no threats came from that direction other than the threat of desertification, which could spread into the area between the rivers, or could affect areas of the rivers themselves – especially the middle Euphrates.

3. To the North-West was the semi-arid steppe area, largely constituted by the wide plain known now as the Jazirah, or ‘Island’ between the two rivers which here become distant from each other. This area is suitable to grazing and was highly populated in ancient times. It also formed a natural habitat for nomadic or semi-nomadic peoples and thus a path to take these non-settled people into the heart of the wealthy settled areas. The effects of this are ubiquitous in Sumerian history as Semites immigrated or invaded continually. As settled areas, the cultural differences between the north and the south are quite marked, and persisted in the general division of Mesopotamia between ‘Assyria’ and ‘Babylonia.’
4. North and East are foothills and eventually mountains. These areas are more temperate and well-watered and the home to vigorous and usually inimical hill tribes who would also occasionally descend to devastate the southern farmers. 
Map of Mesopotamia
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Comparative Periodic Chronology From the Mid-4th to the Mid-2nd Millennia BC

	China
	Shang Dynasty
---------------------
Xia Dynasty
---------------------
Longshan Culture
---------------------
Yanshao Culture


	India
	Vedic
---------------------

Late Harappan
---------------------
Mature Harappan
(Indus Valley)
---------------------
Early Harappan
---------------------



	Aegean
	Minoan Neo-palatial

- - - - - - - - - - - -
Minoan Proto-palatial
Middle Helladic
---------------------
Minoan Pre-palatial
- - - - - - - - - - - - 
Aegean Bronze

Early Cycladic

Early Helladic 
---------------------

Aegean Neolithic


	Anatolia
	Old Hittite 
- - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Early Hittite
Middle Bronze
-----------------------
Hattian Culture
Early Bronze

-----------------------
Chalcolithic


	Egypt
	------------------------------
Second Intermediate
------------------------------
Middle Kingdom
------------------------------
First Intermediate 
------------------------------
Old Kingdom
------------------------------
Early Dynastic
------------------------------
Predynastic

[Naqada II and III]
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
[Ma’adi]

	(S) Mesopotamia
	Old Babylonian
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
[Isin-Larsa]
--------------------------
Neo-Sumerian
--------------------------
Akkadian 
--------------------------
Early Dynastic
--------------------------
Proto-Literate
--------------------------
[Jemdet Nasr]
- - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Uruk



	Date
	1500
2000

2500

3000

3500


� Roux, pp. 17-27; Oppenheim, pp. 35-48; Redman, pp. 16-42; Hawkes:FGC, pp. 43-48.


� Roux, pp. 459 f. 
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