
HAMMURABI
Hammurabi was an important leader in
ancient Mesopotamia. Following the model
of the warrior-king Sargon, Hammurabi built
the tiny city-state of Babylon into a vast
empire. He was recognized as a hands-on
ruler. Not content to delegate duties to
governors and advisors, Hammurabi was
personally involved with all the goings-on in
his empire. From the digging of canals to the
construction of huge temples, Hammurabi
was not only informed, he was in charge.
Hammurabi was very interested in justice
and fairness. He thought of himself as the
shepherd and protector of all his people. He
wanted everyone, the poor and the wealthy,
to be treated fairly. In the second half of his
reign, Hammurabi compiled a lengthy
collection of laws into a single code. It is
one of the oldest known law codes. You can
find reminders of this ancient code in law
books around the world.
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CHAPTER

ONE

CHOSEN BY THE GODS

What lands could rival Agade (Akkad)? What king could rival you?
You have no adversary, you are their mighty opponent.
Your opponents’ hearts are seared,
They are terrified, and left paralyzed with fear.
Restore (to) them [city]*, field, and lea,

the lord (to be your) ally in charge of it.1

The words ran over and over through the young man’s mind.
They spoke of the great warrior-king Sargon. Sargon had conquered
the kingdom of Sumer and built an empire that extended from the
Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean Sea (see map on p. 20). He had
brought all of Sumer and Akkad under one rule. But that was many
years ago. Now the empire was in pieces. Instead of one rule, there
were many.

Could the empire be built again? The young man’s own father,
and even his grandfather before, had dreamed of doing so. They
shared a vision of unity, peace, and prosperity not seen since the great
Sargon.

*Words in parentheses were added by the translator to help explain the passage. Words in
brackets were missing from the original manuscript and filled in by the translator.

BFAC-Hammurabi book 3/25/05, 1:24 PM7



8

Chapter ONE

Now the young man’s father, King Sin-muballit, was very ill. The
asû, the chief physician, had been tending to him for days. The king’s
room smelled of the asû’s herbs and medicines. There were many of
them, but none of them had worked.

“My lord, Hammurabi,” an attendant interrupted the young
man’s thoughts. “The ās̆ipu is here. Will you meet him in the king’s
chambers?”

“Yes. I am on my way. Tell him to confer with the asû and the
two of them work together on my father’s behalf.”

Hammurabi was counting on the two doctors. Perhaps the ās̆ipu
would recite just the right chant to drive the evil demons from the
king. This might give the asû’s medicines a chance to work. Perhaps
the king could be cured and let Hammurabi remain a prince for a
while longer.

Sin-mabullit had been king for only twenty years. Hammurabi
had been alive almost as many years. From childhood, he had studied
in school, called the tablet house. He had studied with the experts to
learn about the great kings who had gone before. Hammurabi had
watched his father at work. He had listened to the high priests and to
his father’s many advisors and consultants. Lately, he had even taken
on some of the royal duties in preparation for the day that he would
be king.

And now that day was here. For even though Hammurabi prayed
for his father’s cure, in his heart, he knew the outcome. He knew that
the gods had already chosen him to sit on his father’s throne.

Hammurabi walked from his quarters, known as the House of
Succession, to the larger palace and household quarters of his father.
As he made his way to his father’s side, he realized the weight of his
new responsibilities. “The task falls to me,” he said to himself. “I
will be the one to protect Babylon and raise her up. This city
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CHOSEN BY THE GODS

between the two great rivers, the Tigris and Euphrates, will become
the center. She will be the light that spreads across Mesopotamia.
The gods have declared so.”

And so, Hammurabi, still a teenager, came to the throne of
Babylon as the sixth king of the First Dynasty. His sister, Iltani, was
at his side. The people embraced him and offered up a prayer for
him:

. . . before him [ ]* rejoiced at him [ ] embraced him. Your [ ] has
determined the destiny. May you be their (savior), exercising
lordship over them. May [ ] which has been bestowed on you never
cease. You are well-suited for (this), and may its time be prolonged
for you. A destiny has been determined for you and you have been
called by name; may you have no rival!2

Hammurabi remembered the words of advice to new kings.
They gave the advice King Sin-muballit might have offered, if he
were still alive.

Whoever you may be, governor, prince, or anyone else,
Whom the gods shall name to exercise kingship,
Listen to the words of this stela:
You should not be confounded,
You should not be bewildered,
You should not be afraid, you should not tremble,
Your stance should be firm.
Make your walls trustworthy,
Fill your moats with water.
Your coffers, your grain, your silver, your goods and chattels
[ ] bring into your fortified city.3

Hammurabi took the words to heart. He stood tall and proud. He
was already creating a plan. He had inherited a small state—only
80 miles long and 20 miles wide—and it was surrounded by rivals. To

*Square brackets indicate missing text.
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Chapter ONE

the north were the kingdoms of Mari, Ekallatum, and Assyria. The
kingdom of Eshnunna was to the east. In the south lay the kingdom
of Larsa. These were all larger kingdoms than Babylon, and power
shifted from one to the other. Hammurabi’s first actions would follow
the wisdom of the great kings before. He would fortify the city of
Babylon and make her stronger. As king, he would be protector and
shepherd. He was not afraid for he knew that he was the agent of the
gods.

Anu and Enlil named me, Hammurabi, the exalted prince, the
worshipper of the gods, to cause justice to prevail in the land, to
destroy the wicked and the evil, to prevent the strong from
oppressing the weak, to go forth like the sun over the black-headed
people, to enlighten the land and to further the welfare of the people.
Hammurabi, the shepherd named by Enlil, am I.4

And Hammurabi began his reign over the small kingdom of
Babylon.
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