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HAMMURABI
ENRICHMENT ACTIVITY

King Hammurabi of Babylon stands alone among rulers of his day as both a dispenser of justice and a 
conqueror. He united much of Mesopotamia under the rule of Babylon and also created a famous code  
of laws.

Hammurabi became king in 1792 BC. At the time, Babylon controlled only a small area—lands within about 50 
miles of the city. Babylon was just one among many city-states. Hammurabi was determined to expand his 
power and build an empire in Mesopotamia. Most of his military efforts aimed at winning control of the Tigris 
and Euphrates rivers, which brought water to his people’s crops.

The king began by forming an alliance with the king of Larsa, to the south. Together they defeated a group 
called the Elamites. After conquering two cities to the south, Hammurabi moved north and east. Two 
decades later, he turned on his former ally and conquered Larsa. This brought the cities of ancient Sumer 
into his rule. Then he turned north again and defeated Marsi and Assyria.

The empire did not last long after his death in 1750 BC, but his work had a major impact on the region. Before 
Hammurabi, the center of Mesopotamian culture had been Sumer. After his rule, Babylon became the core of 
that culture.

Hammurabi’s other great achievement was his code of laws, which was discovered in the early 1900s by a 
team of archaeologists at work on the ancient site of Susa, in modern Iran. They uncovered an eight-foot-
high pillar of stone, or stele. The black stone was polished bright and engraved with ancient cuneiform 
writing. The stele included an image as well—a portrait of King Hammurabi receiving the code from Marduk, a 
principal god  
of Babylon.

The writing on the stele is divided into three parts. The first part describes Hammurabi’s conquests. The last 
offers the king’s thoughts on justice. Most of the writing, though, is Hammurabi’s Code. It is divided into 282 
articles, each of which addresses a particular action. Each article states a particular event first, then gives a 
legal judgment to fit the event. The first article shows the pattern: “If a man has stolen an ox, a sheep, a pig 
or a boat that belonged to a temple or palace, he shall repay thirty times its cost. If the thief cannot pay, he 
shall be put to death.”

ACTIVITY
Write a character study of Hammurabi and explain his impact on life in Mesopotamia.

1   Planning
     
     Describe the life and ideas of Hammurabi. 

     •    Describe how he became king.
     •    Describe why he decided to create a code of laws.
     •    Describe how he used his code of laws to maintain power.

2   Writing Your Character Study
      
     Write a character study of Hammurabi. Begin by explaining how Hammurabi came to power. Then explain 
     his reasons for creating a code of laws. Finally, describe how he used his code of laws to maintain power.  
     Be sure to explain his impact on politics in Mesopotamia and today.

3   Reviewing 
 
     Proofread the character study to be sure you have used correct spelling, grammar, and style.
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