Ancient Near East

Exam Questions, Fall 2009


1. What are the primary sources of evidence that we have for reconstructing the lifeways of the Paleolithic peoples of ancient southwest Asia? How would you characterize these groups (e.g., technology, subsistence patterns, movement patterns, camps, etc.)? What do you think were the most important trends seen in the Paleolithic in this region?

2. The evidence presented in class suggests that the Proto-Neolithic period witnessed a considerable elaboration in human material culture. Briefly discuss the principal developments in food procurement, architecture and ritual behavior during the Proto-Neolithic. Please cite specific examples in your essay whenever possible.
3. The emergence of a subsistence strategy based on domesticated animals and plants is arguably the most important event in all of human prehistory. As prehistorian V. Gordon Childe observed in Progress and Archaeology (1944), “the enlargement of the food-supply was therefore presumably the indispensable condition for human progress”.  Briefly outline how archaeologists think domestication first arose and discuss the implications that this radical new technology had on the evolution of human societies.
4. What evidence do we have in the Late Neolithic period for the emergence of a group of religious specialists and of centralized bureaucracy? What do you think the primary role of these institutions might have been in the Late Neolithic? To what degree might we have anticipated these developments by looking at the evidence of the preceding Paleolithic, Proto-Neolithic and Early Neolithic periods? Please cite specific examples in your essay whenever possible.  
5. The Uruk “world system”, as outlined by Guillermo Algaze, was a vast economic arrangement which must have had a significant effect on the societies involved in trade/resource acquisition with the Mesopotamian heartland. Very briefly outline the main features of this "world system" — e.g., who participated in this system, how did it work, what were the factors involved in its evolution? This system seems to have collapsed after only a few centuries. How does Algaze explain its collapse? In your opinion, what are the strengths and weakness of Algaze's explanation of the collapse? Use specific examples to support your critique.
6. After thousands of generations of living either as nomadic groups or in small villages, the scale of human settlement in a few places increased exponentially over a short period of time, culminating in the 4th millennium BC cities of southern Mesopotamia. There is nothing contemporary known archaeologically anywhere else on the planet to compare with this urban phenomenon. Based on the evidence presented in class and in your readings, what do you think were the principal factors in the emergence of the first truly urban centers? Use specific examples to support your essay.

7. In your opinion, what are three most important trends that archaeologists have documented broadly across southwestern Asia during the Early Bronze Age? What is the evidence they use to illustrate these trends? Cite at least three specific examples. In what way does each of the three trends you list build upon events in the preceding periods? What were their causes? Finally, why do you think each trend is so important to understanding the transformations in human societies seen during the Early Bronze Age?
8. The Early Bronze Age is the first archaeological period from which we have substantial numbers of written texts. This intersection of archaeology and history is often an awkward one, as there is a tendency to give primacy to the written texts in our interpretation of the past. Please assess the strengths and weaknesses of each type of evidence (i.e., archaeological and historical) for our understanding of past events, focusing specific examples on the Early Bronze Age in southwestern Asia. In your opinion, should we attempt to balance the weighting of archaeological and epigraphic (written) data? If so, how can we do it? If not, why not?

9. The emergence of kingship is an important development over the course of the Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Ages. Please discuss the process through which we can reconstruct the emergence of kings across the ancient Near East? In particular, make sure you explain the relationship between secular rule and the established institutions of the temple and priesthood. Use specific archaeological examples to support your answer.

10. The Middle Bronze Age in southwestern Asia was a time of important trading networks. Describe in general terms the nature of trade during this period and its role in the spread of material, technology and ideas. In your answer, you should cite specific examples of trade networks to support your argument. You must also assess the role of nomadic groups such as the Amorites in trade between kingdoms and established urban centers. To what degree was trade controlled by the temple/palace elites? To what extent did private citizens or families engage in mercantile activities?

11. In the Middle and Late Bronze Ages, ancient southwestern Asia sees the rise and fall of a number of major political and military powers, which can be loosely grouped together under the term “empire”. How did these empires gain power, expand their territorial or material wealth, and hold on to power for centuries. In particular, you should address two cases in detail but are not limited to these two cases. Your essay should explain how each case is similar and different from the others. Please cite specific archaeological and historical evidence as support for your thesis.

12. Culturally, the Late Bronze Age was a time of significant contact between organized state-level societies. There was significant contact between groups which were separated by large distances and came from very different cultural traditions and histories. Based on linguistic evidence (i.e., texts and languages) and differences in material culture, to what degree should we see the Late Bronze Age as a time of cultural “blending” or “fusion”? Anthropologists refer to this process as acculturation. Is the process symmetrical or asymmetrical? Cite specific examples from your class notes and readings in which ancient groups are either culturally acculturated (or assimilated) into a dominant group, or in which culture contact creates a new social order altogether.

13. The Assyrians and the Aramaeans were both important groups in the Iron Age, albeit in very different ways. The Assyrians are known for their empire-building and the construction of a large militaristic state. The Aramaeans, on the other hand, were mostly organized into smaller states that were only “unified” in terms of language. Compare and contrast the importance of each group to the events which shaped the history of the Iron Age. In doing so, please briefly outline the principal sources of evidence we have for each group.

14. The Phoenicians and the Neo-Hittite states were the Iron Age survivors of the general collapse of the Late Bronze Age civilizations. Neither was a great military superpower. What was the reason for the success of these particular groups? How are each identified archaeologically and textually? Historian Amélie Kuhrt has suggested that both the Phoenicians and the Neo-Hittites played an important role in the expansion of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. Do you agree? Why or why not?
15. The Neo-Assyrian kings created an efficient and vast military and political empire in the first millennium BC that was far more extensive than anything seen previously. Despite their technological and organizational sophistication, however, each new king had to contend with rebellions and the re-conquering of territories at the edges of the empire. Explain the instabilities of the empire and the way in which the Assyrian kings were able (successfully or not) to hold together the large territory they controlled. In your answer please address specifically the case of the Iron Age states and cities of the coastal and inland Levant and how these places might have added to the instability of the Neo-Assyrian empire.

16. While it is clear that religion was an important element of ancient societies across the Near East from the Neolithic onwards, it is not always easy to understand the nature or content of religious beliefs during these early periods. Using two prehistoric and two historically-attested examples, compare the types of data archaeologists and historians have at hand to reconstruct religious ritual, myth, and belief. Do you think that scholars are correct in their interpretation of these religious practices? Why or why not? Assess how important textual sources such as prayers, ritual texts, and myths are for understanding the content of ancient religion?
