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Editorial

Editorial for the Special Issue “The Bible and
Ancient Mesopotamia”

Robin Baker 1,2,3

1 School of Humanities, University of Winchester, Winchester SO22 4NR, UK; robin.baker@winchester.ac.uk
2 University College London, London WC1E 6BT, UK
3 Faculty of Health Sciences, University of Western Ontario, London, ON N6A 5B9, Canada

In the mid-1980s, Moshe Yitzhaki (Yitzhaki 1987) carried out a citation analysis of
scholarly publications from 1920 to 1980 to gauge the degree of cross-fertilization between
biblical and Assyriological scholarship. His data reveal that it was meagre. At first blush,
this is puzzling. After all, prior to the archaeological discoveries in Mesopotamia in the
nineteenth century and the decipherment of cuneiform that quickly followed, the oldest
texts to shed substantial light on ancient Mesopotamia came from biblical authors who
had lived there or experienced the impact of Assyria and Babylon in the southern Levant.
However one looks at it, the Bible and ancient Mesopotamia are profoundly linked and
likely to be mutually illuminating. Nevertheless, on closer examination, the hesitancy to
seek elucidation of biblical texts from Mesopotamian sources is explicable. The trauma
inflicted on the cross-disciplinary biblical–Assyriological space by the bitter Babel und Bibel
controversy at the turn of the twentieth century provides the explanation (Foster 2011).
The widespread scholarly rejection of its central conceit that all that was valuable in the
Hebrew Bible and the New Testament derived from Mesopotamia led to wariness of this
field of study.

In the past forty or so years, however, the picture has changed (Carr 2011, p. 304).
Kenton Sparks describes the development:

In the last few decades, . . . the pendulum respecting Mesopotamian influence has
been modestly swinging the other way. Biblical texts once believed to come from
early in Israel’s history are now being dated to the exilic and post-exilic periods,
at a point when the biblical writers actually lived in Mesopotamia or under its
cultural influence. One result has been renewed interest in the Near East and its
literature among scholars and students of the Hebrew Bible. (Sparks 2016, p. 58)

While the reaction to Pan-Babylonism explains why the field was largely ignored
during the six decades following World War I, why has this trend been increasingly reversed
since the 1980s? Sparks offers one reason, but perhaps more significant is the substantial
change that has occurred in biblical exegesis in that period. Growing dissatisfaction with
the limitations of historical criticism—the quest to identify the original text and context of
biblical passages—has led many biblical scholars to look afresh at other research trajectories
(Floyd 2000, p. xvi). One of them, the investigation of the relationship between the Bible
and ancient Mesopotamia, is the subject of this book.

I quibble with Sparks’s assessment of the change as “modest.” The essays by dis-
tinguished scholars published here attest to the vigour, rigour and remarkable range of
current work in this field. The ten essays cover a temporal spectrum of two millennia, from
the Old Assyrian epistolary literature excavated in Kanesh/Kültepe, which dates from

Religions 2026, 17, 212 https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17020212
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1950 to 1850 BC (Damsma), to The Gospel of Thomas, composed in western Mesopotamia in
the late first–second century AD (Baker).

A number of themes connect different contributions. The most pervasive is the
interaction between different cultural frameworks in the ancient Near East. In his study of
Assyria’s material impact on life in Judah in the seventh century, Avraham Faust contends,
“A systematic examination of the cultural and social reactions in Judah to the intensifying
interaction with Assyria reveals that avoidance, subversion, and resistance were far more
prevalent than emulation.” Using very different data, namely, the texts of Enochic Judaism,
Amar Annus explores Judaic subversion of Mesopotamian mythological constructs and
their theological underpinnings. Selim Ferruh Adalı compares Babylonian cartographical
principles and the “mental map” found in Ezekiel. The Gospel of Thomas exploits cuneiform
number symbolism to portray God’s kingdom (Baker).

Alice Mandell, adducing the earliest examples of complex literary composition from
Palestine (the Amarna letters), detects a fascinating variable geometry of adoption and
adaptation between cultures: cuneiform literary techniques, which were adopted by first-
millennium biblical writers, were modified by Canaanite scribes in the late second mil-
lennium. Her paper prompts us to question current assumptions regarding the prove-
nance of the Bible’s use of those techniques. Does it derive uniformly from the period of
Mesopotamian hegemony in the Levant and its aftermath or do some of their expressions
betray Israelite absorption of Canaanite literary traditions? As Scott Noegel reminds us,
comparative analysis is not necessarily always about influence.

Some of the authors approach their investigations philologically (Baker, Damsma,
Hess, Mandell, Noegel). There is, coincidentally, some overlap in the words they investigate.
Alinda Damsma and Noegel, in discussing necromancy, examine the meanings of et.emmu
(GIDIM) and ’ôb. Richard Hess provides a philological analysis of the name of the goddess
generally referred to as Asherah. Tallay Ornan also considers this deity and her status in
pre-exilic Israelite religion. Using art history perspectives, she probes the development
of Hebrew monotheism and the related topic of aniconism. She argues that the latter
was affected by Babylonian use of non-anthropomorphic divine emblems in the public
sphere. In their study of late Babylonian priestly theology and practice, Céline Debourse
and Michael Jursa point to the narrowing of local focus on the gods in Babylonia—Babylon
became all about Marduk; the other divine kings of ancient Mesopotamia, Anu and Enlil,
are absent from its late cultus.

Debourse and Jursa define a central tenet of Babylonian priestly belief: “divine forces
may empower outside forces up to the point where they disrupt the flow of temple worship,
which ultimately leads to catastrophe and destruction.” This statement resonates with the
belief system found in much of the Hebrew Bible and can be compared with the theodicy
for the Babylonian devastation of Jerusalem given in Kings, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel. It raises
the following questions: What impact did the absence of temple, ritual sacrifice and a
functioning priesthood have on the exilic Judahite understanding of the cosmos, and how
does the Bible reflect it? These questions invite further exploration.

Many of the papers remind us of just how influential Egypt remained in the cultural
landscape of the southern Levant, even during the period of Mesopotamian hegemony (see
also Collins 1975, p. 31; Carr 2005, pp. 86, 157). The many breakthroughs in the biblical–
Assyriological cross-discipline, of which these papers are examples, provide a firm basis to
extend the scope of future research to include, where possible and appropriate, an Egyptian
dimension, as Noegel has done here. Studying the theological and epistemological interplay
between Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Israel in the Bible’s formation will elucidate it further.

https://doi.org/10.3390/rel17020212
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This volume showcases the extraordinary breadth of current research on the Bible’s
relationship with ancient Mesopotamia. A sequel, which focuses forensically on any one of
the major themes raised by these papers, would further enrich the cross-discipline.

I thank our authors for accepting the invitation to participate in this project and for
delivering a wealth of scholarly insight. We are grateful to the reviewers who put us
through our paces, sharpening our contributions as a result. I am especially indebted to
Evelyn Zeng of MDPI who initiated the project and steered its development throughout.
Her unfailing helpfulness, patience and efficiency at every stage contributed immensely to
the pleasure of editing this book.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.
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Article

New Evidence for Asherata/Asherah

Richard S. Hess

Denver Seminary, 6399 S Santa Fe Drive, Littleton, CO 80120, USA; rick.hess@denverseminary.edu

Abstract: This paper examines the appearance of published West Semitic spellings of the
name of the deity commonly referred to as Asherah. In light of new evidence from the
Bronze Age Amorite sources, as well as the complete publication of the inscriptions at
Kuntillet “Ajrud, a review of the analysis and discussion concerning the identification of
the deity is undertaken. The purpose will be to ascertain the significance of the witness
of epigraphic Hebrew texts at Kuntillet “Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom in light of earlier
Bronze Age evidence, the biblical attestations, the conceptualization of deity, and the
understanding of Iron Age epigraphic Hebrew spellings of the feminine singular suffix, as
well as pronominal suffixes. The more complete availability of textual witnesses provides a
foundation on which to argue the degree of continuity across more than a thousand years
of the appearance of the deity in the West Semitic world.

Keywords: Asherah; Amorite; YHWH; Israelite religion; Abdi-Ashirta; Ugarit; Kuntillet
‘Ajrud

Some years ago, this author attempted to catalog all published syllabic and alphabetic
spellings of the goddess commonly referred to as Asherah, as the spellings appeared in West
Semitic texts of the Bronze and Iron Ages.1 While attestation of the goddess’ names does
occur in later East Semitic and Hittite contexts, the focus here will be on Old Babylonian
and West Semitic and recent publications.2 In the earlier publication, I argued that the
original form of the divine name was Asherata and that later developments of the name in
West Semitic could be explained as developments from this spelling. The question arises as
to whether this argument remains cogent in light of recent discoveries and texts bearing
this West Semitic name, and whether the spelling has a masculine singular suffix, as argued
for its appearance in inscriptional materials such as those found at Kuntillet “Ajrud. Despite
these arguments, some scholars continue to assume, without further discussion, that the

“

šrth following yhwh and the conjunction should be interpreted as “his Asherah”.3 The
evidence will support the absence of this pronominal suffix.

1. Bronze Age Evidence

In the absence of any earlier attestations at Ebla or elsewhere, the first occurrences
are found in Old Babylonian.4 Twice there appears the Amorite personal name spelled
daš-ra-tum-mi, with the sense “Ashratum is my mother”.5 The divine name also appears in
three Babylonian seal impressions, two with the spelling of daš-ra-tum and a third appearing
as da-ši-ra-tum.6

The name occurs in late second millennium BC West Semitic archives only at Ugarit
and Amarna. There are no attested occurrences elsewhere in the published texts of the
Late Bronze Age West Semitic world. In addition, the complete reading and analysis of all
personal names at Alalakh Levels IV and VII results in some 7971 name attestations.7 Not
only is the divine name of the goddess unattested at Alalakh, there are no examples of its
appearance in personal names.8

Religions 2025, 16, 397 https://doi.org/10.3390/rel16040397
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At Amarna and Ugarit, the evidence is different. The name of the ruler of Amurru
in the mid-fourteenth century BCE, abdi-a-ši-ir-te, occurs ninety-five times in sixty-two
Amarna letters with a partial or complete spelling. This provides more attestations of the
syllabic spelling of the divine name than any other attested source of the second millennium
BCE. Of these, seventy-seven vocalize the deity’s name as a-ši-ir-te/ti/ta, while eighteen
vocalize the name as aš-ra-tu/ti/ta, with the final vowel functioning as a case vowel.9 The
choice of the name, abdi-a-ši-ir-te, is based on how the name bearer himself (or his scribe)
writes his own name in the letters he is responsible for (EA 61 line 2; EA 62 line 2). However,
even this can vary as he writes his name with the divine element as aš-ra-tu4 in EA 60 line 2.

In thirteenth century BCE Ugarit, the divine name is attested more than sixty times,
most frequently in the alphabet cuneiform mythological texts, and also in some ritual texts.
There it is always spelled as

“

trt. The honorific rbt, “Lady”, can precede it, and the epithet
ym most often follows it. This is usually translated as “Lady

“

trt of the Sea”.10

The name occurs in a personal name at Ugarit in the syllabic cuneiform and referencing
the same name as the ruler of Amurru in the Amarna letters. There, it is twice vocalized
as I(ÌR) abdi-a-šar-ti, although only partially preserved in each case: I(ÌR) abdi-a-ša[r-ti] and
I(ÌR) abdi-a-šar-t[i].11 It also occurs once in full (I[ÌR] abdi-a-šar-ti) as a witness on a land sale
document.12

The divine name also occurs on some polylingual god lists. At two places in Ugaritica
V it may appear, where one occurrence preserves only the initial a-, but the second includes
most of the name and can be restored as [aš(?)-r]a-tum or as [a?- ši?-r]a-tu4.13 There is also
a god list attestation with the syllabic reading daš-ra-tum.14 Huehnergard recognizes the
apparent difficulty of his restoration of the [a?- ši?-r]a-tu4 in light of his support of the other
restoration. However, he argues that this is the Akkadian form of the goddess’ name, a
point supported by the publication of an Ugaritic god list parallel to the syllabic cuneiform
list.15 In line 19, where the syllabic god list has daš-ra-tum, we find that the Ugaritic god
list has [

“

at]rt. This parallels the syllabic reading daš-ra-tum in the already cited syllabic
cuneiform god list. In the above mentioned land sale document the name bearer appears as
the son of ia-an-h<a-am-mi, an undoubted West Semitic personal name.16 The attempt to read
šar (the SAR sign) as šir9, because it is more common in W. Semitic peripheral Akkadian,
is possible but not substantiated.17 Thus, the Old Babylonian da-ši-ra-tum preserves the
original form of the divine name.18 Quoting Wilfred G. Lambert, Wiggins notes that this
is not a deity of Akkadian origin because “Akkadian does not tolerate 3 short vowels
separated by single consonants”.19 West Semitic syllabic orthography did not retain this
form with an initial vowel and two internal vowels. Instead, it generated by forms already
occurring in Old Babylonian as aš-ra-tum, and appearing as both aš-ra-tu/ti/ta and a-ši-ir-te/ta
to identify the name of the fourteenth century B.C. leader of Amurru.

This seems likely based on syncope in Akkadian (and West Semitic) orthography. It
occurs when the last short vowel, where there are two or more non-final short vowels in a
series of open syllables, tends to drop.20 Thus, *parisum becomes parsum. Here, da-ši-ra-tum
becomes da-šir-tum (where -tum is also read as -tu4 with the loss of mimation after the Old
Babylonian period) or a-ši-ir-te. Also possible is da-ši-ra-tum becoming daš-ra-tum. The latter
is the less attested variant and, with Huehnergard, may be an Akkadian form.

Of special interest is the presence of the feminine suffix, either -tu or -atu, and the
question of the final vowel and its operation as a case vowel. Although the final vowel
on the abdi-a-ši-ir-te name varies, it does not function as a case vowel.21 Is the final -a the
common ending for personal names from Amarna, regardless of case?22 In fact, at Amarna
a generalization may be made for personal names with a West Semitic origin.23 Names in
letters from Byblos, Amurru, Tyre, and Canaanite towns south of this area do function with
case vowels. The exception is Jerusalem.24 The West Semitic personal names in these letters
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and those to the north of Byblos, Amurru, and Tyre do not have final vowels corresponding
to the grammatical case in which they appear. Surprisingly, the alternation in final vowels
attested in appearances of the name abdi-a-ši-ir-te in letters from Byblos, Amurru, and Tyre
do not track with the grammatical case in which they appear. In contrast, a-zi-ri, the son of
abdi-a-ši-ir-te, does appear with case vowels in the correspondence from Byblos and Tyre,
but not in its twelve occurrences from Amurru.25 In the latter, it is always spelled a-zi-ri,
including the correspondence from a-zi-ri himself. Thus, the operation of case vowels on
some personal names in the Amarna texts is not only unpredictable, its presence or absence,
as well as the presence of fixed forms, varies from one location to another. For abdi-a-ši-ir-te,
this is true. The final syllable does, however, provide a feminine marker. Importantly, the
most common final vowel is -a, occurring in 62 attestations, while 11 attestations have the
final sign entirely missing and 22 have a final -e, -i, or -u vowel. Thus, nearly 74 percent of
the known final vowels on the name abdi-a-ši-ir-te have the final -a vowel. Even if the other
ten Bronze Age attestations are added, with one of the Ugarit Akkadian forms deducted
because the final sign is entirely missing (resulting in nine occurrences), that still leaves
67 percent of all the Bronze Age names as ending in a final -a vowel. Thus, by a factor of
two to one, this vowel dominates as the one used most often when writing the divine name.
As noted, this cannot be explained as a case vowel, but is best understood as the common
vocalic ending for this divine name, and perhaps for other names.26

Two important notes should be added regarding the West Semitic Bronze Age attesta-
tion of the name of the goddess. First, at Taanach a small archive of fourteen or fifteenth
century BCE syllabic cuneiform tablets (TT 1–14) was discovered during the excavations of
Ernst Sellin in 1903–1904. The cuneiform texts were published by F. Hrozný. TT 1 is a letter
demanding fifty shekels of silver in payment.27 Hrozný read the first four signs on line 21
as da-ši-rat. This reading was accepted by later scholars.28 However, the unusual use of the
-rat sign (elsewhere never used in the spelling of the goddess’ name) and the absence of
a final vowel created a reading that has no parallel in the extant attestations of this deity
in syllabic cuneiform. Basing his study on the notes of E. I. Gordon and Albert E. Glock,
Anson F. Rainey proposed reading the line as GIŠza-ar-ni-nu, a type of wood and a Hurrian
term, reflecting the Hurrian (or “northern”) influence in both the personal names and other
Hurrian vocabulary in this letter.29 This proposal has been followed by others.30

The second note has to do with the publication of two Amorite–Akkadian bilinguals
that appeared in January of 2023. If the first note dismisses a proposed reading of the
goddess, this publication identified a clear syllabic cuneiform attestation.31 The two tablets
originate in two separate private collections, one now in New York and the other in London.
They were photographed using the Ammonium Chloride method. With a landscape format,
the tablets date from the Old or Middle Babylonian period, i.e., the Middle or Late Bronze
Ages. Using an Old Babylonian ductus encountered in tablets from Southern Babylonia
during the period of Rı̄m-Sîn and of Hammurapi, these observations would push the
date back to the first half of the second millennium BCE, perhaps the eighteenth century.
Each tablet contains two columns in syllabic cuneiform. The first column (on the left side)
appears to be in a language related to later West Semitic, likely a form of Amorite. The
second column is Old Babylonian. The first ten lines of the first tablet contain a list of ten
largely West Semitic deities. After identifying Dagan and Kamish in lines one and two, the
third line names the first female deity, read as a-še-_ra^-tum.32 The corresponding Akkadian
divine name in the right column is written DIĜIR.MAH<, which may be transliterated into
Akkadian as Bēlet-ilı̄ “Lady of the gods”. This is the Mesopotamian mother-goddess. As is
generally accepted, authors George and Krebernik read the internal vowels of a-še-_ra^-tum
as short.
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The point noted here is that the spelling, ašeratum, corresponds to the form already
proposed as the best way to explain the development into the other attested spellings,
ašratum and ašertum. In this list, the most common vocalic ending for the Amorite deities
is -u(m) (lines 3–8), possibly reflecting the nominative case ending. The same is true in all
the remaining single nouns found in lines 13–21 (after which phrases are listed on each
line). As noted, however, by far the most common vocalic ending for the divine name
Asherah/Asherata is -a. Therefore, it may be proposed that, behind the variants, there lay a
basic form of this West Semitic divine name in the Bronze Age, that is, Ašerata. This name
is thus clearly attested in the West Semitic of the Bronze Age. It will be argued below that
this vocalization is the best way in which to understand the Northwest Semitic texts of the
first millennium BCE, which, of course, preserve no vocalization because they are spelled
in alphabetic script.33

2. Iron Age Evidence

The term

“

šr(h/t) appears in Iron Age Northwest Semitic to refer to a cult site, a
shrine, and a divine symbol.34 As a goddess, the name does not occur in Phoenician or
the Northwest Semitic dialects surrounding Israel and Judah. Despite the abundance of
Phoenician inscriptions, it appears neither as a divine name nor as a theophoric element in
a personal name.35 The same is now true of the Ekron inscription, l

“

šrt, which should be
interpreted as a shrine.36 The only extra-biblical occurrences that may refer to a deity in the
Iron Age are those found at Kuntillet “Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom. These are also questioned
by scholars who see no evidence for a deity but rather a cult symbol that represented
Yahweh.37 However, arguments in favor of a referent distinct from that of

“

šr(h/t), as found
elsewhere, include the unique spelling of these occurrences and their contextual usage in
an environment different from the others.

It is important first to collect the evidence. At Kuntillet “Ajrud, the following occur-
rences of the goddess’ name appear, followed by the editors’ translation of the name and
the larger context38:

3.1 line 2, wl

“

šrth “I have blessed you to YHWH of Shômrôn (Samaria) and to His
asherah”

3.6 line 7, wl

“

šrth “I have blessed you to YHWH of Têmān and His asherah”

3.9 line 1, wl

“

šrth “[. . .] to YHWH of Têmān and His asherah”

4.1.1 line 1, wl

“

šrth “[. . .] recount to YHWH of Têmān and His asherah [. . .]”

At Khirbet el-Qom,

“

šrth appears three times on a tomb inscription, where it is part
of the following context39: (1)

“

ryhw h?śr ktbh (2) brk

“

ryhw lyhwh (3) wms.ryh l

“

šrth hwš “lh (4)
ldnyhw (5) wl

“

šrth (6) [wl

“

š]r[t]h.
Ah. ituv translates “Uriyahu the governor wrote it: ‘Blessed by Uriyahu of YHWH

<and> of His Asherah. And from his enemies grant him deliverance, to Daniyahu. . .and of
his Asherah [and of] His [Ashe]rah.’”40

Alternatively, Ziony Zevit renders it “Uryahu, the prosperous, his inscription ([or]
an inscription). I blessed Uryahu to Yahweh, to wit, from his enemies. . .for the sake of
Asheratah save him . . .by Abiyahu. . .?? and to Asheratah. . .Asheratah”.41

What strikes the reader immediately is that most occurrences attested in these two
sites follow a waw conjunctive, but all then begin with the inseparable preposition, lamed.
Further, all follow the preposition with the same five consonants, a sequence of letters that
is not found elsewhere in the West Semitic Iron Age inscriptional evidence. This includes
the final -h, which raises the problem of its interpretation as a pronominal suffix, “his
Asherah”. If so, Hebrew grammar would discourage understanding the noun as a divine
name because personal names do not take a pronominal suffix.42 This is true for human
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individuals, but there may be a difference with deities whose identities could allow a deity
to simultaneously co-exist in different places, distinguished by an additional qualifier,
such as Yahweh of Samaria and Yahweh of Teman.43 As yhwh s. ebā

“

ôt, this transcendent
deity remains qualitatively different from local and regional manifestations. Thus, female
deities may be linked to male deities (who are themselves qualified by specifications of
geography, for example) with the use of “his”, as in the parallels at Ebla: “Rashap of Adani
and his Adamma”.44 Nevertheless, Thomas, in his significant discussion of this point,
may be correct in identifying the important role of the structures of both the Kuntillet

“Ajrud and the Khirbet el-Qom attestations as ultimately pointing toward a non-deity with
a pronominal suffix for

“

šrth.45 However, one has the sense of nuanced distinctions that
become increasingly unlikely to have been worked through in such detail by the composers
of these graffiti-like texts. All this is moot if

“

šrth has no demonstrable pronominal suffix, as
argued here.

In addition, the use of third masculine singular verbs in conjunction with the blessings
at Kuntillet “Ajrud suggest that the focus is the subject Yahweh and not

“

šrth.46 It has been
assumed that

“

šrth is not the name of a goddess but must be something else, a cult object
or shrine.47 However, many retain the view that this is the deity Asherah.48 They assume
that in some manner the grammar is not an insuperable barrier, often citing examples of
exceptions from Ugarit or biblical texts.49 The structure “brk + l + noun” always identifies
the noun as a divine name of a god or goddess.50 Further, Yahweh may retain the main
focus of the verbs of blessing without excluding the presence of a consort.51

In fact, l

“

šrth could preserve a final vowel letter, either an -a or an -o, that has no
connection with a pronoun. Former studies considered the -tâ suffix to be an example of a
double feminine ending, comparing place names such as

“

eprātâ (Gen. 35:16, 19; 48:7; Mic.
5:1; Ps. 132:6; Ruth 4:11; or as a personal name 1 Chr. 2:19, 24, 50; 4:4).52 However, the
existing parallels in Hebrew can either be understood as accusatives of direction or as final
-â vowels serving as an adverbial/accusative ending.53

We have already noted from the Late Bronze Age attestations the manner in which
this Asherata form normally ends, in an -a vowel, following a -t-. It should therefore be no
surprise to discover that the final vowel here is an -a.54 The

“

šrth is situated in the same
tradition as the Asherata attestations at Amarna, Ugarit, and earlier.

The final -â has been explained by others as an archaic diptotic ending for the genitive
and accusative cases.55 Examples of diptotic case endings may be found in the Amurru
correspondence and at Ugarit, where a-na Irap-a-na occurs, in which the a-na corresponds
to the Hebrew l- preposition as used at Kuntillet “Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom.56 Hebrew
orthography can indicate 8th and 7th century BCE identification of a final -a by means of a
final -h.57

The ending on

“

šrth may provide an example of the final –(t)a vocalization as a feminine
suffix marker. The place name examples of Israelite and Judean feminine names with this
suffix may be recognized in at least two feminine geographic names that were identified
on the list of names from the region that was conquered by pharaoh Shishak c. 925 BCE.
These names are [P]nu=

“

I=ru H. a=d=ša=ta “New Penuel” or “A=ru=d=

“

a=t Ru=bi=ta “Great
Arad”.58 The latter site lies roughly in the vicinity of Kuntillet “Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom.
If the -ta served as a feminine marker in these two examples at the end of the tenth century,
it may have served as a feminine ending more than a century later in the examples of

“

šrth.
However, by the time of the Hebrew Bible’s language updating in the later eighth and
the seventh centuries BCE, the feminine ending had dropped the -t. This phenomenon
occurs in Old Aramaic, Samalian, and the Deir Alla texts.59 It also appears in the Egyptian
transcription of at least ten Iron Age Hebrew words, in comparison with their biblical
Hebrew counterparts:

“

tpāta (Heb.

“

ašpâ “quiver”); “alı̄ta (Heb. “ālîyâ “upper chamber”);
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“agálta (Heb. “āgālâ “wagon”); “aduta (Heb. “ēdâ “conspiracy”); ba

“

lat (Heb. ba “ālâ “lady”);
markábata (Heb. merkābâ “chariot”) ma ‘gārata (Heb. mĕ “ārâ “cave”); h<ilbatta (Heb. h. elbĕnâ
“perfumed water”); śa “(ĕ)rata (Heb. śa “ărâ “hair; wool”); and qarta (Heb. qîryâ “town, city”).60

The final -t as an archaic feminine marker is preserved in feminine names in BH:
bośmat, t.opat, moh. ălat, gînat, and šim “āt.61 The first three personal names occur either in
Genesis (chs. 26, 28, and 36) or in the tenth century Solomonic period and the generation
after Solomon. The final two names, which appear later (ninth and early eighth centuries
BCE), are not certainly feminine. moh. ălat also appears as mah. lâ, a daughter of Zelophehad,
in Num. 26:11, 33; 27:1; Josh. 17:3. Thus, the feminine suffix marker appears as both -t and
-â in a Hebrew name that is otherwise spelled in an identical fashion.62

McClellan suggests that Tropper’s observation concerning shortened forms of YHWH
with final -a on the ends of theophoric personal names can be transferred to the divine
name

“

šrth.63 However, the latter name does not appear in the Iron Age as a theophoric
element forming part of personal names. Instead, it is independent.

The final –(t)a vowel has already been observed at the end of Bronze Age appearances
of the divine name, Asherata. Indeed, a review of all the evidence is consistent with the
understanding that the fully vocalized name of the goddess, Asherata, now attested in
the Old Babylonian Amorite bilinguals, is preserved in the alphabetic form

“

šrth, which
is found in all the Iron Age IIB Hebrew occurrences of the divine name that are attested
outside the biblical text.

The spelling of

“

šrh in the Biblical attestations, whether of a (wooden?) symbol of the
goddess (e.g., Jdg. 6:28; 2 Kgs. 13:6) or of the divine name itself (e.g., 1 Kgs. 18:19),64 seems
to represent an updating of the Hebrew text in the late Iron Age (late eighth, seventh, and
early sixth centuries BCE).65 By this time, at least in the Jerusalem dialect of Hebrew, which
is represented by much of the Hebrew Bible in its latest pre-exilic updating, the -t had lost
its symbol as a suffix marker of the feminine, while the final -â (marked in the alphabetic
script by -h) represented this phenomenon.66

Because the Kuntillet “Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom inscriptions predate this change, l

“

šrth
should be understood as in agreement with the unified witness of the Bronze Age evidence
for the name of the goddess, as well as the Iron Age inscriptional evidence of Shishak’s
proper names in and around Southern Canaan and the evidence of multiple feminine
cognate Hebrew nouns preserved in Egyptian that all read a final -ta as either a preserved
form for Asherata or as an example of other names and nouns of the same construction.

In conclusion, both the addition of the Amorite bilingual texts at the beginning of the
appearance of the name Asherata and the full publication of the Kuntillet “Ajrud texts in
the Iron Age period that attest to all the

“

šrth names there affirm that the goddess known
as Asherah in the Bible was consistently and best rendered as Asherata. There is no third
person singular suffix attached to this divine name, no “his” here. The divine names do
not take the pronominal suffixes at Kuntillet “Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom. These attestations
are best understood as the goddess, known in the Bible as Asherah, and secondarily as a
cult object.
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“

aman 2011, pp. 299–324; Thomas 2017, pp. 157–218, especially
179–83).
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21.07B III line 36, for the occurrence with only the initial a-, and IVb line 7(?) pp. 249, 423 for the better preserved name. The
better-preserved reading by Nougayrol is challenged by Huehnergard (1987, pp. 111–12), who determines that there is sufficient
room for two signs in the break, and so reads [a?- ši?-r]a-tu. Gantzert (2006, pp. 299–311) provides the reading dAŠ.RA.TUM. on
p. 308 (line 194), which is only attested in the fragment of the god list from Ugarit, as noted here.

14 See (Nougayrol et al. 1968, vol. 5, no. 18 RS 20.24 line 19 pp. 46, 54; Huehnergard 1987, pp. 111–12, 183), for identification of this
list as using Akkadian forms of the divine name.
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61 (Rechenmacher 2012, §161 p. 75; Layton 1990, pp. 206–20). Cf. bośmat Gen. 26:34; 36:3, 4, 10, 13, 17; 1 Kgs. 4:15; t.opat 1 Kgs. 4:11;
moh. ălat Gen. 28:9; 2 Chron. 11:18; gînat 1 Kgs. 16:21–22, and šim “āt 2 Kgs. 12:22; 2 Chr. 24:26.

62 Cf. further Zadok (1988, pp. 167–71), for a summary of all feminine personal name patterns, and Layton (1990, pp. 199–239), for
complete discussion on -at as an archaic feminine marker.

63 See (McClellan 2022, p. 72), citing Tropper (2017, pp. 1–21).
64 Cf., e.g., Jdg. 6:25–30; 2 Kgs. 13:6 for the cult object, and, e.g., 1 Kgs. 18:19. DCHRev 1.639–40. The most complete review of the

Hebrew evidence remains (Hadley 1987).
65 See (Hasselbach 2013, p. 36; Noonan 2017, pp. 5–6; Rechenmacher 2012, p. 75).
66 In this respect, there is no disagreement with the overall assessment of Thomas (2017). Where there is a problem lies with his

view that

“

šrth is not the name of a goddess and that it must preserve a pronominal suffix. In this regard, Thomas, “The Meaning
of asherah”(pp. 188–89), cites Gogel (1998, p. 188), for the view that northern Hebrew retained -at in the feminine singular, and pp.
60–61 (with n. 95) for this interpretation of

“

šrth as “his consort”. Thomas cites as support Na

“

aman and Lissovksy, “Kuntillet

“Ajrud”, pp. 199–200n 9, to substantiate his analysis of the -at feminine suffix. Na

“

aman, who accepts a goddess for

“

šrth, recognizes
that a proper name (even a divine name) with a suffix is rare and instead concludes “Therefore, it is best to reject the notion that
the final -h represents the third person possessive (“his Asherat”), in favor of the interpretation that

“

šrth is a form of the goddess’
name, and that the two inscriptions should therefore read “to YHWH of Samaria and to Asherata” and “To YHWH of Teman and
to Asherata”. Cf. Na

“

aman (2011, p. 305).

References

Ah. ituv, Shmuel. 2008. Echoes from the Past: Hebrew and Cognate Inscriptions from the Biblical Period. Carta: Jerusalem.
Ah. ituv, Shmuel, Esther Eshel, and Ze

“

ev Meshel. 2012. Chapter 5—The Inscriptions. In Kuntillet “Ajrud (H. orvat Teman): An Iron Age II
Religious Site on the Judah-Sinai Border. Edited by Ze

“

ev Meshel. Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, pp. 73–142.
Albright, William F. 1944. A Prince of Taanach in the Fifteenth Century BC. Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research 94: 12–27.

[CrossRef]
Angerstorfer, Andreas. 1982. Ašerah als ‘consort of Jahwe’ oder Aširtah? Biblische Notizen 17: 7–16.
Bekins, Peter. 2017. Definiteness and the Definite Article. In Where Shall Wisdom Be Found? A Grammatical Tribute to Stephen A. Kaufman.

Edited by Hélène M. Dallaire, Benjamin J. Noonan and Jennifer E. Noonan. Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, pp. 21–36.
Binger, Tilde. 1997. Asherah: Goddesses in Ugarit, Israel and the Old Testament. JSOTSup 232. Sheffield: JSOT Press.
Borger, Rykle. 2004. Mesopotamisches Zeichenlexikon. AOAT 305. Münster: Ugarit-Verlag.
Cross, Frank M. 2009. The Phoenician Ostracon from Acco, the Ekron Inscription and htrva. Eretz-Israel 29: 19–28.
Day, John. 1986. Asherah in the Hebrew Bible and Northwest Semitic Literature. Journal of Biblical Literature 105: 385–408. [CrossRef]
Delaporte, Louis-Joseph. 1923. Musée du Louvre. Catalogue des cylindres orientaux. II, Acquistions. Paris: Hachette.
del Olmo Lete, Gregorio, and Joaquín Sanmartín. 2004. A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic Tradition, 2nd rev. ed.

Leiden: Brill.
Dever, William G. 1984. Asherah, Consort of Yahweh? New Evidence from Kuntillet “Ajrud. Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental

Research 255: 21–37. [CrossRef]
Dever, William G. 1999. Archaeology and the Ancient Israelite Cult: How the Kh.El-Qôm and Kuntillet “Ajrûd ‘Asherah’ Texts Have

Changed the Picture. Eretz-Israel 26: 9–15.
Dietrich, Manfried, and Otto Loretz. 1995. “Jahwe und seine Aschera”. Anthropomorphes Kultbild in Mesopotamien, Ugarit und Israel. UBL 9.

Münster: Ugarit-Verlag.
Dobbs-Allsopp, Frederick William, Jimmy Jack McBee Roberts, Choon-Leong Seow, and Rachel E. Whitaker. 2005. Hebrew Inscriptions:

Texts from the Biblical Period of the Monarchy with Concordance. New Haven: Yale Unversity Press.
Ebeling, Erich. 1932. Ašratu. RlA 1: 169.
Edzard, Dietz-Otto. 1987. Martu. A. Gott. RlA VII: 433–38.
Emerton, John A. 1982. New Light on Israelite Religion: The Implications of Inscriptions from Kuntillet “Ajrud”. Zeitschrift für die

Alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 94: 2–20. [CrossRef]
Emerton, John A. 1999. ‘Yahweh and His Asherah’: The Goddess or Her Symbol. Vetus Testamentum 49: 315–37. [CrossRef]
Faust, David Earl. 1941. Contracts from Larsa Dated in the Reign of Rim-Sin. YOS 8. New Haven: Yale University.
Fleming, Daniel E. 2021. Yahweh Before Israel: Glimpses of History in a Divine Name. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

106



Religions 2025, 16, 397

Frevel, Christian. 1995. Aschera und der Ausschließlichkeitsanspruch YHWHs: Beiträge zu Literarischen, Religionsgeschichtlichen und
Ikonographischen Aspekten der Ascheradiskussion. Weinheim: Beltz Athenäum.

Gantzert, Merijn. 2006. Syrian Lexical Texts (3): The Peripheral Weidner God Lists. Ugarit-Forschungen 38: 299–311.
Garr, W. Randall. 1985. Dialect Geography of Syria-Palestine, 1000-586 B.C.E.. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania.
Gelb, Ignace J. 1981. Computer-Aided Analysis of Amorite. AS 21. Chicago: The Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago.
George, Andrew, and Manfred Krebernik. 2022. Two Remarkable Vocabularies: Amorite-Akkadian Bilinguals. Revue D’assyriologie et

D’archéologie Orientale 116: 113–66. [CrossRef]
Gogel, Sandra Landis. 1998. A Grammar of Epigraphic Hebrew. SBL Resources for Biblical Study 23. Atlanta: Scholars Press.
Goldingay, John. 2020. Genesis. BCOT Pentateuch. Grand Rapids: Baker.
Gröndahl, Frauke. 1967. Die Personennamen der Texte aus Ugarit. Studia Pohl 1. Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute.
Hadley, Judith M. 1987. The Cult of Asherah in Ancient Israel and Judah: Evidence for a Hebrew Goddess. Cambridge: Cambridge

University Press.
Hasselbach, Rebecca. 2013. Case in Semitic: Roles, Relations, and Reconstruction. Oxford Studies in Diachronic and Historical Linguistics

3. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Hasselbach-Andee, Rebecca. 2021. Classification of Akkadian within the Semitic Family. In History of Akkadian Language. Edited by

Juan-Pablo Vita. 2 vols. HdO Section 1 The Near and Middle East. Leiden: Brill, vol. 152, pp. 129–46.
Hendel, Ronald. 2024. Parsing the Divine Name. The Biblical Archaeology Review 50: 60–61.
Herdner, Andrée. 1978. Nouveaux textes alphabetiques de Ras Shamra—XXIVe campagne, 1961. In Ugaritica. Edited by Irène

Schaeffer de Chalon and Antoinette Schaeffer-Boehling. MRS 18. Bibliothèque Archéologique et Historique 99. Paris: Mission
Archéologique de Ras Shamra, Collège de France, Paris: Paul Geuthner, Leiden: Brill, vol. 7, pp. 1–74.

Hess, Richard S. 1991. The Operation of Case Vowels in the Personal Names of the Amarna Texts. In Mesopotamie et Elam: Actes de la
XXXVIéme Rencontre Assyriologique Internationale Gand, 10–14 Juillet 1989. Mesopotamian History and Environment, Occasional
Publications 1. Ghent: Rijksuniversiteit, pp. 201–10.

Hess, Richard S. 1992. Yahweh and His Asherah? Religious Pluralism in the Old Testament World. In One God, One Lord: Christianity in
a World of Religious Pluralism. Edited by Andrew D. Clarke and Bruce W. Winter. Grand Rapids: Baker, pp. 13–42.

Hess, Richard S. 1993. Amarna Personal Names. ASORDiss 9. Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns.
Hess, Richard S. 1996. Asherah or Asherata? Orientalia 65: 209–19.
Hess, Richard S. 2007. Israelite Religions: An Archaeological and Biblical Survey. Grand Rapids: Baker.
Hess, Richard S. 2017. The Taanach Tablets (4.79A-D). In The Context of Scripture. Volume Four. Supplements. Edited by K. Lawson

Younger, Jr. Leiden: Brill, pp. 262–64.
Hoch, James E. 1994. Semitic Words in Egyptian Texts of the New Kingdom and Third Intermediate Period. Princeton: Princeton University

Press.
Hoffner, Harry A. 1965. The Elkunirsa Myth Reconsidered. Revue Hittite et Asianique 23: 5–16. [CrossRef]
Hoftijzer, Jacob, and Karel Johgenling. 1995. Dictionary of the North-West Semitic Inscriptions. Handbook of Oriental Stuies Part 1, 2 vols.

Leiden: Brill, vol. 21.
Horowitz, Wayne, Takayoshi Oshima, and Seth L. Sanders. 2018. Cuneiform in Canaan: The Next Generation. University Park:

Eisenbrauns.
Howard, J. Caleb. 2023. Amorite Names through Time and Space. Journal of Semitic Studies 68: 19–67. [CrossRef]
Huehnergard, John. 1987. Ugaritic Vocabulary in Syllabic Transcription. HSS 32. Atlanta: Scholars Press.
Huehnergard, John. 2011. A Grammar of Akkadian, 3rd ed. HSS 45. Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns.
Hundley, Michael B. 2013. Gods in Dwellings: Temples and Divine Presence in the Ancient Near East. SBLWAWSS. Atlanta: Society of

Biblical Literature.
Izre

“

el, Shlomo. 1991. Amurru Akkadian: A Linguistic Study. HSS 40. Atlanta: Scholars Press, vol. 1.
Jucquois, Guy. 1966. Phonétique Compare des Dialects Moyen-Babyloniens du Nord et De l’ouest. Bibliothèque du Muséon vol. 53. Louvain:

Université de Louvain Institut Orientaliste.
Keel, Othmar, and Christoph Uehlinger. 1998. Gods, Goddesses, and Images of God in Ancient Israel. Translated by Thomas H. Trapp.

Philadelphia: Fortress.
Kinlaw, Dennis F. 1967. A Study of the Personal Names in the Akkadian Texts from Ugarit. Ph.D. dissertation, Brandeis University,

Ann Arbor, MI, USA.
Kouwenberg, N. J. C. 2021. Historical Morphology of Akkadian. In History of Akkadian Language. Edited by Juan-Pablo Vita. 2 vols.

HdO Section 1 The Near and Middle East. Leiden: Brill, vol. 152, pp. 147–227.
Lambert, Wilfred G. 1979. Near Eastern Seals in the Gulbenkian Museum of Oriental Art, University of Durham. Iraq 41: 1–45.

[CrossRef]
Layton, Scott C. 1990. Archaic Features of Canaanite Personal Names in the Hebrew Bible. HSS 47. Atlanta: Scholars Press.
Lemaire, André. 1977. Les inscriptions de Khirbet el-Qôm et l’Ashérah de Yhwh. Revue Biblique 84: 595–608.

107



Religions 2025, 16, 397

Lemaire, André. 1984. Who or What was Yahweh’s Asherah? Biblical Archaeology Review 10: 42–52.
Lewis, Theodore J. 2020. The Origin and Character of God: Ancient Israelite Religions Through the Lens of Divinity. Oxford: Oxford University.
Loretz, Otto. 1989. “Anat-Aschera (Hos 14,9) und die Inschriften von Kuntillet “Ajrud. Studi Epigrafici e Linguistici 6: 57–65.
Maier, Walter A., III. 1986.

“

Ašerah: Extrabiblical Evidence. HSM 37. Atlanta: SBL.
Margalit, Baruch. 1990. The Meaning and Significance of Asherah. Vetus Testamentum 40: 264–97. [CrossRef]
McClellan, Daniel O. 2022. YHWH’s Divine Image: A Cognitive Approach. ANEM 29. Atlanta: Scholars Press.
Miller, Patrick D. 2000. The Religion of Ancient Israel. Library of Ancient Israel. Louisville: Westminster John Knox.
Moran, William L. 1975. The Syrian Scribe of the Jerusalem Amarna Letter. In Unity and Diversity: Essays in the History, Literature, and

Religion of the Ancient Near East. Edited by Hans Goedicke and J. J. M. Roberts. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, pp. 146–66.
Müller, Hans-Peter. 1992. Kolloquialsprache und Volksreligion in den Inschriften von Kuntillet “Ağrūd und H<irbet el-Qōm. Zeitschrift
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Abstract: The present study looks at how gentilics, usually attested in traditional biblical
topoi from the Pentateuch, are re-contextualized in Ezekiel to provide a mental map of the
peoples of the known Earth during the Exilic period. The basic constituents of Ezekiel’s
mental map of foreign peoples recall some of the configurations known from the Babylonian
mental map tradition. One known iteration of the latter is the Babylonian World Map
(BM 92687). The document presents several interesting features as to how mental maps
are formed in the Babylonian context. Its composition may date back to the late eighth
century BCE. It is an iteration of the Babylonian mental map with a unique unmarked
epicentre. Furthermore, it was probably impressed on clay on the occasion of a military
campaign or itinerant work concerning specific toponyms in southern Babylonia. Finally, it
was copied for scribal purposes in the Neo-Babylonian period. The present study proposes
that these dynamics of the Babylonian mental map help understand Ezekiel’s mental map
of foreign peoples. Aspects of Ezekiel’s mental map owe to an older Hebrew tradition
partly known from the Pentateuch, although it is a unique iteration for Ezekiel’s oracles
against the nations with historical references to the Exilic period. Jerusalem is the epicentre.
Two main rings of foreign peoples encircle Jerusalem. The first circle comprises Judah’s
neighbours from the east, south, west, and northwest. The second circle picks up from
the northwest going up the coast, then south to Egypt, and finally east and northeast with
Gog of Magog. Ezekiel concludes with the Temple Vision confirming Jerusalem’s central
position. This case study implies that Ezekiel encountered and independently adapted
aspects of the Mesopotamian mental map. Comparisons such as the one attempted here
can illustrate the potential of ancient Near Eastern intertextuality and cultural hybridity.

Keywords: Ezekiel; oracles against nations; mental map; gentilics; intertextuality

1. Introduction

The Babylonian background of Ezekiel has been the subject of multiple studies (Bodi
1991; Rom-Shiloni and Carvalho 2015; Ganzel 2021; all with a further bibliography). Dif-
ferent segments of Assyrio-Babylonian texts, iconography, and literature have been high-
lighted to explain or better understand selected compositional, textual, or lexical elements
in the Book of Ezekiel traditionally attributed to the Exilic period, with some scholars
considering a post-Exilic era milieu (Greenberg 1997; Klein 2008; Tooman 2011).1 Jewish
communities in Mesopotamia were in contact with the Babylonian culture around them
during both periods. One also recalls that the cuneiform tradition continued well into the
first century CE (Geller 1997). The extant and edited cuneiform literature is considerable
but not complete, whereas Aramaic and other alphabet-based texts (Ammonite, Moabite,
etc.) were more widespread than their present-day state of discovery. Their impact should,
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123



Religions 2025, 16, 648

therefore, also be considered in the background for Ezekiel’s composition (Postgate 1993).
One can also include ancient Iranian traditions, known again from limited sources (Rus-
sell 2003; Annus 2009), remembering that ancient Iranians were active in Mesopotamia
(Dandamayev 2015). Given that alphabet-based text traditions co-existed with cuneiform
literature, the Book of Ezekiel can be included amongst the former. Alphabet-based and
cuneiform texts shared the same ancient Near Eastern space. Ezekiel was among the texts
within the same space of literary interactions. In other words, Ezekiel’s Babylonian context
can be seen in light of an ancient Near Eastern intertextuality.

Wisnom describes intertextuality carefully as follows: “A system where texts relate to
each other. It encompasses all types of text within it, and all the different ways that they can
relate, whether by deliberate allusion, quotation, use of stock phrases which are shared by
other texts, echoing of a concept, or even just a casual similarity which reminds the reader
of something they came across elsewhere. . . Intertextuality is really a property of language
itself, in that in any language, culture, or literary system, there are bound to be phrases,
topics, figures of speech that recur, and which are the building blocks we use to create new
utterances, sentences, and images. This, at least, is closer to what the term originally meant
when it was coined by Julia Kristeva in 1966 (Kristeva 1982), as a philosophical statement
about the nature of language” (Wisnom 2020, pp. 1–2). Going beyond the influence of one
source over another, or a literary allusion, Kristeva’s notion of intertextuality rather seeks
to explore how components of a textual system, such as a given genre, contains a system of
signs that may be transposed to lead into new articulations (Kristeva 1980, p. 17). A given
word’s meaning is dynamic and can be better understood by its use in other texts and
genres (Alfaro 1996, p. 268). A deliberate allusion is only one facet of a given intertextuality.
A literary allusion refers the deliberate use of specific markers for the import of specific
external texts or themes in a given source text (Ben-Porat 1976). Markers in Babylonian texts
were unique terms, lexemes, phrases, or specific lines from a given source text (Weissert
1997, pp. 192–93; Adalı 2011, pp. 100–3; Wisnom 2020, pp. 2–3). The Book of Ezekiel is
known to allude to verses from within itself and from other parts of the Bible (Lyons 2007;
Tooman 2011). The multiple discussions of Babylonian elements in the Book of Ezekiel have
mostly rather been concerned with the influence of the former on the latter (Peterson 2012,
pp. 28–33). Most of the research, therefore, touches only upon one part of ancient Near
Eastern intertexuality, one between the Book of Ezekiel and cuneiform texts (Bodi 1991;
Rom-Shiloni and Carvalho 2015; Ganzel 2021; all with further bibliography). The present
research is situated within this portion of the presently discussed ancient Near Eastern
intertextuality, although we will try to go beyond merely trying to detect influences in
Ezekiel. This will be attempted by investigating how similarities between the mental map
of Ezekiel and that of the Babylonian World Map offer a case of intertextuality between
two cultural frameworks.

The formulation of ancient Near Eastern intertextuality implies that Ezekiel’s Baby-
lonian context should go beyond criteria of comparisons decided purely on the themes
evoked in Babylonian cuneiform sources. Admittedly, the present state of finds favors
comparisons with cuneiform sources, as the latter offers the most sizable database. This
imbalance should nevertheless be kept in mind in drawing pertinent conclusions. The
Book of Ezekiel is not a passive recipient of Mesopotamian concepts. It contains deliberate
adaptations into its own theology (e.g., Nissinen 2023, p. 59). Ezekiel alludes to parts of
the Pentateuch, to forms of texts transmitted in Deuteronomy and Leviticus. The latter
two represent pre-Exilic Hebrew traditions that supply the kernel of Hebrew religious law
(Peterson 2012, pp. 61–68).2

Ezekiel’s role as an independent interpreter of the Exilic world and its intertextuality
must also be considered. The Book of Ezekiel rejects polytheism and maintains Hebrew
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law. This dynamic co-exists with various themes and topoi prevalent in the polytheism-
dominated Babylonian cultural world around the Jewish communities between the sixth
and fourth centuries BCE. The Jewish community mostly did not emulate Babylonian
sources but rather the latter provided models. The Hebrew tradition elaborated on these
models with its own standards and innovations (e.g., Ganzel 2021). In exploring these
issues, this study will be based on the final form of the Book of Ezekiel. This approach will
help focus on the book’s Babylonian context with regard to its mental map and will allow
for information to consider for researchers with different methodologies, such as for those
interested in literary structures or holistic interpretations, or those who opt for text-critical
approaches to try to discern layers of authors or editors.

The present study will seek to see how Ezekiel’s intertextuality in a Babylonian context
redefines Ezekiel’s use of gentilics and geographical names to provide a mental map. The
notion of a mental map refers mostly to a community’s mental images of geographical
spaces around them; it is built on shared perceptions, views, and values of such spaces
to serve as the basis of individual or communal actions (Gould 1973, pp. 182–84). An-
cient Mesopotamia’s mental map is intricately connected to its cartography, although the
two should still be distinguished. Geographical information was transmitted in writing
from cuneiform’s invention until the last wedge was impressed on clay. Maps drawn
or geographically described merely in text comprise a diverse range of genres. These
included itineraries and maps that contain drawings, as well as verbal descriptions. Most
maps focused on the urban landscape, on fields, economic assets, or celestial topics, at
times utilizing mathematical tools (Millard 1987; Rochberg 2012). On the other hand,
Mesopotamia’s “mental map” can be traced especially in maps and itineraries, although
it is not limited to these genres. It can also be detected in a wider range of genres. This is
why close readings of texts can uncover perceptions and values concerning geographical
space, along with ideological and other tropes based mostly—although not exclusively—on
verbal descriptions (Pongratz-Leisten 2001; Michalowski 2010, p. 148). A full exploration
of these is certainly beyond the present study. An example of the Babylonian mental map
about the known world is impressed upon a clay cuneiform tablet held in the British
Museum (BM 92687), dubbed the Babylonian World Map (BWP, edited in Horowitz 1998,
pp. 20–42). It is unique among known Mesopotamian (and to some degree also Mediter-
ranean) maps (Horowitz 1998, pp. 27, 38–41, although see shortly below that its cosmic
river was also known to archaic Greek geographical tradition as Oceanus, which means
that at least some of the BWP’s content was known from elsewhere in the Mediterranean).
BM 92687 may be described as “a diagram to show the relation of these places [the lands
and regions mentioned] to the world of the Babylonians” (Millard 1987, p. 111), and “a
diagrammatic image of the world” (Rochberg 2012, p. 32). It is a document that expresses
geographical ideas about the known earth. In this regard, it is clearly an expression of the
Babylonian mental map of the world. Regardless of whether it was or was not a part of
Mesopotamian cartography and the predominant genres of maps, it was certainly part of
the Mesopotamian mental map tradition (Pongratz-Leisten 2001, pp. 274–76).

The BWP contains the drawing and visuals of several lands outside Babylonia and
toponyms in southern Mesopotamia, along with the world’s distant regions and the cosmic
river. The descriptions are not always fully preserved but they do have mythic elements
(Horowitz 1998, pp. 33–40). Passages about mythical beings in distant lands can be
found, and descriptions sometimes allude to legends and epics about Sargon of Agade and
Utnapištim of the Gilgamesh epic, as well as themes from the Babylonian creation epic
Enuma elish, and perhaps the Tukulti-Ninurta Epic, all probably pointing to a Neo-Assyrian
period for some of the descriptions (Pongratz-Leisten 2001, pp. 275–76; Zamazalová 2013).
BM 92687, as an expression of the Babylonian mental map tradition as presently discussed,
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frames lands and regions in concentric circles. The BWP is a document of the ancient Near
Eastern context. This is a context shared by Ezekiel. The order of the oracles against the
nations (OANs) in the final and canonical form of Ezekiel follow a similar circular route,
thereby inviting the comparative analysis to be undertaken in this study. To this end, BM
92687 (i.e., the BWP) is first discussed further in the next section, especially with regard to
its circular frames. Ezekiel’s OANs are selected because they openly name and address
foreign lands that comprise most of the known world. They also present an underlying
mental map and a geographical order amidst their mostly non-geographical content (for
the general content and several complex issues concerning OANs in Ezekiel and in other
books of the Hebrew Bible, see (Crouch 2011; Lee 2016; Bezzel et al. 2022)). The OANs
treated in this study are those against the lands Ammon (Ezekiel 25:1–7), Moab (25:8–11),
Edom (25:12–14), Philistia (25:15–17), Tyre (26–28), Sidon (28:20–23), Egypt (29–32), Edom
(35:15, 36:5), and Magog (38–39), in this geographical order. In Ezekiel’s canonical form,
this geographical order ends with the Temple Vision (40–48). This vision draws certain
descriptions from its Babylonian milieu but “in many ways it is revolutionary”, offering
original content to strongly express a sinless New Jerusalem where the temple’s purity
is protected (Ganzel 2021, pp. 151–52). YHWH does not abandon it, unlike before when,
according to Ezekiel, the sins of Israel and Judah led to divine abandonment. Several
themes in Ezekiel’s OANs are also connected with the treatment of Judah’s sins in the
theology of the Book of Ezekiel (Lee 2016; Langley 2022, pp. 174–75).

The present study explores Ezekiel’s combined use of gentilics and foreign lands, with
Jerusalem placed at the centre of a mental map. It is proposed that Ezekiel’s mental map
shares features with the Babylonian mental map as exemplified with BM 92687, i.e., the
BWP. The features center on the circular framing of foreign lands with a view of the entire
known world. A comparison between the two sources show how gentilics and geographical
names are re-articulated and Ezekiel’s underlying configuration of geographical names,
phrases, and formulae are diversified to provide its own mental map within an ancient
Near Eastern intertextuality.

2. The Babylonian World Map

An ancient Near Eastern intertextuality strongly suggests that aspects of Ezekiel’s
mental map of foreign peoples may be understood in part by recalling aspects of the
Babylonian mental map tradition. The mental map of any society is rich and not all of it is
documented. The BWP is one surviving iteration of the Babylonian mental map. It presents
several interesting features as to how mental maps are formed in Babylonian context. The
known world in the BWP is delineated in a circle rather than the four corners (Horowitz
1998, p. 21). The obverse contains a drawing of the known world bound by a giant cosmic
ocean in the form of a circling saltwater river, corresponding to Oceanus in Greek tradition
(Horowitz 1998, p. 26; Zamazalová 2013, pp. 61–65). This is not the modern ocean but
rather the salt sea that was believed to surround the known world. In Akkadian, this salt
sea is named marratum or “bitter river”. It includes different bodies of salt water in the
eastern Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf (Horowitz 1998, p. 41). One recalls that Greek
Oceanus was also a river god.

Assyria, Babylonia, Der, and Urartu are major geographical regions in the BWP, where
a limited number of other geographical names are included. The choices probably reflect
a given period. The period in question is not self-evident. Several clues may point to the
reign of Sargon II (722–705 BCE), king of Assyria (Zamazalová 2013, p. 23). The BWP also
mentions the Chaldean tribe and region of Bı̄t Yakin. This was the powerful Chaldean
tribe that rivalled Sargon II in southern Babylonia (Zamazalová 2013, p. 50). Urartu was
another rival of the same king until the Assyrian victory against this kingdom in a military
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campaign dated to around 714 BCE (Mayer 2013). The mention of lands beyond the Ocean
coincides with the time when the Assyrians were expanding into the Mediterranean in
collaboration with Tyre and Phoenician vassals against Ionian and other peoples who
were sometimes dubbed under the term Yamnāya; Cyprus was one of the major targets
(Zamazalová 2013, pp. 32–40). As mentioned above, the BWP mentions Sargon of Akkad,
and one of his rivals in legend, Nur-Dagan of Purušhanda in central Anatolia (Horowitz
1998, p. 36). This also pertains to Sargon II’s interest in the lore of Sargon; furthermore, the
Great Wall on the BWP may point to Sargon II’s chain of fortresses established in central
Anatolia (Zamazalová 2013, pp. 25–32).

Four equally distant points are assumed along the circular ocean, covering most of
the known world (Horowitz 1998, p. 21). Beyond the ocean, the BWP lists eight distant
regions (nagû) for which additional descriptions are provided (Horowitz 1998, pp. 30–33). The
mention of the canal, swamp, and similar topographic features can be seen as natural barriers
accompanying the ocean (Zamazalová 2013, pp. 40–41). This includes the “ruined cities”
(ālānu abtūtu) mentioned on the obverse of the BWP, corresponding to the two “city” (uru)
notations on opposite parts of the map (Horowitz 1998, p. 21, nos 2, 11). City (uru) seems to
refer to uninhabited ancient cities no longer possible to identify (Horowitz 1998, p. 33).

The epicenter of the BWP, interestingly enough, is not Assyria or Babylonia. Rather,
it is curiously marked in a different way. Piotr Michalowski puts it this way: “. . .we
expect Babylon to occupy the central space, but the point representing this city is actually
somewhat further north, and the center is marked, but not inscribed, so that one is at a loss
to determine just what the person who drew this meant to represent at this central point”
(Michalowski 2010, p. 147). The mark at the centre is a small circle (Horowitz 1998, p. 21).
Its function is unknown. It may have represented the location of the scribes who composed
the BWP. In any case, Delnero situates Babylon’s role in the BWP as follows: “Although
there is little doubt that Babylon occupies a place of importance on the map, reducing the
significance of the map to the centrality of Babylon makes it difficult to read or interpret
the map in any other way. But once the static, core-periphery interpretation of the map is
abandoned, or the possibility of other interpretations is considered, it becomes easier to
recognize that the locations on the map are interconnected points that take the viewer on a
visual journey from one end of the map to the other, revealing a critical aspect of the map
that had previously been overlooked” (Delnero 2018, p. 34).

Delnero points that a key part of the BWP includes the canal (bitqu) and the swamp
(apparu). These topographical features do not seem to be cosmological. They also seem
connected somehow with the BWP’s distant regions (nagû). Another toponym in the
BWP, i.e., Habban, probably corresponds to Bı̄t-Habban, a region east of the Tigris and
touching upon the Zagros. The BWP also mentions the league (bēru) distances in the distant
regions. The mention of the bēru is common to itineraries. One may posit, therefore, that
the BWP expressed an itinerary that proceeds in a circular way, going along the mentioned
topographical features (Delnero 2018, pp. 29–34). Delnero proposes that the itinerary
begins with Habban (Delnero 2018, Figure 1) and runs counterclockwise along the inner
circle of the ocean (marratum “river” in Babylonian, also traversable) on the BWP, also
following the direction of the cuneiform writing (Delnero 2018, pp. 32–36). The second
itinerary begins from the outer rim, which Delnero proposes could run clockwise following
again the direction of the inscription, and the second-person durative verb alāku, ‘to go’,
accompanied descriptions of the regions with distances and also supports this (Delnero
2018, p. 33).

The BWP was probably a mental map drawing and text impressed on clay on the
occasion of a military campaign or itinerary, perhaps during the reign of Sargon II. The
manuscript is a Neo-Babylonian copy, perhaps dated c. 600 BCE (Millard 1987, p. 111;
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Finkel 2008, p. 17; Zamazalová 2013, p. 23). After the BWP was composed during the
period of Sargon II from the late-eighth century BCE, it was then transmitted during later
Babylonian periods. The BWP is, therefore, not a static copy but an iteration of several key
geographical regions and the conceptualization of the main land, the ocean, and distant
regions. The use of concentric circles in the mental map appear to be a common practice
since at least the eighth century BCE. This explains its origins in the Neo-Assyrian period
and its continued transmission into the Neo-Babylonian period. At least two Babylonian
mathematical texts include illustrations similar to the BWP. One has two concentric circles
around a residential area (Böhl Collection 1821) and the other three concentric circles for a
city ringed by a ditch and a dike (BM 85194) (Horowitz 1998, p. 42).

3. Ezekiel’s Circles of Gôyîm and Mental Map

Gentilics in the Bible occur in several ways to describe ethnicities with presumed
ancestries and territorial associations. The Deuteronomistic tradition (Deuteronomy-2
Kings) and the Holiness tradition (Leviticus 17–26) provide key information on the main
types of terms, idioms, and themes used (Rainey 2019, pp. 96–137). Genesis’s genealogical
system and ancestral narratives are strongly connected to the same corpus, which bears
upon biblical gentilics (Crüsemann 2002; Kennedy 2009). These are picked up in Ezekiel,
which like other books in the Hebrew Prophetic Literature, contains oracles in a genre
defined in etic terms as the OANs. The term “nations” is a current modern term; its Hebrew
substitute can be gôyîm. Such ethnic groups were often referred to as “‘am ‘people’ or gôy
‘nation’” (Rainey 2019, pp. 106–9). Ezekiel’s OANs uniquely re-contextualize ethnonyms
and toponyms and provide a kind of mental map with interlocking circles of gôyîm around
Jerusalem. The first circle comprises regions adjacent to Judah, Ammon, and Moab to
the east, going south to Edom, and then west and north to the Philistinian settlements
(Table 1). To this end, after detailed oracles about the sins of the Israelites (Ezekiel 1–24),
Ezekiel’s first OANs address four peoples neighbouring Judah: the Ammonites (25:1–7),
the Moabites (25:8–11), the Edomites (25:12–14), and the Philistines (25:15–17). Initially, the
oracle addresses the Běnê ‘Ammôn (“sons of Ammon”) (25:1–7):3

1 And the word of YHWH came to me, saying, 2 “Son of man, set your face against
Běnê ‘Ammôn and prophesy against them, 3 and say to Běnê ‘Ammôn, ‘Hear the word of Lord
YHWH! This is what Lord YHWH says: “Because you said, ‘Aha!’ against My sanctuary
when it was profaned, and against the land of Israel when it was made desolate, and against
the house of Judah when they went into exile, 4 therefore, behold, I am going to give you to
the “sons of the east” (bny qdm) as a possession, and they will set up their encampments
among you and make their dwellings among you; they will eat your fruit and drink your
milk. 5 I will make Rabbah a pasture for camels, and the sons of Ammon a resting place
for flocks. Then you will know that I am YHWH.” 6 For this is what Lord YHWH says:
“Because you have clapped your hands and stamped your feet, and have rejoiced with all
the malice in your soul against the land of Israel, 7 therefore, behold, I have reached out
with My hand against you and I will give you as plunder to the nations. And I will cut you
off from the peoples and eliminate you from the lands. I will exterminate you. So you will
know that I am YHWH”.

The gentilic used in Ezekiel’s oracle against the Ammonites is specifically translated
as “sons of Ammon”, Běnê ‘Ammôn (25:2). This corresponds to an Ammonite geographical
name, written consonantally as bn ‘mn, such as on the Tell Siran inscription (Thompson
and Zayadine 1973, p. 9), and at least once rendered ba-an am-ma-na in a certain Marduk-
remanni’s cuneiform letter from the time of Sargon II, referring to emissaries from different
Levantine lands, including Ammon (SAA 1 110 r. 7 in Parpola 1987, p. 92).4 This reflects
the multi-tribal characteristics of Ammon, with a core area in the Amman plateau in Jordan
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(Tyson 2014, pp. 10–11). Rabbah, Ammon’s main city according to Ezekiel 25:5, assumes it
to be Rabbat Ammon, now the modern site of Amman (Tyson 2014, p. 108). The compound
Běnê ‘Ammôn is attested commonly in the Bible. It is further reflected in Genesis as the
eponymous ancestor Běnê-‘Ammôn (Genesis 19:38) (Block 1984, p. 211). Běnê ‘Ammôn
takes a more geographical sense in Ezekiel 25:1–7, resulting in some inconsistency in its
grammatical gender in certain verses of the above-quoted passage, which in verse 10 lists
it with Moab and the “sons of the east”, bny qdm (Block 1984, pp. 205–6). The bny qdm
probably refers to the Babylonians who invaded a wider region that also covered Ammon,
Moab, and Edom. Nebuchadnezzar II subjugated the Ammon kingdom, east of the River
Jordan, first around 604 BCE and with a firmer hold in circa 582 BCE, when provincial rule
was imposed in the Levant (Lipschits 2004, pp. 39–40; Tyson 2014, p. 11). Ezekiel’s oracles
against Ammon, Moab, and Edom end with their subjugation to Nebuchadnezzar II, at
least by circa 582 BCE (Greenberg 1997, p. 527). The qdm “eastern” direction stands out
because Ezekiel usually associates Nebuchadnezzar II with the “north” (e.g., Ezekiel 26:7).
The eastern direction here is especially pronounced. The cryptic term bny qdm is puzzling.
Ezekiel is elsewhere explicit with Nebuchadnezzar II’s invasions. A cryptic term for the
Babylonian appears possible but at the same time perhaps superfluous. This prompts
alternatives, such as the idea that perhaps bny qdm refers to incoming Syro-Arabian nomads
(Greenberg 1997, p. 518). In any case, it is clear that the “eastern” qdm direction is not
coincidental. It is meant to orient the reader and audience. Moab and Edom are also
included as targets of occupation by the same people described as the bny qdm, confirming
the eastern orientation of Ammon and Moab situated east of Jerusalem (Ezekiel 25:8–14):

8 ‘Lord YHWH says this: “Because Moab and Seir say, ‘Behold, the house of Judah is
like all the nations’, 9 therefore, behold, I am going to deprive the flank of Moab of its cities,
of its cities which are on its frontiers, the glory of the land, Beth-jeshimoth, Baal-meon,
and Kiriathaim; 10 and I will give it as a possession along with the sons of Ammon to the
“sons of the east” (bny qdm), so that the sons of Ammon will not be remembered among the
nations. 11 So I will execute judgments on Moab, and they will know that I am YHWH”.

Following up on Ezekiel’s inclusion of the bny qdm to imbue an eastern orientation for
both Běnê ‘Ammôn and Moab, the pairing “Moab and Seir” adds Edom to the lands occupied
by the bny qdm. The next oracle, therefore, addresses Moab with Mount Seir.5 Edom is
frequently referred to as Mount Seir, and is considered a region given by YHWH to the
Edomites and their ancestor Esau in the earlier tradition (Genesis 32:3; Deuteronomy 2:4–5).
Moab has its own eponymous ancestor as one of Lot’s daughters’ sons (Genesis 19:37).
One recalls that the Ammonites and the Moabites were classified in the Deuteronomistic
tradition as peoples excluded from “YHWH’s congregation” (qěhal YHWH) because they
did not bring food and water for the Israelites crossing the desert after leaving Egypt, and
also sent a prophet Balaam to curse the latter (Deuteronomy 23:4–7). By biblical tradition,
the Israelites were to avoid attacking them (Genesis 19:30–38; Deuteronomy 2:19, 37; Rainey
2019, pp. 153–54). The choice to mention together the Ammonites and the Moabites in
Ezekiel (e.g., Ezekiel 25:10–11) is partly influenced by Deuteronomy. Ezekiel’s pairing of
Moab and Mount Seir may assume the shared frontier in the central Transjordan region
between Moab and Edom (on this frontier, see Tebes 2022, pp. 639–40). The ensuing oracle
against Edom completes the southern portion of Jerusalem’s closest encirclement by the
gôyîm, and complements the already discussed eastern orientation with a southern one
with its mentions of Teman and Dedan (Ezekiel 25: 12–14):

12 Lord YHWH says this: “Because Edom has acted against the house of Judah by
taking vengeance, and has incurred great guilt, and avenged themselves upon them,” 13

therefore this is what Lord YHWH says: “I will also reach out with My hand against Edom
and eliminate human and animal life from it. And I will turn it into ruins; from Teman even
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to Dedan they will fall by the sword. 14 And I will inflict My vengeance on Edom by the
hand of My people Israel. Therefore, they will act in Edom in accordance with My anger
and My wrath; so they will know My vengeance”, declares Lord YHWH.

The oracle against Edom includes within its realm the regions “from Teman to Dedan”.
Genesis mentions the eponymous ancestors Teman (Genesis 36:11,15) and Dedan (Genesis
10:7). YHWH’s judgement in Ezekiel accords with a pre-existing biblical tradition of divine
judgment on these lands (Teman in Amos 1:12, Obadiah 1:9; Habakkuk 3:3). Teman could
be a region near the Gulf of Aqabah (Haak 1992, p. 83). Dedan was in central-west Arabia’s
Hijaz region around the valley of al-↪Ulā, with trade activity attested there at least since
the 7th century BCE (Salles 1996, p. 571). The southern orientation of the oracle against
Edom is also confirmed in Ezekiel 20:46 because it initiates an oracle against the Negev
region, with the explicit statement that this is to the “south”. The Negev region came under
Edomite rule at a time after Nebuchadnezzar II sacked Jerusalem and exiled the Judahite
elite in 587–586 BC. The connected oracle against the Philistines refers to the “coast of the
sea” (h. ôf hayyām) (Ezekiel 25: 15–17):

15 ‘This is what Lord YHWH says: “Because the Philistines have acted in revenge, and
have taken vengeance with malice in their souls to destroy with everlasting hostility”, 16

therefore this is what Lord YHWH says: “Behold, I am going to reach out with My hand
against the Philistines and eliminate the Kherethites; and I will destroy the remnant of the
seacoast. 17 I will execute great vengeance on them with wrathful rebukes; and they will
know that I am YHWH, when I inflict My vengeance on them”.

Ezekiel prefers the ethnonym Pělištî, and the intention seems to be to try to include
the several settlements across the Syria–Palestine coast. Joshua 13:3 assumes five cities for
them: Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron, Gath, and Gaza. The association of “the coast of the sea”
with the Philistines completes Jerusalem’s encirclement after Ammon, Moab and Edom,
following the coast from the southwest to the north. The Philistines inhabited the coast
to the north of Judah. All the oracles in Ezekiel’s first gôyîm circle refer to settlements or
ethnonyms connected with Ammon, Moab, Edom, and Philistia. Overall, these oracles
interweave geographical names with a particular order.

Table 1. OANs and the first circle of gôyîm.

Bene-Ammon
(25:1–7)

Moab
(25:8–11)

Edom
(25:12–14)

The Philistines
(25:15–17)

Main region in
prophetic address 25:1–2 25:8 25:12 25:15

Past sin 25:3 25:8 25:12 25:15

Punishment with
eth-

nonym/toponym
indicating
direction

25:4 25:10 25:12 25:16

East (qdm) East (qdm)
South (Teman,

Dedan, cf. Ezekiel
20:46)

West, North (Coast
of the Sea)

Occupation of the bny qdm ditto?

Punishment with
toponym(s) in the

main region
25:5 25:9 25:13 25:16

Past sin 25:6 25:8 25:12 25:15

Punishment 25:7 25:11 25:14 25:17

Ezekiel’s oracles started with gentilics used as toponyms in their address. This was
followed by statements about a given people’s past sin and coming punishment. The
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punishments can contain additional ethnonyms or toponyms. These help identify cardinal
directions that moved in a circular way in the directions east–south–west–north, starting
with the eastern direction with Ammon, carrying on with Moab and the bny qdm, then
southeast and south with the bny qdm and Edom, terminating with the coast and the
Philistines going southwest, west, and north. The punishments also provided additional
toponyms to accompany the region’s name provided in the prophetic address. The regions
had specific toponyms and assumed historical events, such as the Babylonian invasion
with the bny qdm. These unique ways of marking geographical names with directions and
historical events can be compared with Ezekiel’s ancient Near Eastern background. One
recalls the Babylonian association of land names with the cardinal directions, accompanied
with a Babylonian mental map. This also recalls the BWP and the relative positioning of
selected toponyms. In the case of Ezekiel, the toponyms are selected on account of Neb-
uchadnezzar II’s invasion of Syria–Palestine and its adjacent regions. Similar to the BWP,
a concentric circle is provided as inferred from the verbal tropes in Ezekiel. These verbal
tropes comprise a Hebrew mental map within an ancient Near Eastern intertextuality. The
sense of directions can be expressed by land names. Assyrian and Babylonian divination
had several systems of associating various archaic land names with the four main directions.
Depending on the system, Akkad could be north or south, Subartu and Gutium were north
or east, Elam south or east, and Amurru mostly west (Rochberg-Halton 1988, p. 53). A
related system was used to divide the quadrants of the full moon. The upper part was
dubbed Amurru and represented the north. Elam represented the left (east), Akkad the
right (west), and Subartu or Gutium the lower (south) sector (Rochberg-Halton 1988, p. 53).
Ezekiel referred to Ammon, Moab, Edom and Philistia together with the cardinal directions
with which they were associated in the OANs, as discussed above. Jerusalem was the
epicentre of Ezekiel’s mental map, and this in turn differs from the example of the BWP.
The BWP’s composer may have had Sargon II in mind, or Assyria or Babylonia, or even
Bı̄t Yakin, although the epicentre could be marked separately, and its full implications left
unstated. Ezekiel applied this differently. Jerusalem remained central for Ezekiel, and the
oracles against the foreign peoples used directions to generate an inner concentric circle
around this city of interest. Jerusalem becomes the focal point of Ezekiel’s mental map.
Perhaps part of the answer lies in a proposition once made by Walther Zimmerli that the
Temple, the House of Judah, and the “Land of Israel” form a concentric circle in Ezekiel
(Zimmerli 1983, pp. 563–65). It is these three toponyms about the Judahites that are also
mentioned in the oracle against Ammon (Ezekiel 25:3–5; Lee 2016, p. 64).

4. The Second Gôyîm Circle

Ezekiel’s second circle of gôyîm begins with oracles against Tyre (Ezekiel 26:1–28:19). This
would be further up the seacoast, continuing from the oracle against the Philistines on the
seacoast. Further up the seacoast is Sidon, against which an oracle follows (Ezekiel 28:20–26).
The oracles against Egypt (Ezekiel 29–32) start from the opposite end, the south—another
part of the circle. Jerusalem’s and Judah’s sins and future hope are reprised with mentions
of Edom (Ezekiel 35:15; 36:5). This continues along the southern direction as the OANs
proceed. One recalls that Edom and Mount Seir were also mentioned in the first circle of
gôyîm (Ezekiel 25:8–10). Here is a brief overlap between the first and second circles until the
second one proceeds east to Magog (Table 2). Such an overlap is not found in the BWP, and
this is another different feature in Ezekiel. However, the BWP does assume contact between
its separate circles in a different way. As pointed out by (Delnero 2018, Figure 1), the itinerary
assumed in the BWP crosses the “mountain” into the “Great Wall” region. This is establishing
a point of contact between two circles via these adjoining regions, albeit by crossing the sea.
Edom in Ezekiel 35:15 and 36:5 is thematically connected with the ensuing oracle against “the
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mountains of Israel” (Ezekiel 36–37; cf. Lee 2016, pp. 198–207). This oracle also connects
with the oracle against Gog of Magog (Ezekiel 38–39). The Gog oracle completes this final
and largest gôyîm circle by ending in the north and east. The final Temple Vision concludes
Ezekiel with its focus on the New Temple (Ezekiel 40–48). This would also confirm that the
New Temple is the focal point in Ezekiel’s mental map.

Table 2. OANs and the second circle of gôyîm.

Tyre
(26–28)

Sidon
(28:20–23)

Egypt
(29–32)

Edom
(35:15, 36:5)

Magog
(38–39)

Main region in
prophetic
address

26:2,3; 27:2;
28:2 28:21

28:2,3 (includes
the canals);
29:9, 10, etc.

35:15, 36:5 38:2,3; 39:1

Past sin 26:2; 27:3–26;
28:2–7 28:22 Not stated 35:15, 36:5 38:14–18

Punishment
with eth-

nonym/toponym
indicating
direction

26:3; 27:3 (the
sea) Cf. 32:30 29:9, 10 35:15, 36:5 38:4–6

West (“Sea”)

West, North
(cf. “princes of

the north”;
Ezekiel 32:30)

South South North, East

Nebuchadnezzar II’s campaigns

Punishment
with

toponym(s) in
the main

region

26:3–21 (wider
trade network)

28:22–23 (only
Sidon)

29:10; 30:4–6, 9,
13–18; n/a 39:6–21

Past sin, with
toponym(s) 27:3–26 n/a n/a n/a n/a

Punishment 27:27–36;
28:8–19 28:23 28:4–7;

29:11–12, etc. n/a 38:7–23;
39:2–29

The oracles against Tyre address Tyre as a city (Ezekiel 26:2, 3; 27:3), or with the title
of its ruler, nagid (a type of ruler) or melek (king) (28: 2, 12). The Tyrian king is exalted
to the status of a cherub in MT Ezekiel 28:12–15 (Lee 2021, p. 15). Multiple regions are
mentioned as trading partners of Tyre (Ezekiel 27). Some of them are overseas. The first
region mentioned is Bashan (27:5). This is followed by Lebanon, Cyprus, Egypt, Elishah,
Sidon, Arvad, or Gebal in the Levant (27:5–9). The toponyms move mainly east with the
mention of Tyre’s mercenaries from Persia, Lydia, Put, and Arvad. Trade partners are
again mentioned, mostly from the eastern Mediterranean, including Tarshish (Tarsus or
Tartessos), Javan (Greece and Ionia), Tubal (Tabal in central Anatolia; d’Alfonso 2012),
Meshech (Phrygia), Beth-Togarmah (Tegarama, south-central Anatolia; Yamada 2006),
Dedan, Aram, “Judah and the land of Israel”, Minnith (in Ammon), Damascus, Helbon
(near Damascus), Uzal (in Yemen), Arabia, Kedar, Sheba, Raamah, Haran, Canneh, Eden,
Assur, and Chilmad (27: 12–25). More genuine place names are placed here compared to
Ezekiel’s other OANs. These regions mostly correspond to either the Babylonian world
map’s distant regions known with the term nagû, or areas within Mesopotamia.

The shorter oracle against Sidon follows the Tyre oracles (Ezekiel 28: 20–26). The
only explicit toponym associated with the Sidonians in this oracle is their own city, men-
tioned alongside the people of Israel. The Sidon oracle’s brevity limits the inclusion of
additional toponyms and motifs. The destruction as divine punishment corresponds to
Nebuchadnezzar II’s invasion of the Levant. In terms of the mental map, Ezekiel’s oracle
against Sidon complements the oracles against Tyre as it moves further up the “seacoast”
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mentioned in the oracle against Philistia. In Ezekiel’s gôyîm circle of Tyre, Sidon to the
north via the “coast of the sea” next proceeds south to Egypt. The historical background is
based on Egypt’s Saite period and Dynasty 26. This dynasty tried to control the Levant
against the Babylonians, with key events including the Battle of Carchemish under Necho
in 605 BCE and Nebuchadnezzar II’s campaign against Egypt during Amasis circa 568 BCE
(Freedy and Redford 1970, p. 483; Wiseman 1985, pp. 39–41; Eph↪al 2003, pp. 179–81). In
the first oracle, the Pharaoh is described as “king of Egypt, the great serpent that lies in the
midst of his rivers (bět

¯
ōûk

¯
yě’ōrāw)” (29:3). The inclusion of Egypt’s agricultural canal system

alongside the Nile compares with the inclusion of the canal (batiqu) in the BWP. The context
touches upon Egypt’s confidence in its prosperity. The same canals are again mentioned
as “rivers” with the Egyptian kingdom’s cities from the northeast to its southern frontier,
Migdol and Syene, along with Egypt’s southern frontier Kush (Ezekiel 29: 9–12):

9 The land of Egypt will become a desolation and place of ruins. Then they will know
that I am YHWH. “Because you said, ‘The Nile is mine, and I have made it’, 10 therefore,
behold, I am against you and against your “rivers”, and I will make the land of Egypt an
utter waste and desolation, from Migdol to Syene and as far as the border of Kush.

Ezekiel further includes genuine Egyptian city names, namely Noph (Memphis),
Pathros, Zoan, No, Aven, Pibeseth, and finally Tehaphnehes (Ezekiel 30:13–18). The oracle
also mentions countries independent of Egypt but that traded with or supplied mercenaries,
namely Kush (30:4, also 30:9), as well as all polities and peoples in forms of positive relations
(e.g., trade) with them, listed as Kush, Put (Libya), Lud (Lydia), “all the Arab”, and Lubim
(Libya) (Ezekiel 30:5). These may refer to foreign mercenaries from across the eastern
Mediterranean (Greenberg 1997, p. 621). One of the oracles against Egypt has a significant
digression about the kingdoms of the past, whose armies are now in Sheol, in the afterlife
(Ezekiel 32). The death of Egypt’s armies (32:17–18) is followed by the mention of other
defeated kingdoms in the past and the deceased of Assyria (32:22–23), Elam (32:24–25),
Tubal and Meshech (32:26–27), Edom (32:29), and “princes of the north” and the Sidonians
(32:30), coming back to Egypt (32:31–32) (Ezekiel 32:17–32). Similar to the use of land names
for the cardinal directions in Babylonian divination, the lands mentioned here provided the
four directions to express the global nature of the fall of kingdoms. The precise directions
are less clear here because the kingdoms are listed in reference to Egypt, which means the
directions could be based with Egypt as the focal point. If so, this would be a circle above
Egypt, starting with Assyria in the west, moving east to Elam, then south to Edom, and
completing the circle with the north, represented by Tubal and Meshech, which correspond
to lands in Anatolia (d’Alfonso 2012, p. 184; Milgrom and Block 2012, p. 10), while the
northern direction is confirmed with the following mention of the “princes of the north”.
The Sidonians in the same context are part of the same northern context (Zimmerli 1983,
p. 177). This confirms the earlier transition from Sidon to Egypt mentioned above; thus, the
reader or audience comes back to Egypt after the digression in Ezekiel 32. Ezekiel’s second
circle of gôyîm is completed with the eastern and northern directions with the oracle against
the mysterious Gog of Magog (Ezekiel 38–39). The elements that constitute the mental map
for Ezekiel’s second gôyîm circle can be summarized as follows.

One aspect of Ezekiel’s OANs is that the rulers of the regions are not mentioned by
their personal names. Ezekiel leaves unnamed the rulers of Egypt and Tyre. The generic
Pharaoh title agrees with the Exodus tradition, which also does not name the Pharaoh.
As mentioned above, personal names were also omitted in favor of the terms nagid (a
type of ruler) and melek (king) of Tyre. The intended historical episodes concern several
rulers of Egypt (e.g., Necho, Amasis), and in the case of Tyre, there is also a king exalted
to the status of a cherub in MT Ezekiel (discussed in Lee 2021). The divine punishment
also concerned some of the rulers or figures intended. The way this is done recalls a
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very common generic terminology used in Babylonian divination, combining lugal, “king,
ruler”, with a given geographical name; one example can be provided. One omen from
the astrological series Enūma Anu Enlil (EAE) mentions three regions as follows: [If an
eclipse begins in the south and the west wind blows: diš an-mi ina im-i sar-ma im-mar-tu
du h<ul]-tim nim-ma-ki u Gu-ti-i lugal mar-tu-ki be “[If an eclipse begins in the south and
the west wind below: Des]truction of Elam and Guti; the king of Amurru will die”. (EAE
15 § 6 line 4 in Rochberg-Halton 1988, p. 74). The three regions affected are Elam, Guti, and
Amurru, and the expected event befell upon the unnamed ruler of Amurru.

The remaining unnamed ruler with ancestral territorial associations is provided the
land of Magog. Gog is probably a literary name. Several attempts have been made
to understand the text-critical and historical background of the Gog oracle (Klein 2008;
Tooman 2011; Lee 2017; Adalı 2023; all with further references). The essential directions
intended with Gog of Magog are the east and the north. The oracle’s prophetic address
associates the figure of Gog with the “land of Magog” (eres. ham-Magôg) (Ezekiel 38:2; cf.
39:6) and the lands Meshech and Tubal (38:2; 39:1). Magog is listed among the sons of
Japheth, regarded as the eponymous ancestors for the Medes (western Iran), Ionians (Javan),
Tubal and Meshech (Anatolians), and Tiras (its associations are unknown) in Genesis 10:2.
This means Magog is associated with directions of either east (cf. Medes) or north (Tubal
and Meshech mentioned above). The oracle proceeds with Gog’s vassals and allies, which
seeks to provide this figure with an empire that stretches across the second circle of the
gôyîm. The core northern and eastern direction of Gog is followed by a new range of
directions with the mention of allies and mercenaries from Persia, Kush, Put, Gomer, and
Beth Togarmah (Ezekiel 38: 5–6). This is meant to cover the four directions (Milgrom and
Block 2012, p. 11). “Persia” seems to be a smaller kingdom. It may be a vassal of the Medes
during the time of Nebuchadnezzar II. This was a time before Cyrus II turned Persia into
an empire. This provides the eastern direction of Gog’s influence. Kush (south of Egypt)
and Put (in Libya) seem to be included to provide the southern and western orientations.
The oracles against Tyre and Egypt also mentioned these lands as trading partners or allies,
including Persia mentioned in a Tyre oracle (Ezekiel 27:10). Here they serve to emphasize
that Gog will surround the Israelites from all directions. The remaining northern direction
is now provided with the mention of Gomer and Beth Togarmah. Gomer refers to the
Cimmerians in Anatolia (Ivantchik 1993, p. 146). Beth Togarmah refers to Tegarama, again
in Anatolia, around the Elbistan plain (Yamada 2006). This parallels the northern direction
provided earlier with Meshech and Tubal. Sheba, Dedan, and Tarshish are mentioned to
ornament the prophetic narrative (Ezekiel 38:13). This augments its dramatic effect by
including distant regions similar to the BWP’s nagû. A city Hamonah is also mentioned as
a literary topos, as part of the narrated divine punishment (Ezekiel 39:16; Odell 1994). The
prophetic narrative assumes that Hamonah is placed within the land Magog (Ezekiel 39: 6).
It can, thus, be a city in terms of Ezekiel’s mental map. The destruction of Gog symbolizes
the end of the nations around the New Temple, the subject of a detailed oracle narrative in
Ezekiel 40–48 (Ganzel 2021). This may emphasize that the focal point in Ezekiel’s mental
map is the New Temple and its sinlessness. Ezekiel’s OANs are strongly connected with
Ezekiel’s theology of the sins of the Israelites and the Judahites. Ezekiel communicates that
these sins led to the Exile (Lee 2016). The sins in question are attributed the Judahites and
the Israelites (Ezekiel 33–34). YHWH promises resurrection and the end of sin (36–37). The
OANs are seen within the same framework. They refer to past sins and their punishments.
Ezekiel’s omission of Babylon itself from the OANs points to this Babylonian setting in
Exile, and the dependency on authorities in Mesopotamia.

The mental map in Ezekiel assumes firstly a smaller first circle and then a wider
second circle. The land names mentioned assume some form of shared—and partly con-
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crete, although not empirical in the modern sense of emphasizing hard science methods—
geographical knowledge that the lands in the second circle are situated farther away to
Judah, with only Edom providing the overlapping region for both circles. Any mental map
will have multiple sources, and it would not be possible to speculate on them here. Knowl-
edge from neighboring communities, transmitted texts, and lore, as well as various sources
of information, were combined within Ezekiel’s Babylonian context and intertextuality.
The second circle starts at Tyre. This may owe to its vast trading network also mentioned in
Ezekiel (26:3–21). Egypt is a major power during the Exile. Gog of Magog represented the
world empire, and falls within a similar category. The second circle covered a significant
portion of the known world in the four directions.

5. Conclusions

The present study set out to explore how Ezekiel’s mental map compares with the
BWP. The latter is an iteration of Babylonian traditions of a mental map. By iteration, I
mean that the BWP uniquely and creatively used elements of the Babylonian mental map.
As a notion, a mental map is closely connected with both the language and verbal tropes
of a given text, as well as its wider context. The Book of Ezekiel has a wider Babylonian
context discussed on multiple occasions, and as discussed above in the introduction of
the present study. This fact allows for the comparisons made here—comparisons that
otherwise may be explained away as too general. In fact, the Book of Ezekiel should be
understood within a wider ancient Near Eastern intertextuality. This helps recognise that
Ezekiel has re-contextualized biblical terminology for several gentilics and geographical
names in an oracular content. This provided an iteration of a Hebrew mental map in the
Book of Ezekiel, with similarities to the Babylonian mental map tradition. The BWP was an
iteration of the Babylonian mental map tradition from around the late eight century. It was
also copied into around 600 BCE, as mentioned above. This also coincides roughly with the
period of the Exile, with which the Book of Ezekiel is intimately connected.

As discussed above, the BWP assumes a circular motion and movement around its
core in the mental map of the known world. It does not contain visuals; instead, the Book
of Ezekiel similarly uses concentric circles around a core. Unique to Ezekiel, the core is the
New Temple of Ezekiel 40–48. Ezekiel initially starts out with the concentric circle around
the Old Temple, which fell to sin in Ezekiel’s theology. The house of Judah and the land of
Israel are the subject of renewal in Ezekiel 37. The circle of foreign peoples, i.e., the gôyîm,
assumed in Ezekiel’s OANs would surround this core area, although similar to the BWP,
this does not mean that one given city, however important, was the epicentre of the mental
map. The gôyîm circles surrounded the core area of the New Temple. The closest and first
circle comprised Judah’s neighbours. The circle motion begins in the east with Ammon
and Moab, moves south to Edom, then up the seacoast to the west, and finally north with
the Philistinian cities. The outer circle pick up from the seacoast, starting with Tyre and
Sidon in the west and north. The circle motion then goes south with Egypt and Edom, and
finally east and north with Magog.

The neutral centre of the Babylonian mental map, as exemplified in the BWP, is alter-
nated by Ezekiel, whereby YHWH’s divine supremacy replaces more mundane notions in
the wider Mesopotamian mental map. Ezekiel not only replicated but also instrumentalized
the Babylonian tradition for unique theological purposes. Ezekiel’s theological focus led to
the primacy of the New Temple. The Babylonians were instruments of YHWH to punish
the sins of Judah (Smelik 2014). Ezekiel’s OANs omit any direct oracle against Babylon,
in contrast for example to the Book of Jeremiah. A brief discussion of this contrast also
helps further understand Ezekiel’s independent encounter with its Babylonian context.
In its canonical MT form, Jeremiah places its oracles against Egypt and Babylon at the
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beginning and the end, whereas its Greek LXX translation (supported by two Dead Sea
Scrolls manuscripts, 4Q71 and 4Q72a) starts with Elam. Furthermore, the MT and LXX
versions provide different orders for Jeremiah’s OANs (these discrepancies are discussed
in Peels 2022). Peels finds compelling the idea that Jeremiah’s theology promising divine
punishment for Egypt and Babylon led to the particular ordering in the canonical version,
with Egypt and Babylon placed respectively at the start and end points of the book (Peels
2022, pp. 61–62). The two different orders of Jeremiah’s OANs are as follows: Egypt,
Philistia, Moab, Ammon, Edom, Damascus, Kedar/Hazor, Elam, and Babylon in the MT,
as well as Elam, Egypt, Babylon, Philistia, Edom, Ammon, Kedar or Hazor, Damascus,
and Moab in LXX (Peels 2022, p. 61). The position of Elam in the LXX may owe to the
collapse of the Persian Empire, with “Elam” referring to this polity (Peels 2022, pp. 71–73).
The entire question of the order in Jeremiah’s OANs remains a difficult question better
addressed more comprehensively in a future study. However, it is interesting that the MT
order of the OANs also presents two circles of foreign lands, although in ways that differ
from Ezekiel’s circular framing. Jeremiah’s framing in the MT version starts in the south
with Egypt, goes north, and then goes south to Moab, proceeding along the south with
adjoining Ammon and then the southernmost Edom, coming close to Egypt, which was the
first land. Jeremiah’s second circle begins with Damascus, goes south to Kedar or Hazor,
then proceeds east to Elam, ending the circle by going to Elam’s northwest to Babylon. It
would appear that Jeremiah contains an adaptation separate from Ezekiel with regard to
its encounters expressed in the mental map, as well as in the ancient Near Eastern context.
The LXX version disrupts the circular framing and betrays a renewed focus on Elam as the
Achaemenid Empire. This supports Peels’s argument that Jeremiah’s LXX version may
reflect Hellenistic period views of a by-gone Persian Empire (Peels 2022, pp. 72–73). It
is clear that Jeremiah’s ordering of the OANs had a different purpose to that of Ezekiel.
Jeremiah focused on the punishment of the foreign powers, especially Egypt and Babylon,
whereas Ezekiel’s focus was on Jerusalem, starting with its historical sins and ending with
its sinless new state as New Jerusalem.

This present effort to understand Ezekiel’s mental map has been a case study of ancient
Near Eastern intertextuality. As such, it offers a research pathway towards an analysis
framework that may be referred to as “cultural hybridity”. It may be proposed that the
Book of Ezekiel is best interpreted when considering its encounters with several cultures
in its ancient Near Eastern setting. Such an approach can replace a research agenda that
would look for one-way influences from Babylon to the Bible. The biblical tradition was,
thus, part of the Near East, and its unique ways and theological outlooks were shaped
by—and also interacted independently with—its multiple Near Eastern contexts, some
of which presented encounters with Assyrio-Babylonian themes and concepts. Future
studies must investigate the application of a similar analytical framework to other texts
produced, such as Isaiah 40–55 or Jewish apocalyptic literature, in order to discern broader
thematic patterns. Additional avenues for exploration might involve comparative analyses
of Ezekiel’s cognitive framework, alongside Persian or Greek cartographic traditions, which
also influenced the Jewish milieu in the post-exilic period.
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Notes

1 Throughout the discussions below, my preference for an Exilic-period background will emerge, but the main arguments in the
present study are not focused on issues of dating, which requires a separate study, and in principle the issues raised here could be
understood within a post-Exilic but pre-Hellenistic setting.

2 It would be beyond the scope and purpose of the present study to elaborate on the form of the Pentateuch that was available to
the Book of Ezekiel’s original audience, but it is clear some form of it existed and can be traced in the alluding phraseology of
Ezekiel.

3 Bible translations mostly follow the New American Standard Bible (NASB).
4 The more common Neo-Assyrian term was bı̄t ‘Amman, reflecting customs for designating similarly tribal Aramean regions

whereas ban ‘Amman reflects West Semitic Canaanite usage (Block 1984, pp. 207–8).
5 Unlike the Masoretic Text (MT), the Septuagint (LXX) does not list Seir alongside Moab, and the possibility is raised that Seir is a

later gloss, and if so, this could be a gloss to draw attention to the Edom and Seir oracles in Ezekiel 25:12–14 and 35:2–9; (Lee
2016, p. 57), footnote 29 with further references.
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Abstract: In a world that grew increasingly more foreign, the Marduk priests of Hellenistic
Babylon endeavored to maintain their ancient traditions and beliefs. Central to their
worldview was the idea that the gods decided the fates of the land and that to ensure their
benevolence, temple worship was not only necessary but the primary raison d’être of the
priests themselves. However, foreign rule posed significant challenges to the traditional
Babylonian temple cult. In this paper, we argue that in response, the Babylonian priests
developed new discursive paradigms that sought to influence their future by reinterpreting
their past in light of their present. On the one hand, this took the form of traditional
models of cuneiform literacy and was developed in texts dealing with history and ritual
(Late Babylonian Priestly Literature). On the other hand, the priesthood advanced a
new intellectual model that expanded beyond the scope of traditional knowledge and
took the form of a mathematical-astronomical paradigm. While there is an apparent
tension between both paradigms, we posit that their overarching objectives remained the
same: understanding the divinely determined future through the past (and present) and
influencing it by ritual action directed towards the divine. Studying this Babylonian model
is valuable for understanding parallel epistemological and discursive processes taking
place in other ancient Near Eastern temple communities that faced similar challenges under
foreign imperial rule.

Keywords: Hellenistic Babylonia; priestly literature; ritual; mathematical astronomy;
ancient epistemology

1. Introduction

Se vogliamo che tutto rimanga com’è, bisogna che tutto cambi

Tancredi to the Principe di Salina, in Il Gattopardo

by Giuseppe Tomasi di Lampedusa (1958)

During the second century BCE, a Babylonian astronomer named Bēl-bullissu com-
piled and copied a cuneiform text that provides commentary on a cultic calendar.
This text, known as the Babylon Calendar Treatise, is concerned with explaining why
apotropaic rituals were performed in the Esagil temple cult at certain moments of the year
(Reynolds 2019). The basic premise underlying the Treatise is that ritual performance was
a means to counteract negative predictions deduced from the movement and position of
celestial bodies. The interpretation of these astrological signs hinges on a complex system
of analogy between stars and planets, mythology, history, and traditional divination. By
creating an intricate web of meaning, the Calendar Treatise reveals a marked concern for
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the safety and continuity of the temple cult in Babylon, explaining ritual as a mechanism to
counteract predicted harm to the established worship of the gods. The following example
helps illustrate this:

“In Duĳūzu (month IV), when he (a cultic functionary) performed in Babylon the
ritual procedure for an enemy’s defeat, because Mars and the moon, lords of secret
knowledge of the land of Elam, had height (maximum latitude), (and) Jupiter and
the sun, lords of secret knowledge of the land of Akkad, had depth (minimum
latitude), they revealed an omen portending the changing of Babylon’s reign. He
performed an apotropaic ritual in the city. The place of secret knowledge of the
moon is the Old Man constellation and the Bristle constellation, a constellation
[of the land of] Elam . . . The place of secret knowledge of the sun is the Hired
Man constellation . . .” (Reynolds 2019, pp. 194–95)1

At its core, the divinatory logic underlying this passage is simple: in the context of a
cultic setting thematizing ‘international’ conflict, celestial bodies referring to the traditional
eastern adversary of Babylon, Elam, stand not only significantly higher in the sky than
those pertaining to Babylon, both groups of bodies are in fact at their respective extreme
positions of expected ‘height’ or ‘depth’. As an inversion of the expected ‘normal’ or at
least desired situation (Babylon ‘standing’ above her rivals), this astrological setting is read
analogistically as indicating “the changing of Babylon’s reign”. This, in turn, prompts
appropriate ritual countermeasures: an apotropaic ritual (namburbû) is performed.2 Impor-
tantly, the original Babylonian text reveals a crucial nuance that the English translation does
not reflect with equal clarity: the “omen portending the changing (ša nukkuri) of Babylon’s
reign” is not an omen indicating that Babylon’s reign simply will change (intransitive);
rather it indicates that it will be changed by someone, viz., the gods, who by sending
a sign actively ‘reveal’ their intention to do so. The Calendar Treatise thus lays out a
communication model of divination and ritual action: addressing an apotropaic ritual to
the gods is the adequate priestly response to the initial divine message, and the gods are
the addressees of the apotropaic ritual.

The Babylon Calendar Treatise is a unique and complicated cuneiform text whose
density and technicality are challenging for the modern reader. Yet, the passage quoted
illustrates well how this text offers a window onto the mental world of a second-century
Babylonian priest. At the center of this world lies the temple cult—it is the raison d’être of
the priest, and its existence and necessity go unquestioned. However, divine forces may
empower outside forces up to the point where they disrupt the flow of temple worship,
which ultimately leads to catastrophe and destruction. For this reason, mainly, the priest
continuously reads the world that surrounds him through an analogical framework of
history, myth, and divination that connects the past to the present and the future. Within this
system of analogies, which is strongly rooted in cuneiform cultural tradition, a particularly
powerful tool in the hands of the priest is astronomy—the ability to calculate celestial
omens and thus to carry the present into the future.

The astronomer who inscribed the extant manuscripts of the Treatise was a member
of the prominent Mušēzib family, which is attested as practicing the astral sciences in the
milieu of the Esagil temple in the city of Babylon from the fourth to the end of the second
centuries (Reynolds 2019, pp. 111–20).3 They were also involved in the prediction and
daily observation of astronomical events, recorded in the so-called Astronomical Diaries
(see below). It is likely that Bēl-bullissu himself participated in this project, and indeed,
the Astronomical Diaries of the second century have much in common with the Babylon
Calendar Treatise. Together with the celestial events recorded, these Diaries contain long
sections describing contemporary events, many of which can be termed ‘ominous’ rather
than ‘historical’, such as unusual births or sightings of wild animals in the city. The fact that
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these sections became ever longer throughout the course of the second century has been
understood as a reflection of the Diarists’ growing anxiety in a context of rising tensions
and uncertainties (Pirngruber 2013; see also below).

Indeed, the Hellenistic period in Babylonia (331–124) saw drastic change in the priest-
hood’s world.4 While the onset of Graeco-Macedonian rule had boded well for Babylonian
temple institutions, tangible royal support had given way to strict control and social
marginalization by the second century. Within this context of change and pressure, Babylo-
nian priests sought ways not just to come to terms with their present situation but to move
beyond it into a new future. The Calendar Treatise provides a roadmap for exploring these
trends in Late Babylonian cuneiform culture.5 It also alerts us to the people behind the texts
that we discuss in this paper: they were people primarily concerned with the institutional
worship of the gods, and thus best defined as “priests”.6 We argue that the use of terms like
“scholars” or “intellectuals”, often used in modern studies of the materials that we collect
in this paper, neglects the social background of late cuneiform culture in its temple setting.7

Moreover, keeping in mind the quintessentially priestly origin of our texts opens
avenues for comparison with (texts created by) other ancient Near Eastern temple com-
munities. Indeed, not only did other traditional priesthoods have to contend with similar
challenges posed by foreign imperial rule, including the absence of royal patronage, the
destruction and renovation of temple architecture, and other factors that threatened to
disrupt divine worship, they also responded in similar ways, as we have previously argued
for some Biblical materials (Debourse and Rhyder 2024; Debourse 2022b, pp. 414–20;
Jursa and Debourse 2020). Although it is not our aim in this paper to undertake any
comparisons between these Late Babylonian and other Near Eastern ‘priestly’ writings that
lie beyond our expertise, we sketch some pathways for comparative research.

In this paper, we start by briefly outlining the historical context within which the
traditional temple community of Hellenistic Babylon existed. Then, we trace how Babylo-
nian priests living under Hellenistic rule sought to influence their future by reinterpreting
their past in light of their present. On the one hand, this took the form of traditional
cuneiform models and was developed in texts dealing with history (the past) and ritual (the
present) (Late Babylonian Priestly Literature). On the other hand, the priesthood advanced
a new intellectual paradigm, which drew on established cultural elements like divination,
cyclical time, and a text-based analogistic epistemology, but also sought to supplement the
priests’ inherited epistemological framework with a mathematical-astronomical knowledge
model. Throughout this all, the priests maintained their traditional objectives: under-
standing the divinely determined future through the past (and present) and influencing
it by ritual action directed towards the divine that was thus seen as amenable to persua-
sion. We also address the inherent tension resulting from the intertwining of these several
intellectual developments.

In the conclusion, we argue that the main objective of the several strands of intellectual
endeavors explored in this paper is to establish and justify the temple cult and collective
priestly ritual as the principal safeguard of communal wellbeing. In doing so, this world-
view replaces the figure of the king with the priest as the central pivot of society. Finally,
we propose how the Babylonian priestly community’s self-promotion in the absence of
political leadership can inspire new avenues for comparative research into the writings of
other traditional ancient Near Eastern temple and post-temple communities.

2. The Traditional Temple Community in Hellenistic Babylon

By the time Alexander the Great arrived in Babylon in 331, the city had been under
foreign imperial rule for more than two centuries.8 The Babylon he encountered looked
very different from the city that the Persian king Cyrus the Great had conquered in 539,
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not just architecturally, but also in the makeup of its inhabitants.9 Although we cannot
always find them in our documentation, the city must have been replete with Babylonians,
Persians, Jews, Arabs, Greeks, and many others. The language on the street was Aramaic,
which contrasted starkly with the remnants of cuneiform inscriptions that must still have
been visible everywhere.10 Within this cosmopolitan world, cuneiform culture itself was
strictly confined to the space of the traditional Babylonian temple community, centered
on the temple of the god Marduk, Esagil.11 Against all odds, this temple institution had
survived beyond the Persian conquest and would eventually continue to exist into the first
centuries of the common era (Geller 1997).

However, the temple community faced many challenges under foreign imperial rule.
Traditionally, the temple had strongly relied on royal patronage in both ideological and
financial ways. In the traditional Babylonian worldview, the king had been divinely
appointed to take care of the worship of the gods, and rulers of the Neo-Babylonian dynasty
emphasized their support of temples in their royal inscriptions.12 The arrival of foreign
kings who did not wholly embrace this ideology thus posed a problem, and not only in an
ideological sense. Tangible effects of imperial rule included the pressure of rising taxation
and the extraction of resources from the rich Babylonian temple households. Priestly
elites, who had previously been essential to the power balance in the Neo-Babylonian
heartland, not only lost their economic standing but also socio-politically became more and
more marginalized, as imperial centers moved away from Babylon and local pro-Persian
nouveaux riches enjoyed stronger royal support. Eventually, this would all lead to a series
of revolts against the Persian Crown, which retaliated so harshly that all evidence for the
vitality of temple worship comes to a sudden halt in the year 484.13

By the time Alexander the Great arrived in Babylon, he was met by a local Babylonian
temple community that was in the process of slowly rebuilding itself (Clancier and Monerie
2014; van der Spek 2006; Debourse 2020; Hackl 2021a). Alexander himself and the first
Seleucid rulers supported the effort by engaging in building projects, donating land, and
granting the temple community a say in local affairs.14 This royal support should not be
overestimated, however, and was short-lived, since soon Greek-style institutions were
installed in the city that took over governorship, and royal attention shifted elsewhere
(Clancier and Monerie 2014; Sciandra 2012; van der Spek 2009). Aside from this ‘poliadiza-
tion’, the growing ethnic variety of the city’s inhabitants, and the ever more distant king,
Babylon was at the heart of ongoing wars and violent confrontations, depleting the city’s
resources and manpower, and illnesses ran rampant.15 There are several indications that
these developments exercised significant pressure on the traditional Babylonian temple
community, not least that from the beginning of the second century, cuneiform production
starts to dwindle (Clancier 2009, pp. 310–11).

To contend with these challenges posed by foreign imperial rule, members of the
traditional Babylonian temple household engaged in the creation of cuneiform texts
that gave expression to a new discourse in which not kings, but priests stood central
(Jursa and Debourse 2020; see also: Debourse 2022b; Jursa 2020b; Debourse and Jursa
2019; Jursa and Debourse 2017; Waerzeggers 2015b; De Breucker 2015). This Late Babylo-
nian priestly literature (LPBL) comprises compositions that deal with history and ritual
legislation, and attests to a reimagination of the Babylonian past to legitimize the priests’
new roles in the temple cult in the present. The LBPL can be defined as a branch of the
cuneiform stream of tradition, and although it considerably shifts away from it, it remains
strongly rooted in traditional conceptions of kingship and the gods. Particularly, the ideas
that the gods are the ultimate arbiters of the world’s fate and that it is humanity’s (and
especially the king’s) task to keep the gods content were never abandoned.
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Yet, the Marduk priests of Babylon, while reinterpreting or, as it were, recalibrating
their intellectual heritage to address the pressing challenges of their kingless era, simulta-
neously dedicated immense intellectual energy to advancing and significantly expanding
the scope of an astrological-astronomical knowledge paradigm. This paradigm, at its
core, arguably stemmed from aspirations to radically reshape the intellectual horizons
within which these priests operated. We will argue that although on the surface, there
may be an apparent tension between these different intellectual projects, they unite in their
overarching aim, which is to safeguard the worship of the gods through temple ritual and
posit the priests as central to that endeavor.

3. A New Model for the Past

Traditionally, cuneiform historical memory was strongly centered on kingship and the
royal persona. In this traditional view, kings were tools in the hands of the gods, divinely
commanded to fight off enemies, establish justice, and consolidate territory. Divine will
was what drove history, but it took the shape of royal action. Notoriously absent from this
tradition are non-royal protagonists. Texts like chronicles, literary-historical epics (also
called royal epics), and royal inscriptions seldom include characters that are not kings or
gods, and when they do appear, they function seemingly as extensions of royal authority.16

It goes without mention that historical realities were much more complex, but it is a striking
feature of cuneiform historiography of the early first millennium that it represents history
as an affair in which only gods and kings played a role. By explaining royal action as
aligning with divine will, it confirmed kingship as a divinely ordained institution (see also
Boivin 2022).

That changed markedly during the Late Babylonian period, when Babylonian priests
engaged in a drastic reimagination of their collective past. A consistency across the historio-
graphical texts that they wrote at this time is the inclusion of non-royal—and in most cases,
priestly—protagonists. In stark contrast to older traditions, Late Babylonian historiography
presents priestly agency as playing a pivotal role in history. Thus, the prime concern of
cuneiform historiography shifted from a focus on royal action as the central way to please
the gods to priestly attempts at safeguarding the continuity and correct performance of the
cult to ensure divine wellbeing. In order to achieve this, priestly characters were inserted
into historical narratives that had been inherited from the stream of tradition, effectively
shifting the focus from kings to priests in history.

For example, the well-known Nebuchadnezzar I and Elam cycle, expounded in texts
like Seed of Kingship (Zamim Ene), traditionally told the story of the retribution visited by
a hero king on Elam, which had previously raided Babylon, destroying the temple and
abducting the divine image (Foster 2005, pp. 376–80; see also Mitto 2025). However, in the
Late Babylonian historical epic known as Kedorlaomer B, this episode was reimagined to
include a confrontation between a priest and the Elamite enemy, and completely omitted
the figure of a Babylonian hero king (Jursa and Debourse 2017). Additionally, historical
episodes that had previously received little attention became central to the Late Babylonian
conception of Mesopotamian history, such as the rebellion of Adad-šumu-us.ur (1216–1187)
against Assyrian rule (Kamil 2021; De Breucker 2015). The presence of earlier historio-
graphical texts in the Late Babylonian Esagil libraries emphasizes the consciousness with
which these priests undertook this reimagination of their past.17

Throughout the LBPL, priests are thus portrayed as the ones who drive the plot and,
by extension, history (Jursa and Debourse 2020, pp. 269–77). They were the guardians of
cuneiform culture, which was considered god-given, and the knowledge of which was
a prerequisite for divine worship. Beyond that, many Late Babylonian historical texts
involve priests playing an intermediary role between kings and gods. A particularly
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powerful trope is that of a priest urging a king who had not been heeding the gods to take
up his divinely appointed task as patron of the cult, often putting his own safety at risk
(Debourse and Jursa 2019; De Breucker 2015). Finally, the LBPL presents priests more
generally as protectors of the cult, for example in the face of enemy attacks, during wartime,
or in the absence of royal patronage more broadly. While kings are not entirely absent from
these late texts, their role is remarkably minimal or passive. The inextricable bond between
kings and gods, to which earlier cuneiform historiography subscribes, is thus strongly put
into question in the LBPL.

4. A New Model for the Present

The LBPL deals emphatically with priestly concerns, exploring socio-political matters
such as the question of the priesthood’s relationship with imperial powers or cultural-
linguistic questions revolving around the use of cuneiform and the upkeep of the stream
of tradition. Yet, the central concern in these priestly writings lies with the correct and
continued performance of the temple cult, which served to keep the gods content and hence
ensure stability and wellbeing. The Late Babylonian historiographical accounts explore
different ways in which this could be achieved under foreign imperial rule, leaving room
for both royal and priestly roles in the cult. However, another genre of late cuneiform texts
lays out a program for a temple cult that removes the necessity of royal patronage.18

The temple ritual texts provide descriptions of rituals that should take place within
Babylon’s temples (Da Riva 2019, 2021; Da Riva and Galetti 2018; Linssen 2004; George
2000).19 They deal largely with festivals and processions, and less so with matters of the
daily cult.20 Assyriologists have long understood these texts to accurately reflect the reality
of temple worship in Hellenistic Babylon. Moreover, they considered them to be copies of
older compositions, and as such, they should attest to the continuity of cultic traditions
(Linssen 2004). However, more recent scholarship has nuanced this view, underscoring
the Late Babylonian creation of these texts and understanding them as functioning within
that Late Babylonian context (Gabbay 2025; Debourse 2022b; Da Riva 2021). Additionally,
it has become increasingly clear that these temple ritual texts do not offer clear windows
onto rituals that took place in Hellenistic Babylon. Instead, they are characterized by
idealizing and archaizing tendencies that blur our view of actual ritual practices (Debourse
and Gabbay 2024; Debourse 2022b, pp. 334–36 and chap. 5, passim). The use of antiquarian
or archaizing priestly titles, the mention of temples that had fallen out of use, the choice for
specific language, and the use of colophons and subscripts all make the texts themselves,
and their contents, seem older than they are. Despite that, both in terms of language and
content, it is undeniable that these temple ritual texts were composed during the Late
Babylonian period.21

Furthermore, while some of the rites described in these late compositions are attested
earlier, the texts themselves are preserved in individual copies that have no textual precur-
sors, and the known rituals are presented in entirely new ways. They are Babylon-centric
and deal almost exclusively with deities from Bēl-Marduk’s circle, explicitly excluding
other important deities like Anu and Enlil, the patron gods of Uruk and Nippur, respec-
tively (Debourse 2022b, pp. 296–300). Another prominent characteristic is the minimal role
that they accord to the king: many earlier temple ritual texts include the king as the central
cultic agent, especially in festivals and processions, but the Late Babylonian texts do not
mention the king at all (with one significant exception; see below).22 While there are earlier
examples of ritual texts where the king would be expected to appear yet does not, it is the
ubiquitousness of his absence that sets the Late Babylonian temple ritual texts apart from
earlier ritual traditions.23
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Most importantly, the Late Babylonian temple ritual texts present priests as the only
actors needed to perform the temple cult. They contain a wide array of priestly titles for
male and female ritualists, many of whom are not attested before (Debourse Forthcoming,
Forthcoming; Çağırgan and Lambert 1991–1993, p. 90). This not only creates the image
of a vibrant and bustling temple cult with a rich cultic staff, but it also served to define
the priesthood more closely and draw a distinct line around who was included, i.e., those
who bore these titles—and who was excluded. Crucially, there is a tendency in these
late texts to circumscribe the priesthood as a divinely privileged group; for example, by
referring to them as s. ābē kidinni, “people (falling under) the banner of divine protection”
(Debourse 2022b, pp. 321–27; Jursa and Debourse 2020, pp. 269–77).

Among all these ritualists, one priest in particular stands out in the Late Babylonian
temple ritual texts. The Elder Brother (ah<u-rabû) or high priest appears in many Late
Babylonian texts, where he assumes the role of highest ritual authority (Debourse 2022b,
pp. 222–28). In the historical-literary narratives among the LBPL, he is portrayed as
ensuring the continuity of the cult when wars and the absence of royal action threatened
to disrupt it.24 He is omnipresent within the corpus of temple ritual texts, and he takes
up a particularly prominent role in the New Year Festival texts, where he is put into
confrontation with the figure of the king. Throughout these texts, the high priest’s actions
entirely eclipse royal agency, culminating in the slapping of the king during the so-called
ritual humiliation and negative confession of the king (Mirelman 2021; Debourse 2019).
The stark contrast between priestly agency and royal passivity is further underscored by
another Late Babylonian composition, known as the Eulogy of the Elder Brother, which
states that no king may ever slap the high priest (George 2021; Jursa and Debourse 2017).
As the chosen one of Marduk,25 the Elder Brother takes on an unprecedented supra-royal
role in the context of the temple cult.

A surprisingly large number of temple ritual texts have survived from Hellenistic
Babylon (George 2007, p. 155). This prominence of ritual writings seems to suggest that
the priesthood was in a process not just of reformulating practices but of rethinking ritual
itself (see also Debourse and Rhyder 2024). The temple ritual texts present a way forward
beyond the challenges of the present and the pressures of tradition. They sketch a picture of
a temple cult that could function entirely without the patronage of a king who is invested
in maintaining the Babylonian gods.26 Instead, they center priestly agency and favor ritual
as a rectifying mechanism. The Babylon Calendar Treatise, mentioned in the introduction,
strengthens this conceptualization of ritual as a powerful mechanism in the hands of the
Babylonian priests. Yet, it inextricably links it to another uniquely priestly skill: divination.

5. A New Model for the Future

A unique text from the late Persian or, more likely, from the Hellenistic period, labeled
by its first editor as “an esoteric Babylonian commentary” (Biggs 1968; see also Böck 2000;
De Zorzi 2014, pp. 275–76) states in its opening lines:

“The divinatory series Šumma izbu (‘If a malformation’), Sakikkû (‘Symptoms’)
and Alandimmû (‘Physical Characteristics’) correspond to the constellations Aries,
Taurus, and Orion; they are for taking predictions from physical appearance.
When (the constellations) culminate, this refers to Physical Characteristics.27

Guard the secrets of heaven and earth”.

The point made here is that traditional Babylonian divination methods—teratomancy
and physiognomy—are to be understood to be correlated to, or indeed to be nothing but an
extension of, astrology, and more precisely, horoscopy, the new divinatory discipline rooted
in the Mesopotamian interest in astral divination that came to the fore from the late fifth
century onwards.28 In this period, astrology, the interpretation of celestial phenomena, be
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they observed or imagined, had become the primary vector of the Mesopotamian divinatory
enterprise, replacing the earlier holder of this distinction, extispicy, in terms of its ubiquity
and prestige. The point made by the ‘esoteric commentary’ quoted above goes further
than this, however, in that it claims an astrological base for the other divinatory disciplines
mentioned. This late period ‘astrologization’ of the disciplines of Mesopotamian erudition
is not limited to divination. The so-called Kalendertexte put zodiacal and calendrical data
in relation to stones, plants, and animals—entities that had a role as materia medica, and
elsewhere the zodiacal signs are correlated with certain diseases: all of this is related to
astrological medicine.29

However, it is important to note that while these epiphenomena of what we might
choose to call the ‘astrology paradigm’ of Babylonian erudition are seen as predecessors of
later Greco-Roman and indeed Medieval and Renaissance astrology and iatromagic30 and
are in their way innovations of the late period, they do not represent in and of themselves a
radical—epistemological or ontological—break with the earlier Mesopotamian worldview.
When practicing their form of astrology or astrological medicine, Babylonian priests did not
believe, as later astrologers in different European traditions of ultimately Greek inspiration
did, in a ‘physical’ theory of astrology. They did not assume that it was some sort of physical
stellar irradiation or the power of the ether that caused the celestial bodies’ influence on
Earth. Rather, the causality underlying astrology remained ultimately attached to the
supposition of the divine will—the divine will that was considered to be (literally) inscribed
into the observable world by various signs that could be deciphered by following the clues
of similitude and analogy (Rochberg 2010, pp. 7–8).

As Nils Heeßel correctly observes in his discussion of a Kalendertext, these texts are
predicated on the assumption that “all things . . . have certain characteristics, qualities that
attract or repel other things. Everything is permeated by a network of interdependen-
cies, of sympathies and antipathies”; “Babylonian scholars have conceived all the things
of nature as an (invisible) web woven from sympathies and antipathies and intercon-
nected” (Heeßel (2005) quoted in Rochberg (2016, p. 154)). However, this is not so much a
“starkly altered perception of nature and its mode of operation”, (Heeßel (2005) quoted in
Rochberg (2016, p. 154)) as in essence the basic principle on which all Babylonian divination
is based (De Zorzi 2022, pp. 376–80), a principle the famous Diviner’s Manual expresses
by stating that “heaven and earth are related (lit. ‘hold each other’, ith<uzū)” (quoted in
De Zorzi 2022, pp. 378–79; for the Manual, see Oppenheim 1974). Thus, neither the princi-
ple underlying astrology nor even the intrinsic connection of other means of divination to it
is an innovation of the late period, but the pride of place that is given to astral divination in
this time is. To understand its rise to primacy in the diviner’s toolbox and the implications
of this development, it is necessary to go back to the early sixth century.

At this time, when Babylon was the center of the newly established Neo-Babylonian
empire under its second and most consequential king, Nebuchadnezzar II (604–562), the
long-term project of gathering what modern research calls the Babylonian Astronomical
Diaries was, if not begun in absolute terms, then given decisive impetus and direction
(Steele 2019; Jursa 2020a). The institutional seat of this undertaking was, in the first
instance, Esagila, the temple of Marduk in Babylon, and more generally also other Baby-
lonian temples. Its practitioners were learned priests, who in their specific functions of
astronomers/astrologers were designated as mašmaššu or āšipu “incantation priest”, kalû
“lamentation priest”, and in the later period more frequently t.upšar Enūma Anu Enlil “scribe
of the celestial omen series Enūma Anu Enlil” (e.g., Steele 2018, p. 76; Robson 2019).

An Astronomical Diary, in its most typical form, covered half a year, subdivided into
monthly sections (but there are also texts for four months or even shorter periods). The
monthly sections contain a standardized set of astronomical information: length of the
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preceding month; data for certain lunar and solar phenomena for the beginning, middle
and end of the month; eclipses when present; and planetary phenomena, in the later phase
from the fourth century onwards, with relation to the then newly introduced zodiac. These
astronomical observations are supplemented by a standard set of quantifiable terrestrial
phenomena: prices of certain standard commodities, staples, and wool, and the height of
the Euphrates River at Babylon. There are also observations on the weather, and frequently,
but not entirely systematically, chronicle-style entries on events of relevance for the city
and particularly the temple community.31

The chronicle-style notes display a clear diachronic development. In the earlier
Diaries, down to the fifth century, the ‘historical’ notes that predominate in the later
record are relatively rare, and observations on events that resemble ominous signs as
recorded in terrestrial or teratomantic omen compendia (“that month, a fox entered the
city”) make up the bulk of the pertinent material (Pirngruber 2013). Within the more con-
ventionally ‘historical’ notes of the later diaries, three thematic categories can be discerned
(Tuplin 2019): ‘religious’ (50 percent of the Seleucid-period cases, 28 percent of those of
Parthian date); ‘royal’ (37/28 percent), and ‘military’ (29/45 percent). The ‘royal’ entries
mostly refer to the movements of the Seleucid or Parthian monarch and to the advent of
royal messengers, messages, or officials in Babylon. ‘Military’ entries refer to local and,
more rarely, to far-off fighting, and to the movement of troops and/or military officials,
especially in Babylon. ‘Religious’ notes mostly refer to the life of the temple, to sacrifices by
visiting officials, and to festivals and religiously charged events, sometimes of a problematic
nature from the viewpoint of the priestly chroniclers, in the city of Babylon.

Specialized research has reconstructed the use to which the astronomical data collected
in the Diaries were put.32 Essentially, it is possible to establish a sequence of text types
that approaches a flow-chart.33 The principal point to be made regarding these compi-
lations of lunar and planetary data, especially eclipse data, Goal-Year Texts, Almanacs,
and Normal Star Almanacs is that they go from observations (in the Diaries) to compila-
tions of observations and thence on to predictions (based on the realization that certain
phenomena are cyclical). Predictions generated in this way, in turn, could be used to
guide observations or indeed substitute them (in the Diaries), e.g., when bad weather
rendered observation of certain phenomena impossible. This is a self-contained and very
powerful system of astronomical knowledge. Still, in parallel to the Diary system, from
the fourth or perhaps already from the late fifth century onwards, the same priestly as-
tronomers developed certain procedures of mathematical astronomy: they came up with
non-observation-based arithmetic procedures that allowed calculating planetary, lunar, and
thus also calendrical phenomena (Ossendrijver 2018). Interestingly, even though the practi-
tioners of these different approaches to astronomy were the same, there was no cross-over
from the observation-based system centering on the Diaries and the mathematical system
(Steele 2018, pp. 93–96).

As stated above, the huge effort underlying the Diaries in particular was mostly cen-
tered in Esagila, and it really got under way during the reign of Nebuchadnezzar II, and
almost certainly at royal instigation.34 What it was supposed to generate was necessarily
Herrschaftswissen, knowledge that the priests were supposed to produce on behalf of the
king. Hence, they sought to understand the huge message board that was the sky through
which the gods were expected to communicate those intentions that were of the highest
consequence, namely those with a bearing on king and country. In other words, the under-
lying prime interest was divinatory. So it remained also in the later period, even though the
priests, in line with the overall change in the political situation and their self-perception,
came to collect these data not for a king, be he native or foreign, but in their own right as
the main guarantors of the equilibrium between the gods, their demands, and the city and
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its temple community.35 The inclusion of events that were traditionally seen as ominous
(“fox in the city”) and later of chronicle-like vignettes—that in their overwhelming majority
refer to the city, its religious establishment, and its relation to political power—stems from
the same motive. Given the priests’ culturally conditioned expectation to see things in the
world as being “a web woven from sympathies and antipathies and interconnected” (see
above), the juxtaposition of celestial phenomena, which serial observation aimed at gaining
a better understanding of, with terrestrial events of immediate relevance for the priestly
community would have been of considerable interest.36

Positing divination as a primary interest of the Diaries’ authors, while hardly contro-
versial, still involves a certain degree of inference, as the texts do not state the motivations
underlying them explicitly. The Calendar Treatise described above in the introduction
thus provides us with an important missing link for the argument proposed here. The
material collected in this compilation is concerned with the safety of Babylon, its temple
(community), and its cult, which are perceived as being threatened by traditional enemies
in the North (Subartu) and East (Elam), as well as by inadequate rulers over Babylonia.37

Celestial signs referring to these threats are presented in the text as grounds for priestly
intervention; ritual performance was the means of choice to counteract negative predic-
tions, and pertinent omissions lead to disaster, as one is to understand from the echo of
past catastrophes that pervades the text.38 However, the text does not only present the
root cause for ritual action (the ominous celestial signs) and a description of the ritual
countermeasures, it also gives the rationale for it; that is, it not only presents ritual as a
mechanism of central importance to safeguard Babylon and its cult, it also explains it (see
also Debourse 2022a).

This explanation collects and connects both astronomical information and innovative
readings of mythology and history in an analogistic frame of reference that owes much
to traditional Babylonian divination. Through these elements, the Calendar Treatise con-
structs a highly intricate network of meaningful correspondences. In doing so, it shares its
epistemological framework with the two principal bodies of original writing produced by
the Babylonian priesthood in the Late Babylonian period, and in part it arguably draws
on them; they are interconnected. First, the Diaries and related texts provide the specific
astrological/astronomical background as well as some historical material. Second, the
LBPL, owing to the specific framing of the exempla it takes from Babylonian tradition that
fit the priests’ ideological needs, provides the blueprint for the schematic construction of
the outside menace and for the absolute primacy of priestly agency in the form of ritual to
counteract it to the benefit of Marduk and his temple.

Thus, the Calendar Treatise, all its idiosyncrasies and highly complex technicalities
notwithstanding,39 encapsulates the essence of what distinguishes the worldview of the
Hellenistic Babylonian priests from that of their earlier counterparts. Their astronomical and
astrological competence, honed by centuries of first state-sponsored and later independent
collective investigation of the analogical nexus between the heavens and the affairs of
humans, jointly with their deep investment in Babylonian cultural memory as transmitted
by cuneiform writing and its traditional texts, equipped them with the necessary tools to
understand the future in light of the past and act on this future to the benefit of community,
temple and city. Temple ritual was the crucial primary vector to achieve the necessary
harmony with the divine that alone could guarantee collective wellbeing. The ultimate
purpose of the Babylonian priests’ entire intellectual enterprise is therefore to guarantee
the continuity of temple ritual, and all their writings in the end send the message that it is
their own priestly competences that render them indispensable to society in that regard.

Thus, the resulting picture of the Babylonian priesthood’s mindset and objectives is
intrinsically coherent. However, it remains to be discussed whether this coherence is not

149



Religions 2025, 16, 731

more apparent than real. As Rochberg (2016, p. 202) observes, “the Diaries introduced a
new element into the landscape of cuneiform knowledge and a new idea into the practice
of celestial observation that cannot be reduced to celestial divination”. The Diaries project
led to the realization that serial observation proved the cyclicity of certain celestial phe-
nomena.40 The transformative implication, given the analogistic worldview of the priestly
astronomers/astrologers, necessarily was that terrestrial phenomena might be expected to
behave in a similar manner, i.e., they would display cyclicity. This explains the inclusion in
the Diaries of recurring terrestrial phenomena, especially of quantifiable nature, such as
prices of everyday commodities or weather observations.41 The Diaries as a whole should
then be seen as an attempt to gather the necessary information to establish the coordinated
rhythm of heaven, earth, and the world of humans. All of this begs one question: where,
one might ask, does this assumption leave the basic premise of astrology and divination in
general? If the sequence of events follows recognizable mathematical principles, where
is divine agency that speaks through signs? This question presents itself with even more
urgency when considering mathematical astronomy. Overall, the distinctive intellectual
development in Babylonia from the fourth century onwards can be read as suggesting that
the Babylonian priests, while drawing on established cultural elements like divination,
cyclical time (e.g., Glassner 2004, p. 8), and a text-based analogistic epistemology, advanced
their thinking towards extending their mathematical-astronomical knowledge paradigm to
encompass essential all that is knowable. This might then be taken to suggest a nascent
mechanistic and deterministic worldview, with a concomitant curtailing of the agency
attributed to the gods.

D. Brown has argued along these lines, claiming that “the predictability of phenomena,
formerly believed to have been meaningfully altered by gods wishing to inform humanity
of their decision, served to distance the gods from Mesopotamian-based mankind, by
establishing the non-arbitrariness of some parts of nature. . . . Is this not a step in the
so-called ‘disenchantment’ of nature? Was it not this idea that spread from Mesopotamia
to the pre-Socratic Greeks that predictability was possible, for the celestial mechanism
could be understood in terms of how (by what means) it runs, irrespective of why (to
what end) it runs” (Brown 2003, p. 12).42 Leaving aside the possible influence of such a
Babylonian mechanistic worldview on other cultures as a separate problem, there is some
intuitive plausibility to Brown’s view, given the overall development of the Babylonian
priestly knowledge system towards prioritizing mathematical means of prediction. It is an
inference, but the absence of explicit statements in the sources that would corroborate it
is not a strong counterargument, given the extreme rarity of generalizing or ‘theoretical’
statements in Babylonian erudite writings in general.

Yet, this tension cannot simply be resolved by positing two separate traditions in
the engagement of Babylonian priests with celestial phenomena, that is, by positing, as it
were, a ‘conventional’ divinatory tradition and a mathematical-predictive one. ‘Traditional’
divination is well represented in what remains of the cuneiform collections that also give us
mathematical astronomy: it was the same group of erudite priests who copied or produced
and used all these different text genres (see, e.g., Clancier 2009; Ossendrijver 2011). Still, it
could be argued in favor of Brown’s position that the traditional divinatory material present
in these contexts should be seen as a historical remnant and was, in any case, in the process
of being re-interpreted in an astronomical key.43 The strongest argument against Brown’s
reading so far was advanced by Rochberg.44 She notes that the ‘disenchantment’ idea45 is
highly anachronistic, unparalleled in the history of science before the early modern age,
and, importantly, “part of the ‘mythic origins’ of the scientific revolution as well” given
“the persistent importance of God and theology in the history of science until relatively
recent times”. However, in the end also her argument is one of silence: she positions
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herself against Brown’s hypothesis of necessary ‘disenchantment’ since “no stakes in re-
solving the relationship between the divine and nature are voiced in the cuneiform sources”
(Rochberg 2016, pp. 248–49).

At this point in the discussion, we would argue that our functionalist reading of
the Calendar Treatise takes us closer to a positive resolution of a conundrum that exists
because of modern scholarship’s selective and narrow focus on particular literary and
scholarly genres produced in Babylonian priestly circles in the Hellenistic period. As
argued above, the Treatise draws together all the several strands of the Babylonian priests’
intellectual interests from history over mythology to astronomy, instrumentalizing them
for their ritualistic project of appeasing Marduk. This is as close to an explicit synthesis of
the priests’ worldview as we are likely to get, and this worldview undeniably attributes
agency to the divine. In other words, even the demonstrable long-term predictability of
celestial phenomena and the hypothesis of the predictability of terrestrial events had been
integrated into the priests’ traditional theistic worldview.46

6. Conclusions

In a Hellenistic world that grew increasingly more foreign, Babylonian priests “wanted
everything to remain the same, so everything had to change”.47 Moving beyond traditional
models of knowledge and developing groundbreakingly new ways of approaching the
universe, they nonetheless remained strongly rooted in the cuneiform traditions that they
had inherited. Most importantly, they never abandoned the idea that the gods decided the
fates of the land and that it was humanity’s task to placate them through divine worship.
In the absence of a native king who took the divinely appointed task of maintaining the
temples to heart and under continuous threat of violence that could lead to interruptions of
the regular cult and even temple destruction, the Babylonian priesthood endeavored to
grasp control by positing itself as the central pivot of society.

The cuneiform texts that they produced bear witness to how they reconceptualized
their world and rooted their new reality in a reimagined past, present, and future in
order to achieve this centering of the priesthood. In this paper, we showed how the
different strands of Late Babylonian cuneiform production reveal a distinctive intellectual
development in Babylonia, where priests, drawing on established cultural elements like
divination, cyclical time, and a text-based analogistic epistemology, advanced their thinking
towards a knowledge paradigm that integrates history and historiography, mythology,
ritual, and astrology and astronomy, including mathematical predictive astronomy. The
overall objective of the priests’ several strands of intellectual endeavors was to establish
and justify the temple cult and collective priestly ritual as the principal safeguard of
communal wellbeing.

This raises several new questions. For example, how do the texts that belong to the
so-called ‘stream of tradition’, still copied in large numbers in Hellenistic Babylon, fit into
this picture? Commentaries on these compositions can help elucidate priestly motivations
to maintain cuneiform tradition, as can notorious absences or abundant presences of
specific texts. Additionally, in this paper, we focused on the city of Babylon, but there
were other centers of cuneiform culture in Hellenistic Babylonia. A comparison between
Babylon and Uruk (and to a smaller degree, Nippur) would most likely uncover some
significant differences in how the Marduk priesthood and the Anu priesthood, respectively,
developed different discourses and methodologies during the final centuries BCE. Finally,
our paper highlights the need for different studies of Babylonian theology and Babylonian
conceptions of the divine that are diachronic in orientation and focus on foregrounding the
propria of individual periods over prioritizing aspects pointing to (often more apparent
than real) continuity over centuries.

151



Religions 2025, 16, 731

More broadly speaking, we would also argue that the Babylonian case establishes a
paradigm for understanding how a traditional ancient Near Eastern temple community
responded to the challenges posed by foreign imperial rule. It showcases that the main
concern of this local priesthood was an idiosyncratic preoccupation with the worship of its
gods and with securing its own place in society.48 The Babylonian case is far from unique
in that sense, since other traditional Near Eastern communities formed similar answers to
the incongruities brought on by the arrival of foreign imperial rulers whose behavior and
values were radically different from what was expected from native monarchs and who
therefore threatened the stability of temple cults. This response was generally to decenter
the role played by the king in a theistic world and instead advance priests or other religious
actors as the ones ultimately responsible for and capable of the maintenance of religious
traditions, expressed in new textual compositions that reimagined history and ritual.49

These ‘priestly literatures’ are not always contemporary (although there is strong
overlap in the Persian-Hellenistic periods when the entire Near East came to be part of
‘foreign’ empires); we would claim instead that they arise as a reaction to similar types of
crises rather than to the same historical situations. For example, temple destruction (and,
when possible, renovation) did not occur contemporaneously in Babylonia and Judea, yet it
did prompt similar reactions such as the development of ‘priestly’ discourses in cultic and
historical texts.50 Yet, beyond the relevance of studying similarities between the Babylonian
and Judean/Jewish responses to events that occurred under foreign imperial rule, there
lies the interest of their differences. The mathematical-astronomical knowledge paradigm
discussed in this paper remains unique to its Babylonian setting; in contrast, prominent
intellectual-religious trends like eschatology and monotheism never developed within
cuneiform culture the way they did in Judean/Jewish tradition.51 Comparative studies
that take into account both similarities and differences will lead to a better understanding
of the religious landscape that developed within the ancient Near East under foreign
imperial rule.
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Notes

1 § 4 with her commentary on pp. 267–302.
2 The remainder of the passage explains the details of the astronomical situation.
3 All dates in this paper are BCE except when noted differently.
4 This is explored in detail below. For the onset of Parthian rule, which started in 141 but only solidified by the year 124, see

(Dąbrowa 2005).
5 Throughout the paper, we prefer the use of the (admittedly vague) term “Late Babylonian” (ca. 400–20) over other, more

political–historical terminology (Persian 539–331, Hellenistic 331–141, Parthian 141 BCE–224 CE). This reflects better the state
of the cuneiform evidence from Babylon, consistently produced during the last four centuries BCE within the context of the
so-called Esagil libraries; Clancier (2009).

6 For definitions of “priest” in a Babylonian context, see Waerzeggers and Jursa (2008): 1 footnote 1; (Jursa 2013, p. 162).
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7 It is worth mentioning the figure of Berossus, a Babylonian priest whose works are preserved mainly in Greek and to whom both
historiographical and astronomical fragments are attributed; while the latters’ authenticity has sometimes been put into question,
it has also been argued that there is no inherent contradiction between the two, but that they rather illustrate the breadth of
knowledge held by a priest in Hellenistic Babylon (Steele 2013; van der Spek 2005).

8 For the transition from Persian to Hellenistic rule in Babylonia, see the essays in (Briant and Joannès 2006; van der Spek 2003).
For an overview of historical events, see (Beaulieu 2018, pp. 246–68).

9 For the transition from Neo-Babylonian to Persian rule, see (Jursa 2007). How this impacted the temples, see (Kleber 2019;
Waerzeggers 2015a).

10 For the language situation in the Late Babylonian period, see (Hackl 2021b).
11 Moreover, Babylonian temples should not be considered exclusively cuneiform spaces, as is attested by the hundreds of clay

bullae that once enclosed scrolls containing alphabetic scripts found in temple archives; see (Clancier 2005; Lindström 2003).
12 So much so that Da Riva termed the epithet “provider of Esagil and Ezida” (zānin Esagil u Ezida) the “standard epithet of the

dynasty” (Da Riva 2008, p. 94). See also (Waerzeggers 2011).
13 The so-called “End of Archives” in 484. See the essays in (Waerzeggers and Seire 2018; Waerzeggers 2003–2004).
14 Expounded in documents like the ‘Lehmann text’, a royal land grant (Wallenfells and van der Spek 2014) and the Antiochus

cylinder, recording royal temple building works (Stevens 2014).
15 The Astronomical Diaries contain occasional references to famine, people selling their children, and illness.
16 For example, in the Tukulti-Ninurta Epic, a Middle-Assyrian text, a group of Assyrian officers delivers a speech, but they seem to

be repeating an order previously given by the king himself (Machinist 1978, p. 26). Notable exceptions to this regicentric tradition
exist (e.g., Erra and Ishum), but until the arrival of Persian rule this never crystalized into a consolidated effort.

17 For example, Seed of Kingship (Zamim Ene) is attested in Late Babylonian copies from Babylon (Mitto 2025).
18 These texts stand in tension with the reality on the ground in Hellenistic Babylonia, where foreign kings were sometimes involved

in the temple cult; (see Monerie and Clancier 2023; Debourse 2023; Dirven 2014; van der Spek 1994).
19 A comprehensive study of the temple ritual texts dating to the Late Babylonian period is in preparation by Debourse.
20 For a brief description of the corpus with bibliography, see (Debourse and Rhyder 2024, p. 10).
21 For a preliminary study of the language, see (Debourse 2022b, pp. 179–201; see also George 2000).
22 See, for example, the Neo-Babylonian ritual texts in (Da Riva 2022; Lambert 1997, p. 52) (see Debourse 2022b, p. 71 footnote 148

for remarks on their dating); see also the Neo-Assyrian state rituals in (Parpola 2017) (SAA 20).
23 See (Debourse and Rhyder 2024), p. 17 and p. 20 footnote 86 with examples.
24 E.g. in the Nabonidus Chronicle; (Waerzeggers 2015b, pp. 113–14).
25 Similarly expressed in the Eulogy.
26 But note that in reality kings do participate, albeit in limited way; see footnote 18.
27 Both the omen text Alandimmû ‘Physical Characteristics’ and its subject matter, physical characteristics, are intended.
28 The horoscopy texts are edited in Rochberg (1988). For astrology and horoscopy in the late period, in general, see (Rochberg 2004);

for their wider implications for intellectual history, see (Rochberg 2016). For convenient surveys of the history of Mesopotamian
astrology and especially astronomy, including in the late period, see Steele (2018, 2021).

29 See (Steele 2018, p. 97) with the references given in notes 80–81; (Rochberg 2016, pp. 150–56; see also Wee 2018), who discusses a
Late Babylonian astrological interpretation of the famous Game of Twenty Squares.

30 In addition to the references cited above, see also (Geller 2014).
31 The most convenient recent survey of the nature and development of the Astronomical Diaries is found in the conference

volume (Haubold et al. 2019). Important new insights can be found in R. Pirngruber’s still unpublished Habilitationsschrift
(Pirngruber 2024). An online corpus of the published Diaries can be found at https://oracc.museum.upenn.edu/adsd/ (last
accessed on 19 March 2025). The editio princeps is (Sachs and Hunger 1988–2006).

32 Conveniently summarized by Steele (2018, pp. 88–93) and Ossendrijver (2024, pp. 46–48); see also, e.g., Rochberg (2004,
pp. 147–63).

33 The overall system seems clear even though some aspects are still under discussion.
34 Like other royally sponsored undertakings in this period that aimed at strengthening (and centralizing) the institutions of the

Neo-Babylonian state (Jursa and Gordin 2018).
35 While divinatory knowledge of relevance for the community must have been the principal motive, it is also true that ever since

horoscopy had been added to the astrologer priests’ range of interests “the diaries archive functioned as a reference bank for
scribes who constructed horoscopes” (Rochberg 2004, p. 149).

36 Little research has been conducted on how the celestial and terrestrial events in the Astronomical Diaries correlate, but see
(van der Spek 2003), who showed how the celestial events recorded in ADART-330 correlate to the battle at Gaugamela and the
defeat of Darius III at the hands of Alexander the Great.
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37 (Reynolds 2019) passim for Subartu and Elam; for the ‘internal foe’, see pp. 212–13 § 14. It is clear that the archaic geographical
terminology—which reoccurs in the exempla chosen from the Babylonian past by the authors of LBPL for the reflecting on their
contemporary concerns—was easily re-interpreted with reference to more recent enemies, such as the Persians or the Parthians;
see also (Nielsen 2015).

38 (Ossendrijver 2022, p. 569) argues that given its interest with past catastrophes the text should be seen as astrological his-
toriography, “scholarship aimed at reconstructing and interpreting the past using astronomical and astrological methods”.
This observation is certainly correct but needs to be put in the context of the interest in the future that is equally present in the text.
In as much as the past is referenced, it is to offer exempla to guide future behavior. In the words of Reynolds, the composition
is intended “to demonstrate the validity of rituals as apotropaic measures against invasion by enemies termed Elamite and,
in a secondary role, Subarian” (Reynolds 2019, p. 12). The text signals this for instance in one of its mythological passages:
“so that the deeds of Tiĳāmat [the embodiment of Babylon’s enemies on the mythological plane] be not forgotten in future
days” (Reynolds 2019, pp. 190–91 B I 6′), and in its quote of a promise made to a ruler enjoying Marduk’s favor with which
the composition ends: “you will renew the shrines of the temples . . . your troops will stand . . . your reign [will] endure”
(Reynolds 2019, p. 212 A iv 10′–12′).

39 Philological and interpretative challenges which, it bears emphasizing, Reynold’s edition addresses in admirable fashion.
40 To which one must add the implications of the roughly contemporary findings of mathematical astronomy.
41 See now (Ossendrijver 2019) for price predictions and (Ossendrijver 2021) for weather predictions.
42 Also cited in (Rochberg 2016, pp. 247–48) (she refers to additional studies by Brown in which this thesis is elaborated on).
43 As the ‘esoteric commentary’ with which we started this section could be argued to suggest.
44 But she is not the only one to address this problem, of course. See, e.g., (Ossendrijver 2019, p. 74) positioning himself implicitly

against Brown’s thesis: “Late Babylonian astrology appears to proceed from the assumption that future events on earth are
correlated . . . with celestial phenomena that can be predicted far in advance. However, this need not imply that the predicted
phenomena, whether astronomical or terrestrial, were no longer considered to be signs produced by the gods”.

45 The clearly Weberian undertone of this choice of words is certainly not coincidental; on Weber’s famous ‘Entzauberung der Welt’
see, e.g., (Lehmann 2009).

46 From the vantage point that the sources can offer us, we see an intellectual development over time in the writings produced in
priestly circles in Babylon, especially in the astronomical/astrological sphere, but nothing challenges the view that overall, on a
synchronic level, this group was coherent in its worldview. It bears pointing out that this may well be misleading. It is conceivable,
if not provable, that we would hear a polyphony of possibly even partly ‘disenchanted’ voices if we were able to, as it were,
‘zoom in’ more closely on these priests and their intellectual life. To illustrate this assumption, one could compare the tension
between Lucien Febvre’s (1942) well-known thesis in Le problème de l’incroyance au XVIe siècle: La religion de Rabelais (1942)—where
his close reading of Rabelais and his historical context leads him to argue that true atheism was nearly impossible in the 16th
century due to the deep entrenchment of religious thought in the intellectual landscape—and the diverse and sometimes highly
original views on the divine expressed by the humble villagers of Montaillou in the Pyrenees roughly 200 years earlier in the
inquisitor Fournier’s records (Le Roy Ladurie 1975).

47 Cf. the quote cited at the beginning of this paper.
48 Loudly absent in our documentation is the concern for a Babylonian nation beyond the priesthood itself.
49 For this reimagination in the Priestly traditions in the Hebrew Bible, see e.g., (Rhyder 2019, pp. 129–36). A similar trend can

be discerned in rabbinical writings, which decenter the previous ritual authority (temple priests) in favor of rabbinical ritual
mastery; see, e.g., (Rosen-Zvi 2012).

50 A comparative study of the historical dynamics that led to specific forms of ritual textualization in P and in the LBPL, respectively,
can be found in (Debourse and Rhyder 2024).

51 Although flavors of all these trends can be found throughout late ancient Near Eastern texts; see, e.g., (Kosmin 2018).
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Abstract: The extant texts of Enochic Judaism present accounts about the early history of humankind,
which use the motifs familiar from the ancient Mesopotamian historiography. The different versions
of the Jewish story of the Watchers originate as counter narratives about the antediluvian sages, or
apkallus, which are known from the cuneiform literature. The myth of Adapa in Akkadian offers a
version of the narrative in which the sage was promoted in heaven to a god-like status, which concept
is corroborated with an entry in the cuneiform compendium Tintir and the Chronicle of the Esagila.
This tradition also associated Adapa with the immortalized flood survivor. In the form of a counter
narrative, the Enochic texts of Judaism attributed the heavenly assumption to Enoch and presented
the Watchers as the demonic entities subordinated to him. The fall of the Watchers, the promotion of
Enoch, and the primordial battle against evil forces are depicted in the Animal Apocalypse of 1 Enoch
85–90. A very similar scenario is found in the Chronicle of Esagila, which describes the early history of
humankind from the Babylonian perspective. It can be demonstrated that the Animal Apocalypse
uses this or a similar cuneiform historiographic source as the basis of its counter narrative.

Keywords: Enochic Judaism; Book of Enoch; Animal Apocalypse; ancient Mesopotamian chronicles;
counter narrative

1. Introduction

The ancient Israelite literate culture was aware that it was a relative latecomer in the
Ancient Near East, where the Egyptian and Mesopotamian civilizations were far older
and more glorious. The need to reinterpret older sources was primary within the circles
of Jewish intellectuals, who composed the Hebrew Bible. The account of the world’s
origins in Genesis 1–11 addresses its “Mesopotamian problem” with various strategies.
To face the issue, the authors of Genesis negotiated the past in a way that it included
Mesopotamian primacy in the emergence of civilization but privileged Israel as a new
beginning, a supersession (Hendel 2005, p. 24). In this manner, potential damage to the
ancient Israelite religious identity was efficiently avoided.

The stories provide people with identities in the societies where they circulate. The
preceding ancient Mesopotamian narratives had to be changed to fit into the Israelite
agenda. When a group or a nation is too much of an object of others’ actions, its identity is
restrained and can be liberated with a new narrative. According to the social philosopher
H. Nelson, the narratives can provide moral agencies and take them away (Nelson 2001).
Such important cultural narratives are called “master narratives”, the stories found lying
about in the culture that serve as summaries of socially shared understandings:

Master narratives are often archetypal, consisting of stock plots and readily
recognizable character types, and we use them not only to make sense of our
experience but also to justify what we do. As the repositories of common norms,
master narratives exercise a certain authority over our moral imaginations and
play a role in informing our moral intuitions. (Nelson 2001, p. 6)
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Several studies have described the strategies that the authors of the Hebrew Bible used
to accommodate the foreign ideas for new contexts. Polemics against Mesopotamian tradi-
tions can already be found in the creation account of Genesis 1 (Frahm 2010).
R. Hendel (2005) writes that the authors of Genesis 1–11 responded to their encounter with
Mesopotamian sources by using three main ways of adaption:

1. Appropriation means that a motif in the Mesopotamian master narrative was domes-
ticated for the Hebrew Bible in a very similar form as it occurred in the original source.
The foreign origin of a feature can be fully effaced or partially retained. The best
example of appropriation in Genesis is the flood story, for which the Mesopotamian
ancestry is known since George Smith’s discovery in 1872 (Hendel 2005, pp. 25–26).
Some aspects of the flood and its aftermath in the Genesis account subordinate the
Mesopotamian material to the dominant narrative of Israel’s origins and destiny
(Hendel 2005, p. 26).

2. The second strategy is mimicry, in which a Mesopotamian tradition is reproduced
with creative imitation, often with subversive humor or irony. Hendel’s example
of mimicry is the story of Nimrod in Genesis 10: 8–9 (Hendel 2005, p. 30). This
category can include more sophisticated techniques, like the retelling and reworking
of original sources. The foundational narrative and its characters are put into the light
of non-traditional interpretation, by adding, moving, and removing features from the
master story to make new accents in it but not to dissolve its communicative force.
The mimicry technique often produces an “alternative story”, which deviates from
the master narrative but does not contest it (Nelson 2001, pp. 153–54).

3. Inversion is the “counter narrative”, the most complicated and interesting strategy
of acquisition as it is often of polemical nature. For Hendel, the account about the
construction of the Tower of Babel serves as an example, which in Genesis 11 is
depicted as a rebellious act against the natural divide between the God and humanity
(Hendel 2005, pp. 31–33). The Tower of Babel was to be made of baked bricks in
Genesis 11: 3, which emphasizes its intended permanence, in contrast to the actual
building material that was sun-dried bricks. Traditions about the early history in
Mesopotamian and Jewish traditions differ in several respects, which represent the
outcomes of ancient debates. Some of the Jewish reinterpretations originated from
counter versions of earlier Mesopotamian master narratives (Frahm 2010).

The comparative and intertextual reading of narratives from different cultural contexts
and in various languages is required to detect the identities these texts intended to share
or renounce for their readers and followers. The present paper will study the Babylonian
tradition of antediluvian sages from the point of view of comparing it to the Jewish accounts
about the Watchers (Annus 2010). The accounts about the Mesopotamian figure of Adapa
will be compared to texts about Enoch in Jewish sources, especially in the so-called Animal
Apocalypse (1 Enoch 85–90). It will be demonstrated that during the long processes of
transmission and development, the Enochic tradition in Judaism selected and reworked
various Mesopotamian sources, especially the lore about Adapa/Oannes (Annus 2016,
2022). Within Judaism, Genesis 1–11 started a counter-narrative process to cuneiform
traditions that the books of Enoch further expanded with making use of more diverse
Mesopotamian narratives about primeval humanity.

2. Discussion: The Story of Watchers as Counter Narrative

The use of counter narratives in reworking the Mesopotamian material can be exem-
plified with the texts about the Watchers in Genesis 6: 1–4 as well as in similar accounts
from the Second Temple literature (Annus 2010; Kvanvig 2011). The mythology of the
Watchers and their sons, the giants, are derived from Jewish counter narratives of the
Mesopotamian accounts about the antediluvian sages, the apkallus. There are patterns of
similarities between the antediluvian apkallus and the Watchers on one hand and between
postdiluvian sages and the giants, the sons of the Watchers. The first two groups were fully
divine, while the second two were partly of human descent (Annus 2010, p. 282).
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A counter story often emerges when the master narrative becomes oppressive to a
certain group. The antediluvian origin of the Mesopotamian arts and scholarship and
their efficiency were certainly embarrassing factors for those who composed the Watchers
story. For a nation that had been under the rule of Mesopotamian empires for centuries,
the account about the glorious origins of its science and technology had to be changed.
The Israelite scribes did it by showing the Watchers’ actions in a very negative light and
themselves as succumbed to the authority of Enoch. The counter story is not necessarily
polemical towards its master narrative; it works as a counter in a more subtle way by
dissolving its communicative force through the displacement of plots and characters
(Nelson 2001, pp. 152–53). According to H. Nelson, the counter story is a narrative that
takes up a shared but oppressive understanding of who someone is and sets out to shift it.
If the counter story is successful, it allows the person who is reidentified by it to be seen by
herself and by others as someone worthy of moral respect—a good in itself. But because
moral respect is necessary for the free exercise of moral agency, the counter story’s function
of reidentification also contributes to the person’s freedom to act (Nelson 2001, p. 69).

The story of the Watchers was important for groups within Judaism that held the
figure of Enoch in high esteem (Boccaccini 1998). The Jewish counter narrative took away
the moral rights from ancient Mesopotamian sages and ascribed the all-knowing spiritual
authority to Enoch, who acted as the supervisor of the fallen angels. The Mesopotamian
master narrative, which the Watcher story set out to counter, had the following content:
All kinds of the Babylonian knowledge including arts, priestly crafts, and technical skills
originate from antediluvian times. This knowledge is an exclusive property of Babylonian
scholars and priests, who have made it forbidden to reveal it to uninitiated. This knowledge
originates from the antediluvian sages; it is indispensable and beneficial to humankind.
The foremost among the sages was Adapa, who became enthroned in heaven (Annus 2016).

This understanding was countered by the following Jewish narrative: During ante-
diluvian times, certain angels—the Watchers—descended to earth and taught to mankind
negative things. They committed immoral actions and taught their secrets to mortal women
in exchange for sex. They transgressed the border between the divine and human realms.
The knowledge they taught to mankind led to harmful consequences. Their transgressions
were punished by the flood, which eliminated their physical existence and turned their
descendants into evil demons of disease. The antediluvian figure Enoch, who lived in the
world around the same time, was in every respect superior to the Watchers, and it is he
who ascended to heaven.

In order successfully to fulfill its agenda, the counter narrative or alternative story
must become popular. Therefore, it would have been useless for Jewish authors to write a
new unfamiliar account. The counter story is more effective when it uses deviant versions
of the master narrative, which shift the accents by changing its plot and characters but
nevertheless remain recognizably similar to the original narrative. Every well-known story
and urban legend tend to have variants after a longer time in oral circulation. In some
layers of Mesopotamian mythology and ritual practices, the ancient sages were already
regarded as dangerous and potentially malicious creatures, upon which the Jewish authors
could build their counter narratives (Annus 2010, pp. 297–303). For example, in some
anti-witchcraft incantations from the Babylonian series Maqlû (III 61–76; VI 85–89), the
ancient sages occur as evil agents. The evilness of the antediluvian sages manifests in their
capacity to bewitch: “Pure River (and) holy Sun am I. My sorcerers are the Sages of the
apsû, my sorceresses are the heavenly Daughters of Anu. They perform sorcery against me,
they keep on performing sorcery against me” (Abusch 2015, p. 75, III 61–64). Accordingly,
the ancient sages were sometimes demonized as evil beings in ancient Mesopotamia, which
the Jewish interpreters took over and emphasized.

For a creative individual intending to compose the counter story of a popular narrative,
the pool of variations always provides sound opportunities to consider a similar story with
a quite different meaning. The Jewish scholars used less-known Babylonian traditions to
compose their counter narratives. In the written record of cuneiform literature, variation
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existed in all periods (Dalley 2013). In oral circulation, the variation of narratives was
presumably even larger. With an adequate spin doctoring, the counter story achieves its
goal in changing the meanings in already well-known master narratives. In the follow-
ing, evidence for some Jewish alternative readings of Mesopotamian popular stories will
be discussed.

3. The Promotion of Adapa in Heaven

The foremost among antediluvian sages in ancient Mesopotamia was Adapa, whose
mythical activities are illuminated by a variety of cuneiform sources (Annus 2016). The
epic fragments in Akkadian tell about primeval Adapa, in particular, the priest and cook in
the most ancient city Eridu (Izre’el 2001, pp. 5–6). According to the myth, Adapa routinely
goes fishing to the Persian Gulf, where one day the south wind overturns his boat. Adapa
breaks the wings of the wind but falls into the sea and immerses into the ocean. After
seven days, the sky god Anu invites him to visit heaven, where he becomes indoctrinated.
After that meeting, Adapa returned to earth, where he taught the heavenly secrets to
humankind (Izre’el 2001). Two recently published Old Babylonian tablets from Meturan,
with the Adaba myth in Sumerian, tell the same story but integrate it into the history of the
primeval world, which perspective is lacking in Akkadian texts (Cavigneaux 2014). In the
Sumerian version, Adaba emerged as a creation of Enki after a series of events following
the primeval flood. Recently, a Middle Babylonian fragment from Nippur with the Adaba
myth in Sumerian was published, demonstrating its wider circulation (Peterson 2017). The
Sumerian version predates Akkadian narratives, which individual tablets contain different
editions of a similar story.

Some versions of the Adapa myth still circulated in the Hellenistic period. The
Babylonian priest Berossus in the 3rd century BCE wrote about the primeval beast Oannes,
who, “in the very first year”, emerged from the Persian Gulf and began to teach mankind
all of the necessary knowledge for civilization (Verbrugghe and Wickersham 2000, p. 44,
fragment 1). This account tells nothing about the sage’s fishing expedition and his visit
to heaven. Berossus begins where the Mesopotamian myth ends, providing a sequel to
the story about the heavenly journey of the sage. In the Middle Babylonian version of the
Adapa myth, the sage’s journey to heaven is complemented with the motif of his return
to earth, after having refused the food offered by the god Anu in heaven (fragment B,
rev. 67–70):

“Come, Adapa, why did you not eat and drink? Hence you shall not live! Alas for
inferior humanity!”—“Ea my lord told me: ‘Do not eat, do not dr[i]nk!’”—“Take
him and [retu]rn him to (his) earth!” (Izre’el 2001, p. 21)

The Middle Babylonian version and the Berossus account of the story mutually il-
luminate each other: Adapa first disappeared in the ocean to visit the heavens and later
again emerged from the sea to return to teach mankind as Oannes (Annus 2016, p. 50).
However, the story had even more variations. According to one cuneiform tablet from the
first millennium BCE, Adapa remained in heaven for Anu’s service. The Neo-Assyrian
tablet K 8214 in the British Museum contains a different narrative about the destiny of
Adapa. The eight lines in the Nineveh fragment concerning Adapa’s heavenly status read
as follows (K 8214, rev. 7′–14′):

7′. [. . .] Adapa ultu išid šamê ana elat šamê

8′. [. . . ip]pallisma puluhtašu ı̄mur

9′. [inūm]išu dAnu ša Adapa elı̄šu mas.s.arta iš[kun]

10′. [. . .] kı̄ ša dEa šubarrâšu iškun

11′. [dAn]u bēlūssu ana arkat ūmē ana šūpî šı̄mta iš[îm]

12′. [. . .] Adapa zēr amēlūti

13′. [. . .] šū šalt.iš kappi šūti išbiru

14′. [. . .] ana šamê elû šı̄ lū kı̄am
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“[. . .] Adapa, from the foundation of heaven to the summit of heaven,

[. . .] looked at [. . .] and saw his awesomeness.

At that time Anu s[et] Adapa at his service.

[. . .] he established his freedom from Ea.

[An]u se[t] a decree to make glorious his lordship forever:

[. . .] Adapa, seed of humankind,

[. . .] he who broke the South Wind’s wing triumphantly

(and) ascended to heaven,—so be it!” (Izre’el 2001, p. 38)

The elevation of Adapa in this passage can be detected in the last two lines, where
the word “triumphantly” (šalt.iš) occurs, which in Akkadian texts usually refers to royal
military feats (see CAD Š/1 269f.). The exclamation “so be it forever” (šı̄ lū kı̄am) refers
to a change in status; this formula asserts the fact that Adapa has ascended to heaven
and should remain there (Izre’el 2001, p. 42). Accordingly, in this variant of the Adapa
myth, the sage assumed a throne in heaven after his ascension. In the Sumerian version,
the analogous situation occurs when An offers to Adaba in heaven a throne to sit on as a
gesture of benevolence:

a[n]-e a-da-ba geš-túgGEŠTUG kù-zu igi-du8
gešg[u-z]a mu-un-na-an-˹sum˺ “An

gave to Adaba—the intelligent and wise one—the th[ron]e as an audience gift”.
(Cavigneaux 2014, p. 23, line 166)

The variant of the Adapa myth in which the sage was elevated to the status of Anu
himself explains the entry in the cuneiform topographical series Tintir (II 2), which lists
important cult places in Babylon (George 1992). This entry directly follows the description
of Marduk’s seat “Tiamat” in his holiest cella:

[k]i.tilmunki.na šu-[bat] da-nim šá mār(dumu) mú-da-ni[m ina muh-hi áš-bu]

“Ki-tilmunna—“Place of Tilmun”—the seat of Anu, [on] which the Son of Oannes
[sits]”. (George 1992, p. 44)

It can be summarized that there existed two versions of the Adapa myth in the
Nineveh archives. The fragment K 8214 presents a different version of the outcome of
the story: Adapa was not returned to the earth but remained in heaven as the ultimate
accomplishment of his divine wisdom (Kvanvig 2011, p. 124; Izre’el 2001, p. 42). As
Kvanvig rightly notes, the meaning of Adapa’s destiny in this manuscript changes the
whole focus of the text: “The focus is not any longer that Adapa got wisdom and not
eternal life. The focus is the elevation of Adapa as the one among humans who stayed in
heaven with Anu forever” (Kvanvig 2011, p. 123). This different ending of the Adapa myth
features in the list of seats of Marduk’s cella E-umuša, where a certain “son of Oannes” sits
on Anu’s throne (Annus 2016, p. 30).

The elevated status of Adapa is reflected in a Neo-Assyrian literary catalogue from
Nineveh (Rm 618), which lists the first lines of tablets of different works (Lambert 1962).
Line 3 lists the incipit a-da-pà a-na qé-reb AN-[e]—“Adapa in the middle heaven” (Jiménez
2017, p. 117). This is probably the incipit of a tablet that was anything but the first in a late
edition of the Adapa text, which consisted of more than one tablet (Lambert 2003–2004,
p. 395). This edition of the myth gave an account about the enthroned Adapa in heaven,
who entered Anu’s service and could even occupy his throne, becoming equal with the god
of heaven.

These divergent traditions about the antediluvian sage Adapa are also manifest in
the Bı̄t mēseri incantations, which append two explanations to his different epithets—(1)
Utuaabba, “who descended from heaven”; and (2) Utuabzu, “who ascended to heaven”
(Borger 1974, p. 193). The first explanation refers to Adapa, who returned to earth, and
the second to the one who remained in heaven. The same explanations point to the two
different episodes in the Adapa myth where he ascended to heaven after having been
reborn in the ocean (Utuabzu) and later emerged from the sea to teach mankind after his
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visit to Anu (Utuaabba). According to the ancient Mesopotamian view, Uan/Adapa was
an eternal being, whose mythical presence was thought to reappear in different times and
places (Annus 2016, p. 84).

Adapa, who remained in heaven resembles the Enoch figure in Judaism, who was
translated to heaven, as “an example of knowledge for all generations” (Sirach 44: 16).
This Enoch, who is also called Metatron, was God’s vice-regent and had his own throne in
heaven according to the Talmudic tradition in Hagigah 15a (Orlov 2005, p. 162). This is a
part of the longer passage in the Babylonian Talmud, which deals with four rabbis’ mystical
ascent to paradise. Rabbi Aher was astounded to see the angel Metatron enthroned in
heaven; therefore, he asked whether there are “two powers in heaven” and became a heretic
after returning to earth (Segal 2002). The Babylonian theological concept of Marduk and
the “son of Oannes”, who sat next to each other in the holiest cella of Esagila prefigures
the “two powers in heaven” debate, which flourished in the early Christian centuries.
As I have argued in another paper (Annus 2022), the heavenly images of Adapa and
Enoch correspond to the celestial doubles encountered during the religious experiences
of Babylonian and Jewish priests. Both Adapa and Enoch are embodied by the earthly
priests, who meet their celestial counterparts during ascent experiences. These experiences
promote their sense of identity and increase their prestige in religious communities. The
alternative in the ascent scenario according to which an antediluvian authority was either
allowed to stay in heaven or be expelled to work on earth solved the paradox of how
the priests could be active in their mundane form but yet be identified with their eternal
heavenly masters (Annus 2022, p. 75).

The twofold status of antediluvian Adapa, who was either commissioned to earth
to teach mankind or became enthroned in heaven finds an analogue in the rankings of
Adam and Enoch in Jewish Hekhalot writings. Some variants of the Enochic traditions give
account for Metatron’s different incarnations. According to Sefer Hekhalot, the heavenly
prince Metatron is a single divine being, who first took the form of Adam and later became
Enoch. The latter form re-ascended to Adam’s heavenly home, taking his rightful place in
the heights of universe (Orlov 2005, p. 108). According to this tradition Adam and Enoch
were two mortal forms of the same eternal figure Metatron, the enthroned prince in heaven.

The Babylonian “son of Oannes” in Tintir (II 2) represents the heavenly image of the
sage Adapa in the Esagila temple (Annus 2022, p. 70). Tilmun as the name of his seat
makes an association with the residing place of the flood hero, pointing to the connection
between the flood story and the Adapa myth (Annus 2016, pp. 16–19). One of the flood
survivor’s names in Mesopotamian literature was Atra-hasis, “exceedingly wise”, which
is also an epithet of the sage in the Adapa myth (Izre’el 2001, p. 9, A obv. 8′). The
immortalization of the flood hero was seen as parallel to Adapa’s elevation in heaven. The
“son of Oannes” in Tintir (II 2) was an image of Adapa and the heavenly double of the
exorcist priest (Annus 2022).

In Mesopotamia of the first millennium BCE, a unified tradition gave rise to the
teaching about Uan/Adapa, who as the first and last antediluvian sage impersonated all
wisdom. As the first sage, he ascended to heaven and subsequently descended to earth
to reveal his knowledge to humankind. The flood hero became either identified with the
first antediluvian sage Oannes/Uanna or was associated with him through genealogy. The
immortalized flood hero took the seat on the throne of Anu as the “son of Oannes” (Annus
2016, p. 30). In the unified character of Uan/Adapa, the mystical paradox of his twofold
destiny was resolved. The Mesopotamian tradition about antediluvian sages who visited
heaven influenced the imagery of Enoch in Sefer Hekhalot, which contains two clusters of
his names and roles. The older cluster regards him as the heavenly scribe and the expert
of the divine secrets in concordance with the Mesopotamian traditions, which shaped the
early Enochic lore (Orlov 2005, p. 89). Among these traditions is the Babylonian lore about
the antediluvian king and the expert diviner Enmeduranki (Lambert 1998). The second
cluster of roles and epithets regards Enoch-Metatron as the second Adam and a savior
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figure, the “Lesser YHWH” (Orlov 2005, p. 108). The Adapa figure, who remained in
heaven influenced the second cluster of roles.

4. Adapa’s Anointment and Clothing in Heaven

The Mesopotamian tradition about Adapa, who remained in heaven, considered him
as another form of the immortal flood hero, which invites further comparisons to Enochic
texts. As an instance of similarity between Adapa and Enoch, one can point to the Enoch’s
heavenly glorification in the Slavonic apocalypse (2 Enoch). Enoch’s exaltation in the end of
his heavenly journey reveals a remarkable pattern of similarities with the Adapa myth. In
the Amarna version, Adapa ascended to heaven but had to return to earth. In compensation,
he received from Anu a divine garb, and he was anointed with heavenly oil (fragment B,
61′–65′):

He was brought the [fo]od of life; he did not e[a]t. [H]e was brought water of life;
he did not dr[ink]. [He was br]ought a garment, he dressed. [He was b]rought
oil, he anointed. (Izre’el 2001, pp. 20–21)

The feature common to two Adapas of whom the first returned to earth and the second
remained in heaven is that both received a garment and ointment. Adapa had the status of
pašı̄šu priest—“the anointed one”, which was one of the appellations of the sage (Izre’el
2001, p. 9, A obv. 9′). Both in the Sumerian and Akkadian versions of the myth, Adapa was
anointed in heaven. This episode of the myth relates to an eponymous medical “ointment
of Oannes” that is mentioned on a Neo-Babylonian tablet from Sippar to undo witchcraft
(Abusch and Schwemer 2016, pp. 69–70, text 7.13). In 2 Enoch 9: 17–19, Adapa’s promotion
in heaven has been used to describe Enoch’s transformation, which takes place in a very
similar manner, involving the garments and oil as the main indicators of his divine status.
However, in distinction to the Adapa myth, 2 Enoch makes no reference to drink and food
being offered. When Enoch arrived in front of the divine throne, the Lord said to Michael:

“Approach and remove Enoch’s earthly garments! Anoint him with My blessed
oil and dress him with garments of My glory!” Michael did what God told him;
he anointed me and dressed me. The appearance of the oil was greater than
a great light and its lubricant was like blessed dew, and its fragrance was like
myrrh shining like the sun’s rays. I looked myself and saw that I was like one of
His glorious ones and there was no obvious difference. (Badalanova Geller 2010,
p. 48)

Putting on and removing the garments had an important symbolic meaning in several
Mesopotamian myths, where death and descent were associated with stripping, and ascent
was associated with clothing (Annus 2006, pp. 17–22). The bestowal of new garments
also served as a declaration of legal purity (Annus 2016, pp. 85–86). In the immediately
following passage (2 Enoch 10–11), Enoch is twice offered a seat in heaven, initially by the
angel Vereveil (Vrevoil) for honoring his scribal role. Later the God himself invites Enoch
to the seat next to himself to share some information that remains hidden even from the
angels. Here, Enoch makes the important transition from the legal scribe to the celestial
judge (Orlov 2005, p. 162). The heavenly promotion in 2 Enoch follows quite closely the
scenario described in the Adapa narrative and relates to the Mesopotamian text, both as an
appropriation and as a counter narrative in promoting Enoch instead of Adapa.

5. The Animal Apocalypse and Mesopotamian Chronicles

There was a very ancient tradition in Mesopotamia going back to Uruk III times
according to which the king Enmerkar and his wife built a town and made agriculture
possible in the land (Katz 2017, p. 202). This tradition persisted to later times as Enmerkar is
mentioned as the builder of Uruk in the Sumerian King List (ETCSL 2.1.1, line 104). Accord-
ing to the literary text Enmerkar and the Lord of Aratta, this king also invented the writing
tablet and cuneiform script (ETCSL 1.8.2.3). Two ancient Mesopotamian historical-literary
texts mention Adapa and Enmerkar together as contemporaries through an association
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between them as culture heroes. The cuneiform chronicle called Enmerkar and Adapa is
known from the first millennium copies (Glassner 2004, pp. 294–95). Another, the Chronicle
of the Esagila, which has also been called “Weidner Chronicle”, is composed in the form of a
fictitious royal letter that originates no earlier than 1100 BCE (Glassner 2004, pp. 263–69).

The second chronicle contains motifs that can be compared to the Animal Apocalypse
in 1 Enoch 85–90. The interest of the Chronicle of the Esagila is focused on the relationship
of the early Mesopotamian rulers to the cult of Marduk, and it is cast into the form of a
letter from the Isin king Damiq-ilišu to a Babylonian king. The content of the letter was
purportedly revealed to the author in a dream by the healing goddess Gula (Glassner 2004,
p. 264). Both the cuneiform chronicle and the Enochic Animal Apocalypse are dream
revelations that contain narratives about the early history of mankind. The Chronicle of
the Esagila retells the Mesopotamian history in admonitory fashion demonstrating that all
the kings who neglected the cult of Marduk lost their power. The first king whom the
Chronicle mentions is Aka from the Kish dynasty, to whom Enmerkar of Uruk immediately
follows (Glassner 2004, p. 266, line 41). This chronicle represents the Mesopotamian
historiographical tradition, which started the world history from Kish, whence the kingship
was transferred to the Eanna temple and Uruk.

Neither of these two cuneiform chronicles that mention Adapa refer to the antediluvian
period, and, consequently, the sage features as a primordial human being in them. In this
respect these texts are compatible with the Sumerian version of the Adaba myth, which
points with the expression “after the flood had swept over” (eĝir a-ma-ru ba-ur3-ra-ta) to
the primordial setting of its narrative (Cavigneaux 2014, p. 17, line 4). This expression
served as the mythological time reference of many Sumerian tales that related to the
primordial epoch of human history. The antediluvian period was a concept of a different
historiographic tradition in Mesopotamia, which shifted its focus from what had taken
place after the primordial flood to the events that occurred before the flood (Chen 2012, p.
175).

There are literary indications that the concept of the antediluvian period emerged later
in Mesopotamia than the notion of the primordial times “after the flood had swept over”
(Chen 2012). The two earliest manuscripts of the chronographic work Sumerian King List
contain neither references to the flood nor the antediluvian sections (Chen 2012, p. 177). In
these tablets from the Ur III period, the formula “when kingship descended from heaven”
introduces the primordial period when the first dynasty of kings ruled in Kish (Chen 2012,
p. 167). Since the Old Babylonian period, the manuscripts of the Sumerian King List began
to incorporate references to the flood and construct antediluvian dynasties (Chen 2012,
p. 177). According to an older Sumerian historical tradition, the first dynasty on earth ruled
in Kish “after the deluge swept over”, which expression of time reference is also used in
the Sumerian Adaba myth (Cavigneaux 2014, p. 17, line 25). The earlier Sumerian tradition
regarded the sage simply as primordial, but later Babylonian developments placed him in
the antediluvian period.

In the Chronicle of the Esagila, the king Enmerkar is presented as a negative character,
who neglected Marduk and to whom his sage Adapa taught a moral lesson. The tendency
to see Enmerkar as a negative hero is detectable since the Old Babylonian Cuthean Legend of
Naram-Sîn, which narrative counters the notion of Enmerkar as the inventor of cuneiform
script (Katz 2017, p. 205). In the Chronicle of the Esagila, the king Enmerkar is presented as
an immoral king, who violated the Babylonian standards, which are outlined as follows:

Whosoever offends the gods of this city (=Babylon), his star will not stand in the
sky. [. . .], his (?) kingship will be no more, his scepter will be taken away, his
treasure will become a heap of [rubble]. (Glassner 2004, p. 267, lines 37–38)

According to the Chronicle of the Esagila, the star of the king who offended the gods
of Babylon fell from the sky (Akkadian: kakkabušu ina šamê ul izazzi, line 37). This is
comparable to the fall of the Watchers in the Animal Apocalypse who are described as
stars who cast themselves down from heaven (1 Enoch 86). According to the Chronicle of the
Esagila, after Enmerkar violated Babylon’s moral standards, the sage Adapa cursed him
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and brought about the king’s demise, whereas the sage himself received a promotion. The
corresponding passage from the Chronicle of the Esagila is cited below in translation with
my suggested reading for the line 46: [. . . DUMU u4-a]n-na ki-ma ši-t.ir šá-ma-mi ú-ban-ni-ma
ina É-sag-íl:

Enmerkar, king of Uruk, destroyed the liv[ing] creatures and [(Marduk) raised
the troo]ps of Manda, which [. . .]. The wise Adapa heard [. . .] in his holy temple
tower and cursed Enmerkar, [. . . and Mard]uk gave him the kingship over all the
lands and his rites [. . .]. He made [. . . the son of Oa]nnes beautiful like celestial
writing in the Esagila. [. . .] the king entrusted everything of the heavens and
earth, (to) the firstborn son for 3020 years. (Glassner 2004, pp. 266–67, lines 42–47)

Because of some tantalizing lacunae in the text, it is not clear to whom Marduk gives
“rule over all the lands” (line 45). However, this cannot be anybody else than Adapa, and
the passage quoted above is another reference to the sage’s exaltation. This high status of
Adapa is further emphasized with his location “in his holy temple tower” (Akkadian: ina
k]is. s. išu elli, line 44). This passage represents a genuine Babylonian tradition that is related
to Adapa’s elevation in heaven, which concept was later countered with narratives in the
Jewish Enoch literature.

A comparable scenario is found in the part of 1 Enoch called the Animal Apocalypse,
a dream revelation to Enoch in which he retells to his son Methuselah the world history
beginning with Adam to the fall of Jerusalem. In this text, the early history of Genesis is
retold in animal imagery, where the archangels descend to earth as falling stars (1 Enoch 86:
1, 3–5). Enoch has the following vision about the fall of the Watchers and the violence of
the giants:

I saw the heaven above, and look, a star fell from heaven, and it arose and was
eating and pasturing among those cattle. . . . And again I saw in the vision, and I
looked to heaven, and look, I saw many stars descend and cast themselves down
from heaven to that first star. And in the midst of those calves they became bulls,
and they were pasturing with them in their midst. I looked at them and I saw
and look, all of them let out their organs like horses, and they began to mount
the cows of the bulls, and they all conceived and bore elephants and camels and
asses. And all the bulls feared them and were terrified before them, and they
began to bite with their teeth and devour and gore with their horns. (Nickelsburg
and VanderKam 2004, pp. 121–22)

This passage serves as a demonization of the Watchers and uses animal imagery
for that purpose, which had a long history in cuneiform literature. The first inhabitants
of the land were referred to as animal-like creatures and compared to sheep in some
Sumerian literary compositions (Peterson 2018, pp. 39–40). According to Berossus, the
first people of Babylonia “lived without discipline and order, just like animals” before
the advent of Oannes (Verbrugghe and Wickersham 2000, p. 44). The Mesopotamian
sages themselves had strong ties to demonology, and, as antediluvian beings, they were
occasionally counted as demonic creatures with hybrid bodies of animal and bird-like parts
(Annus 2010, pp. 304–8). In the Chronicle of the Esagila passage, Enmerkar destroyed the
“living beings” (nammaššê) of Babylon, which is a reference to settlements of people. It was
a grave sin that the subsequent text of Chronicle also attributes to Naram-Sin; therefore, both
kings are punished by invading enemy hordes (Glassner 2004, p. 267). The designation
used for Enmerkar’s mythological enemy is “[the troo]ps of Manda”, which emerges as an
agent of punishment (Adalı 2011, pp. 71–72). This enemy has a demonic appearance in
the Cuthean Legend of Naram-Sin, where Enmerkar is punished by the Manda troops, who
possess bird-like features and are nourished by Marduk’s enemy Tiamat (Westenholz 1997,
pp. 264, 309). The “Manda troops” was an expression in Mesopotamian historiographic
literature used for the demonic enemy that came down from the mountains. The Manda
forces could appear as hybrid creatures with animal forms, which conveys the image of a
battle between animal troops similar to that of Animal Apocalypse.
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This demonic imagery was much used in Mesopotamian historical narratives. In
Assurbanipal’s dedicatory inscription to Marduk, the Cimmerian ruler Tugdammê is called
“the king of Umman-Manda, the offspring of Tiamat, likeness of the [gallû]-demon” (Adalı
2011, p. 85). The Manda troops can be there to punish an impious king but would become
in due time a “seed of destruction” itself (Adalı 2011, pp. 90–93). In the Animal Apocalypse,
the heavenly Watchers are demonized as animals attacked by other animals, which is to
emphasize their demonic character that is a part of its counter narrative about ancient
Mesopotamian sages, whose iconography was often depicted as that of demonic beings
(Annus 2010, pp. 304–8).

In the Chronicle of the Esagila, Adapa was elevated into the high temple tower to
watch the battle between the wicked Enmerkar and the Manda forces. This episode can be
favorably compared to the text in 1 Enoch 87: 2–4, where Enoch’s ascension is described in
terms of raising to a high tower:

And I lifted my eyes again to heaven, and I saw in the vision, and look, there
came forth from heaven (beings) with the appearance of white men; four came
forth from that place and three with them. And those three who came after took
hold of me by my hand and raised me from the generations of the earth, and
lifted me onto a high place, and they showed me a tower high above the earth,
and all the hills were smaller. And they said to me, ‘Stay here until you see all
that happens to those elephants and camels and asses and to the stars and to the
cattle and all of them’. (Nickelsburg and VanderKam 2004, p. 122)

During Enmerkar’s battle against animal-like enemies in the Chronicle of the Esagila,
Adapa curses the king. Subsequently, the “son of Oannes” is made beautiful “like celestial
writing in the Esagila”. This also runs in parallel with the Animal Apocalypse because
Noah is transformed into an angel in it (1 Enoch 89: 1): “It was born a bull but became
a man” (Nickelsburg and VanderKam 2004, p. 123). Because all mankind is depicted
as animals in the Animal Apocalypse, this transformation is equal to immortalization
(Reynolds 2011, pp. 168–73). Although there is no flood story in the Chronicle of the Esagila,
the “son of Oannes” was equated with the flood survivor in Babylonia; therefore, the
Animal Apocalypse uses Adapa’s elevation as a template for the angelification of Noah.
The Enochic Animal Apocalypse uses the literary motifs that are also known from the
Chronicle of the Esagila to describe the course of the early history of humankind.

The reading for the partially broken line 46, “he made [. . . the son of Oa]nnes beauti-
ful like celestial writing” suggests that, according to a genuine Mesopotamian tradition,
the “son of Oannes” assumed his cultic residence during the reign of Enmerkar. This
was originally a tradition of Uruk that was only later associated with Babylonia (Annus
2016, p. 30). In the Old Babylonian period, when Babylon emerged as the new power
center and Marduk was genealogically associated with the gods of Eridu, the novel his-
toriographical trend began to attribute the origin of civilization to the antediluvian city
of Eridu, which was implicitly identified with Babylon. As a part of this transformation,
Babylon and her main temple in the Chronicle of the Esagila also represent Enki’s house in
Eridu because the two cities were often theologically equated, even thought to be the same
place (George 1992, pp. 251–53). According to Babylonian ideology, all important theolog-
ical traditions of other cities were transferred to Babylon. Babylon as the cosmic capital
absorbed the traditions of Eridu, Nippur, Uruk, and all other important Mesopotamian
cities (George 1997).

6. Conclusions

The different layers of literary works from all periods of the Ancient Near East have
retained something from their predecessors by way of a creative literary transmission.
Variation, not stable text, was the rule in the corpus of narratives, which struggled with one
another for a dominant position. Many foundational narratives began their existence as the
counter stories or alternative readings of more ancient master narratives. The relationship
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between Babylonian and Israelite historical narratives was often antagonistic, where the
conflict in a world view was rather the rule than exception.

The nature of a relationship between the Mesopotamian narratives and the later
Israelite texts as that of “master” and “counter” narratives can be difficult to establish
and even more arduous to prove. In the contrastive analysis of similar narratives, the
differences are more significant than commonalities. The texts, which seem to be faithful to
the prevalent master narrative, may hide the details that tell a completely different story.
These similarities and differences must be analyzed in regard to their presumed status of a
master narrative, a counter story, or an alternative story (Nelson 2001).

The story of the Watchers circulated in many different versions within Judaism. It can
be plausibly argued that the different scenarios of the account were developed on the basis
of cultural narratives about the Mesopotamian apkallus (Annus 2010). The mythological
concept concerning the antediluvian sages held the figure of Adapa in high esteem. The
status of Uan/Adapa as the foremost among the antediluvian sages is critically reflected
over in Jewish narratives concerning Enoch and Noah, which often took over motifs from
Babylonian texts either through appropriation or a counter narrative (Annus 2022).

The Enochic Animal Apocalypse rewrites the first chapters of Genesis using the
animal imagery, which is a subversive way to reproduce the sacred history. The apocalypse
sets out as an alternative or counter narrative in regard to Genesis, indicating that the
author felt oneself uncomfortable within traditional Judaism. The author of the Enochic
Animal Apocalypse uses the imagery from cuneiform historical literature with admonitory
character like the legends of Naram-Sin and the Chronicle of the Esagila and applies its motifs
to retell the first chapters of Genesis. In Akkadian literature, the animal imagery is found
in the royal epics and inscriptions, where such figures serve to emphasize the demonic
character of the enemy.

The Animal Apocalypse in 1 Enoch uses the Babylonian story about the elevation of
the “son of Oannes”, which is applied to Noah in a vision seen by Enoch. In the Animal
Apocalypse, all early biblical figures except Enoch, Noah, and Moses are depicted as having
irreversible animal characters. Where the Animal Apocalypse is partly dependent on the
ancient Babylonian traditions, it is already written in the context of a sectarian Judaism in
which these three figures were considered more important than all others.
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