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+ THE GREATEST INVENTIONS OF THE PAST 2,000 YEARS +

• 
EBERHARD ZANGGER 

Nothing Worth Mentioning 

The tricy part of the question is not what the most important

invenion is, but the qualiier "in the past two thousand 

years." Technological innovations alter the rontier between hu­

mans and their natural habitat. Because of the insuperable impor­

tance of the environment and its resources, humans have always 

sought to maxize whatever advantages they can wrest rom the 

laws of nature. As a consequence, truly undamental innovations 

date back to many thousands of years ago. The most outstanding 

innovaion of all ime was probably the domestication of animals, 

ollowed by that of plants. Life in permanent homes, villages, and 

cities; the wheel; the sailing ship; engineering; script; conceptual 

achievements such as nations, democrac, religion, music and 

songs; even taxes, interest, and inflation-all these date back weil 

beore the beginning of the Common Era. Several innovations 

suggested in this orum were actually part of the everyday rou­

tines of Bronze Age people-including (or instance) language, 

steel, paper, and reading glasses. The scientific method must also 

have existed in some orm, since ourteenth-century s.c. hydraulic 

installations in Greece perfectly meet the parameters of the given 

environment. Even movable type was known by 1600 s.c., as the 

Discos of Phaistos rom Minoan Crete shows. Finall, heliocen­

tricity was first discovered by the astronomer Aristarchos of 

Samos during the third century s.c.-but the concept ailed peer 

review, and its acceptance was thus delayed by eighteen hundred 
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+ THE GREATEST INVENTIONS OF THE PAST 2.000 YEARS +

years. Since the principal actors conrolling people' s lives today al­
ready existed two thousand years ago, the skeptic in me would in­
tuiively vote or: Nothing Warth Menioning. 

If we were to take a stroll throuh a Roman town two thou­
sand years ago-and ancient Pompeii provides a good example of 
a city rozen in a moment of everyday life-we would ind a city 
containing actories (including one or ish sauce), public baths, 
athleic stadiums, theaters, plastered roads, proper sidewalks, 
pubs, homes with under-loor heaing systems, and (inevitably) 
brothels-aciliies or people who were, or the most part, in bet­
ter physical shape than we are. The Roman dominion over he 
Western world lasted or about a thousand years, and we miht 
still be living in the Roman era had there not been what I consider 
the bigest conceptualization of the past two thousand years: Jesus 
Chist. Fabricated or the most part-if not enirely-by the 
Gospels of Mark, Matthe, and Luke, and the letters of Paul, the 
invenion of Christianity provided a common denominator unit­
ing he many tribes suppressed by imperial control. lt also ormed 
the ountainhead of a religion that today claims more than a third 
of the world's population. Ater all, it is only because,of this in­
venion that we commemorate Y2K Disregarding the conceptual 
realizaion of Christianity and turning toward more mundane in­
venions, what else disinguishes a modern city rom its Roman 
predecessor? I think primarily electricit. Only through the inven­
ion of electricity is it possible to operate laundry machines and 
subnotebook computer-two inventions I personally cherish the 
most-as weil as many of the other items sugested in this orum. 

However, I recall enjoying a particularly romanic evening in 
the usually overcrowded, noisy Cretan tourist resort of Elounda. 
Same time passed beore I realized what made this evening so spe­
cial: a power outage had knocked out all the fluorescent lihing 
and the loudspeakers. Kitchen stoves and gas lanterns sill worked. 
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This bings me back to my original response to the question: What 
is the most important invenion in the past two thousand years? 
Nothing Worth Mentioning. 

EBERD ZNGGER ound out that Atlantis equals Tro. He is a 
geoarchaeologist and works as chief physical scienist on many ar­
chaeological field projects in Mediterranean countries. He is the 
author of The Flood rom Heaven: Decipheing the Atlantis Legend and 
The Future of the Past: Archaeoloy in the 21st Centuy. 

• 
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