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Introduction
Assyria, once a name evoking both awe and dread throughout the ancient Near East,
endures as a focal point in the study of civilization itself. For millennia, Assyrians stood
at the crossroads of empires, innovation, and culture, shaping the world around them
as few peoples have done. Their story is not only one of conquest and grandeur, but
also resilience, creativity, and survival against the odds. "The Assyrians: Portrait of a
People" seeks to illuminate the multifaceted history, culture, and lasting significance
of this remarkable people.

Emerging along the life-giving banks of the Tigris in northern Mesopotamia, the
Assyrians built their world from fertile plains, rugged highlands, and the constant
movement of goods and ideas. Their homeland, stretching across what is now
northern Iraq and parts of Turkey, Syria, and Iran, forged their character—resourceful,
ambitious, and fiercely independent. From the earliest days, they absorbed,
transformed, and contributed to the mosaic of cultures around them, becoming major
players in the grand story of the Ancient Near East.

Over the centuries, the Assyrians rose from a city-state dominated by southern
Mesopotamian powers to the architects of an empire that set the template for future
rulers from Babylon to Rome. Their military prowess, administrative genius, and
innovative culture helped them not only to conquer, but to govern and leave a lasting
imprint. The Library of Ashurbanipal, the grandeur of Nineveh, their system of
provincial governors, and their formidable armies are just a few examples of
achievements that echo through history.

Yet the Assyrian story is far more than the tale of kings and conquests. It is also the
saga of ordinary people—farmers, artisans, traders, scribes—whose lives give nuance
and depth to the broad canvas of empire. It is a story of language and literature, faith
and ritual, art and daily life. It is also a drama of endurance: after the fall of their last
imperial stronghold, the Assyrian people survived, carrying the torch of their culture
through millennia of foreign rule, persecution, and diaspora.

Today, the Assyrian people continue to assert their unique identity throughout a global
diaspora and in their ancestral homeland, demonstrating remarkable resilience in the
face of challenges old and new. Their legacy resonates far beyond the ancient capitals
of Assur and Nineveh. Modern Assyrians remain custodians of a heritage that has
shaped, and continues to influence, the broader course of civilization.

This book invites readers to explore the long arc of Assyrian history: to see not just the
familiar faces of empire and war, but to enter Assyrian temples, kitchens, classrooms,
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and homes; to read their words; to taste the flavors of their land; and to understand
their enduring legacy. In telling their story, we gain insight not only into the past, but
also into the ways peoples and cultures can endure, adapt, and flourish across the
ages.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Between Rivers: Geography
of Ancient Assyria
The cradle of Assyrian civilization lay nestled in the fertile plains and rolling hills of
northern Mesopotamia, a region often referred to as Upper Mesopotamia. This land,
primarily within what is now northern Iraq and extending into parts of southeastern
Turkey, eastern Syria, and even western Iran, was defined by its powerful rivers,
varied terrain, and distinct climate. The very name "Mesopotamia" itself, derived from
ancient Greek, means "the land between the rivers," a fitting description for a region
shaped by the Tigris and Euphrates.

The heartland of Assyria specifically encompassed the middle stretch of the Tigris
River, winding its way between the Eski Mosul and Fatha gorge. To the east, its
tributary valleys and plains stretched out, while to the north, the Cizre plain offered its
own agricultural bounty. Venturing west, the Upper Khabur and Sinjar plains, alongside
the Khabur river valley, were also considered part of the "Land of Ashur" by first-
millennium BCE Assyrian kings. This geographical designation, while most meaningful
during the Middle and Neo-Assyrian Empires, provides a useful framework for
understanding the region's earlier landscapes.

The Tigris River, the eastern of the two great Mesopotamian rivers, originates in the
mountains of the Armenian Highlands in modern-day Turkey and flows southeast. It
passes through historically significant cities like Mosul, Tikrit, and Samarra before
merging with the Euphrates in southern Iraq to form the Shatt al-Arab, which then
empties into the Persian Gulf. Along its course, the Tigris nurtured the Assyrian
Empire, providing a vital source of water for irrigation and serving as a crucial route
for travel and trade. Its banks, at times, were steep and difficult to navigate, which
often led overland routes to follow the Euphrates instead.

The Euphrates River, situated to the west of the Tigris, is one of the longest rivers in
Western Asia. Like the Tigris, it originates in Turkey and flows through Syria and Iraq.
Historically, the Euphrates was indispensable for agriculture and trade, and it also
acted as a natural boundary, significantly influencing the development of the
civilizations that emerged along its basin, including the Sumerians, Akkadians,
Babylonians, and Assyrians. The combined Tigris-Euphrates river system, with its
numerous tributaries draining a vast mountainous region, truly served as the cradle
for the urban civilizations of Mesopotamia.

The climate of Assyria, particularly its heartland, played a pivotal role in the lives of its
inhabitants. Unlike southern Mesopotamia, where extensive irrigation was essential

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

due to minimal rainfall, northern Mesopotamia received sufficient seasonal
precipitation for dry farming for much of the time. Rains typically commenced in
November and could persist until April, ensuring fertile land for cultivation. This
allowed for successful agriculture, primarily focused on cereal crops like barley and
wheat, which were crucial for sustaining a large population of professionals and
craftsmen, and thus enabling the Assyrians to expand and advance. Farmers also
cultivated a variety of fruits and vegetables, and some even grew vines.

Despite the reliance on rainfall, irrigated agriculture was also practiced in Assyria,
particularly in cities like Assur, where canals were dug to transport water from the
rivers to agricultural lands. The king himself carefully managed and oversaw the repair
of these canals, recognizing their importance to the prosperity of multiple properties.
The presence of extensive grasslands also supported large numbers of sheep, with the
plain around Nineveh being particularly fertile for grazing. These grasslands later
became crucial for maintaining the cavalry horses of the formidable Assyrian military.

Beyond the life-giving rivers and fertile plains, the geography of ancient Assyria also
featured distinct mountainous regions. To the north and east lay the Taurus and
Zagros mountains, respectively. These mountain ranges formed natural borders,
separating Assyria from regions like Armenia, Media, and Persia. The proximity of
these foothills often led to frequent military campaigns by Assyrian kings to control
the tribes residing there. To the west and south, a vast, low limestone plateau
stretched out, eventually giving way to gravel plains at the southern end of Assyria.
This distinct geographical shift, coupled with insufficient rainfall for agriculture further
south, created a natural boundary between Assyria and its southern neighbor,
Babylonia.

While rich in agricultural land, Mesopotamia as a whole was not particularly abundant
in other raw materials such as stone, wood, and metal. This scarcity encouraged the
Assyrians to develop robust trade networks as early as the third millennium BCE. They
established prosperous trading posts in Anatolia, exchanging textiles and grain from
Mesopotamia for Anatolian metal. The need for resources often drove their
expansionist policies, with later Neo-Assyrian kings utilizing warfare to acquire
foodstuffs through looting and tribute from subjugated nations.

The physical landscape of Assyria was not static; it underwent continuous changes due
to fluctuations in temperature, rainfall, and seasonality, occurring on yearly, decadal,
and even millennial scales. Human communities also actively modified their
environment, transforming the physical landscape into a cultural one. The cumulative
actions of farmers, shepherds, craftspeople, and traders, over centuries or millennia,
led to the formation of tells—the classic archaeological mounds of the Near East—as
they built, repaired, and rebuilt structures on the same spot.

Conversely, kings and their planners also intentionally reshaped the landscape to
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reflect their political, economic, demographic, and cosmological visions. These royal
endeavors often resulted in monumental structures that were more likely to survive,
leaving a lasting imprint on the land. The rise and fall of the Assyrian Empire itself, for
example, has been linked to periods of favorable rainfall followed by devastating
megadroughts, highlighting the profound influence of climate on their agrarian
society. These environmental shifts, while not the sole cause, certainly contributed to
periods of instability and played a role in the empire's ultimate collapse.

The strategic benefits and costs associated with their geography heavily influenced
the Assyrians' military campaigns and imperial expansion. For instance, controlling the
Khabur Triangle in northeastern Syria and the Upper Tigris River Valley in
southeastern Turkey, which were valuable for the Assyrians, became targets during
their Late Bronze Age expansion. The vast geographical territory, stretching from the
Taurus Mountains in the north to the Arabian desert and Persian Gulf in the south, and
from the Mediterranean in the west to the Zagros Mountains in the east, presented a
formidable challenge to administer. The Assyrian kings, keenly aware of this,
developed sophisticated communication networks and administrative systems to
maintain control over their extensive realm.
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