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A reconstruction of the Ishtar Gate 

(beginning of the sixth century BC), 

decorated with enameled brick reliefs. 

Vorderasiatisches Museum, Berlin. 

Mature Harappan "Priest King" statue, 

Mohenjo-daro, late Mature Harappan 

period, National Museum, Karachi, 

Pakistan 

 

 

 
 

The Papyrus of Ani, more commonly known as the Book 

of the Dead, is a papyrus manuscript written in 

cursive hieroglyphs and illustrated with colour 

miniatures created in the 19th dynasty of the New 

Kingdom of Ancient Egypt. 

 

Bronze gui (ritual food 

vessel) used in the Shang 

and throughout the Zhou 

period. From China. 

Early Western Zhou dynasty, 

11th century BC. 

 

 

 

EARLY RIVER CIVILIZATIONS 
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/19th_dynasty
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Kingdom
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FOUR GREAT CIVILIZATIONS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

I) INTRODUCTION 

 

5000 years ago the first civilizations appeared along the banks of 

large rivers: the Tigris and the Euphrates in Mesopotamia (modern 

Iraq); the River Nile in Egypt; the Indus River in India; and the 

Yellow and Blue rivers in China. That is why they are called river 

civilizations. These civilizations had certain characteristics in 

common that distinguished them from earlier Neolithic communities 

that preceded them. They provided many of the roots of human 

civilization including monument building, written legal codes, and 

the legal and political infrastructures necessary to run a central 

government of a state.   
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1) Read the text on the preceding page and 
a) circle the correct meaning of these words: 
 

* bank (noun):  

i) a business that keeps your money and lets you 

borrow money, or the building this in. 

ii) the raised land along the side of a lake or a 

river. 

* root (noun): 

i) the part of plant that grows under the ground. 

ii) the part of a hair, tooth, nail or tongue that 

attaches it to the rest of the body. 

iii) the origin or basis of something. 

* run (verb): 

i) to move very quickly 

ii) to go in a particular direction 

iii) to control a company, organization etc. 

 

b) Find the word in the text that matches the following 
definition: 

 

The basic structures and facilities necessary for a 

country or an organization to run efficiently, eg 

buildings, transport, water and energy resources, and 

administrative systems. 

 

 

c) Match the rivers on the left with the countries on the 
right: 

 

Euphrates 

Nile 

Indus 

Yellow River 

Blue River 

Tigris 

China 

Iraq 

Egypt 

India 

 

 

 

d) Write the correct river civilization under each map on the     
  following page. 

 

i)      Mesopotamia 
ii) Indus Valley in the Indian subcontinent 

iii) Nile Valley in Egypt 
iv) Yellow (and Blue) River Valley in China 
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a) 

 
 

b) 

 

 

 
 

c) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

d) 

 

 

II) MAIN CHARACTERISTICS OF RIVER CIVILIZATIONS 

There are three important features that distinguish the river 

valley civilizations from earlier civilizations: 

       

       A) A strong centralized political power.  

       B) A very hierarchical society. 

       C) A great artistic development.  
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1) Copy each of these characteristics next to the sentences below: 

 
i) Through art kings magnified their   

power. 

 ii) The king kept control of 

everything, from politics to religion 

 iii) The population was divided into 

two very different groups 

 

2) Which characteristic do the texts below refer to?  

 

a)  

 

b)    

Ancient Egypt was a 

civilization 

ruled by pharaohs. The pharaoh 

was the high priest of all 

temples, the head of law and 

administration, and the 

commander of the army. The 

Egyptians believed pharaohs 

were 

half-man and half-god. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An Assyrian relief depicting a 

king finishing off a wounded 

lion. Depictions of kings in 

battle with lions are 

particularly common in 

Mesopotamian art, and were 

designed to increase the king's 

image as a powerful and virile 

conqueror. 

 

c)         

The Peace Side of the standard of Ur represents the Sumerian 

Society and its three divisions of social classes (Upper, Middle, 

Lower).The Layer at the top represents the nobles, priests, 

government officials and warriors. The layer in the middle 

represents the merchants, traders and artisans. The lower class 

made up the majority of population, including serfs and slaves 

that were responsible for all manual labour. 
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III) AGRICULTURE AND THE EMERGENCE OF URBAN CULTURE 

Starting around 3500 B.C., some village cultures developed into 

urban civilizations in Mesopotamia, Egypt, the Indus Valley, and 

China. The natural environment of these valleys had a great 

influence on the development of early civilizations. Water and 

fertile soil were essential for the production of food and had a 

profound affect on evolution of human society. Initially, humans 

obtained food through hunting and gathering to meet individual 

needs. In the river valleys humans learnt to cultivate crops and 

to domesticate animals and so food production increased. The 

widespread growth of agriculture created more work, and a division 

of work emerged. Now people could also barter food for other 

products from different regions. Trade routes were established 

which led to increased interaction between peoples. New ideas, 

products, techniques and institutions spread from one region to 

another. 

 

1) Write the words underlined in the text next to their definition 

 

__________       a) To affect a larger area or more people. 

__________       b) A plant that is grown for food 

__________       c) an increase in the number, size or impor-      

                    tance of something. 

__________       d) Something that you want or must have to be  

                    healthy, comfortable, etc. 

__________       e) The top layer on the surface of the earth  

                    in which plants grow 

__________       f) To exchange goods or services for other  

                    goods or services instead of using money. 

 

 

 

2) Read the text and answer the following questions: 

 

a) Name two environmental characteristics of river valley 

civilizations:  

b) Name two important things that people in river valleys 

learned: 

c) Name two consequences of increased food production: 

 

3) Find an expression in the text that means the following: 

 

a) Each person is dedicated to a specific job. 


