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The Idea of History in
Ancient Mesopotamia

I. NATURE OF THE PROBLEM

IN THE INTELLECTUAL WORLD OF THE SUMERIANS NO CON-
cepts would seem to be more distinctive and funda-
mental than the associated ideas of n a m and m e. The
first has the approximate force of our “essence” and
“destiny” combined. The other has no suitable analogue
in the world of ideas with which we are familiar, for m e
appears to be the activating feature appropriate to each
n a m and required for its proper functioning.! Every
essential element of nature and society has its individual
me.? Cosmic rule and kingship on earth, qualities and
emotions noble as well as base, arts and crafts—these and
many others become dormant when their special me 1s
absent.®

No rendering of such an intimte cultural term can be

'Cf. B. Landsherger, Archiv fiir Kedlschriftforschung, 2 (1924-25), 04=5;
Idamica, 2 (1926), 309, Fabsltesi Dergisi, 3, 154.

* See Kramer, Swmerdan Mavhology, pp. 64-7.

*When the Zi bird stole the Tablets of Destinies from Enlil every m e
became inoperative; cf. ANET, pp. 111 ff. Does this myth imply that the
Tablets of Destinies controlled each and every me or that they constituted
the individual me of the universe on which all others depended?
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more than a rough approximation. We may choose
“norm” or “decree,” “dynamic force” or the like.* We
may go on to point out that the me was endowed with
esoteric and enduring properties. Yet, for all our efforts,
we find ourselves unable to evoke the meaning inherent
in the native term. It is in the nature of distinctive civil-
izations that their distinguishing features cannot be lifted
intact out of their context. Neither can their original
designations be translated into words stemming from a
foreign source and based on alien experiences.

Ideas of history peculiar to a given society are likely
to constitute some of that society’s most meaningful
features. Because they reflect, however, basic societal
values, they are difficult for outsiders to apprehend. To
appreciate the Mesopotamian idea of history in all its
ramifications we should need to know in effect what the
Sumerians, who played a major role in the evolution of
the civilization of Mesopotamia, conceived as the nam
and the me of history in general and their own history
in particular. This we cannot determine. The two char-
acteristic concepts, which are elusive for us in the first
place,® are never applied by the sources to an institution
or an abstraction which we could confidently equate with
“history.” All of this is a fair measure of the complexity
of the problem that now confronts us.

*For a recent discussion see ‘T. Jacobsen, JNES, 5 (1946), 139, n. 20,
where “modus operandi” is proposed as a reasonable approximation.

* It is significant in this connection that Frankfort, The Birth of Civiliza-
thon in the Near East, p. 16, in analyzing the nature of civilization, con-
cludes that its two primary aspects are “form and “dynamics.”” Now “form,”
of “the elusive identity ™ of a given civilization or of any of ix distinctive
components, is for all practical purposes very close to the Sumerian n a m;
and “dynamics” would be as good a rendering of m e as has yer been sug-
gested. Frankfort does not adduce our terms for a possible comparison, but he
mighr eagily have done so. It would thus seem that the Sumerians had already
anticipated this particular—and altogether convincing—resulr.
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Does this absence of a native term corresponding to our
“history” imply that Mesopotamia, in its long career as an
integral civilization, failed to evolve a particular idea of
history? Hardly. The historic Mesopotamian was keenly
aware of his past; he was forever busy recording its de-
tails; and he was intent on drawing from the past certain
practical lessons. All this can readily be demonstrated,
What is less obvious is the over-all system resulting from
the sum of such interests and activities. The sense of
his[lﬂry varies from place to place and from period to
period. In the ancient Near East that sense was highly de-
veloped in Palestine © but very little, apparently, in Egypt.
:To the Mesopotamian, history was something involved
in the larger issues of life and destiny as manifested in
the past, tied up with the present, and projected into the
future. But it was also something to be lived, not dis-
sected. Accordingly, the Mesopotamian’s awareness of
the process was reflected in numerous ways, but it did not
lead to a direct statement of principles.

Our conception then, of the idea of history in ancient
Mesopotamia has to be pieced together from the inci-
dental reflections of that idea in sundry phases of the
underlying civilization. We can thus expect here only
a rcflection of a reflection or, to paraphrase a distin-
guished student of historiosophy, a reflection of the

*CE Meyer, Gerchichte des Altertums /2 (1931), 285 " i i
Blitezeit rll::,s judacischen Kénigtums eine wirli[if]'-?: Jf‘:ewﬁihh&h?:iwr:;
%ﬁchaﬁé‘n. Com:asr: however, Collingwood, The Ides of Hirtory, p. 12:
two forms of quasi-history, theocratic history and mych, L|;_,m.'n;m.,;j the
whole of the Near East until the rise of Greece” This is noe the place to
demunsrm}: in dclsauj that Meyer's statement rests on a sounder foundarion
than Collingwood's. Bur in justice o Collingwood's provocative study it
;]:21“;;}[{ b:l?:ld:d ]flhar its _E.I].lthFr had not had the cppormunity to acquaint

with much essential info i istoriogr

e ti?iijﬁ?i::.?' on the progress of historicgraphy

| -“
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second degree —our analysis of the analysis of the an-
cients indirectly conveyed. To attempt this we have to
approach the subject with the fragmentary data of our
own age, two millennia and more after the history in
question had come to a close at long last. Yet the results
need not be unduly speculative, for the themes involved
pervade large areas of Mesopotamian civilization and are
thus capable of repeated control. The question is whether
we can reassemble the component motifs into a self-
consistent pattern.

Most of the pertinent material has bheen treated in
separate investigations by eminently competent author-
ities.® Larger portions of the total design have also been
subjected to penetrating analysis.? All such results loom
large in the presentation that follows. Yet no study to date
has focused directly on the whole topic hefore us; al-
though some of the territory has been well explored,
large stretches of it remain untouched. To that extent
therefore our argument must carry with it some of the
risks and hazards of an initial effort. This is not, to be
sure, a case of a writer rushing in but an instance of his

TIbid., p. 3.

*See Olmstead, Arsyrign Historiography, University of Missouri Studies
in Social Science, Ser. III, Vol I (1916} which although antiquated and
rather tangential to the present topic, being primarily a textual comparison of
late annals, is still useful; Giiterhock, 74, 42, Pr. 1, 1-91, a penetrating and
pioneering discussion; Jacobsen, The Sumerian Kénp Liv, AS 11 (1939)
which is no less important, although limited to the carlicst phase of the
problem. MNote also Mowwinckel, Gunkel Festrcbrift, pp. 278-322, and
W, A. Irwin, "The Orientalist as Historian,” JNES, 8 (1949), 208-300.

*Cf. e.g., these major smudies on the connection berween religion and the
state in Mesopotamia, a subject thar has a pronounced bearing on the ques-
tion before us: Labar, Le caractére relizfenx de la rovamtd arryro-babyloni-
enwe; Gadd, Idear of Divine Rule in the Ancient Near Eant: Frankforr,
Kingihép and the Gods. See also Jacobsen, The Intellecinal Adventure of
Awcient Marn {ed. H and H. A. Frankfort) pp. 125—222, and Albright,
From the Stome Age to Christignity. Other references will be given in the
course of the discussion.
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having been persuaded to take the plunge. Nevertheless,
the wisdom of a venture must be open to doubt when the
field is one where angels have not been known to tarry.

II. THE GENERAL CULTURAL SETTING

Our task, then, is first, to seek out the principal ele-
ments which enter in one way or another into the con-
cept of history in ancient Mesopotamia; and second, to
inquire whether these sundry elements yield anything re-
sembling a harmonious design. Before we survey the
separate motifs we must touch briefly on three broader
themes which furnish the essential background. These
themes are civilization, religion, and government. It goes
without saying that only the roughest kind of outline is
possible at this time; no more than is necessary to suggest
how each of these factors might affect the superimposed
idea of history.

I, CIVILIZATION

Mesopotamian civilization reaches back to remote pre-
historic times—an indeterminate number of centuries
prior to 3,000 B.c.—and it survives as an active force until
Hellenistic times. The prehistoric age, although bril-
liantly illuminated in some respects, must forever remain
dim and inarticulate in others, notably in the social and
intellectual fields." This is precisely why it is prehistoric.
The long historic span, however, is richly documented
thanks to the presence of writing. The picture that

“Cf.,in general, Frankfort, The Birth of Civilization, pp. az fi.; Speiser,
JAQS, 50, suppl. 4, 17-31. e
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emerges is clear enough in its main contours, although
innumerable details remain obscure.

Perhaps clearest of all is the fact that the underlying
civilization enjoyed substantial uniformity throughout its
long career. This is not to imply that it was a static civil-
ization; its dynamic character is constantly in evidence.
But the statement can be made and upheld that certain
basic values present from the start retain their vitality
to the very end. Dominant beliefs and practices which we
notice under the Sargonids of Akkad, in the third mil-
lennium, are still in vogue in the first millennium, under
the Sargonids of Nineveh. The changes that the passing
centuries bring with them do not affect the main frame-
work. For purposes of our overall appraisal, therefore,
the cultural constants outweigh the chronological vari-
ables

It is particularly noteworthy that this essential uni-
formity of Mesopotamian civilization throughout its his-
toric course was maintained in spite of a great diversity
of participants. For Mesopotamia, unlike Egypt or Pales-
tine, was not the home of a single dominant ethnic group
in the period under discussion. On the contrary, several
significant groups pass in review, usually more than one
at a time. The Sumerians, the Babylonians, and the
Assyrians are the best known, but there are others. The
Sumerians, moreover, inject into the scene the potentially
disruptive feature of a language apart. The common

It should be stressed in passing that over i long course Mesopotamian
civilization confronts us with abundant evidence for discontinuity as well
as continuity and that opinions differ in regard to the interpretation of these
contrasting phenomena; cf. Speiser, Hebrew Union College Annual, 23, Pr. 1,
330—50; [see above, pp. 213 fl.] Yet such differences of opinion center pri-
marily abour sundry decails. The over-all structure remains uniform and self
consistent.
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civilization, then, was uniquely cosmopolitan. It tran-
scended ethnic, linguistic, and political boundaries,
achieving cultural unity where disparity would be the
normal outcome,

This unusual attainment of unity through disparity
must be credited to the Sumerians. It is wholly imma-
terial in this connection what position one takes in re-
gard to the question of ultimate Sumerian priority." The
long prehistoric stage lacked the means to leave to poster-
ity dehnite ethnolinguistic criteria. All it could do was
strew the area with material remains of several distinctive
cultures.'® Eventually, however, the survivors are drawn
within a single orbit. They come to reflect the same kind
of cultural content and direction in religion and litera-
ture, law and government, arts and sciences.'® By that
time the normative features are unmistakably Sumerian.
These features appear early in the historic age. And
whether the Sumerians had been on the scene from the
very beginning or had arrived recently—which the
present writer regards as an inescapable conclusion—it is
they who made history beyond all dispute.

The fact, however, that the Sumerians were not alone
in building up the civilization of Mesopotamia had this
important consequence. For all cultural purposes, the
land was bilingual: for the last two thousand years of its

2 Thid.

B Cf. Perkins, The Comparative Archeology of Early Meropotamia,

* Political differences, notably between Babylonia and Assyria, could not
offser the underlying culwural unity. Thus, Shamshi-Adad 1 of Assyria,
whose concluding years dovetailed with the beginning of Hammurabi's reign,
caused his own inscriptions to be couched in the style and spirit of Babylonia.
His lead was followed by all Assyrian rulers afrer 1350 B.C.; cf. Landsberger
and Balkan, Belleten 14 (19%0), 220. Analogous instances could be ad-
duced for various other phases of the intellecrual life of Assyria.
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history the literate elements had to make use not alone
of the Semitic Akkadian but also of the unrelated Sume-
rian.” Recourse to two languages was a broadening ex-
perience in many ways. It implied a victory over paro-
chialism, some capacity for toleration, and a certain uni-
versality of outlook. And the eventual bearer of this
heritage, in the strict cultural sense, was not properly a
Sumerian, a Babylonian, or an Assyrian. He was essen-
tially a Mesopotamian.

2. RELIGION

The tendency toward universalism just mentioned is
most clearly evident in religion. And since the religion
of Mesopotamia was in all essentials a contribution of the
Sumerians, we may speak this time specifically of the
Sumerian religion. Perhaps its two outstanding features
are the human attributes of its gods and their identifica-
tion with the powers of nature and the cosmos. It is on
this last count that we have here a universalistic, and
certainly a supranational, conception of religion.
Furthermore, the Sumerian saw in the society of the
gods the prototype of human society. The two inter-
penetrated. Man took his cue from the gods at the same
time that the gods were being drawn closer to mankind.!*
No one god was the sole source of power and authority.
All the leading figures of the pantheon had themselves
been created. None was fully secure in his status, none

" Hence when the combined Sumero-Akkadian vehicle proved its useful-
ness farther afield, as it did with the Hieites, the ultimate tool became
trilingual to some extent, as any student of Hietite will feelingly confirm.

“Cf. the literature cited in n. 9; also Landsberger, Fakdilters Dergini, 3
151.



2?3 ORIENTAL AND BIBLICAL STUDIES

really omnipotent. Authority resided in the community
of the gods. As a community, the gods required organiza-
tion. This organization took the form of a state. The
state, in turn, was a self-governing body and, as such, a
safeguard against absolutism,

But the lack of absolute authority on the part of any
one god led to uncertainty about the actions of the
divine powers combined. Nothing was settled for all
time, nothing could be taken for granted; hence the anx-
iety and the insecurity of the mortals, who must forever
be intent on propitiating the gods in order to obtain a
favorable decision. The view that nothing was permahent
and that the gods were unpredictable brought with it a
fitful and dramatic conception of the universe, one that
called for constant watchfulness and elaborate rituall?
By the same token, however, there was always room for
hope rather than apathy and resignation.

3. GOVERNMENT

Since the cosmos was conceived as a state, and since gov-
ernment on earth was a replica of divine government, the
Mesopotamian state must correspond to the cosmic state.
This principle remains valid throughout the entire his-
tory of Mesopotamia. It follows that the authority of the
mortal ruler was severely circumscribed by two factors.
First, his mandate stemmed from the gods to whom he
was responsible for his every move. Second, the head of
the pantheon lacked absolute power, in that the cosmic

¥ Spe Frankfort, Imrellecenal Adventurs, ch. 1, and Kingrhip and the Gods,
Bk. Il. The fundamental fact is the limited authority of any one god, no
matter how high his position in the pantheon.
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state subscribed to the principle of government by as-
sembly.”® Hence so it must be also with government on
earth.

The normative place of the assembly in the socio-
political structure of Mesopotamia has only recently come
in for proper appreciation.'® It is a feature that combines
with the overriding importance of the law to impose
effective checks on unilateral authority. No major societal
undertaking can be sanctioned without the prior ap-
proval of the appropriate assembly. This applied to the
choice of the head of the pantheon * or to the grant of
immortality to a mortal,?! just as it does to political moves
by human rulers,*® whether these be legendary or his-
torical. In this all-pervasive safeguard against autocracy
lies perhaps the key to the appeal and the magnetism
which Mesopotamian civilization exercised upon many
neighboring cultures.

So much for the general cultural setting against which
we must now endeavor to trace the idea of history in
Mesopotamia. To some extent the background has al-
ready determined the scale and disclosed the outlines of
the design that we seek to recover. But the whole cannot

B Cf. Jacobsen, Intellectsal Adventwre, pp. 125, and JNES, 2, 159 ff.
For similar results arrived at from a different starting point of, Speiser,
Studies in the History of Science (Philadelphia, 1941), pp. 1-13, and Waldo
Leland Volume, pp. 51-02.

" In addition to the references in n. 18, cf. also, Oppenheim, 5, 224 .

% “The Creation Epic,” Tab. 3, I 130 f (ANET, p. 64 £.).

® “Epic of Gilgamesh,” Tab. XI, ll. 197-5.

= An Old Assyrian text expresses this in a succinct formula: “Ashur
is the king; lrishum is [but} the toparch [#ffebfa] for Ashur™; cf. Lands-
berger and Balkan, Belleten 14, 231, Similarly, in the Cappadocian tablets
Sarrum-Edn (Sargon) 1 of Ashur is only a rebFum, or “prince,” whereas the
ruler of Hartum boasts the title of farewm, or "king'; cf. ibid., p. 231 and
Orientalia, 20 (1951), 483. Thus, far from being despotic, as has often been
alleged, the Assyrian rulers were careful to emphasize their subsidiary role
in affairs of stare, for even there the leading parts were reserved for the gods,
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be placed in focus without due attention to the com-
ponent parts.

III. NATURE OF THE SOURCE MATERIAL

Before there can be any systematic thought about his-
tory there must be sufficient interest in the past. For such
preoccupation in Mesopotamia there is manifold and
extensive evidence. Much of it consists of direct historical
references: regnal lists, chronicles, annals. In addition to
these there are literary compositions in which bare his-
torical facts have been woven into a richer fabric of myth
and legend; historical tales, in short, as opposed to
straight history. That literature should go to the past for
its most popular motifs is in itself significant. But echoes
of remote days are not confined to literature. They are
clearly audible also in a field that has no room for fancy,
the deadly serious field of omens. Another form of aware-
ness of the past is attested in certain architectural prac-
tices. And lastly, a number of Mesopotamian rulers have
left us concrete evidence of their antiquarian pursuits,
with an occasional hint as to motivation. These, then,
are the main types of sources where we must look for the
fugitive idea of history in Mesopotamia. The clue these
sources furnish will be followed up later in the socalled
wisdom literature. First, however, let us isolate that clue,
We shall begin with the rulers whose antiquarian lean-
ings are noted in the records.

Royal inquiries into the past are connected as a rule
with religious matters. They may revolve, tor instance,
about the building history of major temples. Thus we are
told by Shalmaneser I. an Assyrian ruler of the 1gth
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century, that a temple at Ashur originally built by Ushpia
had been rebuilt by Irishum I (i.e., Erishu), restored 159
years later by Shamshi-Adad, and reconstructed by
Shalmaneser himsell after a lapse of r80 years.®* The
same temple required urgent attention under Esarhad-
don, who counts another 580 years between Shalmaneser’s
reconstruction and his own.2 The fact that the various
computations reveal some discrepancies neéd not concern
us here. It i5 the detailed record of the successive restora-
tions that is alone important in the present instance.

Of similar import is the statement by Ashurbanipal
that, on capturing Susa, he was able to recover the image
of the goddess Nana which the Elamite Kudur-Nahundi
had carried off from Uruk 1,655 years before® Likewise
related is the observation by Nabonidus, a frustrated
archeologist turned king, that 3,200 years had elapsed
between the burial of Naram-Sin’s foundation inscription
of the Shamash temple at Sippar and his own recovery
of that inscription.®® Once again the chronology does not
stand up to modern audits, but the research behind such
data cannot be ignored.®

How is this form of interest in the past to be explained?
The answer is hinted at by the Old Assyrian king Irishum
I, the same ruler who is cited first by Shalmaneser 1, and
later, by Esarhaddon. In writing about the Ashur Temple,
Irishum says: “Should the building grow weak with age,
and a king like me wishes to rebuild the structure, he

"KAH, 1, 15, col. 3, 1. 32 8.

% A, Poebel, INES, 1 (1942), 200 ff.; E Weidner, AFO, 15 (1945-51),
Ba.

= CE L. W. King, Chrowicles Concerning Early Babylonian Kings {1907),
. T2,4n. I.

®Ibid., p. 11, n. 2.

* For other ancient retrospects of this kind cf. Meissner, Babylonden nnd
Assyrien, 2, 363,
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shall not displace the nail that I have driven in, but shall
restore it to its place.” 2% The nail or peg (sikkatum), as
has recently been demonstrated, is here—and in many
instances elsewhere—a symbol of the completion and
dedication of a solemn project for which the protection
of the appropriate deity is being invoked. It is in a sense
the outward sign of a pact between the devout builder
and his deity. The usage can be traced back, inde-
pendently, well into the gd millennium

We may assume, then, that temples were viewed in
Mesopotamia, from early days on, as the embodiment of
a covenant between a god and his community. It was
vitally important for succeeding generations that the
covenant, and the good will which it betokened, be
maintained. Hence the original foundations must not be
disregarded in later repairs and alterations. Nor must
the symbol of relationship with the deity, the peg that
literally nailed down the agreement, be moved from
its original spot.

It thus follows that here was one practical and vital
reason for the constant and exacting study for the past.
That reason was the urgent need for not upsetting the
friendly relations with the cosmic powers that had been
established in the past. A distant echo of this policy is
reflected in I1 Kings 17:24 ff. The people whom the
Assyrians had transplanted to Israel after the fall of
Samaria are instructed by the conqueror to make their
peace with the god of the vanquished in order to obviate
his wrath.

The principle that the past must be studied so that
the present may learn how to get along is evidenced also

= Landsberger and Balkan, Belleren 14, 224 fF, Il. 19-23.
= Ihid., pp. 252 £
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in the process of assembling great libraries of ancient
records, notably the library of Ashurbanipal® There
was a utilitarian purpose to that king's intellectual pre-
tensions. He spells it out for us himself, In an itemized
order for texts to be procured—Ilooted might be a better
term—in the city of Borsippa, there is included a blanket
request for “rituals, prayers, inscriptions on stone, and
whatever may be good for kingship,” as well as “any tablet
or ritual . . . that is good for my palace.” * The phrases
“good for kingship” and “good for my palace” go a long

-way toward defining the meaning of the past as viewed

by Mesopotamian royalty. It was a case ol sell-interest,
even enlightened self-interest, in a sense. The past was
significant because it could inform the present in regard
to the future. But what was the information thus gathered
and the lesson obtained from it?

Before we take up this question, there still are some
general points to be made in passing. The preceding re-
marks have stressed the fact that the Mesopotamian view
of history, once it had been formulated, remained sub-
stantially unchanged through the ages. To be sure, events
of the passing centuries must have left their mark on his-
torical thinking. Yet the underlying civilization, as we
have seen, continued intact in terms of basic values. In a
history as long as Mesopotamia’s this outstanding fact can-
not be stressed too strongly. It is not surprising, therefore,
that Ashurbanipal’s astrologers should consult the same
manuals that had been used by Hammurabi's diviners

*“In the process of accumulating this library inferior copies were with-
drawn to be replaced by berter and earlier texes. For a specific reference
to 4 Hammurabi original thus utilized of. Olmstead, Héstory of Asiyria,
PP. 490-1.

"See CT, 22, 1, and R. H. Pleiffer, State Letters of Amyria (1935),
Mo, 256,
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more than a thousand years earlier or that historical tradi-
tion in the 15t millennium should dwell on themes that
had won popularity as early as the turn of the gd millen-
nium. The living past was an abiding reality.

The presence of such a stock of common themes makes
it easier for us to choose a particular segment of the past
for closer scrutiny. History can be apprehended only in
retrospect from a fixed point in time. The whole history
of Mesopotamia would be too vast a span for a brief yet
fruitful survey. If it is true, however, that the normative
concepts of the civilization of Mesopotamia had crystal-
lized already by the end of the gd millennium, a con-
venient vantage point early in the 2d millennium should
afford us all the necessary perspective. Although later
periods will not he left out of account, we shall concen-
trate on the earlier as the basis for ideas about history.

The modern student breaks up the old sources of
historical tradition into such categories as folklore, history
or quasi history, theology, magic, and the like. This is a
logical procedure from our standpoint. Yet we should
not lose sight of the fact that to the originating civiliza-
tion such categories differed from one another in em-
phasis and purpose but scarcely in validity. All made
use of the same data of past experience. A given episode
or motif is often utilized simultaneously by each. It is
as if the main themes of historical tradition, before they
were released to the separate disciplines of the day, had
been screened and distilled by a central school of thought.
The thinking of that school, and not our thoughts about
the same data, must be our ideal objective. The point has
been well made by R. G. Collingwood that “the historian
who studies a civilization other than his own can ap-
prehend the mental life of that civilization only by re-
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enacting that experience for himself.” * We should try,
then, to put ourselves in the position of a native student
of history of long ago—it is a synthetic and ideal abstrac-
tion, of course—and look back on the past as he saw it.
In so doing, we have to take over the student's personal
failures of knowledge and sympathy. Yet no stage of
historiosophy, including our own, can be said to have

shaken off completely the shackles of its particular en-
vironment.

IV. THE PAST AS SEEN BY
THE MESOPOTAMIANS

Let us suppose, then, that a promising young scholar,
say in the year 1750 B.c., desiring recognition at Ur, Nip-
pur, or Babylon as Doctor of the Past, has been asked
by his examiners to name five epochal junctures in the
history of his culture. If he was thoughtful and learned
beyond his years; these are the stages that he might have
singled out: 1) The beginning of civilization; 2) the
Deluge; 3} the crisis under Etana, the shepherd: 4) the
rivalry between Kish and Uruk, culminating in the clash
of Agga and Gilgamesh; and 5) the period of Sargon and
Naram-S5im. Local traditions could cause some changes
in such a list; * the accession of the given reigning dynasty
would not be overlooked. But the culture as a whole
would probably have agreed on these five epochs. What
was the consensus about them?

1) Civilization was a gift from the gods who vouchsafed

:T.&c Idea of History, p. 163; <f. also, pp. 282 ff,
Fﬂm:lI;hus the E{hr:jl:;jcclc ?Ef]::;ir (see the nexr section, of. n. 42) assigns
nence o Ma an on at a time wh i F iser
above the level of mediocrity; see rev. Il 11 ﬁ,“ AR L b eE
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it to mankind as a full-grown product. It was abroad frfl}m
the day that “kingship had been lowered from Ihr:a\re.n. T
The primeval kings learned the necessary dﬂml:‘; tha ough
the Seven Sages.® But it was the presence of kingship as
such that marked the difference between order on the
one hand and anarchy and barbarism on the other.

2) After a hazy period of enormous length the gods
saw fit to regret their gift to mankind. They sent ‘duwn
the Deluge, which all but swept away the last vestige of
life on earth. For a number of anxious days the [uturr of
life and civilization hinged on the fate of the precarious
craft that bore the hero of the cataclysm; his ark con-
tained, providentially, “the seed of all living creatures,
including “all the craftsmen.” *® Thus was culture saved
from the elements. e

g) The fresh start marked the beginning of an un-
broken chain in which the present was but the latest link.
(It meant much the same thing to the .'mrir_nls that the
dawn of history means to us.) Shadowy outlines F'f post-
diluvian rulers appear on the distant horizon. The first
realm to become manifest is the citystate of Kish. Anrfi
the first of the new rulers to be featured by historic tradi-
tion is the shepherd Etana. .

Etana's place in the traditional lore of Mesopotamia
is attested in several ways. He is recognized in art,” |I|§113’£‘5
in an omen, is prominent in a bilingual text d-:zfiling w1.th
the Seven Sages, and receives more than passing notice
from the Sumerian king list.* Above all, however, Etana

% This is the introductory phrase in the Sumerian king list; cf. Jacobsen,
The Swmerian Kéng Li, pp. 58 1£; 64, n.119; 70.

® Landsberger, Febiltesi Dergis, 2, 431; O. R. Gurey, JRAS ,19306),
45960,

# “Gilgamesh Epic,” Tab. XI, 1L 83, 8s.

® Frankfort, Colinder Seals, pp. 138, 139. 4

""F::“:h.r cpigi\phic malrr;dl on FBrana of. Giiterbock, ZA, 42, 22; Jacob-
sen, The Sumerian King Lire, p. 8o, n. 67.
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is known as the hero of a celebrated epic which was to
live on in at least three recensions: the Old Babylonian,
the Middle Assyrian, and the Neo-Assyrian.® There can

thus be no doubt about Etana's enduring place in the
culture of his land.

What does that lasting impression signify? The popular
answer is given in this repeated phrase: “Etana, a shepherd
who ascended to heaven.” * But what had caused that
extraordinary journey? The epic traces the reason to a
crisis in the hero’s family, but it is doubtful whether
learned circles were satisfied with that account. Our im-
aginary candidate, for instance, might be expected to refer
to the proemium of the tale, which gives a different setting.
Mankind, as the Old Babylonian poet informs us, had as
yet to have a king. All the characteristic norms of king-
ship lay inactive before Anu in heaven, “there being no
consultation (mitluku) for the people.”*' In other words,
government by assembly had not yet come into being.

* Speiser in ANET, pp. 114 ff.

*CF. Jacobsen, The Sumerian King Lige, p. 80, n. 67,

" Speiser, ANET, pp. 114, A-1, Il 11-14. The norms {ie, me symhbals)
in question are virtually the same that are cited in the Sumerian m ¢ myth
discussed by Kramer, Sumerian Mythology, pp. 64 f.; the pertinent lines are
given in transliteration, ibid., p. 116,

The myth just referred to has a further and broader significance for our
present purposes. In the divine hierarchy which this myth reflecs firse place
is held by e n, with the as yer obscure s i coming next; both are accompanied
by the abstract element fam mentioned earlier. The list continues with
“godship, the tiara exalted and enduring, the throne of kingship . . . the
exalted scepter, staffs[?], the exalted shrine, shepherdship, kingship™ (cf.
Kramer, ap. cir.,, p. 66), In other words, “god" is third in the list, whereas
“king™ is considerably farther down and is preceded by “shepherd.” It
follows that here and in related instances en cannot simply be rendered
“high priest,” as is often done, nor can the derived Akkadian absrract endrn
(e, "Creation Epic,” Tab. 6, L. 97) be analogously translated. The term
obviously stands for "master of the universe” and is thus an exact equivalent
of the West Semitic Ba'al. For a slightly different view see now, Jacobsen,
JNES, 12 {1953}, 180 ff.

In buman government the above hicrarchy is reduced at the top to three
positions: en/béls “sovereign,” lu gal/laren “king,” and ensi (-ak)
fifiakkn “local chief" or “roparch,” the last being the representative of some
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If this explanation is valid—and all signs would seem
to show that it is—then the crisis under Etana was social
and cultural rather than personal. It is to that juncture
that historical tradition would appear to date the intro-
duction of representative government in Mesopotamia
as a basic factor in civilization. The shepherd in Etana
would thus be a symbol of the king's limited authority
and the source of a cultural stereotype featured in all
subsequent history.

4) For further literary support of this early dating of
representative government we need not go further than
the end of the dynasty to which Etana himself has been
assigned. According to the king list, the last ruler of the
15t Dynasty of Kish was one Agga.** What saves this king
from being just another name in a tedious list is the fact
that we know him independently from a Sumerian epic
which describes his contest with Gilgamesh, lord of Uruk.
Perhaps the most important thing about this particular
poem is the insight which it affords into the role of the
assembly in vital matters of state. Before he can embark
on his perilous venture against the dominant power of
Kish, Gilgamesh seeks the sanction of two separate bodies:
first, the assembly of the elders, and next, the assembly
of the warriors.* It is there that ultimate authority was
evidently vested, as early as the period when history can
be apprehended only through the spyglass of legend. And

higher authority, either divine or human, The mortal Hng was no more
than & steward under orders from his god, a shepherd tending his maseer’s
Ik"x'-'x‘l'his. is the Sumerian form, The Semitic pronunciation was evidently
Ak(kpa. Cf. Chronicle Weidner, Z4, 42, 48, I. 31, see Jacobsen, The Sumer-
dan Kimg List, p.B4,n.99. Note that the name is Sumerian although the
dominant local element would seem to be Semitic; cf. below n. Ga.

= Cf, Jacobsen, JMES, 2, 165-06; 5. M. Kramer, ANET, pp. 44-5.
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lest one think that the assembly was little more than a
hollow form, we have now the unimpeachable testimony
of an Old Babylonian omen, which shows that approval
in such cases was by no means automatic. The verdict of
the assembly was sometimes pubrum ul imtagar “the as-
sembly will fail to reach an agreement.” *

The poem about Agga and Gilgamesh—to dwell on it

+ ;

for another moment—lends color to the assumption that
the hero of the cycle of Gilgamesh legends was originally
an historical figure. It follows that Lugalbanda and En- -
merkar,* two predecessors of Gilgamesh who are likewise
no strangers to legend, can no longer be dismissed out-
right as fictional. The possibility has to be reckoned with
—direct proof, of course, is not to be expected—that these
three rulers of Uruk had played memorable parts in the
penumbral stage of the history of Sumer, The victory of
Gilgamesh over Agga, which appears to have terminated
the supremacy of Kish, may well have heralded the
emergence of the Sumerians as the political masters of
Sumer and Akkad.** To the Sumerians the event was
history. To us it comes through only as a weak and in-
distinct echo. We are not in a position, therefore, to

e }’G.ﬁ‘, Vol. 10, No. a1, col. 10, 11, 43—4; of. also, Orientalia, 5 {(193s),
225 f, .

“For a recently published epic about this hero see Kramer, Enmerkar
and the Lord of Aratta, University of Pennsylvania Museam Monograph,
19%2,

* It may therefore be significant in this connection that the king list gives
Mes-kiag-gasher, the legendary founder of this royal house—the 15t Diynasty
of Uruk—cthe title € n as well as that of 1 u g a 1 (col. 3, "L" 1-1); the
translation of the first as “high priest” is not appropriate (see above, n, 41).
Whu: this ritulary would seem o imply is transition from city-state o em-
pire. The dynasty is continued by Enmerkar, Lugalbanda, and Gilgamesh—
in the order cited—each a celebrated figure in the legendacy lore of Sumer,
with Gilgamesh obviously regarded as the greatese of them., This is indeed
an Heroic Age, as Kramer has emphasized (cf, Proceedingr of the American

Philosophical Society, 9o, 120-30), not only of Sumer but also, and more
particularly, of the Sumerians as such,
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decide how much of the outcome may have been due to
the ethnic factor—if Kish had been substantially non-
Sumerian—and how much to political and cultural in-
fluences alone. We can appter_'iate. however, the un-
paralleled impact of Gilgamesh on later ages. If his his-
torical prototype was really the founder of Sumerian
supremacy, the unique vigor of the Gilgamesh motif
would receive a convincing explanation.

5) The last major juncture in the early history of
Mesopotamia, as listed by our imaginary informant, is
the age of Akkad. To us, at a remove of over four mil-
lennia, the period of Sargon and Naram-Sin easily out-
weighs in importance any of the preceding eras. This is
so mainly because the Akkad age is at last under the full
light of history. The contemporary rulers left us original
accounts of their achievements as well as various monu-
ments which enable us to check these accounts. Claims of
conquests ranging from Elam to Anatolia are substan-
tiated by statues, stelae, and temples from the places
conquered: Susa, Ashur, Nineveh, Diyarbekir, and
others.®” We can thus start out for the first time with
a hard factual core.

The ancients were just as impressed with the Sargonids
as we are, although not for quite the same reasons. We
welcome that age because of the material it provides for
concrete research. The ancients seized on it because it
stirred their imagination, even though the underlying
history may still have been vivid in memory and tradition
had not yet strayed far from reality. The times of Sargon
and Naram-Sin soon become the favorite themes of epics
and folk tales, poetry and prose, admonitions and omens.

" Cf. Speiser, JADS, 72, 97-101.
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And the leading figures of the age are not merely local
celebrities. Their fame spreads to other lands and cultures;
it is reflected, for instance, in the literature of the Hur-
rians and the Hittites.*® The civilization that had long
been nurtured in southern Mesopotamia becomes an in-
ternational factor, transcending ethnic, geographic, and
political boundaries. i

Much of this, however, is primarily source material for
history. In order to appreciate the impact of the events
on the idea of history we must concentrate on the
secondary sources, the editorials and the columns and
the sermons, so to speak, rather than the direct news ac-
counts. Because the Sargonid era had been so rich in
events, it gave rise also to a corresponding amount of
reflection; hence its central place in the pattern which
we are seeking to recapture. Other historical milestones
should not, of course, be ignored. But it will simplify
matters if, in common with the ancients, we allow the
Akkad age to dominate the design of historical thought,
while reserving other stages in the long career of Meso-
potamia for purposes of control and elaboration.

V. TRADITIONAL VIEWS ON THE
MEANING OF THE PAST

To the succeeding ages, then, the century of Sargon
and Naram-Sin stood out as a period of unprecedented
achievement. But it was no less memorable a fact that the
power of Akkad collapsed eventually. The history of
that dynasty was thus a vivid example of ebb and flow in

" See Giiterbock, Kumarbi, and JCS, s, 135-061; 6, B-yg2,
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the fortunes of an empire. It brought into sharper relief
the rise and decline of other dynasties. There was an
almost rhythmic regularity to this unvarying alternation.
Regularity was suggestive of cosmic laws. In short, here
was a ready basis on which to found a system for the
interpretation of history.*

In its main outlines the scheme in question may have
been as old as the emergence of the characteristic civiliza-
tion of Mesopotamia; but the details must have been long
in taking shape. Things on earth were directed from
heaven, therefore history was necessarily theocratic his-
tory.” The victorious king was the recipient of divine
favors, whereas disaster was brought upon the land by
ill-fated rulers. Sargon, as the founder of Akkad's might,
was obviously destiny's favorite. By the same token,
Naram-5in must have been marked for ill fortune, since
the waning years of his reign were disastrous for Akkad.
Similarly, the end of any dynasty was the direct result
of the god’s displeasure.®

Given the theocratic premise and the long succession

* See Giiterbock, ZA, 42, 13 ff.

® It should be stressed, however, that Collingwood's strictures against
theocratic history—in that is is not history proper—iop. cit., pp. 14 ff.) ap-
ply in this instance only in pare. The fundamental thing is thar the supreme
god of Mesopotamia is not an omnipotent being. His authority can be affeceed
not only by the divine assembly but alse by such extraneous circumstances
as the thefr of the Tablets of Destinies. Under the resulting system, there-
fore, the object of historical thinking cannot be “single and infinite,” to cite
Collingwond's description of theocratic thoughe (#64d., p. 5). To some extent,
at least, past events must have appeared to the traditional Mesopotamian as
“final and plural,” thus fulfilling some of Collingwood's criteria of historicicy
(#bdd.). It would surely not be going too far to assert that in Mesopotamia
history ruled the gods more than the gods ruled history, Theocratic govern-
ment, in short, was 1o the Mesopotamian merely human government one
stage removed, The local theocracy, in other words, did not of itself constitute
an insuperable barrier to research and inguiry. And research and inguiry
amount o a convenient paraphrase for “history.”

¥ Giiterbock, ZA, 42, 75 f.; Speiser, JAOS, 72, o7 .
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of dynasties that had come and gone by the end of the
gd millennium, the social philosopher of the Old Baby-
lonian period had every reason to see the past in terms
of recurring cycles. But did he apply such fhndings to
the future? Was Marduk certain to do to Babylon as
Nidaba had done to Lagash or Enlil to the Guti? Would
the timeless cure-all which spells “It cannot happen to
me"” have stood in the way of a tidal school of histori-
osophy? The question is of considerable interest, but the
available data do not add up to a conclusive answer.,

The past, at any rate, was high-lighted by alternating
periods of bliss and disaster. As a rule, each succeeding
dynasty was the instrument whereby the gods displaced
the given incumbent. Occasionally, however, the gods
might send a strange new people as a scourge, as hap-
pened in the case of the Ummin Manda who broke the
power of the Sargonids. In other words, sequence was
{‘:l]nﬁtruﬂ"d d% l'{:l]'l.'il.'qll['.ﬂ('(_‘,

There had to be, of course, a reason for the dynastic
changes consistent with the theocratic principle of state.
The gods would forsake a mortal ruler and turn against
him because he had offended them in some way (the
technical Akkadian term is quilulu). The offender is said
to have transgressed his solemn oath of office (mamita
etéqu) or overstepped the bounds set for him by his
god (ité ili etéqu)."®

The classic illustration is the well-known case of Lugal-
zaggesi of Umma and Urukagina of Lagash. Rivalry be-
tween these two remarkable rulers—in a prodigal genera-
tion which was to see both eclipsed by the matchless
Sargon—brought about the destruction of Lagash. To the
Lagash chronicler of the event the destruction of his city

¥ See Belleten, 14, 263,
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was “an offense against Ningirsu, its god.” No blame
attaches to Urukagina, on whose part “there is no offense.”
Both Lugalzaggesi and his goddess Nidaba shall bear the
consequences. Thus a political clash resolves itself into a
contest between the respective patron deities, much as a
dispute between shepherds might have to be settled by
their masters. In practice, might was right. In theory,
right was invoked to account for might.

This motif of theological offense as grounds for historic
change confronts us throughout Mesopotamian history. 1
shall cite only two further instances, which may be less
familiar than most. In a unique document from Mari,
which will interest us again later on, Yasmah-Addu, a
contemporary of Hammurabi, solemnly affirms that no
member of his family had ever “committed an offense
against his god” (Yfa ana ilim uqallilu ul ibai$i)."* None
had violated his oath to the deity or broken international
agreements which the gods had witnessed. On the other
hand, the very opposite was true of the rival rulers.
For their part, no doubt, the accused hastened to reverse
the charges.

The same attitude animates a poetic work of the Middle
Assyrian period, wherein Tukulti-Ninurta 1 contrasts the
perfidy of Babylon with the unfailing righteousness of
Ashur.®™ The Kassite king of Babylon is branded as
“transgressor of the oath” (étig mamiti),* who admits at
length that “most grievous have been the offenses of my
land, numerous its sins” (qellét matiya Supiuga imidi

“ARM, Vol. 1, No. 3, L. 6. The king of Eshnunna is alle to be plan-
I'II'IBI.,F @ similar offense, cf, ibid., No. 26, Il 32 ff. - s
Their guile is termed gelfaltem (1, 18).

M:GT(I\;:: :}-:; h;ﬁ;b;’r.:::‘ pzr.csen:cd in transliteration and translation by Ebeling,

" Ibid., col. 4, |. 20.

—
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arnit)."" Echoes of similar sentiments are common in the
inscriptions of the 1st millennium,*

With so much stress on formal features, the idea of
history developed against this kind of background could
not readily free itself from stereotypes. To be sure, with
Urukagina or Yasmah-Addu or Tukulti-Ninurta 1 the
theocratic concept of state was modified by practical
needs, except that expediency sought retroactive moral
sanction. With theologians, however, unsobered by every-
day burdens of state, history could reduce itself under
particular circumstances to a mechanism of utmost sim-
plicity. It was all a matter of either honoring or ignoring
elementary orders from on high. Everything else was
incidental.

This monolithic approach is especially pronounced

" Ikid., |, 27. Ebeling’s translation of this passage cannot be right, In the
first place the feminine (pl.) fwffuge is not co-ordinate with the masculine
imida; it modifies the preceding gellée, construct plural to gillate, Accord-
ingly, the initial sngnra abrd cannot be rendered with Ebeling’s translation
in a rransitive sense: " Jetzr (aber) habe ich die Schlechtigkeir meines Landes
gesehen” (p. 17); the phrase means "Mow 1 looked about.” Cf. 24, 43, 64,
l. 243; #ng adnati abrema Bind ddars, which Landsberger translates "As |
looked about among the habitations, the signs were contradictory,” Secondly,
Ebeling himself renders the parallel passage in col. 6, 1. 33 in the way just
advocated: "'[Scine Vergehen) sind drickend, viel sind (seine) Siinden.™
Even in the latter passage, however, the supplemented form should be [Ta]-
up-feu-glar], as required by the original (Archaelogis, Vol. Go, pl. 52), and
not [fu]-wp-Tu-g[x]; the missing noun was evidently [gillassa] “his offense.”

*It is not impossible that we may have the approximate wording of the
king's oath on assuming his obligations under a treaty. The Frana epic, as
has already been pointed out, reflects a considerable measure of interest in
social philosophy. It is very suggestive, therefore, thar its three extant ver-
sions—the Old Babylonian, the Middle Assyrian, and the Late Assyrian—
give us the same basic oath: "He who oversteps the bounds of Shamash
[note the motif of f&é i etfgu], may Shamash surrender him for evil o the
executioner! He who oversteps the bounds of Shamash, may the mountain
withhold from him its passage! May the darting weapon of Shamash, over-
throw him and catch him!" Cf. ANET, p. 114, A-2, 1. 1=3; p. 115, B, Il
4=7; p. 116, C=2, 1. 11=16. It is clear from the context that this solemn
oath was meant 1o evoke a picrure well known to the audience. [The view
just expressed has been confirmed in the meantime by an Old Babylonian
text, D. ]. Wiseman, The Alalabh Tablets (1953), No. 1, | 18]
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in the so-called Chronicle Weidner.® The text has an Old
Babylonian setting and an incurable Babylonian bias.
What makes it significant, for all its stilted features, is
that the chronicle is, in fact, the first Mesopotamian text-
book on the idea of history; partisan, doctrinaire, and
obviously below the level of the best thought of the time,
but a historiosophy of a sort nonetheless.

The beginning is lost save for a few disconnected
phrases,® just enough to indicate that the writer had
started out with an exposition of general principles:
“which you have commanded 1 have noted, and for the
life of distant days . . .” (21); “he who offends against
the gods (¥d a-na i-li*" . . . ti-qal-la-lu)® of this city, his star
shall not be stable in heaven . . ." (2%); “the conduct of
a [?] former king that I have heard much about . . ."”
(30"). In other words, the purpose of the work was didac-
tic. The past had a lesson which should be heeded for the
sake of the future. :

The chronicle then proceeds to a schematized survey
of important stages in human history, including the time
of Akka® of Kish and Enme(r)kar of Uruk, represent-
atives of the first two dynasties after the Flood.® But the
bulk of the account concerns itself with the Dynasty of
Sargon and the events before and after that period.

™ For the publication of this text and invaluable spade work on it see
Giiterbock, ZA4, 42, 47 £.

*Ihid., p. so.

* Note the telltale technical term.

*The corresponding form in Sumerian contexts is the aforementioned
Algiga which need not, however, indicare any real difference in pronuncia-
tion, since the Sumerian stops do not appear o have been distinctive as to
voice, Incidentally, the name itself appears to be Sumerian, whereas the
earlier kings of that dynasty bear Semitic names. Does this circomstance
reflect a gradual Sumerianization of Akkad?

* See above, Pr. IV, sec. 4 of this article. It is clear from this and other

occurrences that these early Sumerian heroes maintained their hold on tradi-
rion even after the decline of Sumerian political authority,
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Sargon was punctilious about the cult and so he pro-
spered. But Naram-Sin was hostile to the people of
Babylon,* thereby inviting divine retribution through
the medium of the Gutian barbarians. Nothing could be
simpler than this temple view of history; cult and ritual
were the most significant factors in the affairs of state.
We know, however, from the instances already cited, and
from many others that can be adduced, that this was by
no means the prevailing view. The pods could be ar-
bitrary, but scarcely to such a degree. When Nabonidus,
about a millennium later, refers to the destruction of
Babylon by Sennacherib, he stresses Marduk’s wrath
against that god’s favorite city, with the implication that
the city got what it deserved.® The Chronicle Weidner
is a long way behind the spirit of even that stock inter-
pretation, not to mention the Deuteronomic formulation
in such passages as Judg. 2:6 ff.

VI. OMENS AND LETTERS TO THE GODS

As we have seen, Mesopotamia developed a twofold
check on the authority of her rulers. One was societal: it
was inherent in the role of the assembly. The other was
religious: divine bounds must not be transgressed. By
extension, any major undertaking on the part of the
ruler required divine sanction, in addition to approval
by the assembly. How was such sanction ascertained?

The attitude of the gods was signified in the form of
directions or oracles (térétu) obtained through the me-

'_'Thr.' mention of Babylon in this context is an obvious anachronism
wluu.h serves to circumscribe the time and place of the composition.
L NEbUIElI:I.IJi Stele, col. 16, L. 36. For an instructive Hinite parallel, in a
Pestgeber” of Mursilis, of. Gitze, Kleinarien, Vol. g1.
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dium of omens. These could be contrived with the aid
of sacrifices (térét nigi), the organs of slaughtered animals,
for instance, furnishing the signs that the seer (brdrit)
went on to interpret; or they were based on observations
of natural phenomena which the diviner (mafmafu) was
trained to decipher.™ Since the need to know what lay
in store was imperative and constant, particularly in
regard to the state, divination become a vital factor in
the civilization of Mesopotamia and one of its outstand-
ing characteristics. No step of any consequence could be
risked without proper word from the bdrii or the
masmasie,

These priests did not arrive at their decisions arbitrar-
ily. They were guided by detailed and elaborate manuals
in which wvirtually every possible contingency had been
systematically recorded. The basis of the discipline was
circumstantial association. Let us suppose that some mem-
orable event (E) had been observed originally under a
particular set of extraneous circumstances (C). Bince co-
incidence is not admitted, any time in the future that C
comes up again, E is anticipated. C is of course capable
of infinite variety. These innumerable variations must
be filed away for reference, not unlike our fingerprints.
Now when a client calls upon his seer, that analyst identi-
fies the problem from the omen, checks the omen read-
ings against the file, and comes up with the answer.

The omen material is worthless as science but invalu-
able as raw source material. It utilizes a mass of plain
facts as the basis for peculiar constructions. Stripped of
these constructions, the facts stand out in stark simplicity.
And since some of the events thus treated are taken from

“Cf. Ungnad, AFQ, 14 (1941—44), 251 f; Oppenheim, Orienralia, 5
{19306), 199 ff.
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history—recent history in the first instance—the omens
give us an independent version of the given historical
happenings and personalities.” They are especially useful
as a check on results obtained elsewhere.

We know now that the recording of omens for future
reference was an established practice by the end of the
gd millennium. The Sargonid age and the individual
members of that dynasty were fully exploited. The volume
ol Old Babylonian omens in the Yale collection published
by A. Goetze a few years ago shows how intensively the
field was cultivated in that relatively early period.® The
use to which such compendia were put may be illustrated
by an example from Mari. Among the Mari letters there
is one which contains a rather detailed reading of an
omen on behalf of the vieroy Yasmah-Addu.®™ If the
bari who performed the service (ca. 1700 B.c.) had been
unable to consult his own reference library, he might
have got almost the same results by borrowing one of
Dr. Goetze's copies,™

There are two points about the omens that need to be
stressed in the present connection. One is the fundamental
fact of the ruler's abject dependence in all matters on the
will of the gods. This fact, which the omens point up to
an overwhelming extent, would be sufficient in iself to
reflute the assumption that Mesopotamia, in common with

* See especially, Goetze, JCS, 1 (1 , 253 fF.

*YOs, IE‘!"I. Fo. L

"ARM, 4, 54; of. also, ikid., 5, 65, and the comment of W. von Soden,
Orientalia, 22 (1933), 209,

™ Some parallels o ARM, 5, 65, have been cited by von Soden, loc. cdr.
In commenting on ARM, 4, 54, von Soden {ep. cir., p. 204) would change
the editor's translation of farik from “est [de couleur] sombre” w “ist
geschlagen.” This is nor quite adequarte. The term means primarily “pinched,”
or "jammed,” hence “bruised,” or "blood-shot,” and hence in a specific
sense “dark” as opposed to “clear” (mawer).
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Egypt, viewed her kings as divine. A god incarnate does
not take his cue from the liver of a sheep. The other
point to be emphasized is this: it is a fact that some
of the kings of the Dynasty of Akkad, the gd Dynasty of
Ur, and certain other places and periods have their names
writien with the determinative for god and appear to
enjoy other prerogatives of divinity. Yet the omens single
out precisely these same rulers as human to a fault.™—in
the way they died or in the manner in which they brought
disaster upon their land. Their claim to divinity is thus
found to rest on superficial attributes. We cannot be sure
what the attributes may have signified in those scattered
instances, but we know that the practice was not wide-
spread and that it could not have been far-reaching in
scope.” Above all, the mere concept of a deified ruler is
incompatible with the basic features of Mesopotamia’s
civilization and out of keeping with its over-all character.

The problem of the ruler's divinity has an obyious
bearing on the local idea of history. For history will be
viewed one way if the ruler is a mere mortal, and another
way if he is accepted as a god. Where government is in
human hands throughout, but the state is ultimately
theocratic, much will depend on the power attributed to
the immortal sovereign. Because no individual god in
the Mesopotamian pantheon was really omnipotent, the

" This applies to rulers of the Dynasty of Akkad and of Ur IT11—kings
who are elsewhere represented as deified. As for Maram-8in, who is likewise
included in the deified group, there is ample independent information o che
effece that he, above all others, was the very archeeype of the ill-fated ruler,
the "Unheilsherrscher” of Giiterbock’s penetrating analysis (cf. 24, 42, 75).
For a recent refutation of the deification theory, see Fish, Bulletin of the
Jobn Rylands Library 34 (1951), 37 . On the question in general, cf. the
references given in n. 9, above,

*There is, for instance, not the slightese hine of such a practice in Assyria,
where we would normally be inclined to look for it first.
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purposes of the cosmic society were difficult to fathom.
The mortal ruler was forever intent on pleasing the
cosmic powers. Often he found himself obliged to appease
them. There were times when the need was urgent to
establish direct contact with the distant gods. In a literate
society distances can be neutralized through writing. It
is logical, therefore, in these circumstances that the kings
of historic Mesopotamia should write to their gods, even
as they were themselves petitioned by their own subjects.
Such letters to the gods add a significant touch to the
underlying idea of history.™

Let us first cite, once again, some instances from the
recently published Mari archives. In one of these, Ishme-
Dagan of Ashur relates that his campaigns in hostile
lands had caused concern to his personal god, or lamassu.
Accordingly, he had written his lamassu to tell him not
to worry.™ It is noteworthy that it is the god who is being
reassured, although it may be merely a case of a writer
whistling in the dark. The converse is naturally more
common and orthodox, as witness our second instance,
which is a letter from Ishme-Dagan’s brother, Yasmah-
Addu, a young prince whom we have met before.™ Ob-
viously in trouble, Yasmah-Addu reviews for his god the
last three generations in the history of Mari. In all that

4 ’;Cf Gadd, Idear of Divine Rule in the Ancient Near BEast {1947), pp.
1 £
: " ARM Vol 4, No. 68, Il 17 £ It should be pointed out, however, that
in the opinion of von Soden (Orientalia, 22, 20s5), the Lama-ri of this
passage can only be a proper name. Von Soden docs not give his reasons
for this conclusion, bur it must be admited that the form presents certain
technical difficulties no matter which way it is interpreted, Bur the eventual
solution would not affect our argument in that the Mari evidence for leters
to the gods is sufficient even if this particular text is left out of account
aJr:Jlgrrh.er.
ARM, 2, 3. The document was recognized as a letter o a

Landsberger; ef. JNES, 11 (1952), Iaot,og i B
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time, his family has proved righteous and god-fearing,
whereas the competing dynasty violated the rules of god
and man. Parenthetically, the opponents whom Yasmab-
Addu accuses had a prior right to the throne of Mari and
were eventually restored to power despite our writer's
appeal to heaven. Presently, however—and this is our
third instance—the successor, in turn, has to address a
message to his own protector, the river god.™ We happen
to know that this last appeal, like the one before it, proved
of no avail, inasmuch as Hammurabi took over Mari in
due time. Under the circumstances, it would have been
impossible to disabuse Hammurabi of the conviction that
his particular brand of piety was the most efficacious of
all.

The first two of the three instances just cited may throw
a new light on Assyrian historiography. The writers in
question were sons of Shamshi-Adad, one of the most in-
fluential kings in the early career of Ashur. The question
now arises whether the practice of Shamshi-Adad’s fam-
ily to address the gods sporadically, in times of special
need,” did not lead eventually to routine reports ad-
dressed to the gods at regular intervals.

The annals left us by later Assyrian rulers, from the
14th century on, were periodic accounts by definition.
It has always been assumed that they were intended for
posterity in general. Perhaps their most striking feature
is the boastful, even bombastic, tone which the kings,
writing in the first person, invariably employ. These
royal writers are egocentric in the extreme.”™ Yet there

™ See . Dossin, Syria, 1o (1918), 126,

T In turn, that practice has older Sumerian antecedents; cf, A. Falkensrein,
ZA, 49 (1939}, 1 i

=Cf. e.g., Mowinckel, Gunkel Festicbrift, p, 287; D, D. Luckenhbill, The
Annals of Sennacheril (1924), pp- 1 1.
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is something about the whole pattern that does not ring
true. The normal attitude of the Mesopotamian ruler
when facing his gods was one of modesty and humility.
The annals were certainly not meant to be concealed
from the gods. Why do they display, then, so much
seeming arrogance?

I believe that by establishing a link between the annals
and the letters to the gods—there is, of course, the further
and long-known connection with building inscriptions™
—we may be in a position to revise the common estimate
of the Assyrian royal accounts. In point of fact, there is
a concrete link between the annals and the letters to the
gods. The parade example is the detailed report by
Sargon II about his eighth campaign.® Although ad-

" See Olmstead, Arsyréian Historiography, pp. 2, 64. Yet the building in-
scription is not of itsell a logical forerunner of the annalistic account,
Simee the annals arve first found among the Hittites, and since the As-
syrian annals follow shortly thercafier, Giiterbock has made out a good
case in favor of deriving the Assyrian practice from the Hittites; cf.
£A4, 44, 98 f. Goetze, Hethiter, Churriter und Assyrer, pp- 181 f., has
contributed the further observation that the Assyrian annals incorparate
mythical-epic motifs which arc foreign to Hittite historical writings,
h"lltl might ultimately be teaced to the Hurrians. Furthermore, Goetee
(#bed. ) and others, especially Laqueur, Newe Jabrbiicher fir Wirsensehbafe
und Jugendbildung, 7 (1931) pp. 4Bo—s06, have realized thar the
Assyrian and the Hiwite annals show an awiarencss of the need for
giving the deity an account of the ruler’s conduce., Specific connection
with the letters to the gods, however, has not been suggested so far,
If the present su%-v_-mun proves valid, then the characteristic wone of the
accounts might have been borrowed, But even this last supposition
w:r‘n‘ici now seem doubiful, We cannor, accordingly, discount the ros-
sibility thar all the basic fearures were Mesopotamian after all although
their full potential could not be realized withour Hurrian or Hittite
ASSISLanCe,

*F. Thureau-Dangin, Une relation de La buitidme campagne de Sargon
1912, After this paper had been presented at Yale, in the form in which ;il: is
here given, I came upon the statement by A. Moortgat (Moortgar and
Scharft r‘l:cgg-ﬁ.!m und Vorderasien ém  Altertwm  (19%0), pp. 429 L),
which voices independently conclusions very similar to mine. Moortgat,
o, would see in the Assyrian annals not so much the boasts by vain.
glorious rolers as the glorification of the might of the god Ashur. And
a_lrhuugh_t]u- letters to the gods are mentioned in passing, the conclu-
sions Which Moortgar offers are based primarily on the testimony of art.
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dressed to the gods, this is not the petition of a man in
trouble but a proud account of successes achieved. Later
on this report is entered, in condensed form and without
the epistolary trimmings, in the composite edition of
Sargon’s annals.

Is there any reason to assume that this expedition alone
required exceptional treatment? The facts related in this
case do not depart from the pattern of other Assyrian
expeditions. Furthermore, Shamshi-Adad V, a century
earlier, had addressed a report about one of his campaigns
to an unnamed deity, receiving this time an itemized
acknowledgment from his divine addressee.*’ In other
words, this kind of reporting was by no means unusual.
Is it possible that the kings of Assyria, when annual re-
ports had become customary, first composed these reports
in the form of letters to their acknowledged sovereign, to
be abridged in due course for purposes of a year-by-year
edition?

On further examination it will be found, I think, that

there is nothing incomsistent with such an assumption,
whereas additional arguments can be adduced in its favor.
This much, however, is worth noting: if the annals link
up ultimately with letters to the gods, their egocentrism
can no longer be ascribed to mere conceit. The missions

Our two modes of approach thus complement each other. The letters o
the gods, however, suggest the ultimate form of the annals in addition o
accounting for their characteristic tone.

= E F. Weidner, AFQ, o (1933-34), 102 f. For these and other examples
of. Gadd, Ideas of Divine Bule, pp. 61 6., and Labar, Le Caraciére religicux
de la ravanté assyro-babylomienne (1939), pp. 273 f. One of the most
striking instances of this genre has come down to us from Ashurbanipal;
see CT, Vol. 35, Nos, 44-5 and T. Baver, Das Inschriftenwerk Arrurbani-
pafs {1933), Pr. 11, pp. 83f. (Der Gounesbricf). The colophon is highly
instructive, for it reads (rev. Il 23-6): "Message of Ashur{banipal . . .}
to Ashur who dwells in E[hursaggalkurkurral, that he may accept [his]
prayer, strike down his foe, slay [ . . .17
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recorded were the god's missions. They could not be
undertaken except with divine sanction as signified by
the omens. The words which the king used to report
them were the words of the god's original mandate. The
tone was exaggerated because, in phrasing the utterances
of a god, man is tempted to resort to superlatives. It
was boastful because the authority and valor of a god
were involved in the last analysis, and not the achieve-
ments of his worshipful servant.

Thus, if the foregoing hypothesis is valid, Assyrian
historiography suffered not so much from the conceit of
the ruler as from his excessive piety. The material is
voluminous, the language picturesque, the detail abun-
dant—yet the coefficient of reliability is low. By the same
token, Babylonia, which never had formal annals, let
alone annals stylized into letters to the gods, was in a
position to render a more objective perforinancc. This is
true certainly of the so-called Babylonian Chronicle. It
is jejune history, to be sure, but history nevertheless in
“its sobriety of presentation and its coldly impartial
statement of fact.” ** That even this superior work does

not approach the high level of biblical historiography is
a fact too obvious to need special emphasis.

VII. THE IDEA OF HISTORY
IN THE WISDOM LITERATURE

Before this rapid survey is completed there is still one
last witness to be heard from. The idea of history is not
likely to have been ignored by the branch of literature
that deals largely with ideas. Ancient Near Eastern sources

*® Olmseead, Historfography, p. 6z
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devoted to speculative or didactic matters are commonly
classified as wisdom literature. Extant wisdom material
from Mesopotamia includes some independent works and
a number of incidental passages.which bear in one way
or another on the problem before us. What does this
testimony add up to, and how does it compare with the
circumstantial evidence that has been abstracted so far?

We have seen that the ancient Mesopotamian was
forever uneasy about the relation of his society to nature.™
Because he endowed the powers of nature with most of
the failings of mankind, he lacked full confidence in his
gods.* They were unpredictable, hence mankind was
doomed to be restless and insecure. The one thing that
the past revealed above all others was the impermanence
of all things. This note is struck with singular clarity in
the Epic of Gilgamesh:

Since the days of yore there has been no [permanence];

The resting and the dead, how alike they are!

Do they not compose a picture of death,

The commoner and the noble,

Once they have drawn near to [their fate]?

The Anunnaki, the great gods, foregather;

Mammetum, authoress of destiny, with them the fates

decrees:

Death and life they determine;

Yet of death the days are not revealed.®
All is thus ephemeral and uncertain. Everything is in the
hands of the gods, but man is kept in ignorance of their
plans.

® This point is properly stressed by Frankfort, Kingrbip and the Gods
and introduction o Intellecrnal Adventwre; also by Jacobsen, ibid.

“ The Babvlonian Theodicy expresses this thoughe by the phrase wmesi
milik [ilim] "impenetrable is the resolve [of the god},” £4, 43, 50, 58

=Tab, X, col. 6, pp. 32 f; cf. ANET, p. 93.
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The king, as a faithful shepherd, must strive to main-
tain the existing equilibrium at all costs. Any misad-
venture may be proof that the gods have been offended.
Normally, the balance can be restored through elaborate
efforts at purification and expiation. At times, it may even
be expedient to set up a substitute king in order to divert
the divine wrath from the established ruler.®® There are
occasions, however, when none of the known remedies
will produce the desired effect. Although the king ap-
pears blameless, his land remains afflicted. The wisdom
sources deal with this subject under the theme of the
Righteous Sufferer.

We now know this motif from three major recensions.
One of these, “I shall praise the lord of wisdom,” is extant
only in copies of the 1st millennium B.c.*" Another, the
socalled Acrostic Dialogue or Babylonian Theodicy *#
may perhaps go back to the end of the 2d millennium.
The third, which has just been published, takes us back
to Old Babylonian times.®™ The three together serve to
demonstrate that the problem of unjust suffering was for-
ever alive in Mesopotamia,

For all their differences in form, approach, and phrase-
ology, all three compositions have this conclusion in com-
mon: although the blameless may be exposed to suffering,
deliverance is sure to come to him in the end. The ways
of the gods are indeed inscrutable, but the truly meritori-
ous need never despair of ultimate salvation. The em-
phasis, in short, is not so much on the trials of the

*CF. Frankfore, Kingship and the Gods, pp. 263 f.

“The Akkadian title is Lwdlel bél wémegi; for this work, see especially
8. Langdon in Babylowisca, 7 (1923), 163 . See also, O. R, Gurney, AFO,

TT fT'-)-}rr--j‘?:l,, 36‘_‘.",‘ K. J. Williams, JCS, 6 {1952), 4—7.

" We owe to Landsberger, ZA, 43, 32—76, the fundamental treatment of
this composition,

" See Nougayrol, RB, s9 (1952) pp. 2309-s0.
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sufferer as on the miracle of final deliverance.” Qur three
versions of the Mesopotamian counterpart of Job, spread
though they are over a total span of more than a mil-
lenium, are in full agreement on this significant affir-
mation,

Is there a connection between the theme of Job and
the idea of history? The established popularity of this
subject in the literature of Mesopotamia, not to speak
for the moment of outside echoes, suggests that the pro-
tagonist may have had an historical prototype® At all
events, the story of a Job is one of the strongest arguments
why history should be studied. There have been kings in
the past whom the gods deserted. Some never recovered,
but others were eventually restored to grace. The Dynasty
of Akkad was highly instructive in this respect. Old
Sargon,” as the omens epitomize him, was “one who en-
countered darkness, but the light emerged for him."” *
On the other hand, the remaining rulers of that dynasty
were either assassinated or lived to see their power ex-
tinguished ™ A study of the past may help one to emulate

= 1bid., p. 250,

" Ibid.

* The fact that Sargon was a usurper (originally cupbearer of Ur-Zababa,
cf. Jacobsen, Sumerian Kéng List, p. 107, n. 217) detracts in no way from
his rradirional starure, He was not, however, a legitimate king in the accepred
sense of the term, which Is no doubt the reason for his assuming the name
Sarra{m)-kén, "the king is legitimate,” What his real name may have been
we do not know any more than we know the name of the northern neigh-
bor of Sumer before Sargon had made “Akkad” famous. Incidencally,
another known usurper is familiar to ws by the name of Sargon Il of
Assyria. The question arises, therefore, whether Sargon [ of Assyria bore
that name from the start in honor of the most celebrated of Mesopotamian
rulers (note that his grandson's name was Maram-Sin), or whether he as-
sumed it later on in his life for some specific purpose; say, © break away
from the more humble title of rebd'uwm (see above, n. 2z2) and to have
himself honored as Jarrwm “king,” as many of his lesser contemporaries
were doing.

* See Goetze, JCS, 1, 255 1.

“ibid., p. 256 8.
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the successful and avoid the mistakes of the ill-fated. The
main purpose, then, of such a study is to master the
formula of deliverance, for one never knows when such
knowledge may prove vital.

The symbol of Job was not the only one that was held
up as a source of solace, The hero of the Flood was an-
other comforting example, for no one in the entire history
of mankind had ever emerged triumphant from greater
peril. In this case, however, the Mesopotamian wisdom
literature goes gack a step to the father of Utnapishtim,
the local Noah. For it was apparently parental wisdom
that had stood Utnapishtim in such good stead. And so
it is Shuruppak, the eponymous hero of the Flood city,
substituting for Utnapishtim’s father, who figures as the
fountainhead of proverbial wisdom in Sumerian and Ak-
kadian literature alike.

The links between the heroes of the Flood and pro-
verbial literature on the one hand, and between the Job
image and the theme of deliverance on the other, com-
bine to give a new meaning to the famous verse in Fzek.
14:14. According to that statement, Noah, Danf(ijel, and
Job were the only men to emerge unscathed, because of
their righteousness, from universal upheavals. Noah and
Job, in Mesopotamian garb, are now known to us as cele-
brated wisdom personalities. Daniel’s counterpart in
Sumerian or Akkadian sources has yet to be identified.
But the prominence of this particular theme is inde-
pendently attested in Ugaritic.® Moreover, the biblical

* For this specific figure .in the Sumerian wisdom material cf,

Kramer, JCS, 1, 33, n. 208; the same name appears in an introduction
tln Alkkadian proverbs in KAR, No. 27 obv. {marked rev. (?) in the copy},
™ See Spicgel Ginzberg Jubilee Volume (19

_ ( 45), PP. 305-535. On the loca-
tion of Hram, the taditional home of the Usnriti:: Danel, see new Mbrighut,
BASOR, 130 (1953), 28§, The prominence of the biblical Daniel in the
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Book of Daniel has a Babylonian setting, quite aside
from the fact that Ezekiel, who cites all three names
in the same breath, knew his Babylonian culture at first
hand. In other words, the Mesopotamian origin of the
three heroes of Ezekiel is assured beyond all doubt. The
prophet’s statement merely testifies to the great popular-
ity of the underlying tradition.

How each of these heroes had proved worthy of his
extraordinary distinction is not made clear. The popular
explanation may perhaps be indicated in an old omen
which says: “If he has abhorred sin, his god will walk
with him.” *" In any case, the use of these themes in the
wisdom literature suggests that they had come to sym-
bolize the lesson of the past at the intellectual level. That
lesson may be summed up as follows: the history of the
heroes of old who survived great trials and disasters could,
at best, help to safeguard against recurrences. At worst,
it might bring a measure of comfort in the disclosure that,
even in a capricious cosmos, someone is likely to be
singled out to save civilization."®

Yet, circumscribed as such views may be, they were
obviously looked upon as much too broad for official
purposes. The average king, at least in late Assyrian
apocalyptic literature, notably the Book of Enoch, is brought our by Spiegel,
op. cit., pp. 3366 All in all, it appears certain that the Mesopotamian
original of Daniel must be disguised under some other name. 1 would sug-
gest with due reserve that the person in question was Adapa, who appears
a5 an apbaliv (“sage”) in the Chronicle Weidner and has otherwise some
claim to being the patron of history.

wZA, 43, 08, 1. 31: fwmma patitam fziv ilie ke dttanallak. Note the
close parallel berween this saying and the biblical statement about Enoch
(Gen. $:23), where a virtually identical verbal form is used.

™ This thought lends added force o the Ezekiel passage just cited. It
should be stressed again in this connecrion thar the three sages cited by
Ezekicl were ancient Babylonian heroes of the magnitude of Noah himself,

each of whom was qualified, by reason of his own extraordinary experience,
to bring mankind a measure of comfore in times of cosmic distress.
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times, was too chauvinistic for philosophic appraisals.®
This is well illustrated by the concluding paragraph of
the socalled Synchronistic History: “The scholar who ap-
prehends all that is written, may he ponder it and sing
the praises of the land of Ashur for all time. But as for
the land of Sumer and Akkad, may he expose its wicked-
ness to all the quarters.” It is not a case of “my country
right or wrong.” It is rather an instanee of “my country
Is always right and the other country always wrong. 1

In summary, Mesopotamian civilization was faced with
the same two major problems that each civilization must
solve for itself. One was the relation of the individual to
society, and the other was the relation of society to
nature.'”! The Mesopotamian solution of the first problem
proved most successful and productive. The solution of
the other problem, however, was a less constructive
achievement. Since the gods were unsure of themselves,
no values were really enduring. The need to avoid harm
gave a negative meaning to the pursuit of happiness.
Ritual rather than ethics, form far more than content,
promised the best protection against the schemes of
heaven. Because the king and the priest alike were slaves
to the mistrust and fear of nature, they were jointly the
captives of the forms calculated to protect mankind from
nature. In the end, this emphasis on form became a bar-
rier to further progress, The collapse of Nineveh and of
Babylon was due not so much to the heavy blows on the

. ™ That such appraisals, however, were not lacking in intellectual circles
is attested by a composition universally misnamed the “Babylonian Dialogue
of Pr_-ssjrmsm”l: cf. Langdon, Babylomiaca, 7, 195 . 1 expect 1o show else
where that this work is instead a splendid parody exposing weak leaders
who seeks to cxplain their inefficiency by recourse to threadbare clichés,
Sciwf.f[,_'i, Vol. 8, No. 3 (1954). I

e Assyrian Chronicle, CT, 34, 41, col. 4, Il :

i See ahtw}c, n. Bi. Mg e
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part of the Scythians, the Medes, and the Persians as to
the crushing weight of the internal structure.

The Mesopotamian idea of history cannot but mirror
the uneven advance of the major components of the
parent civilization. It suffers from the limitations of its
constituent elements. Other cultures, enriched and for-
warned by the Mesopotamian experience, were to carry
the study of history many strides forward. Along that
course, however, the contribution of Mesopotamia marks
a significant early milestone; a milestone in the progress
of the idea of history as well as of the history of ideas.

[For further significant studies see now 5. N. Kramer,
“Sumerian Historiography,” Israel Exploration Journal,
V (1953). pp- 217-32, and ]. ]J. Finkelstein, “Mesopota-
mian Historiography,” Proceedings of the American
Philosophical Society, 107 (1963), pp. 461—72.]

Authority and Law in Mesolg;otamia

THE OUTSTANDING FEATURE OF KINGSHIP IN ANCIENT MESO-
potamia is the ruler's subservience to the gods through-
out the long recorded history of that composite civiliza-
tion. Thus in the Sumerian myth of cultural norms the
attributes of kingship are listed in fourth place, after three
separate divine groupings.! Old Assyrian inscriptions state
explicitly that the real king was the god Ashur, whereas
the mortal ruler was merely the god's agent {iﬂakkul},?
Other times and places likewise provide abundant evi-
dence of similar recognition of the gods' overriding au-
thority.?

Such a climate is clearly unfavorable to persistent
deification of the temporal ruler. In point of fact, this
practice, although often alleged, has never been estab-
lished beyond dispute. It is true that some of the kings
of Akkad, in common with those of the Third Dynasty

'5. N. Kramer, Sumerdan Mythology (1944), 64 /., 116

*B. Landsberger and K. Balkan, Belleten 14 (1950), 231 cf. Origntalia,
20 (1951), 483.

"1 have dealt with this general subject in a paper entitled "The Idea of
History in Ancient Mesopotamia,” which is scheduled for publication in the
near future; [see now above, pp. 270 ff]

s



