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Preface

The primary goal of the present volume is simple. I wish to provide a
modern introduction to ancient law. It is common for undergraduate stu-
dents of ancient history to focus their attention on four great civilizations:
the Mesopotamians; Egyptians; Greeks; and Romans. Admittedly, this syl-
labus ignores other worthy civilizations such as the Hebrews, Chinese, and
those peoples who inhabited the Indus River Valley. With the understand-
ing that the t raditional (i.e., Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Greek,and Roman)
approach has shortcomings, I, nevertheless, have chosen to follow that tra-
ditional model. There are many books that give excellent introductions to
Roman law. There are significantly fewer books devoted to Athenian law.
And there are only a handful that relate to law in ancient Mesopotamia and
Egypt. There is, I believe, need for a single-volume survey that offers an
overview of law and the legal systems in these four great civilizations.

This book contains four units. Unit I ex p l ores early law in ancient Me s o-
po t a m i a . Unit II ad d resses law in ancient Egypt . Unit III is devo ted to law in
Classical At h en s . And Unit IV provi des a su rvey of Roman law. E ach unit
contains three ch a pters . The first ch a pter in each unit pre s ents an overvi ew.
It gives essen tial historical back ground material and explains the ori gins of
l aw. These ch a pters also probe the meaning of l aw in the abstract and ac-
quaint the re ader with the ju ri s pru den tial fo u n d a ti ons of l aw. The secon d
ch a pter in each unit examines the legal sys tem and its stru ctu res and proce-
du re s . In particular the middle ch a pters de s c ri be the co u rt sys tem s , ju d ge s ,
and ju rors . These ch a pters also discuss legal procedu re and the law of evi-
den ce . The final ch a pter in each unit con s i ders su b s t a n tive law (i . e . , pers on a l
s t a tu s , f a m i ly law, i n h eri t a n ce , property, tort s , c riminal law, and con tract s ) .
In order to make this inform a ti on more unders t a n d a ble to modern re aders ,
these ch a pters explain the ancient laws using con tem pora ry legal categori e s .
As one might pre su m e , it is this final ch a pter in each unit that is the lon ge s t .

A great deal that has been written about ancient law has been written by
specialists in Assyriology, Egyptology, and Classics. I am neither an Assyri-
ologist nor Egyptologist.I am something of a Classicist,however. I majored
in Latin in college at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. And I
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taught high school Latin and Ancient History for five years after my college
graduation (1979–1984). I studied Egyptology under Dr. Edmund Meltzer
at UNC-CH while I was teaching high school, and I briefly (for 4–5 years)
considered attending graduate school in Egyptology. During that same
time,I took a summer school course (The Cultures of the Ancient Near East)
under Dr. Jack Sasson at UNC-CH. I attended the University of Connecti-
cut School of Law (1984–1987) and studied Roman Law there. I practiced
law for two years in Hartford, Connecticut prior to beginning my career as
a law professor. Thus, my training has been a mixture of ancient languages,
literature, history, civilization, and law. As such, I hope that I am able to
offer an organization, approach, perspective, and insight that will help
readers appreciate law and its role in these magnificent and dynamic an-
cient civilizations.

I have a long list of individuals whom I would like to thank. First and
foremost, I’ve dedicated the book to Dr. Christina Elliott Sorum. Christie
taught me seven classes during my Freshman and Sophomore years in col-
lege. She was my first Latin and Greek professor and also taught me Greek
Tragedy. She did her best to sharpen my critical thinking skills, to improve
my prose style, and to force me to take myself a little less seriously. Her en-
ergetic teaching and thought-provoking lectures sparked my interest and
inspired me to continue studying Classics. It is difficult for me to imagine
what I’d be doing today had she not been there. Christie, from the bottom
of my heart, I thank you for making a difference in my life.

Unit I is essen ti a lly a con den s ed vers i on of my boo k , Ea rly Me sopot a m i a n
Law. D r. Ma rtha Roth at the Ori ental In s ti tute , Un ivers i ty of Ch i c a go, D r.
Raym ond We s tbrook at John Hopkins Un ivers i ty, and Dr. Ronald Sack at
North Ca rolina State Un ivers i ty re ad and com m en ted on an early draft of
that manu s c ri pt , and thus con tri buted to Unit I of the pre s ent work . Si m i-
l a rly, Unit II is a con den s ed vers i on of my boo k , Law in An ci ent Egypt. D r.
Ja n et Jo h n s on at the Ori ental In s ti tute , Un ivers i ty of Ch i c a go and Dr.
Ri ch a rd Ja s n ow at Johns Hopkins Un ivers i ty re ad and com m en ted on an
e a rly draft of that manu s c ri pt , and thus con tri buted to Unit II of the pre s en t
vo lu m e . My father, Bob Ver S teeg, re ad that manu s c ri pt wh en it was near
com p l eti on and gave me va lu a ble advi ce rega rding styl e , gra m m a r, s pell i n g,
and punctu a ti on . So Dad , thanks for making Unit II re ad more smoo t h ly
and correct ly. D r. Ed Ca rawan at So ut hwest Mi s s o u ri State Un ivers i ty re ad
Unit III in an early itera ti on and then re ad it again wh en it was near com p l e-
ti on . E d ’s com m ents and su gge s ti ons cl a ri fied a nu m ber of i s sues for me,
h el ped me bet ter understand some of the nu a n ces of At h enian law, and gen-
era lly improved that Un i t . D r. Ka t h ryn Wi lliams at the Un ivers i ty of Nort h
Ca rolina at Green s boro re ad and com m en ted on Unit IV. Her cri ticisms and
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recom m en d a ti ons gre a t ly en h a n ced the acc u racy of those ch a pters . My wi fe ,
Nina Ba rcl ay (B. A . Cl a s s i c s , Brown Un ivers i ty; M.A. Latin, University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hil l) , who te aches Latin and Greek at the Nor-
wi ch Free Ac ademy in Norwi ch , Con n ecti c ut re ad pret ty mu ch everyt h i n g
at one stage or another. As alw ays , h er com m on sense su gge s ti ons and per-
ceptive analysis made this a bet ter book both micro s cop i c a lly and mac ro-
s cop i c a lly. Thanks are also due to the students in my Roman Law Class at
the University of Malta during the summer of 2001 who offered a number
of helpful suggestions for chapters 10–12. All errors and om i s s i ons are , of
co u rs e , my re s pon s i bi l i ty and should not be attri buted to these gen ero u s
people who unsel fis h ly gave their time and en er gy to help improve my work .

John F. O’Brien, Dean of New England School of Law and the Board of
Trustees offered their support for this project by giving me funding
through the Honorable James R. Lawton Summer Research Stipend pro-
gram. In particular, I wrote the initial drafts of Unit III (1996) and Chapter
5 (2000) pursuant to James R. Lawton Summer Research Stipends. I wrote
a significant amount of Units II and IV while on Sabbatical at the Institute
of Advanced Legal Studies at the University of London (Fall 1999). My
hosts in London and the library staff at the IALS were very helpful.

I would also like to thank the Carolina Academic Press. I am genuinely
indebted to Keith Sipe, the Publisher. Keith encouraged me to undertake
this project six years ago when it was nothing more than an idea casually
raised over dinner. His support, enthusiasm, warmth, and sense of humor
have made the path easier to travel. Tim Colton and Kasia Krzysztoforska,
my editors, have kept their wits about them and endured numerous unrea-
sonable demands that I’ve placed on them. Thank you for your patience
with me, Tim and Kasia.

I’ve tried to keep the number of footnotes down. Because there are very
few general works on either Mesopotamian or Egyptian law, I’ve footnoted
those units more generously than the units on Athenian and Roman law.
For the sake of consistency and simplicity, I have standardized most ancient
spellings and proper names (e.g., Thutmose not Thutmosis) and I’ve liber-
ally changed them even in quoted material and titles.

R.V.
Boston, October 2001
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