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Ancient civilizations exercise an intense fascination for people the world
over. This book takes the ‘story’ of religions as far back as Palaeolithic
cave art, tracing the religious beliefs of ancient Egypt, Ugarit,
Mesopotamia, ancient Israel, Greece and Rome, ancient Europe, the
Indus Valley Civilization, ancient China and the Aztecs and Incas. Each
set of religious beliefs and practices is described in its cultural and
historical context, via a range of different sources, enabling the reader to
obtain a rounded view of the role of religion in these ancient societies.
The book provides truly global coverage by scholars who write with a
passionate enthusiasm about their subject. Many of the contributors
have pioneered completely new areas or methods of research in their
particular field.
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Introduction
JOHN R. HINNELLS

The ancient worlds fascinate most people. Few are unmoved at the wonder and
awe on seeing the Egyptian mummies, the magnificence of the civilizations of
the Aztecs and Incas, and the mystery of ancient China. But the ancient world
is not important simply because it is interesting; it also helps us to understand
later society. Just as conquerors commonly erected their religious buildings on
the holy sites of their victims (churches on temples for example), so also ancient
beliefs and practices were often absorbed into later culture. In my own native
county of Derbyshire, in pre-Christian times wells where water sprang apparently
inexplicably from the ground were decorated with pictures made from flowers
at the start of spring. Nowadays this ancient custom has been taken over by the
church (and later by the tourist trade!). The pre-Christian symbols are replaced
by Christian images and the village priest tours the fields blessing the wells and
the lands in order to ensure fertility in the growing season. Most religions take
over practices and beliefs from ancientlocal traditions and reformulate them and
by appropriating local traditions indigenize the global religion. Ancient religious
figures become local saints. That is one reason why one religion takes on a variety
of forms around the world. Christianity, Islam and other traditions have been
localized in this way. If one is to understand many features of modern religions,
one commonly has to study the past.

This book brings together the latest research on the major cultures of the
ancient worlds. Each chapter is written by a leading figure in her/his field and
the teamwhich produced thisbookisinternational, drawn from America, Britain,
France and South Africa. Many have pioneered completely new areas or methods
of research: for example, the work of Professor Rosalie David when she brought
together a team of doctors and scientists to unwrap Egyptian mummies in the
Manchester Museum and subject them to advanced medical and arange of scien-
tific tests, or Jean Clottes’ discovery of hitherto unknown sites with Palaeolithic
cave paintings. New evidence for ancient societies is always coming to light;
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some archaeological finds were made by great scholars, for example Marshall’s
discovery of the Great ‘Public Bath’ at Mohenjo-daro as discussed and inter-
preted by Greg Possehl in the chapter on ancient India. New discoveries have
sometimes been found accidentally, for example by the farmers working their
land and uncovering sites from ancient Ugarit, or a shepherd boy finding the
first Dead Sea Scrolls in a cave as discussed by John Rogerson in the chapter on
ancient Israel. Alongside these discoveries there are new ways to study the finds,
such as the pyramids in Aztec culture. Other chapters offer new ways to approach
well-known ancient texts, for example Rogerson’s application of Geertz’s theo-
ries to the study of the Bible. So the study of ancient societies and religions is not
static, but rather an ever changing picture. Unfortunately, reconstructing a pic-
ture of ancient societies can be like putting together a jigsaw from which many,
and important, pieces are missing (to use another analogy), and scholars must
attempt to do so without knowing what the final picture should look like. The
painstaking task of interpreting ancient sites which are not fully understood, and
fragmentary stone tablets as in the case of Ugarit and Mesopotamia, is a labour
of love. But the excitement of doing that jigsaw is a major drive behind some of
the greatest scholarship in these fields. The work of completing that picture is a
vocation for the scholars involved.

The ancient world, while inspiring a sense of awe in its students, also presents
particular problems of interpretation. In some cases there are few if any texts
(for example the Indus Civilization); in others we have mostly texts with rela-
tively few material remains (as in ancient Israel). In some cases we are heavily
dependent on external accounts; for example, although the Aztecs and Incas left
magnificent structures, we are heavily dependent on accounts by their Christian
conquerors to understand them. The view of some ancient empires is often seen
through a veil of presuppositions, such as Christian readings of Jewish scrip-
tures or the perception of ancient Rome, or the new age interest in Druids and
Celtic traditions. To what extent can we rely on Herodotus’ account of ancient
Egypt, or Christian accounts of Icelandic or Aztec religions? The study of other
cultures in the modern world raises problems of presuppositions and bias, but
at least one can dialogue with, or question, members of living religions. Those
who study the ancient world are faced with the problems of interpreting silent
stones, or understanding little-known or unknown languages, from another cul-
ture and from another age. Modern western writers commonly come from indus-
trialized urban environments. Trying to stand aside from their conditioning in
order to understand ancient, often rural, artefacts and writings requires a leap
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of imagination to attain an empathetic insight, as well as considerable scholarly
linguistic and/or scientific archaeological expertise. Some scholars approach
ancient cultures with their own agendas; for example an earlier school of biblical
critics sought a better understanding of ancient Israel from studying the civiliza-
tions of Ugarit and Mesopotamia. Studying some of the great writers of classical
antiquity, either in China or Greece, does not prepare us for an understanding
of the broad religious practice of the time. Artefacts, structures and texts that
withstood the ravages of time are often the possessions and products of the rich
and powerful rulers, and may reveal little of the general culture and religion of
the ordinary people.

The very term ‘religion’ is an example of the imposition of a modern west-
ern label on the ancient worlds. Many cultures, such as those of Greece, the
Aztecs and the Incas, have no single-word equivalent to ‘religion. Separating
out a culture’s perceptions of god(s) or spiritual forces from its economic, social
and political life is not simply difficult, it is misguided. The perception of reli-
gion as a matter of private personal belief is a particularly modern, western and
rather Protestant idea. Some ancient cultures did have complex ‘theologies’, but
in others Teligion’ is more a matter of duty, either to the elders or to the (ulti-
mate) powers, a matter of practice, not of doctrine, a matter of civic and social
obligations. But ‘religion’ is a convenient term, providing it is not taken too nar-
rowly, to look at the ancient worlds’ perceptions of their places in the order of
things, in understanding their duties, aspirations, fears and not least the remark-
ably widespread belief in a life after death. The term ‘ancient’ is also necessarily
loose. Whereas Palaeolithic art dates back over three millennia, the Aztec and
Inca civilizations were not overcome until some 500 years ago.

How does the scholar proceed in her/his attempts to interpret silent stones,
burial sites, paintings on cave walls from truly ancient sites, or unknown lan-
guages, markings on seals and tablets, cuneiform and pictograms? Authors in
this volume demonstrate how people work at the coalface, or at the cutting edge,
ofresearch. Theydo so in away that conveys their own excitement with new tech-
niques and new discoveries. The work of the historian is complex. Sometimes
important parallels, or guides, may be the beliefs and practices gleaned from
ethnographic studies, for example in understanding the culture of the Aztecs
and Incas, or the Palaeolithic cave art. What all this implies is that there is rarely,
if ever, any such thing as historical ‘fact’. There may be physical objects or texts,
but the task of interpreting them is subjective. Scholarly views change, in the light
of new discoveries, new evidence or different approaches to understanding the
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evidence. For that reason contributors to this volume were asked to start with a
consideration of where each subject stands now, and where the scholarship has
come form. They were asked to give an account of the sources, be they literary
or archaeological, so that the reader is aware not only of the nature of the evi-
dence, but of how people have approached that evidence. Where the evidence is
archaeological or iconographic, or from such artefacts as seals or tablets, these
areillustrated in the figures. Authors were asked to supply, wherever appropriate,
maps locating the places referred to in the text and time charts to give a visual
image of the flow of history, and examples of what they considered central to
learning about their subject, from temple plans to practices associated with div-
ination. Each author was allocated 20,000 words, facilitating more substantial
accounts than are found in most encyclopaedias. This allocation was made to
take account of the importance of providing the reader with an account of the
sources which in most subjects include materials not likely to be known to the
reader. The obvious examples are the seals and the script of the Indus Valley, and
the tablets and archaeological material from Ugarit. Authors were asked, where
appropriate, to include a translation (virtually always their own) of some of the
key passages of texts — where they occur in their subject — to give the reader a
flavour of what to him or her may be ‘the new world’ of antiquity.

Authors were asked to follow a general structure to their chapters, in so far as
this was appropriate for their subject. They were asked: (a) to give a brief review
of the histories of their subject, highlighting the presuppositions which have lain
behind previous scholarship, and their own; (b) to give an account of the sources
used, be they literary or archaeological; (c) to provide a brief overview of the
relevant history of the religion or civilization; (d) to include an account of the
whole society, so that the chapters are not concerned simply with monarchs,
battles and the great writers; (d) to provide an account of myths, beliefs and
practices, of belief in god(s) or spirits, and an afterlife, of popular as well as
‘official’ religion; (e) to bring out, and focus on, what they see as the key feature
to understanding of the religion in the culture they deal with (e.g. divination in
China). In some chapters this breakdown of material is obvious, in others less so
because itis not appropriate, but the broad issues are addressed in every chapter.
It is obviously impossible to impose a straitjacket of uniformity on authors, in
view of such huge differences between the civilizations covered here. But the
difference is not only in the nature of these civilizations but in their considerably
different geographical size, such as the relatively small Israel compared with the
huge areas covered in the chapters on ancient Europe and China. The nature of
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the evidence is also very different, from literate Greece and Rome to the wholly
iconographic material from Palaeolithic caves.

Writers in general often make certain presuppositions about ancient reli-
gion. One is that these religions are necessarily ‘primitive’, ‘simple’ or unde-
veloped. That is not an assumption made by writers in this book. Ancient soci-
eties and cultures were often complex. Some of the cultures interacted. Greeks
met Egyptians, there was trade between Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley, and
Romans encountered the tribes of northern Europe. Some religions were genet-
ically related, notably those of the Greeks, Romans and northern Europeans
which derived from a shared Indo-European heritage. Though some were largely
cut off from other cultures, notably the Chinese and the Aztecs and Incas, few
ancient cultures were in hermetically sealed ‘packets’. A form of ‘interfaith’ activ-
ity occurred then as now, sometimes in the form of conquest, but also simply out
of interest, for example the Romans’ fascination with Egypt, or with identifying
the various gods of ancient Mesopotamia and those of other cultures. Scholars
of religion wrote, and write, of early religion as ‘animistic’, that is the belief that
spirits animated material objects such as trees or stones. The difficulty with that
word is that by adding the ‘ism’ one implies a more formal, defined movement
than is valid. The same is true of the term ‘polytheism’. Too often writers have
given the false impression of a monolithic phenomenon, where no such single
‘thing’ existed, for example the term ‘paganism’ in the Roman Empire. One of the
most dangerous suffixes in the English language must be ‘ism’! In the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, scholars assumed that there had been an evolu-
tion of religion comparable to evolution in the biological world. That is, they
assumed that religion progressed from the crude, from a belief in many gods,
to the peak of the evolutionary ladder represented by an ethical monotheism,
exemplified in Christianity. It is simply not the case that the more ancient reli-
gions were crude and simple. As the chapters on cave art and the Indus Valley
show, behind what modern western commentators see as crude drawings, there
may well have been a profound understanding of human life. The word ‘magic’
is another term which is sometimes used uncritically to refer to the belief in the
efficacy of prayer made by members of a different religion or culture.

Although I do not subscribe to the notion that basically all religions say the
same thing (for me their very diversity is part of the fascination of the subject),
nevertheless in the chapters of this book it is noticeable how widespread some
phenomena are: divination, astrology, the veneration of ancestors, the idea of the
divine dwelling in material forms on earth, and shamans. Religion and politics
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are as interwoven in the ancient as in the modern world. Human beings with
similar resources and addressing similar problems independently use similar
ideas, symbols and solutions. Yet the ancient worlds were different from the
modern urban west, and seeing just how and why they are different is part of the
intriguing nature of studying religions.

Decisions on what should, and should not, be included were difficult. It would
obviously have been artificial and arbitrary to have given a common date line
in history since civilizations rise and fall in different eras. Although Judaism is a
living religion it was decided to include ancient Israel, in part because of the link
with other ancient Near Eastern civilizations (Ugarit, Mesopotamia and Egypt).
As a Zoroastrian specialist, I was obviously tempted to include ancient non-
Zoroastrian Iran (and maybe in a later edition will do so). But the picture of that
civilization is so unclear that reluctantly I decided to omit the subject. Some of
the so-called primal religions, e.g. North American Indians, have an enormous
history behind them, but we mostly know of them in their living form. It seemed
wise to restrict the number of subjects covered in this book so that those which
were included could be given a reasonably substantial coverage. Because it is
assumed that, however interesting the book is, few will sit down and read it
straight through from beginning to end like a novel, what comes first and what is
atthe end of the book is not significant. But it made sense to start with the earliest
period of history for which one can study religion, and the book ends with the
civilization that was the last to be destroyed. Within those borders, chapters are
grouped according to their interaction, notably the religions of the ancient Near
East. As Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley civilizations were in some contact,
those two subjects are placed near each other.

Finally a note of personal thanks both to the authors and to the publisher,
especially Caroline Pretty, with whom it has been a delight to work, and Kate
Brett and the production team at Cambridge University Press who are publishing
the hardback edition. I thank Frances Brown for her superb copy-editing, and
Dr Mitra Sharafi for help with the bibliographies. I thank all for their patience in
the long delayed publication of this book, caused by problems beyond editorial
control. It is a pleasure to see such international collaboration come to fruition.



1 Palaeolithic art and religion
JEAN CLOTTES AND DAVID LEWIS-WILLIAMS

Introduction

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, Edmund Burke contemplated the
essence of mankind: he wrote, ‘Man is by his constitution a religious animal.’
In the second half of the twentieth century, we have had other definitions: Man
the Toolmaker and Man the Symbol-Maker, the second being a reworking of
Burke’s feeling that the defining trait of ‘man’ is in some way or other ‘spiritual’
or non-material. Whether one adopts a technological, a cognitive or a spiritual
definition, the intertwined roots of ur-religion (the hypothetical ‘original’ reli-
gion), the beliefs and practices that preceded what we know today as ‘religion,
lie deep in prehistory.

The word ‘prehistory’ is generally applied to the extremely long period that
stretches from the origins of humankind, about 3 million years or more ago, to
the advent of writing. In some regions, such as the Middle East, writing led to
profound social changes many thousands of years ago, while in other parts of the
world the impact of writing was not felt until contact with European colonists,
sometimes not until the nineteenth or even the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury. We are thus dealing with immense periods of time about which - in most
cases—we knownext to nothing. Unlike some other chaptersin thisbook, this one
candrawonneitherinscriptions nor texts; nor canits writers question prehistoric
people about their beliefs.

‘Prehistory’ may also be taken to include ‘pre-human’ hominids. Did the
numerous pre-human primates — the australopithecines, Homo habilis or, much
later, Homo erectus — have a religion? Did they consider the world around them
other than as a source of food and, if so, how? Researchers have no way of
knowing because there is no archaeological evidence that the thoughts of these
species went beyond the satisfaction of their immediate bodily needs. This does
not mean that they were no more than brutish animals. The chances are that
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their curiosity about the world, which seems sometimes to have been mani-
fested in their selecting and collecting of stones with strange appearances, may
have extended to phenomena and experiences that they could not understand
and that seemed to require ‘supernatural’ explanation. In pointing to this evi-
dence, slight as it is, we do not wish to imply that religion originated in an
innate desire to explain the world; there is more to religion than the aetiological
explanation allows. Be that as it may, there is not the slightest direct or even
indirect evidence of what may be called religious thought until the time of the
Neanderthals.

Neanderthals (Homo sapiens neanderthalensis) lived in Europe and the Middle
East from perhaps 250,000 to 30,000 years ago, the period known as the Middle
Palaeolithic. Most archaeologists and palaeo-anthropologists now believe that
they were replaced by, rather than evolved into, our own species, Homo sapiens
sapiens, at the beginning of the Upper Palaeolithic (30,000 to 35,000 BP (Before
Present)). For about 10,000 years prior to that time, Neanderthals shared parts
of Europe with Homo sapiens sapiens.

No rock art can be attributed to Neanderthals. Excavators have found only a
few scratched bones or stones, but these cannot be related, even remotely, to
religious thought. There is, however, evidence of another kind that has attracted
researchers’ attention. Theyburied their dead, or atleast some of them did — there
isindisputable evidence for only a few burials. When they did bury, as at the sites
of La Chapelle-aux-Saints, Le Roc de Marsal, La Ferrassie and Le Moustier in
France, Teshik-Tash in Uzbekistan, Kebara in Israel and Shanidar in Iraq, they
buried people of all ages, from the ‘old man’ (about fiftyish) of La Chapelle-
aux-Saints to foetuses at La Ferrassie. Both men and women were buried. Occa-
sionally, various objects, such as stone tools and animal parts, were deposited
with the bodies. At La Ferrassie, a stone slab with a number of hollowed-out
cup-marks was discovered with a three-year-old child. Sometimes traces of red
ochre have also been found associated with burials. Even though all this evidence
is relatively slight, it still provides a few hints about the Neanderthals: at least
some of them may have shown some form of respect for certain of their dead,
and the grave-goods could, perhaps, have been a way to help them in the other
world.

When did this revolutionary way of thinking about the dead begin? Many traces
of ‘rites’ may have been destroyed by the passage of time. Still, all the absolutely
certain Neanderthal burials are relatively recent, between 60,000 and 30,000 BP
(Jaubert 1999); we do not know what the earlier Neanderthals did with their
dead.
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Today there is much debate about just how ‘human’ the Neanderthals were.
New light has recently been thrown on this question by a highly significant dis-
covery in south-west France. In the depths of the Bruniquel cave, in the Tarn-
et-Garonne, broken stalactites and stalagmites were piled and arranged in a
kind of oval roughly 5m x 4 m, with a much smaller round structure next to it
(Fig. 1.1). The structures themselves cannot, of course, be directly dated, but a
fire was made nearby, and a burnt bone from it was dated to more than 47,600
BP If this date also applies to the arrangement of stalagmites, it puts the struc-
tures well within the Mousterian, the local Neanderthal cultural period (Rouzaud
et al. 1996). No practical purpose can be suggested for these constructions: the
people who made them did not live that far inside the cave, as the absence of
the kind of remains so common on habitation sites testifies. The only hypothesis
that makes sense is the delimitation of a symbolic or ritual space well inside the
subterranean world. The significance of such apparently symbolic subterranean
activity will become clear later.

With the advent of our direct, fully modern ancestors, Homo sapiens sapiens,
commonly called Cro-Magnons in Europe, there are many more clues. The prac-
tice of burial was markedly more common in the Upper Palaeolithic than in the
Middle Palaeolithic. In addition, ‘art’ became widespread at the beginning of this
period, whether on artefacts (portable art) or on the walls of deep caves and in
more open contexts (rock art).

We can now no longer side-step two difficult definitional problems: both ‘art’
and ‘religion’ elude clear, universally accepted definition. Common understand-
ings of the words come out of western capitalist and industrialist society and
are therefore not universal. We do not wish to become embroiled in an endless
debate aboutdefinitions, so we simply point out that the boundaries that western
definitions impose on ‘art’ did not (and still do not) exist in small-scale societies,
such as those in which the first ‘art’ and ‘religion’ were born. ‘Religion’ is perhaps
even more difficult to define than ‘art’. Some definitions avoid reference to belief
in a supernatural realm and spirit beings; others insist on these features. For
our present purposes, we take ‘religion’ to denote beliefs in supernatural enti-
ties and related practices believed to afford contact with those entities. Whether
a distinction between ‘material’ and ‘spiritual’ was recognized in prehistory is
another question altogether. These broad definitions noted, it is perhaps safe to
allow that not all Upper Palaeolithic ‘art’ was strictly ‘religious’ —even though itis
virtually impossible to distinguish between what was religious and what was sec-
ular at that time. Nevertheless, the quest for ur-religion is inevitably intertwined
with the origins of art.
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Despite such problems, Upper Palaeolithic art gives illuminating clues about
its authors’ beliefs. European Upper Palaeolithic art covers a long period, from
at least 40,000 to 12,000 BP. In this chapter, we keep to it because it provides
the best available basis for inferences about early prehistoric religion. We must,
however, enter two provisos. The first concerns Palaeolithic religion elsewhere
in the world. Australia was peopled by Homo sapiens sapiens at least 55,000 years
ago, and people there maderock art perhaps as early as 40,000 years ago, certainly
from 25,000 onwards. In Africa, the evidence for portable art and possibly for
rock art may be of the same order. Researchers know hardly anything yet about
Palaeolithic rock art in Asia. The Americas were probably peopled more than
20,000 years ago, though there is debate about this estimate. In the absence of
sufficient evidence, we cannot assume that the early religions of those continents
were the same as those of Upper Palaeolithic Europe, or that the beliefs held
nowadays by indigenous cultures there were handed down unchanged from
prehistoric times. Inevitably, researchers are restricted to western Europe, where
evidence is complex and abundant.

The second proviso concerns ‘late’ prehistory. This is a different subject from
ours, even in Europe. The peoples who built Stonehenge and other standing
stones in the Neolithic and Chalcolithic, those who erected dolmens all over
western Europe, the authors of Levantine rock art in western Spain, of the Alpine
rockartin Valcamonica (Italy) and Monte Bego (France), or again of the rock art of
Scandinavia, may well have had different types of religion(s). Certainly, they had
different social systems and economies. We mention them here even though
they fall outside of our remit because there is still much work to be done on
them.

Rather than skim unsatisfactorily over other regions and ‘late’ prehistory, we
concentrate on Upper Palaeolithic Europe, especially western Europe, where
there is the earliest and the most evidence for humankind’s ur-religion.

Ice Age societies
A different world

Tounderstand Upper Palaeolithicreligion, itis necessary to know how the people
of that time lived. Only then can we discern the ways in which their religion
articulated with daily life and social relations. Religion was not a ‘free-floating),
optional extra to society; it was embedded in the social fabric.
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The European Upper Palaeolithic lasted for nearly 30,000 years, roughly
between 40,000 and 11,000 BP. It ended at the same time as the Ice Age, which
had begun tens of thousands of years before. The lower temperatures had caused
Europe to look very different from what it is now, with thick and extensive ice caps
that covered most of the northern parts of the continent and the high mountain
ranges. As a consequence, the level of the sea was far lower, at times 120 m below
present-day level, a situation which changed the coast lines, in some regions
very markedly. For instance, the entrance to the Cosquer Cave near Marseilles,
now under 37 m of water, was at the time when the paintings were made about
5 km inland. Then, in large areas of Europe, instead of thick forests, there were
scattered clumps of trees, mostly birches and firs, and the cold, windswept plains
were wide bare expanses.

The world in which the Cro-Magnons lived has been reconstructed through
analyses of sediments and pollens recovered from peat bogs, from the debris of
habitation sites, and also through a study of the fauna of the time. Animals were
plentiful to a point which it is difficult for us to imagine because that kind of a
world — full of animals, with very few people — has vanished for ever. Trout and
salmon were abundant in the rivers; they were occasionally caught, particularly
at the end of the Upper Palaeolithic. Huge herds of bison, aurochs and horses
grazing in the valleys were consistently hunted, as were reindeer during their
yearly migrations, and ibexand chamois amongsteep slopes and rocks. When the
climate warmed up a little, during an interglacial of a few centuries or millennia,
deer became more numerous. Among them, a particular genus, called Megaceros
because of its huge antlers, is now extinct, as are so many other animals of the
Ice Age, such as mammoths, hyenas and leopards, woolly rhinoceroses, and cave
bears and cave lions 3 m in length, as well as lesser felines.

Ways of life

The ways of life of Upper Palaeolithic people are known through the remains
of meals scattered around their hearths, together with many tools and weapons
and the debris left over from their making. The people were hunter-gatherers
who lived exclusively from what they could find in nature without practising
either agriculture or herding. They hunted the bigger herbivores, while berries,
leaves, roots, wild fruit and mushrooms probably played a major role in their
diet. Their hunting was indiscriminate, perhaps because so many animals were
about that they did not need to spare pregnant females or the young. In the cave
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of Enléne, for example, many bones of reindeer and bison foetuses were found.
Apparently, Upper Palaeolithic people hunted like other predators and killed the
weakest prey first. They did, however, sometimes concentrate on salmon runs
and migrating herds of reindeer.

Contrary to popular beliefs about ‘cave men’, Upper Palaeolithic people did
not live deep inside caves. They rather chose the foot of cliffs, especially when
an overhang provided good shelter. On the plains and in the valleys, they used
tents made from hides of the animals they killed. At times, on the great Russian
plains, they built huts with huge bones and tusks collected from the skeletons of
mammoths.

Men hunted mostly with spears; the bow and arrow was probably not invented
until the Magdalenian period that came at the end of the Upper Palaeolithic.
Tools and weapons, made out of wood or reindeer antlers, often had flint cutting
edges. Flint knappers were skilful and traditions in flint knapping were pursued
for thousands of years. This continuity means that they must have been carefully
taught how to find good flint nodules and how to knap them in order to make
knives, burins (chisel-like tools) or scrapers, which could be used for various
purposes.

Only a small part of the implements they used has, however, been preserved,
and we know little about wooden artefacts, cured hides, clothing and body dec-
oration, except for the stone or bone pendants and beads which they wore.
Tool-making traditions changed over time, but very slowly, and a series of Upper
Palaeolithic ‘cultures’, or ‘industries’, has been defined from flint and bone tool
assemblages.

The first fully Upper Palaeolithic culture was the Aurignacian. Then, from
around 28,000 BP, the people of the Gravettian culture consistently used a par-
ticular sharp elongated flint point, probably as the head of wooden long-shafted
spears. The Solutrean culture developed about 22,000 BP. Flint-knapping was
then at its best. These people invented a tool — the bone needle — which has kept
exactly the same shape for 20,000 years, even if its material has been changed
to steel. Magdalenians, from around 18,000 to 11,500 BPB, are famous for their
portable art, for the invention of the barbed harpoon towards the end of the
period, and also for their use of the spear-thrower, a clever device which enabled
them to project their spears much farther with deadly accuracy.

Were these changes due to the movement of groups of people from one part of
Europe to another, or did inventions spread slowly over vast areas as many spe-
cialists believe? Certainly, it is probable that travellers went to far-away places:
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perforated sea shells used as pendants have been found far inland on sites
belonging to all the cultures of the Upper Palaeolithic. Those travellers carried
not only goods to bring back or to exchange but also ideas and myths. At the
same time, both goods and beliefs could have been passed from community
to community. These are probably the main reasons why Palaeolithic art and
religion show a deep overall unity, despite regional and temporal differences.

Some specifics of the art

As we have seen, paintings and engravings are not all in deep caves: some are
on open-air rock surfaces. The rituals and the roles of these different locations
may (or may not) have been different. Be that as it may, systematically going very
far into extensive caves during some periods, particularly in the Magdalenian
but also for a long time before (e.g. Chauvet Cave, about 31,000 BP), is a rare
phenomenon in the history of humankind, and nowhere except in the European
Palaeolithic has it been found to last, as it did then, for more than 20,000 years.

Right from the beginning (i.e. the Aurignacian), the techniques of image-
making were fully mastered. True, they were not all ‘great artists’, but some were
outstanding. For example, in the Chauvet Cave, as early as 31,000 BP, they seem
to have evolved different means for showing spatial perspective. They also made
sophisticated use of shading and captured the expressions of the animals they
drew with an astonishing vividness. Such expertise in so many caves of varying
antiquity - for example Lascaux (about 17,000 BP) and Altamira, Niaux, Font-de-
Gaume, Rouffignac or Les Trois-Freres (all about 13,000 to 15,000 BP) — suggests
that the ‘artists’ were, in some sense, trained. Cave art, at least, was not for
everybody. Who, then, made the images? And what did they believe they were
accomplishing?

Sources of knowledge

In the absence of writing and oral tradition, the sources of knowledge about pre-
historic religion(s) must necessarily be oblique. There are four kinds of evidence.

Material remains

Remains recovered, often but not always, by means of excavations provide evi-
dence for the ways of life of the people who left them. They are mostly the results
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of actions with practical purposes — or at least which appear so to us — like mak-
ing fires and cooking meat, or making tools and weapons. Such activities can,
however, have a variety of meanings which we have no way of knowing. For
example, certain kinds of stone could have been associated with specific social
groups and have pointed to highly or lowly valued activities. More obviously, per-
sonal adornments, like pendants, shells and beads, could have had an aesthetic
value and have been meant to please the eye and add to a person’s allure, but
they could also have been - indeed probably were — symbols of rank and pres-
tige. They could also have had a concomitant religious significance. In modern
western society, a gold cross worn as a pendant may have all of those meanings.

Other material remains seem to have had no practical purpose that we can
imagine and were probably motivated by something other than practical neces-
sities, though we must always remember that a distinction between ‘practical’
and ‘non-practical’ was probably not clear-cut in Upper Palaeolithic societies.
The burials and grave-goods to which we have referred are instances of activities
that seem to have gone beyond the purely practical. The earliest evidence for
Upper Palaeolithic graves has been found in the Middle East, where anatomi-
cally modern bodies were buried with ‘offerings’ as early as 90,000 to 100,000
years ago at Qafzeh (Fig. 1.2) and Skhul. What had been exceptional during the
time ofthe Neanderthals was now becoming commonplace: indeed, grave-goods
accompany Homo sapiens sapiens dead as a matter of course. Some sites have
extremely elaborate burials. For instance, at Sungir, in Russia, two children were
buried with beautiful ivory spearheads, ivory statuettes and thousands of beads.
Red ochre was also frequently used. Sometimes a corpse was placed on a layer
of ochre; in other instances it was sprinkled with ochre, either over the whole
body or more often on and around the head, as at Dolni Vestonice in the Czech
Republic (Fig. 1.3).

Of course, disposing of dead bodies may be seen as a necessity. But digging a
grave, scattering it with red ochre (which might symbolise blood or life), deposit-
ing fine flint or ivory artefacts, reindeer antlers or the leg of an animal near a
corpse or on top of it, are different matters altogether. They seem to testify to
a belief that a dead person is, in some way or other, still valuable and needs
not only ‘respect’ but also perhaps some kind of ‘help’ in the form of material
goods. Many researchers argue that such practices make sense only if we sur-
mise that the people thought that there was another world to which the dead
went. As we have seen, recently discovered Bruniquel arrangements of stalag-
mites and stalactites seem to make that belief as old as the later Neanderthals,
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Fig. 1.2. The child burial at Qafzeh (Israel) showing the layout of the body, the added
limestone blocks and the offerings. From Vandermeersch 1970.

and as to our own species, it would have been firmly established by the time
modern humans reached the Middle East around 100,000 years ago. Belief in a
supernatural world to which the dead go can be safely assumed for the Upper
Palaeolithic. What forms those beliefs took is a question that we address below.

Portable art was consistently made by those anatomically modern people.
They carved and engraved mammoth tusk ivory, bones and reindeer antlers,
probably wood, and sometimes stone plaquettes. Many of these objects, such as
the plaquettes, seem to have no practical purpose. But when a tool or aweapon is
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Fig. 1.3. Triple Upper Palaeolithic burial at Dolni Vestonice (Czech Republic). 1:
charcoal and stone tools, 2: red ochre, 3: molluscs 4: human and animal teeth and
ivory pendant, 5: side of the pit. From B. Klima.
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beautifully carved with a representation of, say, an animal, this sort of art may go
far beyond a mere wish to add beauty to it. Some of the finest pieces of portable
art are the spear-throwers, implements that enabled their users to cast a spear
much farther and with considerably more strength and accuracy than by brute
force: the ‘magical’ power of the spear-thrower could well have been enhanced
by the power of the image that it bore.

Both burials and portable art can be dated by their archaeological context and
by the radiocarbon technique, which provides firm temporal landmarks and -
in the case of portable art — enables researchers to make comparisons with the
images found on the cave walls.

The art of the caves and shelters

‘Cave art’ is a misleading phrase, because Upper Palaeolithic people made
engravings and paintings not only in the complete darkness of deep caves, but
also in shelters where light could reach the walls and even on cliff faces or boul-
ders, as recent finds in Spain and Portugal confirm. The rituals and the roles of
these different locations may (or may not) have been different.

About 350 cave and open art sites are currently known all over Europe, from
the tip of the Iberian Peninsula (Andalucia) to the Urals. France has about 160
sites, and Spain nearly as many. The rest are scattered in Portugal, the south of
Italy and Sicily, and a few in central Europe and in Russia.

Striking continuities may be discerned throughout the very long period of
the Upper Palaeolithic. Whether in the light or in the dark, broadly the same
images of animals and geometric signs were made with the same techniques
and the same conventions, though exclusively regional and temporal features
are certainly identifiable and should not be ignored. For pigment, they used iron
oxides for the reds and charcoal or manganese dioxide for the blacks. They made
images with their fingers on soft surfaces inside the caves, or finer ones with flint
tools on the harder surfaces of walls and ceilings. To explore the deeper caves,
they used wooden torches and, later on, grease lamps with a wick.

Upper Palaeolithic artists depicted mostly animals and geometric ‘signs’. From
among the available animals around them, the image-makers chose to represent
the big herbivores which they hunted, especially horses, bison and aurochs, ibex
and all varieties of deer. Aurignacians (as at the Chauvet Cave) seem to have
favoured the most fearsome species: woolly rhinoceroses, cave lions, mammoths
and cave bears. In all periods, birds and fish are only occasionally featured. Some
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creatures are very rare, like snakes, wolves, foxes and insects. Some animals are
‘monsters’ that have no counterpart in nature. The choices made have nothing
to do with the relative proportions of animal species in the neighbourhood.
Significantly, anthropomorphic images are rare, and usually appear deliberately
sketchy or as caricatures.

The sun, stars and moon were never drawn, nor the ground line. No moun-
tains, no huts, no natural landscapes, and very few recognizable representations
of tools, weapons or personal adornment. Generally, the images were painted
or engraved without any obvious reference to one another: explicit ‘scenes’ are
exceptional. Clearly, Upper Palaeolithic art was not intended to give an accu-
rate account of the world outside the caves. Rather, it concerned beliefs enter-
tained by the authors of the images. The image-makers were dealing with specific
kinds of interactions between selected parts of the material and the supernatural
worlds and with how they could take advantage of forces deriving from those
interactions.

This (at this stage perhaps bold) inference brings us to what may be called
religious beliefs. It seems to be supported by the two different types of location
that are found in the caves. Paintings and engravings are sometimes in small
narrow recesses where only one person can crawl (Fig. 1.4). In this case, the
images were obviously not meant to be seen by large groups, and we may surmise
that, unlike paintings in western art galleries, the act of making them mattered
more than the finished product. In other cases, like the Chamber of the Bulls in
Lascaux or the Salon Noir in Niaux, the paintings were arranged in vast chambers
in a most spectacular way. Here, it was probably not only the act of making the
images that was important; they seem to have been meant to impress spectators.
These two types of subterranean location are not mutually exclusive: both can
be found in the same cave. As we shall see in a subsequent section, they reflect
different uses of the chambers and passages, and different rites and ceremonies
within a religious and cosmological framework.

One of the consistent and remarkable features of Upper Palaeolithic images
provides a clue to the people’s attitude towards these different locations. Upper
Palaeolithic people, throughout the period, used features of the natural relief in
their animal images. Examples of this are extremely numerous. For instance, a
concavity in the wall was sometimes seen as the dorsal line of a bison, and the
rest of the animal was drawn in relation to it (Niaux). Under the flickering light of
smoky torches, people seem to have been looking for animal shapes in the rock
surfaces; when they found them, they sometimes completed them. Often, too,
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Fig. 1.4. Many figures of reindeer, ibex and bison were engraved in a place where only
one person can squeeze in. Les Trois-Freres (France). From Abbé H. Breuil 1952.
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they painted animals as though they were issuing from cracks, fissures, recesses
or holes, as at Rouffignac and Chauvet.

The remarkable uniformity of the complex of imagery and, especially, the
locations of Upper Palaeolithic art, both too often overlooked by late twentieth-
century researchers, means that the beliefs which underlay the making of the
images probably followed the same general, overall pattern for human groups
far distant in space and in time. This point is important because it testifies to a
long-standingreligion and cosmology that certainly changed regionally and with
time but which remained fundamentally the same for more than 20,000 years.
In studying Upper Palaeolithic art, researchers need to pay constant attention to
both continuity and change; to ignore one or the other, as is common today;, is
to deny the evidence.

Human activities in the caves

For archaeologists, deep caves have an advantage over shelters and open air
sites: if they are not vandalized as soon as they are discovered (Lascaux) or by
early modern visitors (Niaux), the chances are that many activities of the people
who frequented them in Palaeolithic times may have been preserved (Fontanet,
Chauvet, Tuc d’Audoubert; Clottes 1998, 1999). This contextualizing evidence
is as important as the images themselves; unfortunately, it has not always been
givenits due because researchers have concentrated on the ‘beauty’ of theimages
and their evolutionary place in art history.

Footprints, handprints and other traces provide valuable information about
Upper Palaeolithic visitors to the caves, such as their numbers and their ages.
We thus know that very young children, one aged about six in Fontanet and a
three-year-old in Tuc d’Audoubert, were taken into the deep caves. Footprints of
an eight- to ten-year old boy from a much earlier period were recently found in
Chauvet. A number of remains are from what researchers have, rashly, taken to
be purely ‘practical’ activities They include the remains of fires, hearths, torches,
and bones left over after meals, as well as ‘lost’ tools.

Other remains clearly cannot be explained as the result of ‘practical’ activities.
Deposits of objects, such as bear teeth or teeth of other animals, shells, flints
or antlers, in small cavities in the walls almost certainly testify to ritual prac-
tices. After attention had been drawn to them in some Pyrenean caves (Bégouén
and Clottes 1981), such discoveries became common. In the Magdalenian caves
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of Enlene, Montespan, Troubat, Bédeilhac, Portel, Tuc d’Audoubert, all in the
Pyrenees, many small pieces of bone were found forcibly thrust into cracks in
the cave wall. Others were discovered in far older contexts at Gargas, one being
radiocarbon dated to 26,860 BP + 460. Very recently, another was found in the
Chauvet cave where the dates for the cave art are still older. Again, whatever
changes undoubtedly took place, there is strong evidence that similar activities
were practised in the deep caves for many thousands of years.

Ethnography and analogy

Some historians of religion have attempted to reconstruct ur-religion by com-
parative methods that seek to isolate the oldest components of ethnographi-
cally recorded religions. To these components they sometimes add what they
take to be universal human traits, such as a desire to explain natural phenom-
ena. Archaeologists, on the other hand, have been much less inclined to follow
these routes. Some have tried to infer religion directly from material evidence;
others have sought relations between material evidence and specific, ethno-
graphically recorded rituals and beliefs. All these approaches, whether of histo-
rians of religion or of archaeologists, are fraught with logical problems. Indeed,
much unnecessary debate results from a lack of agreement on what constitutes
evidence and how explanations should be constructed. An explicit methodol-
ogy needs to be developed and accepted before interdisciplinary debate can be
meaningful.

Today all archaeologists agree that the Homo sapiens sapiens populations of
30,000 or 40,000 years ago were anatomically and physiologically the same as we
are. They had the same brains and nervous system, the same cognitive abilities
as us. What changed drastically over the millennia that succeeded the Upper
Palaeolithic was their economic and social conditions and their ways of life.
But, during the Upper Palaeolithic, the people remained hunters and gatherers.
Though challenged by some researchers, it has therefore been long accepted that
when we want to interpret the material remains of Upper Palaeolithic activities
we have a much better chance of success if we turn to hunter-gatherer cultures
than by trying to apply the logic of western people living in an industrial society.
Such cultures have been ethnographically well documented in many parts of the
world, in the Americas, in Africa and in Australia.

This concern with hunter-gatherers certainly does not mean that we should
take any of those cultures as a model that we can apply directly to Upper
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Palaeolithic people. That would be a serious error. Nor should we err, as the
earlier European researchers did when they examined ‘primitive’ arts for simi-
larities with the art of the ancient caves and shelters. If a geometric design in a
French cave looks like a hut somewhere in central Africa, it does not necessarily
mean that its maker intended it to depict a hut. There are, however, some uni-
versals in human ways of thinking, and those can be used, with circumspection,
to interpret Palaeolithic evidence. For example, all over the world, deep caves
are considered as the realm of the spirits, or of the dead, or of the gods, as a
supernatural world parallel to ours yet below it, as a dangerous world to which
very few - if any — have access and then only for very precise purposes (Clottes
and Lewis-Williams 1998; Lewis-Williams 2002).

Ethnographic analogy can throw some light on the results of people’s actions
both in the deep caves where they rarely went and in the shelters where they
dwelt. Without such analogies, researchers must necessarily fall back on covert
and highly misleading analogies with modern western thought and life. But they
need to avoid a facile game of ‘ethnographic snap’ and to explore multiple, not
just one or two, analogies that are based on universal links between activities
and evidence, what philosophers of science call ‘strong relations of relevance’.
In brief, ‘strong relations of relevance’ are causal or other necessary connections
between, say, A and B in the ethnographic record. If we find B in the archaeolog-
ical record, we can infer the presence of A. In this way, ethnographic analogy can
extend the range of possible explanations beyond the confines of our own expe-
rience. Always, those explanations must ‘fit’ the diversity of Upper Palaeolithic
evidence (Lewis-Williams 1991).

Former understandings of ur-religion

Studies of early religion, as evidenced by Upper Palaeolithic art, have always
been to some extent ‘of their time’. Despite recourse to ethnographic analogies,
explanations have been expressed in the concepts and terms of the historically
situated community in which they were formulated. All too often, postulated
Upper Palaeolithic religion bears a clear stamp of the researchers’ own beliefs —
or lack of beliefs. Noting this seemingly ineluctable trammel of circumstances,
some late twentieth-century researchers adopt a pessimistic view; for them, early
religion is altogether unrecoverable. This is a point to which we return, but we
raise it here to acknowledge that explanations are indeed historically situated.
That can hardly be disputed. The question is: Are they irredeemably so?
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Art for art’s sake

In the second half of the nineteenth century, with the scientific community’s
acceptance of the existence of ‘prehistory’, and even more after Charles Dar-
win published his work on evolution, bitter strifes erupted, and scientists found
themselves attacked by religious traditionalists. In this disputatious time, anti-
clerical prehistorians, in particular Gabriel de Mortillet, strongly opposed the
idea that Upper Palaeolithic portable art — which had then been recently dis-
covered in caves in the Pyrenees and the Dordogne - could have anything to do
with religious sentiments: “The aim of all those works of art was only to adorn
weapons, tools and pendants’ (in Delporte 1990: 191). In this view, art was gra-
tuitous and resulted from a powerful, innate drive in human nature to create
beautiful things that were not associated with any form of religion.

The ‘art for art’s sake’ theory, as this explanation became known, was aban-
doned asa global explanation for Palaeolithic art at the beginning of the twentieth
century. It was in 1902 that cave art —first revealed in the cave of Altamira (Spain)
in 1879 —was belatedly accepted by the scientific establishment. It seemed obvi-
ous that people would not have penetrated deep underground simply to make
objets d’art.

Nowadays, art for art’s sake still crops up in various guises. It is, after all, indis-
putable that many images show what we, at any rate, see as superb aesthetic
qualities, but to reason that they were therefore made for purely aesthetic pur-
poses is to be caught in a circular argument. Even today, some researchers infer
an ‘aesthetic imperative’ from the art and then use this supposed universal drive
to explain the art.

Sympathetic magic

Attheverybeginning of the twentieth century the first religious conception of the
artwas proposed (Reinach 1903). Itwas to enjoy enormous prestige after the Abbé
Henri Breuil and his friend Count Henri Bégouén formalized and popularized it.
‘Hunting magic’, as it was generally called, was even exported abroad and used
to interpret ethnic arts and practices in Africa and America.

Fundamentally, hunting magic was a type of sympathetic, or imitative, magic
that was based on a postulated identity between an image and the reality it
represented. As a result of tampering with the image one could exercise power
over the person or animal that it represented. Imitative and contagious magic
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(in which actual parts rather than likeness supply the link) were concepts that
Sir James Frazer popularized towards the end of the nineteenth century. Frazer
believed that religion originated in magic and that it would eventually give way
to science.

Taking up such widely current ideas about ‘primitive societies’, Breuil and
Bégouén argued that, when prehistoric ‘sorcerers’ went into the deep caverns,
it was not to create beautiful works of art in remote places which were hardly
ever visited. Rather, it was for practical purposes, to help with the basic reality
of their lives: essentially, to exercise a form of control over the animals that
provided their means of sustenance. From that point of view, only the making of
the drawing or the carving was important. ‘The representation of an animal was
an actvaluable in itself. Once it had been accomplished, its immediate result, the
drawing, no longer had the slightest importance’ (Bégouén 1939: 211). This, it
was thought, explained why most paintings and engravings did not seem to have
any relationship to one another and could even be superimposed in intricate
palimpsests (Fig. 1.4).

Eventually, three types of sympathetic magic were postulated to account for
cave art. First, hunting magic was considered to be by far the most important.
By representing animals and by marking them with spear-like signs, a sorcerer
facilitated their killing. Incomplete animal outlines were taken to mean that
the makers wanted to weaken the animals and diminish their defence abilities.
Geometric signs were then interpreted as weapons, wounds or traps. Secondly,
destructive magic was said to have been used against the most dangerous species,
such as bears, lions and rhinoceroses. Thirdly, fertility magic helped to increase
the herds of herbivores by representing mating scenes or pregnant females. The
few human figures were taken to represent sorcerers or gods, especially when
they were given animal characteristics, like those in Les Trois Freres and Gabillou
(Fig. 1.5).

Some of these ideas still make sense. Modern ethnology has abundantly shown
that most cultures, not only traditional ones, did and still do try to change the
natural course of events in order to facilitate daily life. To do this, they resort
to magical/religious practices. Trying to avoid catastrophes, to cure the sick, to
make rain fall, to enlarge animal herds and to kill them more easily, to restore
a lost equilibrium in nature by various means, all this seems to be part of the
universals in human thinking. Indeed, the proposition that Upper Palaeolithic
people went into the deep caves to perform ceremonies in another more sacred
and potent world is a concept far more believable than any other. Inside the
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Fig. 1.5. Paleolithic therianthropes, with an association of human and animal
features. Top and right: Les Trois-Freres, Left: Gabillou. From Abbé H. Breuil and
Gaussen.
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caves, their constant use of natural reliefs, the lack of visibility and remoteness
of so many of their drawings and their frequent superimpositions do support
the idea that each figure was intrinsically important and that the image-makers’
primary aim was often its making rather than the end result. This inference does
not, however, necessarily imply the existence of sympathetic magic.

Over the years sympathetic magic was criticized and finally abandoned - at
least as an all-encompassing explanation — for a number of reasons. Many con-
tradictions were pointed out. If sympathetic magic had really been at the root
of Upper Palaeolithic religion and art, one would have expected to find a large
majority of animals wounded with spears, many pregnant females and blatant
sexual scenes. Also, the most hunted animals should have been the ones most
frequently represented. In fact, the existing evidence, such as it has accumulated
over the century, is quite different. Animals with weapons or wounds depicted
on them are a minority, and pregnant females are nearly as rare as mating scenes.
Moreover, there is no correlation between the animals eaten — as evidenced by
broken and charred bones on habitation sites — and those painted or engraved in
caves. In addition, images like hand stencils, jumbles of indeterminate lines and
composite creatures cannot be convincingly explained by sympathetic magic.
We have reservations about the logical force of some of these objections; they
seem to be of the if-I-were-a-horse variety (if I were a horse this is how I would
think about X). The best way to counter the naively simplistic sympathetic magic
explanation is to provide a better one.

Totemism

At the beginning of the twentieth century, under the influence of nineteenth-
century writers such as James Frazer and the sociologist Emile Durkheim, many
researchers were tempted by totemism, as an ‘elementary form of religious life’
and, putatively, the most ancient (Durkheim in Delporte 1990: 192).

According to this explanation, human groups had a privileged relationship,
often a result of supposed descent, with a particular animal or vegetable species
thatwould beits ‘totem’ (an Algonquian word) and which it would revere. Off and
on, the totemic hypothesis has found renewal of favour in various forms with
some authors, but it has never enjoyed the success of sympathetic magic. Its
appeal is probably due to the representation of so many animal images in cave
art, and its lack of success to the oft-quoted fact that one does not find caves
devoted to a single animal species (as one would expect in the case of totemism);
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instead, the representation of a very limited range of species occurs in most
caves. In a totemic society, extending all over Europe and lasting for millennia,
there should have been far greater diversity in the themes painted and engraved
(Leroi-Gourhan 1964: 147). But this may be another if-I-were-a-horse objection:
it is impossible to say that a totemic community should or should not do this or
that.

In any event, anthropologists today regard totemism as a highly problematic
concept. Certainly, as Claude Lévi-Strauss and other researchers have shown,
totemism is much more complex than most students of Upper Palaeolithic art
seem to realise.

Structuralism

In the 1960s a new philosophical paradigm seized the imagination of many social
scientists; certainly, it could not be termed simplistic or naive. Following the
earlier pioneering Marxist writer Max Raphael, Annette Laming-Emperaire and
above all André Leroi-Gourhan proposed a structuralist theory to account for
the religious practices supposed to have taken place in the painted caves. Their
standpoint was different from their predecessors’ in so far as they refused to start
from an ethnographic hypothesis or to use ethnographic analogy. According to
them, anin-depth study of the caves themselves should provide enough evidence
to understand the broad outlines of Upper Palaeolithic religion. Details and most
probably even some essential aspects of Upper Palaeolithic religion were, they
allowed, irretrievably lost.

The ‘broad outline’, in terms of structuralism, was a set of binary oppositions
that could be ‘read’ so that one opposition (e.g. light : darkness) could be used
to talk about another (e.g. good : evil). According to structuralists, such as Lévi-
Strauss, this kind of binary and analogical thinking is ‘wired into’ the human
brain.

For structuralists, the cave itself was an essential part in the conceptions of
its users. Upper Palaeolithic people did not scatter their drawings randomly;
on the contrary, they placed them carefully according to a pre-ordained idea of
an ideal ‘sanctuary’. They brought to every cave the same mental scheme and
applied this to its particular topography. Thus, selected species of animals and
particular geometric signs were drawn next to the entrances or at the ends of
the galleries, others in recesses and in out-of-the-way passages; importantly,
others were placed on large central panels. The varying configurations of the
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caves delimited areas that were used differently or that had a particular value in
themselves: for example, fissures were female, as was the cave itself.

Indeed, the gist of the Upper Palaeolithic binary conception of the world was,
for Leroi-Gourhan and Laming-Emperaire, sexual and could be expressed by a
simple binary opposition: male : female. They noticed that bison and horses,
the most frequent animals represented, were so often pictured side by side that
their relationship went beyond the bounds of coincidence. They then postulated
that horses and bison constituted a binary opposition that represented the male
and female principles, both antagonistically and complementarily. For Leroi-
Gourhan, bison were female and horses male; it was the opposite for Laming-
Emperaire. Geometric signs were also given a male or female symbolic mean-
ing according to their shapes: ‘narrow’ signs were male, while ‘wide’ signs were
female. According to these two researchers, male and female animals and signs
were combined with the topographic and morphological features of the cave
to express a gendered binary conception of the world that lasted for 20,000 to
25,000 years all over Europe.

Both the empirical content and the temporal component of the structuralist
theory were severely criticized. As a result, its proponents either abandoned it
(Laming-Emperaire) or later expressed reservations (Leroi-Gourhan). The main
reason for their doubts was that, while striving towards an apparent objectivity
through the use of statistics, the determination of the criteria on which those
statistics were based was wholly subjective and sometimes circular. For instance,
‘entrances’ were often established by proximity to the outside world; at other
times, the location of ‘entrance’ art was established by the species depicted, even
though the location was comparatively deep underground. As for the female or
male value of animals and signs, was it conceivable that one animal could have
as much importance as a dozen of the other sex on the same panel, as Leroi-
Gourhan believed? Would the image-makers have pictured a majority of male
bison to represent what was interpreted as a female symbol? Would the Upper
Palaeolithic practitioners have drawn signs so far removed in appearance from
the sexual organs that they were supposed to symbolize?

Leroi-Gourhanwas perfectly aware that, rather than an interpretation of Upper
Palaeolithic religion, his theory provided an ‘excessively extensive framework’.
Cave art was ‘the expression of concepts about the natural and supernatural
organization (which must have been one in Palaeolithic thought) of the living
world’ (Leroi-Gourhan 1965: 120). The rest was unknowable. We were looking at
a theatre, but ‘only its scenery has reached us, the traces of actions are extremely
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scarce and most often incomprehensible. So that we must study an empty stage
as though we were asked to reconstitute a play, without having ever seen it,
from painted props where a palace, a lake and a forest have been painted in the
background’ (Leroi-Gourhan 1964: 149-50).

After an initial reaction of conservatism and rejection — as is so often the
case with revolutionary theories — the influence of Laming-Emperaire and Leroi-
Gourhan was immense. It is still felt today in various ways. For some prehistori-
ans, what was theory and hypothesis has become fact and brooks no discussion,
whether it be the structure of the caves or the impossibility of knowledge about
religious beliefs and rites. Other followers of Leroi-Gourhan are more interested
in looking for structures within panels or in the semiology of the themes (sym-
bols) represented. More positively, most researchers now reject notions of ‘prim-
itive thinking’ and accept that Upper Palaeolithic thought patterns were like our
own, whether they were binary or not.

Still, most modern researchers agree with Leroi-Gourhan’s pessimism, though
they take it further than he did. This is why they do not try to understand what
the images may mean and are satisfied with vague concepts (undefined religion,
magic, totemism, the expression of myths, etc.). They confine themselves to
empirical work, much of it absolutely indispensable. But they do not tackle the
problem of why Upper Palaeolithic people went so far underground to make
their paintings and drawings on cave walls.

Ur-religion

So far, we have examined some of the complex evidence for — and the consid-
erable difficulties in the way of discovering — humankind’s Upper Palaeolithic
religion. Small wonder that earlier writers often fell back on rather vague notions
such as ‘animism’, the belief that the physical world is animated by supernatu-
ral powers, or ‘fetishism’, the worship of inanimate things and animals, or the
intellectualists’ ‘primitive aetiology’, baffled ‘savages” inventing bizarre super-
natural forces to explain natural phenomena, or an original belief in ‘souls’ and
‘spirits’ arising from dreams of the dead. Small wonder, too, that today pes-
simism and, worse, thoroughgoing epistemological cynicism have become de
rigueur in some quarters. Fortunately, there are still researchers who do not
embrace a priori defeat and believe that the task, daunting though it be, is worth
addressing.
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For many years an explanation has hovered in the background, undevel-
oped and insufficiently explored: Upper Palaeolithic religion was in some sense
shamanistic. Leroi-Gourhan (1964: 147-8) dismissed these poorly argued sug-
gestions. He exposed the superficiality of comparing photographs of modern
shamans with the images of ‘sorcerers’ in Les Trois Freres or Gabillou (Fig. 1.5),
or of finding a simplistic parallel between the bird on a pole in Lascaux and the
American Pacific Northwest practice of putting the effigy of a bird on top of a
shaman’s tomb. He was, of course, correct.

Since those early attempts, others have tackled the problem more thoroughly.
Mircea Eliade, for instance, thought that it was no coincidence that many sim-
ilarities existed between shamanism in the Altai and in the Americas, as ‘a cer-
tain form of shamanism was probably brought to the two American continents
with the first waves of immigrants’ (Eliade 1951:267). Shamanism, he argued,
was humankind’s first religion. Weston Labarre, Joan Halifax and, in particular,
Andreas Lommel suggested that some paintings and engravings in Lascaux and
Les Trois Freres represent shamans and their spirit-helpers. More recently, Noel
Smith (1992) has made the point that some motifs may represent ‘vital forces’
associated with some form of shamanism.

When early European travellers explored central Asia, they encountered ritual
specialists who, in the Tungus language of Siberia, were given the name shaman.
As an accident of history, these Siberian shamans came to represent ‘classic’
shamanism, and Siberia became the ‘type site’ of shamanism. Later, similar spe-
cialists and practices were found in North America, Africa and elsewhere, and
the name was extended to those places.

Today, some researchers emphasize differences rather than similarities and
question the integrity of ‘shamanism’ as a category of belief and practice. They
see ‘shamanism’ as a semantic trap. Certainly, there has been much ambiguity
and vagueness in the ways that the word has been used. Some writers emphasize
ecstatic relations with a spiritual realm to the exclusion of social relations; others
downplay the role of altered states of consciousness. Some critics go further and
claim that ‘shamanism’ should not be termed a religion; for them, it is rather
a ‘configuration’ of belief and practice that can be identified in a number of
religions. At the same time, there are researchers who believe that the critics
have gone too far and that the word still has validity — provided it is carefully
defined (e.g. Hultkranz 1996). It is therefore necessary to state clearly what we
understand by the word.
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Although other societies sometimes have elements of shamanism, we confine
our definition to hunter-gatherers and propose ten characteristics of shamanism
as it is practised in such societies; elements of shamanism may well appear in
other kinds of society, but it is not of them that we speak.

1. Fundamentally, hunter-gatherer shamanism is posited on a range of altered
states of consciousness, be they induced by ingestion of hallucinogens,
rhythmic driving, such as insistent drumming and dancing, hyperventila-
tion, sensory deprivation, pathological conditions, etc. Dreams, too, should
be included here. Such states are often termed ‘trance’ or ‘ecstasy’. Of neces-
sity, they are institutionalized, that is, they have social consequences.

2. Visual, aural and somatic experiences of altered states that are ‘wired’ into the
human nervous system give rise to conceptions of an ‘alternative reality’ that
is frequently tiered. Three tiers are common, but socially complex hunter-
gatherers often acknowledge more. It is this sort of cosmology that makes
contact with the supernatural realm possible. Cosmology is both enabling
and constraining.

3. People with special powers and skills, shamans, are believed to have
access to this alternative reality. In some societies, there is one shaman
to a community; in others, there are more. Some shamans are politically
powerful; others are not influential outside of their ritual performances. The
important point is that shamans are intermediaries between their commu-
nities and supernaturals. The mastery of ecstasy therefore has important
socio-political implications in shamanistic communities.

4. The behaviour of the human nervous system in certain altered states cre-
ates the illusion of dissociation from one’s body, sometimes known as ‘spirit
loss’ or ‘extra-corporeal activity’. Less commonly in hunter-gatherer soci-
eties, this experience is understood as possession by external spirits. Pos-
session and extra-corporeal travel are believers’ explanations of trance or
ecstasy. Shamans use dissociation and the other experiences of altered states
to achieve a variety of ends, such as the following (all four are not universally
present):

Contacting spirits and supernatural entities;

Controlling the movements and lives of real animals;

Healing the sick;

Changing the weather.

® N oo
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9. These functions and entry into an altered state are believed to be facilitated
by a variously conceived supernatural power, or energy, that may, in some
ways, be likened to electricity.

10. This power is often associated with spirit-helpers (often in the form of ani-
mals) who impart it to shamans and assist them in the performance of their
tasks. Commonly, shamans encounter their spirit-helper during a ‘vision
quest’. Whether some shamans may be said to be ‘possessed’ by such spirit-
helpers is a question to be decided for each community individually, though
by no means easily so.

It will be clear that this descriptive definition is broad and not tied to any
one ethnographically recorded shamanistic community; the restrictive Siberia-
centric view should be abandoned. Indeed, given the Ice Age way of life that we
have described, it seemslikely that Upper Palaeolithic shamanism did not exactly
match any specific instance known today. It is essential that researchers remain
flexible and do not force ethnography onto Upper Palaeolithic data. Ethnography
should bring to light special features of Upper Palaeolithic religion, not obscure
them. Itshould also be clear that a certain amount of fuzziness around the edges —
instances that are difficult to categorize as being or not being shamanistic —does
not invalidate the central notion. In the old world, hunter-gatherers have reli-
gious practitioners who enter altered states to perform tasks such as those we
have listed. The widespread occurrence of shamanism results not from diffu-
sionism but (in part) from universal neurological inheritance that includes the
capacity of the nervous system to enter altered states and the need to make sense
of the resulting experiences and hallucinations within a foraging community.

These three points strongly suggest that there were, in all probability, some
types of shamanism in the Upper Palaeolithic. Exactly what form shamans took
and what their social status was, and how shamanism changed through the long
period of the Upper Palaeolithic are all questions requiring research. Before we
attempt to answer them, two methodological cruxes need to be clarified. As
we have already had cause to point out, it is uncertainty about an appropriate
method of study thatinhibits researchers’ quest for humankind’s ur-religion and,
at least in part, induces epistemological cynicism.

The first methodological point derives from the observation that, broadly (and
perhaps somewhat unfairly) stated, explanations for religion have been either
psychological or social in nature. Psychological explanations include the one
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that Bronislaw Malinowski developed as a result of his work with the Trobriand
Islanders. Faced with death and other crises, he argued, people experience fear
and anxiety and then alleviate their tensions by the performance of religious
rituals; religion is cathartic. Developing similar notions, Sigmund Freud postu-
lated that feelings of guilt lay at the bottom of religion and that religion usefully
assuaged these debilitating feelings (of course, religion also creates a sense of
guilt). Like these psychological theories, early sociological theories of religion
also had a pragmatist flavour. Their proponents argued that religion is useful
because it makes for social cohesion and continuity: religion is the ‘glue’ of soci-
ety. Durkheim, one of the great sociologists of religion, rejected the notion that
religion could simply be a mistake, arising from a misunderstanding of dreams
and trances. For him, religion was like language; it was social rather than per-
sonal, and it was learned. He agreed with those who saw totemism as the original
religion and went on to argue that the totem — and eventually ‘god’ —was the tribe
made divine. Religion is a system of ideas and rituals that represents to people
the society to which they belong. Marxists present this notion in a more sophis-
ticated form. They argue that religion is part of a ‘superstructure’ that in some
ways reflects the socio-economic relations of the ‘infrastructure’. At the same
time, religion can be part of ideology and mask the true nature of exploitative
social relations — the famed ‘opiate of the people’.

We shall not discuss the problems that arise from these views. Neither the
psychological nor the purely sociological explanations for religion are, in them-
selves, persuasive. By contrast, the shamanistic account which we are outlining
unites psychology and sociology, though our emphasis on the antiquity of the
human nervous system and the ways in which it behaves in altered states is in
some sense reducing ‘psychology’ to physiology, or more precisely to neurophys-
iology. Essentially, the unity of psychology and sociology consists in the way in
which each society is bound to make sense of and to socialize the products of
the nervous system. That ‘taming’ of the mind in altered states is always histor-
ically and socially situated. The ways in which it happens cannot be predicted
from neuropsychology alone. Methodologically, therefore, we need to consider
both the behaviour of the nervous system and the social contexts in which this
behaviour takes place; there are intricate relationships between the two.

The second methodological point follows on from the first. Having established
the broadly conceived behaviour of the nervous system in altered states and the
diverse ways in which it is accommodated in foraging societies, researchers need
to examine the empirical evidence that has come down to us from the Upper
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Palaeolithic. We have every reason to believe: (a) that the people of that period
would have had to make sense of altered states within the context of their hunting
and gathering economy and social relations and (b) that the human behaviour
that this process entailed left physical traces. It therefore remains for us to see if
(c) these propositions co-ordinate and explain the diverse and highly puzzling
Upper Palaeolithic evidence.

Upper Palaeolithic religion in context

The process of research entails exploring the explanatory potential of hypotheses
by allowing them to interact with empirical data. At the same time, we need to
intertwine different strands of evidence (empirical, social, psychological, neu-
rological and ethnographic) as we feel our way forward.

Webegin this part of our exploration by noting that the overview which we have
presented provides clues to what is perhaps the most demanding question posed
by west European Upper Palaeolithic art. Whatever they may have done in open
sites and with portable art, why did people walk, crawl and climb through deep
underground passages and chambers to make images? From the beginning to
the end of the period, caves were an important, and to us thoroughly intriguing,
context for image-making.

As we address this key question, Upper Palaeolithic religion, society and cos-
mology come together. All life, economic, social and religious, takes place within
and interacts reciprocally with a historically situated cosmology. What, then, can
be said about Upper Palaeolithic cosmology?

Ur-cosmology

The widespread shamanistic notion of a tiered cosmology — the level on which
people live and spirit realms below and above — probably derives from certain
universal experiences of altered states. These include sensations, on the one
hand, of rising up and flying, and, on the other, of entering a vortex and passing
underground and through water. These experiences are not only recorded ethno-
graphically throughout the world; they are also verified by laboratory research.
They are the experiences that, shamans claim, provide access to spirit realms
when they enter what we call an altered state. The vortex, or tunnel, experience
is perhaps the best known. People report passing through a constricting passage
and then emerging into another realm with its own rules of causality and its own
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beings, animals and monsters. Flight, too, is a commonly reported shamanistic
experience from around the world. The path of the shaman through the realms,
whether by tunnel or flight, is sometimes referred to as the axis mundi. It is
variously conceived in different shamanistic societies: it may, for instance, be
thought of as a hole in the ground at the back of a shaman’s dwelling, a tree, the
roots of a tree or, significantly, a cave. These neurologically generated experi-
ences make it highly probable that entry into a cave was, for Upper Palaeolithic
people, entryinto asubterranean spirit world. A cave in the mind took the human
mind into the caves and gave them profound experiential significance.

Further, the sensory deprivation of the utterly dark, silent passages may not
only have replicated the vortex; it may also have contributed to the induction of
an altered state. Indeed, spelaeologists report experiencing hallucinations while
deep underground. For Upper Palaeolithic people, the underground passages
and the neurological experience of the vortex may have become inextricably
interwoven: ‘spiritual’ experiences were probably given topographical materi-
ality. For them, entry into a cave was entry into part of the spirit world. Caves
afforded close contact with, even penetration of, spiritual nether tiers of the
cosmos; they were part of the axis mundi.

The images that people made there related to the chthonic world. They were
not so much taken underground in people’s minds as discovered in the subter-
ranean tier of the cosmos. No matter howrealistic they appear to us, theimages do
not represent real’ animals that could be encountered in the Ice Age landscape.
Rather, theyare ‘things-in-themselves’, spirit-animals ‘fixed’ by the image-maker.
That is why there are the numerous discrepancies that we have noted between
the material, above-ground world and the underground images. There was, for
instance, no need for a ground line on which images of animals could stand;
they were not intended to depict real animals standing on the ground. The hal-
lucinatory images of altered states are often projected onto surfaces, rather like
a slide or film show; they ‘float’, as do the painted and engraved images. The
subterranean images do not replicate the material world; they are components
of a spirit world.

Searching for power

Thisunderstanding represents amajor break from the usual way oflooking atand
admiring Upper Palaeolithic images. Itleads on to a feature of Upper Palaeolithic
cave art that is difficult to explain outside of the shamanistic hypothesis. The
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artists frequently and at all periods used features of the rock surfaces on which
they placed their images. Depictions are often placed so that a small, seemingly
insignificant nodule forms the eye of an animal. Some of these nodules are so
insignificant that one suspects that they were identified by touch rather than by
sight. Fingers lightly exploring the walls may have discovered a nodule, and the
mind, prepared by socially inculcated expectations for the discovery of animals,
took it to be an eye. All the image-maker had to do was to add a few strategic
lines to complete the spirit-animal.

The importance of natural features is especially clear at Castillo, Spain, and
Niaux, in the French Pyrenees. In Castillo, a depiction of abison has been painted
to fit undulations in a stalagmite: the back, tail and hindleg fit the shape of the
rock; theimage-maker merely added afew strokes to bring the form into sight. But
in order to use the rock in this way, he or she had to position the bison vertically.
What was important to the Castillo image-maker was finding the bison in the
natural features of the rock, not orienting the image so that it would call to mind
areal, standing bison. In Niaux, there is a different use of the rock wall. An image-
maker added antlers to a dark hole in the rock that looks something like the head
of a deer seen face on. The animal so created looks out from the rock; its body is
hidden in the realm behind the surface.

Some of the most intriguing images are created by light and shadow and the
addition of only a few lines. This technique is far more common than is gener-
ally supposed (Freeman et al. 1987: 105). Sometimes an undulation in the rock
surface becomes the dorsal line of an animal if one’s light is held in a specific
position. In Niaux, for example, an image-maker added a bison head, legs, belly
line and tail to such a shadow. By moving one’s lamp images like these can be
made to appear and disappear. An important reciprocality is implied by these
images born of shifting chiaroscuro. On the one hand, the image-maker holds
the image in his or her power. A movement of the light source can cause the
image to appear out of the murk; another movement causes it to disappear. The
creator is master of the image. On the other hand, the image holds its creator in
its thrall: if the creator (or subsequent viewer) wishes the image to remain visible,
he or she is obliged to maintain a posture that keeps the light source in a precise
position. Relax, and the image returns into the Stygian realm from which it was
coaxed. These ‘creatures), or ‘creations’, of light and darkness point to a com-
plex interaction between person and spirit, artist (or viewer) and image. This
may be why some Upper Palaeolithic lamps were embellished with images and
signs: light was genesial. Here, we can glimpse something of Upper Palaeolithic
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religious experience: an interplay of light and darkness, controlled by a human
being, bringing a spirit-animal into view. These shadowy images are the earliest
evidence for a major symbolic opposition, light : darkness, that runs through so
many religions.

What, then, did Upper Palaeolithic image-makers believe they were doing?
In some shamanistic societies, such as those of North America, the notion of a
vision quest is crucial to becoming a shaman. A North American quester usually
repairs to a remote, isolated place, sometimes a high cliff-top, sometimes a cave
(Eliade 1951: 50-1; Halifax 1980: 6), to fast, meditate and induce an altered state
of consciousnessin which he or she will ‘see’ an animal helper that willimpart the
necessary shamanistic power. It is a vision, a spirit-animal, that bestows power,
not a real animal. Upper Palaeolithic evidence suggests that parts of the caves,
especially the deep passages and small, hidden nooks, were places where solitary
vision quests took place. In various stages of altered consciousness, questers
sought, by sight, touch and light, in the folds and cracks of the rock face visions
of powerful animals. Itis as if the rock was a membrane between them and one of
the lowest levels of the cosmos. The caves were the entrails of the chthonic world;
behind their surfaces lay a realm inhabited by spirits and potential spirit-helpers
in animal form.

What we have said so far accounts for and co-ordinates five other extremely
puzzling features of Upper Palaeolithic art. These features need not be seen
as individual puzzles; they are interrelated manifestations of the Upper Palae-
olithic psychic and topographic cosmos. First, the walls of numerous caverns
were touched and treated in various ways other than image-making. In some
sites, such as Grotte Cosquer, finger-flutings cover most of the walls and parts of
the ceiling to a considerable height (Clottes et al. 1992: 586; Clottes and Courtin
1996). If we allow that Upper Palaeolithic people believed that the spirit world lay
behind the thin, membranous walls of underground chambers and passages, we
can begin to understand why they touched and ritually treated those surfaces.
The walls were not a meaningless support. They were part of the images, a highly
charged context.

The second feature is handprints. Some were made by placing paint on a hand
and then pressing the hand against the rock; these are known as positive prints.
Negative prints were made by holding a hand, and sometimes the forearm as well,
against therock while paint was sprayed over both hand and adjacent rock. When
the hand was removed, a negative print remained. Most accounts of handprints
stress the image that remained; perhaps, it is argued, it was an [-was-here sign.
We do not deny the importance of the image, but what we have said about Upper



Palaeolithic art and religion 39

Palaeolithic cosmology and entrance into caves raises another possibility: it was
the ritual act of making the print that was of primary importance. When paint
was sprayed (by the mouth or through a hollow bone) over the hand, the hand
‘disappeared’ into the rock. Similarly, when placed on the palm and fingers, the
paint acted as a ‘solvent’, dissolving the hard rock and creating access to the
realm behind the surface. Paint was almost certainly much more than purely
the technical substance that westerners consider it to be. It probably had its own
power, a suggestion supported by some ethnographic accounts of rock painting.
The ritual sequence of which the making of handprints was only a part probably
began with the collection of the ingredients of the paint, mixing them, taking
them ritually underground, and then using the paint for ‘sealing’ someone’s
hand into the rock. Whether this sequence was part of a vision quest or another
ritual altogether is hard to say.

It is in this context that we should consider the next two puzzling features
of the embellished caves. In caves such as Enlene in the Ariege, hundreds of
small pieces of bone were thrust into cracks. They are too small to have served
any practical purpose. Rather, they are evidence for another ritual that involved
penetrating the ‘membrane’ and making some kind of contact — exactly what we
do not know — with the spirit world. Also in Enlene, in the depths of the cave
where there are no images, there are a few isolated red dots that were probably
made with a finger. Such finger dots are found in many caves. Someone carried
paint far underground and then simply made what is for us an insignificant
dot. Probably what mattered was not so much the dot that remained but what
we cannot see, the whole ritual process of taking powerful paint underground
and then, as part of a complex rite, touching the wall of the cave with it. The
complexity and diversity of Upper Palaeolithic subterranean ritual activities is
becoming clearer.

Finally, there is the juxtaposition in so many shamanistic rock arts of what
appear to be ‘Tealistic’ depictions of animals and geometric ‘signs’. Some
researchers have seen these two kinds of image as two related though distinct
systems of communication — like text and graphs in a book that say the same
thing but in different ways. There is, however, another way of seeing the rela-
tionship between the two kinds of images that derives from what we have been
saying about shamanism worldwide. In an early stage of altered states, people
see what have been called ‘phosphenes’, form constants’ and ‘entoptic phenom-
ena. These are incandescent geometric forms — dots, zigzags, crescents, grids
are among the most common - that move in the visual field and that are pro-
jected onto surfaces, as are the hallucinations of deeper levels of trance. Some
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shamanistic communities around the world give the various shapes meanings
that we could not possibly guess. For the shamanistic Tukano of South America,
for instance, an arc or semicircle of parallel lines may represent a rainbow or the
Sun-Father’s penis (Reichel-Dolmatoff 1978: 32). The Tukano themselves state
that they represent what they see in trance. Some, not all, of the geometric ‘signs’
of Upper Palaeolithic art conform to these shapes. It is therefore possible that
some of the ‘signs’ of Upper Palaeolithic art may have derived, as we argue that
the images of bison and so forth did, from the working of the human nervous sys-
tem in a specific social context. The geometric and the representational images
may thus have had their origin in the same source, what was for Upper Palae-
olithic people the spirit world. The striking difference between the two kinds of
image is a product of our western way of seeing.

Upper Palaeolithic images of bison, horses, mammoths and so forth, as well
as the geometric ‘signs’, must all be seen in a wider context than ‘art’. They were
not simply ‘pictures’ but ‘things-in-themselves’ that were intimately related to
diverse rituals and to a cosmos that was, like the medieval Christian cosmos, as
much religious as descriptive of materiality. But the Upper Palaeolithic cosmos,
still like the medieval cosmos, was not an immutable ‘given’; it could be created,
re-created and manipulated by people in particular social and political circum-
stances. Upper Palaeolithic religion was as much social and political as it was
psychological.

Building a cosmological religion

Upper Palaeolithic people did not ‘process’ caves in a rigid, formularistic way
according to an inherited and immutable ‘mythogram’, as Leroi-Grourhan sug-
gested. Rather, they explored and adapted each cave in accordance with its
peculiar topography and, mostimportantly, the particular expression of shaman-
istic cosmology, social relations and religion that existed at a particular time
in a given region. If we wish to move from generalities, with which we must
necessarily start, to more specific instances of Upper Palaeolithic religion, we
must consider the complex implications of individual caves. To illustrate this
point, we examine, very briefly, two topographically different caves, Gabillou and
Lascaux.

Gabillou comprises only an entrance chamber, probably at least partially open
to natural light in prehistoric times but now part of a cellar, and a straight
tunnel that extends from the entrance chamber for approximately 33 m. What
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remains in the entrance chamber shows that it was embellished with carefully
painted images and some ‘simpler’ engravings. This area may have been a kind of
vestibule in which group ceremonies, accompanied by music and dancing, were
performed. The images, some of which may have been communally produced,
may, in some ritual circumstances, have prepared the minds of selected vision
questers for what they were to see at the climax of their initiation. The culturally
informed component of deep trance derives from memory, and the novices were
being shown not just pictures of animals but re-creations of spirit-animals of the
kind that they themselves hoped to encounter.

The tunnel that leads off the entrance chamber was narrow and low-ceilinged
in Upper Palaeolithic times, and those who entered it were obliged to crawl one
at a time. The images here are engraved, often with a few strokes only. There are
no elaborately painted images in the passage, though there are some patches of
paint. The comparatively ‘simple’ execution of the passage engravings implies
that less time was spent on them than on those in the entrance chamber. The
images are, moreover, strung out along the entire length of the passage. Some
sections are slightly more densely engraved than others, but, although some
images are overlaid by other marks (said to be ‘magical strokes’; Breuil 1952:
311), there is no area of dense engraving. At the very end of the passage, just
around a short bend, there is an image of a therianthropic figure. It has a bison
head and what appear to be human legs but which may terminate in hoofs
(fig. 1.5, lower left).

The use of Gabillou may be compared with that of Lascaux. Unlike Gabillou,
Lascaux comprises a comparatively large entrance chamber, the Rotunda (or the
Hall of the Bulls), and two narrow passages that lead offit. The curving walls of the
Rotunda are embellished with a vast cavalcade of huge animals, aurochs, horses,
deer, a bear and a strange ‘monster’. Many of these images are so large that one
concludes that that they were communally made: the collection of the pigment,
mixing it, getting up to the higher surfaces and applying the paint suggest the
co-operation of many people. The Axial Gallery, one of the narrow passages that
slope down from the Rotunda, is comparably embellished; the images arch over
the ceiling and almost encircle the viewer. Evidence for the use of scaffolding
has been found here. At the very end of this gallery is the so-called ‘falling horse’,
painted upside down on a low protruding rock so that it cannot be viewed whole
from any one position. As one looks down this gallery from the Rotunda, one
finds oneself in a tunnel of images that ends in a vortexical swirl created by the
‘falling horse’.
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The other, longer, gallery is the more varied. After a low, densely engraved and
painted section there is a side chamber known as the Apse. Here there are hun-
dreds of engravings as well the remains of painted images. Unlike other parts
of the cave the images here are executed one on top of another in a confusing
palimpsest. Beyond the Apse, is the richly decorated Nave and, finally, the Cham-
ber of Felines. This deepest part of Lascaux is so small that only one person at a
time can fit into it. It is engraved with bold strokes. There are images of felines,
a horse head-on and signs. Finally, the Apse is situated over the Shaft, at the
bottom of which is the celebrated group comprising an apparently bird-headed
anthropomorph, a ‘wounded’ bison, what may be a bird-headed staff and other
images. There is some debate about the location of the prehistoric entrance to
Lascaux and as to whether the Shaft was accessible from the Apse in ancient
times.

Comparing Lascaux with Gabillou brings out a number of significant points
about Upper Palaeolithic religion. We note but a few.

Both caves have chambers where communal rituals probably took place. The
images in these areas were probably not the result of individual visions (though
they may have been) but rather were socially constructed and served different
purposes from those that are in the confined depths of the caves. The caves
thus became manipulable social and political templates, as well as entrances
into the nether realm: outside was the bulk of the community; in large, richly
decorated chambers select groups performed subterraneanrituals; in the depths,
sometimes squeezed into small alcoves, a few made solitary, more personal and
intimate contact with the supernatural world. Those who controlled access to
the caves could use them to reproduce, challenge and change social structure
by demarcating areas with social significance and by restricting entry into them.
Religion was thus reciprocally embedded in evolving social differentiation. The
evolution of religion and hierarchical human society go hand in hand (cf. Bender
1989).

Further, in the Apse there seems to have been a determined and sustained
effort to place principally engraved images in a single area. The complexity of
the superimpositions here suggests that the people who made them were shar-
ing, or desired to share, the acquisition of a special, topographically situated
power, and that power was, for reasons that we do not know, located in the Apse.
This power was probably related in complex ways to the different kinds of images
in the other, topographically, iconographically and socially distinct, areas of Las-
caux. By contrast, the separated images in the tunnel at Gabillou suggest that
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the acquisition of visions there was of a more individual nature. The people of
Gabillou did not seek to associate their visions intimately with the visions of oth-
ers, so they strung them out along the length of the tunnel. The different ways
of placing imagery in the Apse and the Gabillou tunnel thus point to different
kinds of social relations between vision questers themselves and, by extension,
between shamans and the wider community. Importantly, we have clues to vari-
ations and developments in the psychology and sociology of Upper Palaeolithic
religion.

Not only did the underground realms provide a material context for spiritual
experiences. Image-making did not merely take place in the spirit world; it also
informed and incrementally created that world. There was a complex interaction
between the topography of the caves, mental imagery and historically situated
image-making by individuals and social groups that, through time, built up and
changed the spirit world both conceptually and materially. Riches (1994) has
made the point that religious specialists among the Mountain Ok of New Guinea
effect incremental shifts in the connotations of particular symbols. In Riches’
apt phrase, the shaman is a ‘cosmology maker’. Similarly, as Upper Palaeolithic
shamans pursued their personal and group interests, the cosmology that they
created and modified (partly by their art) both constrained and enabled social
change.

Conclusion

Writing an account, brief or otherwise, of ur-religionis adaunting endeavour. Our
holy grail is deep in prehistory; there are no potential informants whom we can
consult; little evidence has survived the millennia. Still, despite all the undoubted
difficulties, it is possible to glimpse the first emergence of the ‘religious animal’.
By intertwining diverse empirical data, multiple ethnographic analogies with
strong relations of relevance, and the results of neuropsychological research on
altered states of consciousness and, finally, applying our results to individual
Upper Palaeolithic caves, we can overcome the epistemological malaise that has
infected so much present-day research.

We should not ignore the importance of such a task. Whatever Burke’s mod-
ern critics may think, Man has not lived by bread alone. Symbolic thought and
the very ability to conceive of a cosmology lie at the foundation of modern sci-
ence and technology. In the Upper Palaeolithic caves, we can see that foundation
being laid in religious experience inextricably coalesced with social distinctions
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and knowledge of the form of the cosmos; at that time there was no distinction
between religion and science. After the Upper Palaeolithic, humankind exten-
sively developed symbolic thought and separated it off from neuropsycholog-
ically informed experiences; knowledge of the cosmos is no longer sought in
religious experience.
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2 Ancient Egypt

History of scholarship

Ancient Egypt has left the modern world a rich legacy: not only are there well-
preserved monuments, artefacts and human remains, but an extensive religious
and secular literature has also survived. The following discussion of the religious
beliefs and practices will attempt to show how all these sources enable us to
understand and interpret ideas and concepts that originated over 5000 years ago
(Frankfort 1961; Hornung 1971; Morenz 1973; Shafer 1991). However, it must be
stated that even this rich legacy can provide only a partial view of the civilization.

The surviving archaeological evidence is fragmentary, owing on the one hand
to environmental and geographical factors and, on the other, to political and
cultural practices. Sites in the south of Egypt, better preserved than those in the
north because of climatic and environmental variations, have attracted more
attention from the excavators. Religious monuments (pyramids, tombs and tem-
ples) were largely constructed of stone, so that they would survive ‘for eternity’,
whereas cities, towns and domestic buildings, mainly built of mudbrick, have
consequently suffered more destruction. This inequality of evidence profoundly
affects our knowledge and understanding of the people’s daily religious obser-
vances.

It was only after Champollion’s decipherment of hieroglyphs 200 years ago that
scholars were able to translate and begin to understand the texts. Subsequently,
intensive study of the language in all its forms has been required to enable schol-
ars to interpret the inscriptions more accurately. There are, however, still areas
which are open to discussion, particularly in connection with the religious texts.
This uneven pattern of evidence has resulted in a marked variation in the inter-
pretation and understanding of different periods of Egypt’s history.

There are few hard facts in the study of Egyptian civilization, and often only
imprecise conclusions can be drawn. In addition, successive generations of
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scholars have approached the subject with arange of presuppositions. For exam-
ple, early classical writers who visited Egypt proposed some fantastic explana-
tions for the monuments they saw, while later Christian travellers in medieval
and Renaissance times often interpreted the civilization in the context of the
Bible.

Today, despite our ability to read the inscriptions with some degree of cer-
tainty and although there are vastly improved archaeological techniques, the
evidence is still subject to individual bias in its interpretation. Although it is now
customary to try to assess the Egyptians within the context of their own civiliza-
tion and beliefs rather than interpreting them from other religious and social
viewpoints, many questions remain unresolved. For example, various explana-
tions have been offered in connection with the ‘facts’ associated with the bibli-
cal Exodus, while the true nature and motives of Akhenaten, as either a ‘failed
messiah’, a ‘political opportunist’ or a leader who would not have distinguished
between religious and secular ideas, continue to inspire lively debate (Redford
1984).

Sources: archaeology and literature
Chronology

Today, the chronology of ancient Egypt is based on the work of an ancient
priest, Manetho (see p. 63), and is divided into a series of dynasties. Histori-
ans have arranged these dynasties into groups and placed them within major
historical periods: the Archaic Period (Dynasties 1 and 2), the Old Kingdom
(Dynasties 3 to 6), the First Intermediate Period (Dynasties 7 to 11), the Mid-
dle Kingdom (Dynasty 12), the Second Intermediate Period (Dynasties 13 to 17),
the New Kingdom (Dynasties 18 to 20), the Third Intermediate Period (Dynas-
ties 21 to 25) and the Late Period (Dynasties 26 to 31). This is shown in the
Table 2.1.

Because of the climatic and environmental conditions of Egypt, a wealth of
evidence has survived which provides one of the most complete pictures of the
development of an early society. The civilization lasted for over 5000 years, and,
although evidence is relatively scanty for some periods, the monuments, arte-
facts and literary sources have survived in a remarkable state of preservation
and, in many cases, can be used to interpret the Egyptians’ religious beliefs and
practices.
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Table 2.1 Chronological table of Egyptian history

Period Date Dynasty
Predynastic Period ¢. 5000-c. 3100 BCE
Archaic Period ¢. 3100-c. 2890 BCE I
c. 2890-c. 2686 BCE 1I
Old Kingdom ¢. 2686-c. 2613 BCE 111
¢. 2613-c. 2494 BCE v
c. 2494—c. 2345 BCE \Y%
c. 2345-c. 2181 BCE VI
First Intermediate Period c.2181-c. 2173 BCE VII
c. 2173-c. 2160 BCE VIII
c. 2160-c. 2130 BCE X
c. 2130-c. 2040 BCE X
c. 2133—-c. 1991 BCE XI
Middle Kingdom 1991-1786 BCE XII
Second Intermediate Period 1786-1633 BCE X1
1786-c. 1603 BCE X1V
1674-1567 BCE XV
¢. 1684-1567 BCE XVI
¢. 1650-1567 BCE XVII
New Kingdom 1567-1320 BCE XVIII
1320-1200 BCE XIX
1200-1085 BCE XX
Third Intermediate Period 1085-945 BCE XX1
945-730 BCE XXII
817(2)-730 BCE XXIIT
720-715 BCE XXIV
715-668 BCE XXV
Late Period 664-525 BCE XXVI
525-404 BCE XXVII
404-399 BCE XXVIIT
399-380 BCE XXIX
380-343 BCE XXX
343-332 BCE XXXT
Conquest by Alexander the Great 332 BCE
Ptolemaic Period 332-30 BCE
Conquest by Romans 30 BCE

Roman Period

30 BCE-4th century CE
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Archaeological sites (Map 2.1)

Many of the archaeological sites, including the pyramids and temples, have
remained partially visible above ground, and were frequently visited by travellers
during the Roman Empire and the mediaeval and Renaissance periods. Over the
past 200 years, however, excavation has revealed many more sites, and there has
also been an extensive programme to clear sand and debris from the tombs and
temples, so that the wall scenes and inscriptions have been revealed. This has
enabled further study and translation of the inscriptions to be undertaken, thus
allowing the ritual use of various parts of the temples to be determined.

Egypt has two main types of archaeological site. There are ‘settlement sites’ —
the villages, towns, cities and fortresses where people lived, which were situated
in the cultivated land on either side of the Nile or in the Delta; and the cemeteries
(often referred to as necropolis/necropolises) which included royal burial places
(pyramid complexes or other tombs) and private (non-royal) tombs or graves for
the nobles, officials, craftsmen and peasants.

There were also temples for the worship of the gods and dead rulers. The two
main types were termed ‘mortuary temples’ and ‘cultus temples’ by Egyptolo-
gists of the nineteenth century CE, who claimed that, in the cultus temples, the
resident deity was worshipped through regular rituals carried out by the king or
high-priest, while the mortuary temples were the locations for rituals performed
by the king or high-priest on behalf of the resident deity plus the dead, deified
king who had built the temple (so that the living ruler could be carrying out rites
for his future, dead, deified form!), together with all the previous legitimate rulers
who were known as the ‘Royal Ancestors’.

However, more recent scholarship has shown (Shafer 1998) that this division
is misleading because it infers that each type of temple was limited to the cult of
either a god or a king, and that the Egyptians themselves made a clear distinc-
tion between ‘cultus’ and ‘mortuary’ temples. It has been argued that the temples
should not be divided in this simplistic way, because their functions were too var-
ied and interwoven, and that these names are therefore inappropriate. The term
‘cult complex’ is now used for all cultic enclosures, but where it is necessary to be
more specific, ‘royal cult complex’ now replaces ‘mortuary temple’ and ‘divine
cult complex’ stands instead of ‘cultus temple’. Generally, the divine cult com-
plex was used for the worship of a god and sometimes of a (usually) living king,
whereas in the royal cult complex, the worship of a divine king (usually deceased)
was maintained, sometimes accompanied by the worship of another god.
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The divine cult complex was always built in the city or town, whereas in some
periods the royal cult complex was attached to the king’s burial place (as in the
pyramid complexes), but at other times was a separate building which might
be located some distance from the burial site (for example, the New Kingdom
temples built on the West Bank at Thebes). However, even when it was attached
to the royal burial place, this cult complex’s prime function was to accommodate
the rituals that would transform the mortal king into an immortal, divine being.

Tombs and temples were constructed of stone because they were intended to
last for eternity, whereas houses, all municipal and military buildings, and even
palaces were mainly constructed of perishable materials such as mudbrick and
wood, because they were regarded as replaceable.

Egypthad alimited amount of available cultivated land, restricted to the Delta
and a fertile strip on either side of the Nile, and this was required for growing
crops, rearing animals and housing the living. Therefore, from earliest times, it
was deemed necessary to bury the dead outside this area, on the edges of the
desert. Here, the environment provided by the heat and dryness of the sand cre-
ated perfect natural conditions for preserving the tombs, their funerary contents
and the bodies of the dead. This was in marked contrast to the settlement sites,
which were subject to damage from the annual inundation of the river.

Therefore, because of the differentlocations of the burial places and settlement
sites, and because of the great variation in the durability of the materials used in
their construction, archaeology has revealed much more about the tombs and
their contents than about palaces, houses and articles of daily use. This imbal-
ance of physical evidence has tended to produce a one-sided view of Egyptian
civilization, but, in order to understand the society, it is essential to realize that
they were not obsessed with death: it is simply that we have more evidence of
their funerary beliefs than about their daily lives because a preponderance of the
burial goods have survived.

Artefacts

In addition to the standing monuments, archaeologists have uncovered a wide
range of manmade objects (artefacts) which were either placed in the tombs
or left behind in the houses. The Egyptians believed that people would require
many articles for use in the life after death, and consequently they equipped
their graves and tombs with a variety of goods. Some of these were funerary in
purpose, and formed part of the beliefs and customs surrounding death and
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burial, whereas others were everyday items, supplied so that the deceased could
continue with the activities he had pursued when he was alive. These objects
included pottery, make-up and cosmetic equipment, jewellery, clothing, food
and drink, tools, weapons, and toys and games. From them, we gain a great deal
of information about everyday life and technology.

The funerary objects also provide evidence of their religious beliefs and cus-
toms. By the Middle Kingdom (c. 1900 BCE), democratization of religious beliefs
and practices meant that the range and quality of funerary goods for private as
well as royal burials were greatly expanded. A major feature of the private tomb
was the coffin or nest of coffins that housed the mummified body. These pro-
tected the body and also provided a surface on which magical spells (Coffin Texts)
could be inscribed, to assist the passage of the deceased into the next world.

There was often an outer, rectangular coffin which contained an anthropoid
(body-shaped) coffin. Royalty and the great nobles were sometimes buried in
stone coffins, but most examples were made of wood and, depending on their
date, were painted either with geometric designs which represented the stylized
facade of a palace or house, or with scenes featuring the gods. Some burials
were also supplied with a wooden canopic chest which contained four pottery
jars (canopic jars) in which the embalmers had placed the preserved viscera
(abdominal and chest organs), removed from the body during mummification.

From the Middle Kingdom onwards, alarge variety of wooden models were also
placed in the tombs. These frequently provided a three-dimensional image of the
subject matter represented in the wall scenes in the tombs. There were statuettes
of the tomb-owner because, if the mummy were destroyed, it was believed that
these could function on his behalf to receive sustenance from the food offerings
placed at the tomb. Sometimes there were also statuettes of other members
of the family, and groups of servant models engaged in food production and
preparation, in order that the deceased owner would be provided with adequate
and eternal supplies of bread, beer, meat, fish, fowl and other delicacies. There
were models of granaries, breweries, slaughterhouses, and peasants engaged
in agricultural work, as well as of the owner’s house and garden. Some tombs
also included model soldiers to protect the deceased, and figurines of animals,
musicians and concubines to entertain him.

A special category of these models were the ushabti (or shabti) figures which,
from the Middle Kingdom onwards, were placed in the tombs. These sets each
contained hundreds of figurines (possibly one for each day of the year) plus an
additional group of ‘overseers’ to control the ushabtis. They were provided to
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undertake the manual and agricultural tasks on behalf of their owner, when he
entered the kingdom of Osiris (the realm of the dead).

Tombs were also supplied with model boats. Sometimes, only one would be
included but wealthy people might have complete fleets. The main purpose of
includingamodel boatwas to allow the owner to travel to Abydos, the burial place
of the god Osiris, so that he could enhance his chances of resurrection. However,
some tombs included model boats for other purposes: there were funerary bar-
ques, long-distance boats for travelling on the Nile and fishing boats to supply
food. Finally, tombs were also frequently equipped with ‘soul-houses’. These
pottery model houses had features which reflected contemporary domestic
architecture, such as flat rooftops and open courtyards for cooking. In fact they
were provided to be used as offering trays in Middle Kingdom tombs. Food pro-
visions were placed on them for the deceased as an alternative to the circular
offering tables or rectangular slabs that had been used for that purpose in earlier
periods, and from which the soul-houses had evolved.

Much of our information about the funerary customs is derived from the mum-
mified body, and the bandages and protective items that were placed inside the
wrappings (Smith 1991). These included the face mask (which was often made
of cartonnage — a mixture of gum and linen or papyrus) which protected the
face and also provided another locus for the owner’s spirit if the mummy and
coffin had been destroyed; there were also chest and foot covers which provided
protection for those parts of the mummy. The body was enclosed in many layers
of linen bandages, between which were inserted the pieces of sacred jewellery
(amulets), intended to provide magical and spiritual protection for the owner
during his passage into the next world. Amulets are found in a variety of shapes
and materials: some represented gods, or sacred symbols or parts of the body,
to attract good influences to help the deceased. One special category — scarabs —
represented the dung beetle which was regarded as a symbol of constant renewal
of life.

Mummification

Since the mid-nineteenth century, the scientific study of Egyptian mummified
human and animal remains has added considerably to our knowledge of mum-
mification techniques and funerary practices, as well as disease patterns, dietand
familial relationships (David 1999, 2000). These early investigations were impor-
tant because they established that mummies could be studied scientifically
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instead of merely being regarded as curiosities, brought back as souvenirs to
Europe and America by wealthy travellers who visited Egypt.

Subsequently, scientists and scholars have built on this early research, and
there have been radiological surveys of the royal mummies in Cairo, and
detailed investigations of the bodies of individual rulers such as Ramesses II
and Tutankhamun. Studies of mummies were greatly facilitated in the twentieth
century because of the expertise developed by various multidisciplinary teams
who have access to a wide range of medical and scientific techniques. In addi-
tion, excavation has provided these scientists with a greatly expanded source of
human and animal mummies on which to undertake their research.

Since 1973, one team - the Manchester Egyptian Mummy Research Project
(David 1979) — has pioneered and developed a methodology for examining
mummified remains which has been adopted by many other groups. One of
the main aims of this project has been to discover evidence from the mum-
mies about disease, diet and funerary practices. Various techniques have been
employed, including radiology, histology, endoscopy, electron microscopy, serol-
ogy, palaeodontology and DNA studies.

In 1995, the Manchester team established ajoint project with the Egyptian Min-
istry of Health in Cairo, to construct an epidemiological profile of one particular
disease, schistosomiasis, by comparing its pattern in ancient and modern times.
In order to obtain a wide range of tissue samples for this study, the world’s first
International Ancient Egyptian Mummy Tissue Bank has been set up at Manch-
ester, to be used as a major resource for studies on this and other diseases. In
order to detect if schistosomiasis is present in these minute tissue samples, one
particular technique — immunocytochemistry — has been developed and used
for the first time as a diagnostic tool in relation to mummified tissue.

In addition to disease studies, this type of research augments knowledge about
religious and funerary customs, and the mummification procedure itself. Scien-
tific studies have been undertaken to investigate the use of natron (a naturally
occurring chemical compound, found in one of Egypt’s dry desert valleys) as a
dehydrating agent in mummification, and radiology has proved to be a useful
tool to examine the artefacts found inside the mummy bandages.

Radiology can supply evidence about the historical and cultural context of each
mummy: radiographs will indicate if resin or natron have been used in the mum-
mification process, and can demonstrate if amulets have been placed between
the bandages that encase the mummy. Also, other details such as embalmers’
restorations (false limbs, false eyes or subcutaneous packing to enhance the
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rounded, bodily shape of the mummy) may be detected, and it is usually pos-
sible to determine if, during the mummification process, the abdominal and
thoracic cavities have been eviscerated and subsequently filled either with linen
packages or the returned, mummified viscera.

Generally, scientific studies on mummies add new facts to existing knowledge,
and whereas archaeological or literary evidence may present a biased or incom-
plete picture of life in ancient Egypt, physical facts gleaned from this type of
scientific research can provide a more balanced viewpoint.

Religious paintings

During the period when Egypt was under Roman rule (after 30 BCE), evidence
from some of the cemeteries indicates that foreign settlers (mainly Greeks and
Romans) adopted Egyptian funerary practices (Bagnall 1993). They mummified
their dead and encased them in bandages and cartonnage covers, but they now
also incorporated panel portraits in the funerary head-piece. These portraits
provide almost the only surviving evidence for the study of this type of ancient
portrait painting which must have existed in many other parts of the Roman
Empire. However, in Egypt, the uniquely favourable environmental conditions
and the adaptation of such paintings for funerary purposes ensured their survival
here asnowhere else. Each probablyrepresents arealisticlikeness of the deceased
(in whose lifetime the portrait may have been painted by an itinerant artist). As
such they provide a marked contrast to the earlier pharaonic art.

The official, state art of pharaonic Egypt is a major source for the study of reli-
gion because it was almost completely interwoven with religious development.
This art has survived because the tombs and temples were built of stone. Also,
because religious concepts had inspired the form and decoration of these build-
ings, the scenes which cover the walls of tombs and temples preserve detailed
information about rituals, mythology, beliefs and customs.

Wall reliefs in the temples show the rites which were once performed in the
various chambers and halls (Fig. 2.1), while mural paintings in the rock-cut tombs
of the New Kingdom (which replaced pyramids as the architectural style for royal
burials) depict representations from the magical funerary books. These were
intended to secure a safe passage for the king when he travelled into the next
world. Finally, in the private tombs, mural scenes which represented the daily
activities which were once part of the tomb-owner’s life on earth were intended
to enable him to continue these pleasures in the afterlife.
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Fig. 2.1. Temple wall relief of king presenting burning incense before the god, as part
of the Daily Temple Ritual.
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Religious literature

There is a more profound modern understanding of Egyptian civilization than
of some other early societies because we have access to their ideas, thoughts
and beliefs through an extensive religious and secular literature. Until Egyptian
hieroglyphs were deciphered by the French scholar Champollion in the early
nineteenth century, ancient Egypt was regarded as an awesome but mysterious
civilization thathad produced vast monuments, strange artforms and quaintreli-
gious beliefs and customs. Until then, knowledge of the civilization had rested on
the accounts of classical writers such as Herodotus, Diodorus Siculus and Strabo,
and all travellers and scholars in medieval and Renaissance times continued to
rely substantially on these early writings.

Ludicrous conclusions were frequently reached about the significance and
meaning of monuments such as the pyramids (which some identified as Joseph’s
granaries or astronomical structures rather than burial places), or about the
correct interpretation of hieroglyphs, which were merely regarded as magical
symbols rather than as a writing system which conveyed the syntax, grammar
and vocabulary of a language which had been spoken for over 3000 years.

However, once decipherment had enabled scholars to understand and trans-
late the texts, a rich literary tradition was revealed. Archaeology can still only
provide a limited and sometimes unbalanced view of a society, whereas liter-
ary sources can amplify and sometimes contradict the evidence of the monu-
ments and artefacts. For example, the archaeological data from ancient Egypt
give the impression that a belief in continued existence after death was uni-
versal and unchallenged, but some of the texts indicate that, in times of social
collapse and upheaval, people questioned this certainty. Such writings empha-
size the fact that, despite elaborate funerary preparations, no one had actu-
ally returned from the realm of the dead to confirm the reality of survival and
eternity.

The funerary texts

Some of the earliest and most important religious texts can be traced to the
Old Kingdom. Towards the end of this period (Dynasties 5 and 6), the kings’
pyramids were reduced in size and quality because of increasing religious and
economic pressures. Instead of enjoying the apparent protection of great burial
monuments, the kings now chose to rely increasingly on alternative, magical
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methods of securing their burials and ensuring that they could ascend to heaven
where they would be received and accepted by the gods.

The most important of these methods was the inclusion of a set of spells,
carved on the walls inside the pyramid (Faulkner 1969). Known as the Pyramid
Texts, these form the oldest substantial body of written religious material that has
ever been discovered. The texts are inscribed on the interior walls of pyramids
of Dynasties 5, 6 and 7 at Saqqara; the first set was discovered by the French
archaeologist Gaston Maspero, in 1880. These spells were exclusively intended
for royal use, to ensure that the king attained individual immortality, and there is
no evidence that they were made available to commoners in the Old Kingdom.

Intended to ensure the dead king’s resurrection and ascent to heaven, and to
confirm his survival and immortality, the texts refer to various means — wings,
steps and ramps—bywhich the king could reach the sky. For example, in Utterance
(Spell) 267 it is stated:

A ramp to the sky is built for him, that he can go up to the sky on it.

He goes up upon the incense.

He flies as a bird, and he settles as a beetle on an empty seat that is in the
ship of Re.

With the democratization of religion in the Middle Kingdom, other religious
inscriptions were developed for the use of non-royal owners. Known as the Coffin
Texts, these spells were inscribed on the coffins, with the aim of assisting the
owner to enter the hereafter. They also provided a ‘menu’ of food and drink so
thatthe owner would receive adequate spiritual sustenance after death (Faulkner
1973-8). One example from the Tomb of Two Brothers at Rifeh shows how such
lists were organized:

A boon-which-the-king-gives (to) Osiris, Lord of Busiris, the Great God,
Lord of Abydos, in all his places, that he may give invocation-offerings
(consisting of) bread and beer, oxen and fowl, alabaster, clothing and
incense, all things good and pure on which a god lives, for the spirit of the
revered Nekht-Ankh, born of Khnum-Aa.

During the New Kingdom, the function of the Coffin Texts was largely taken over
by the so-called ‘Funerary Books’, the most famous of which is known as the ‘Book
oftheDead’ (the Egyptians called it the ‘Book of Coming Forth by Day’). The spells
contained in these books included measures to ensure the resurrection of the
deceased and his safety in the next world, and also represented various rituals
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enacted at the burial and in the subsequent cult. Scenes and inscriptions from
these books were used to decorate the interior walls of the rock-cut royal tombs
of this period, and were written on papyrus scrolls which could be purchased
and placed in the tombs of non-royal owners.

Mythology

Egyptian literature includes a wealth of mythological texts, of which the Cos-
mogonies (Creation Myths) and the Myth of Osiris are amongst the most sig-
nificant. The Egyptians believed that creation had been brought about through
divine thoughts and words. During the Old Kingdom, when the priests attempted
to rationalize the worship of a multiplicity of gods whose cults had come into
existence in earlier times, they arranged them into groups or families. Many now
had cult centres, and a few cities became places of great religious importance
where powerful priesthoods promoted the cults of particular gods, and devel-
oped individual theologies.

Each of these included a mythological explanation of how the cult centre’s
chief god had played a primary role in creating the universe, other deities and
mankind. The most important creation myths were established at Heliopolis
(the ancient Egyptian Iwnw), Memphis and Hermopolis, and later, in the New
Kingdom, the creator role of the god Amun was developed at Thebes. The myths
had some common, underlying concepts, such as the belief that creation had
occurred on a primordial mound or island that had emerged from the primeval
ocean. Each priesthood claimed that the temple of its own god was the location of
that actual primeval mound, and so every temple in Egypt came to be regarded
as the original ‘Island of Creation’. As such, each temple was a place of great
spiritual potency where the king or his delegate, the high-priest, could approach
the gods to seek benefits for mankind.

The Myth of Osiris explains the background to the success of one of Egypt’s
greatest deities (Griffiths 1980). Although there are many references to Osiris
and his cult in the Egyptian texts, there is no extant account of his myth, and the
earliest, and most complete version, entitled De Iside et Osiride, is preserved in
Greek in the writings of Plutarch (50-120 CE). It describes how Osiris ruled Egypt
asan earlykingand brought the people the benefits of civilization and agriculture.
However, because of the jealousy of his brother Seth, Osiris was murdered, his
body was dismembered, and the parts were scattered throughout Egypt. After
Isis, his sister-wife, had subsequently gathered together his limbs and restored
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his body, she posthumously conceived his child, Horus, who grew up to avenge
his father’s death by fighting Seth.

A tribunal of gods finally judged the dispute, and found in favour of Osiris and
Horus, with the result that Osiris was resurrected and became the ruler of every
living thing on earth, with whom every king of Egypt was identified, while Seth
was personified as evil and became an outcast. This mythology was the source
from which Osiris’ roles developed as god and judge of the dead, expressing
his victory over evil and death, and enabling him to promise eternal life to his
followers.

The Wisdom literature

This major literary genre, which first developed in the Old Kingdom and con-
tinued until the Late Period, provides the earliest written evidence of a code of
morals and ethics which expressed a close relationship between the gods and
non-royal people (Lichtheim 1973, 1976).

The ‘Instructions in Wisdom’, which had been authorized by the gods, provided
a set of rules and a code of behaviour which were taught to young boys. Usually
presented in the form of an address from a wise elder (the king, First Minister
or father) to his charges, the texts gave advice on how to advance in society.
They were copied as model writing exercises by generations of schoolboys, and
emphasized such values as kindness, moderation, and the ability to exercise
good judgement, as well as practical attributes such as polite behaviour at table
and in other people’s houses. For example:

Do not exalt someone of noble birth
More than you do the child of a humble man,
But choose a man because of his actions.

(The Instruction addressed to Merikare)

If you are a guest
At the table of one greater than you,
Take what he gives as it is set before you;
Look at what is before you. . .
Don't speak until he addresses you,
One does not know what may cause offence.
(The Instruction of Ptah-hotep)
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Although originally intended as a code of behaviour for the upper classes
and a training for future courtiers and officials, in later times the Instructions
were developed to include and address the educational needs of middle-class
children.

The Pessimistic literature

This particular termisused for a genre ofliterature which provides a very different
insight into the Egyptians’ attitudes towards life and death (Lichtheim 1973,
1976). Instead of the confidence exemplified by the funerary monuments and
burial goods, these texts question the certainty of immortality and an individual
hereafter.

In some examples, the author examines social and religious concepts against
the general historical background of the period, and in two famous examples —
the ‘Prophecy of Nefertiti’ and the Admonitions of a Prophet’ — the texts may
well describe the appalling social conditions which occurred as a result of the
collapse of centralized government from the end of the Old Kingdom through to
the First Intermediate Period:

I will show you the land in lamentation and distress,
That which has never happened before has come to pass.
Men will take up weapons of warfare,
The land will live in uproar.
(Prophecy of Nefertiti)

In another example, death is seen as the only solution to the agony brought
about by social collapse:

Lo, great and small say ‘I wish [ were dead,’

Little children say ‘He should never have caused me to live!’
Lo, children of princes are dashed against walls,

Infants are put on the high ground.

(Admonitions of a Prophet)

In other texts, an individual crisis, perhaps brought about by social and economic
upheaval in the country, sets the background for the author to describe personal
doubt and despair. One unique text — ‘The Dispute between a Man and his Soul’
(which is regarded as a masterpiece in the literature of the ancient world) — takes
the form of a dialogue between a man and his soul, and addresses the man’s
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fears and self-doubts. Driven to despair by personal problems and by the social
catastrophe of his times, the man longs for death and possibly even contemplates
suicide:

Death is before me today
As the fragrance of myrrh,
As when one sits under sail on a breezy day.

Death is before me today,
As when a man longs to see his home
When he has spent many years in captivity.

However, his soul (described as a separate entity) strongly opposes this stance,
and eventually persuades the man to continue his life to its natural end so that
they can eventually share a properly prepared tomb throughout eternity:

This is what my soul said to me: throw aside lamentation, my comrade,
my brother ... will stay here if you reject the West. But when you arrive in
the West, and your body is reunited with the earth, then I will alight after
you rest, and then we shall dwell together.

This profound pessimism, probably generated by the complete collapse of the
society at the end of the Old Kingdom, also influenced some of the later funerary
hymns or songs which came to form part of the burial service in the Middle and
New Kingdoms. These hymns were intended to reassure the deceased tomb-
owner and assert the joys of eternal life, but one version (exemplified by the
‘Song in the Tomb of Intef’) now encouraged the owner to enjoy life while he
could, emphasizing its ephemeral nature and the uncertainty of immortality:

The gods who were before rest in their tombs,
The blessed nobles too are buried in their tombs.
Those who built tombs,

Their places are no more,

What has become of them?

Other hymns (such as the ‘Song from the Tomb of Neferhotep’) were later intro-
duced to attempt to counteract the scepticism expressed in the Intef song, and to
reassure the tomb-owner of the validity of a continued belief in the afterlife. Both
hymns continued to be used in the tombs, expressing two different viewpoints
and underlining the fact that there was no conclusive or satisfactory answer to the
questions relating to eternity and the deceased’s attainment of immortality. The
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Pessimistic Texts are important because they provide a marked contrast to the
archaeological evidence, which stresses certainty in a belief in an afterlife, and
also because they represent an invaluable insight into the Egyptians’ unresolved
self-doubts.

Historical overview
Sources

The history of ancient Egyptian civilization covers the period from c. 3100 BCE
to Alexander the Great’s conquest of the country in 332 BCE. Before this ‘Dynas-
tic Period’, scattered communities had gradually come together to form two
kingdoms; today, this span (c. 5000-3100 BCE) is known as the ‘Predynastic
Period’. After Alexander’s conquest in 332 BCE, a line of Macedonian Greeks (the
Ptolemies) ruled Egypt. They were descended from Alexander’s general, Ptolemy
(who became Ptolemy I); with the death of Cleopatra VII, last of this dynasty,
Egypt became part of the Roman Empire in 30 BCE, and was subsequently ruled
from Rome as a province.

The modern chronology of Egyptis based on the writings of an Egyptian priest,
Manetho (323-245 BCE), who compiled a chronicle of Egyptian kings who ruled
between ¢. 3100 BCE and 332 BCE, dividing his king-list into dynasties. Although
Manetho’s records are sometimes unreliable and inaccurate (and have only sur-
vived in later sources which include Josephus, Eusebius and Africanus), Egyptol-
ogists have accepted his division of reigns into thirty dynasties. A later chronog-
rapher added a thirty-first dynasty.

In addition to Manetho’s Chronicle, several Egyptian king-lists have survived
that preserve partial or damaged evidence about Egyptian chronology. Most of
these were inscribed on temple walls, where they formed a key feature in the
ritual performed daily in royal cult complexes to honour previous rulers and
gain their acceptance for the present king. As such, these were never intended
as historical records; they are incomplete and include only the names of rulers
who were deemed to be ‘legitimate’, and had reigned during the period between
the reign of the first king and that of the ruler who commissioned the list.

The Predynastic Period (c. 5000-c. 3100 BCE)
After c. 3400 BCE, the scattered communities who had settled in the Delta and
the Nile Valley evolved into two distinct kingdoms. The northern kingdom -
the Red Land — was situated in the Delta and the northernmost part of the Nile
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Valley, while its southern counterpart — the White Land - occupied the Delta
and the rest of the Nile Valley within Egypt. One theory (now largely discounted)
claimed that it was the arrival in Egypt of a new group of people (the so-called
‘Dynastic Race’) which led to the first appearance of writing, monumental brick
architecture, and the advances in arts and crafts that occurred in ¢. 3400 BCE, but
amore recent proposal suggests that these advances were the sole achievements
of the indigenous population, which owed nothing to any external influence.
However these changes may have originated, it is evident that advances were
made in technology and building techniques, and that both kingdoms shared
many features of a common culture.

At this period there is already evidence of the social and religious customs
which would later develop in the Dynastic Period. A beliefin continued existence
after death for the individual is apparent in the burial preparations, and there
was already a well-established tradition of animal cults. We can also observe the
process of syncretism — where the multitude of deities worshipped by the many
local communities either merged to create one deity with a range of attributes,
or became a family group of gods. Thus, as the villages and towns were amal-
gamated into larger social and political units, this process was reflected in the
corresponding religious developments.

The Archaic Period (c. 3100-c. 2686 BCE)

As the southern rulers ultimately set out to conquer the northern kingdom, one
king — Scorpion — made some military advances, but it was the ruler named
Menes in classical sources (either Narmer or Hor-aha) who finally defeated
the north in ¢. 3100 BCE and unified the two kingdoms under his rulership.
The rulers of this dynasty moved the capital city to Memphis, at the apex of the
Delta, and during the first two dynasties they ruled a unified state. They laid the
foundations for the political, social and religious organization of the country, and
established avenues of national and local government. This period of peace and
stability enabled the resources of the country to be focused on the advancement
of technology and the arts and crafts; substantial funerary monuments (brick-
built ‘mastaba’-tombs), constructed to house the burials of the royal family and
nobility, are one example of this policy.

The Old Kingdom (c. 2686—c. 2181 BCE)
The mastaba-tombs were retained for the wealthy classes throughout the Old
Kingdom, and most of the population were buried in shallow desert graves,
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Fig. 2.2. A reconstruction of the Dynasty 5 pyramids at Abusir, adapted from
L. Borchardt, Das Grabdenkmal des Konigs Ne-user-Re, plate 1, showing the main
elements of a pyramid complex, as exemplified by that of Niuserre, 1. valley building,

2. causeway, 3. mortuary temple, 4. pyramid and sun temple, 5. temple of Niuserre.

as they had been since predynastic times, but early in the Old Kingdom, the
pyramid was introduced for royal burials, epitomizing the first great period of
Egyptian civilization and the gulf between ruler and ruled. Imhotep, the vizier
and architect of Djoser who ruled in Dynasty 3, built the first pyramid at Saqqara.
This was designed as a stepped structure, and was part of an elaborate burial and
mortuary complex.

There then followed a period of experimentation, but by Dynasty 4 the true
pyramid, featuring smooth, sloping sides, had emerged. These pyramids reached
their zenith at Giza, where the famous burial sites of the kings Cheops, Chephren
and Mycerinus were built. These monuments, and the nobles’ mastaba-tombs
that surrounded them, were constructed of stone to last for eternity. The pyramid
was probably intended not only to protect the king’s body and funerary goods,
but also to provide him with a magical ‘ramp’ which could be used to gain access
to the heavens. The pyramid form may have represented a sun-ray, and was
probably closely associated with the cult of the sun-god Re.

However, by Dynasty 5, the construction and maintenance of the pyramid
complexes, and the employment of priests and other staff to service them, had
become an economic burden on the royal resources (see Figs. 2.2 and 2.3). Also,
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Fig. 2.3. Plan of the pyramid complex of Sahure (Dynasty 5) at Abusir. Adapted from
L. Borchardt, Das Grabdenkmal des Konigs Ne-user-Re, vol. 1, plate 16).

as the power of the kings began to decline, the sun-cult became increasingly
important, with the result that resources were now directed towards building
new sun temples, whereas the size and quality of the pyramids were reduced.
Subsequently, the kings sought another means of securing their eternal life by
inscribing magical spells — the Pyramid Texts — on the interior walls of their
pyramids.
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Throughout Dynasty 6, the power of the king and of the centralized bureau-
cracy steadily declined, exacerbated by economic, political, religious and social
factors. Thelongreign of Pepy Il brought the dynasty to an end, and in the follow-
ing years there was a period of anarchy when centralized government collapsed
and Egypt returned to the political conditions of early predynastic times when
local rulers wielded power in their districts and fought against each other.

The stability of the Old Kingdom had allowed art, religion and literature to
flourish, and the lavish funerary equipment placed in the tombs and the registers
of scenes painted on the interior walls of the mastabas provide an indication of
the quality of everyday existence for the wealthy and those who served them.
The literature that has survived includes not only historical, religious and legal
texts, but also an important didactic source — the Wisdom Texts — which provides
insight into moral and ethical values.

The First Intermediate Period (c. 2181-c. 1991 BCE)

During this time of decentralization and anarchy;, all the values of the Old King-
dom were overturned. Internal political and social collapse was probably exac-
erbated by the external threat of Beduin raids and incursions, and many monu-
ments and graves were desecrated and robbed. The countryside was gradually
overwhelmed by poverty, famine and disease. The effect of this upon the pop-
ulation and on individuals is probably recalled in a collection of literary works
that is now known as the ‘Pessimistic Literature’.

This upheaval only drew to a close when a line of local princes at Thebes who
carried the family name Mentuhotep were able to exert their power and establish
Dynasty 11. They restored some order to Egypt, and arts and crafts again enjoyed
arevival. Throughout this period, the power of Memphis, the Old Kingdom cap-
ital, had disappeared: the political institutions were no longer centralized there,
and the city had ceased to accommodate the major concentration of craftsmen.
Instead, provincial rulers were buried in rock-cut tombs in the cliffs along the
river, which were decorated with painted wall-scenes and equipped with the
tomb goods made by local artists and craftsmen. When the Mentuhotep family
seized overall control, it was their own city of Thebes that flourished as the cap-
ital, and a new art style emerged as a result of the goods produced there by local
artisans.

The Middle Kingdom (1991-1786 BCE)
At the beginning of Dynasty 12, a commoner - Amenembhet I - seized the throne;
he was probably the First Minister of the last king of Dynasty 11, whom he
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assassinated. Amenemhet I inaugurated another period of great prosperity; he
moved the capital north to Lisht,and he and his descendants re-established a firm
system of government. Because this dynasty had noroyal antecedents, itwas nec-
essary to establish an uncontested succession, and thus these kings introduced
the concept of co-regency, when the chosen heir joined the king as co-ruler. They
also developed positive external policies, restoring dominion over Nubia to the
south, by building a string of garrisoned fortresses, and also fostering trading
contacts with the Aegean islands, and with the inhabitants of Byblos (on the
Syrian coast) and Punt (which had access to the Red Sea coast).

Now, the king no longer held the supreme power he had theoretically enjoyed
in the Old Kingdom, and also Re, the royal patron god of the Old Kingdom, did not
retain his unrivalled position. Following the collapse of divine and royal power at
the end of the Old Kingdom, a new, democratic concept of the afterlife emerged,
and the belief that only the king could experience an individual eternity was
replaced by the idea that immortality would be available to all believers who
could demonstrate pious and worthy lives. This concept was closely associated
with the worship of the god Osiris, and it profoundly affected religious beliefs and
customs, and funerary practices. The kings continued to be buried in pyramids,
but many provincial governors built rock-cut tombs in their own districts in
preference to the mastaba-tombs which surrounded the royal burial site.

The Second Intermediate Period (1786-1567 BCE)

This period, which consists of five dynasties, was again characterized by
decentralization and decline. Some dynasties with lines of native rulers were
contemporary, but in Dynasties 15 and 16 a group of foreign conquerors known
as the Hyksos entered Egypt and established themselves as rulers over much
of the country. The native princes of Thebes (who formed Dynasty 17) eventu-
ally drove the Hyksos out of Egypt into southern Palestine, and then established
themselves as the founders of Dynasty 18 and the New Kingdom.

The New Kingdom (1567-1085 BCE)
The Hyksos invasion profoundly influenced and changed the Egyptians’ attitude
towards foreign policy and colonization. Instead of contact with other coun-
tries through trade, they now adopted an aggressive policy, particularly towards
Syria/Palestine, in order to prevent any further attempted invasion of Egypt. The
New Kingdom therefore became the period of Egypt’s empire, when a succession
of kings sought to subdue the minor states in Palestine and bring them under
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Fig. 2.4. Plan of temple of Amen-Re at Karnak (New Kingdom), showing main
elements of a typical cultus temple. 1. pylon, 2. outer court, 3. hypostyle hall, 4.
sanctuary. Adapted from A. Erman, Life in Egypt (trans. H. M. Tirard), 1971, p. 280.

their own influence. This policy brought Egypt into major conflict with other
great powers of the area, the Mitannians and the Hittites, but at its zenith Egypt
was able to create and govern the world’s first empire, which stretched from the
River Euphrates in the north to Nubia in the south.

These military expeditions brought extensive booty back to Egypt, and Amen-
Re, the great state god and royal patron of this period, was the major recipient
of this vast wealth (Fig. 2.4). Originally the local, family god of the princes of
Thebes, in the New Kingdom Amun adopted the additional characteristics of the
sun-god Re and, as Amen-Re, became the supreme god of Egypt and its empire
in Dynasty 18. However, the god’s priesthood at his main temple at Karnak soon
acquired such wealth and power that they posed a threat to the king himself, and
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towards the end of Dynasty 18 (in the so-called Amarna Period) King Akhenaten
(Amenhotep IV) took unprecedented and ultimately unsuccessful measures to
try to curtail this power.

Throughout the New Kingdom (apart from the reign of Amenhotep IV), Egypt’s
main religious centre was Thebes. By now, the kings had abandoned the pyramid
as a burial place and chose instead to be interred in rock-cut tombs in the Valley
of the Kings on the west bank of the river, opposite Thebes. The town of the royal
necropolis workmen, known today as Deir el Medina, has provided a wealth
of evidence from the archaeological remains and documents discovered in the
rubbish heaps, and this has supplied details about their everyday lives, religious
customs and working conditions.

The Third Intermediate Period (1085-668 BCE)
Egypt fought successfully against the Hittites in Dynasty 19; they also faced new
enemies such as the Libyan tribes who threatened their western front, and the
coalitions of ‘Sea-peoples’ who attacked the Deltain Dynasties 19 and 20, in their
search for new homelands.

By Dynasty 21, Egypt’s slow but inevitable decline had already begun. The
kingdom was now effectively divided, with the kings ruling the north from the
city of Tanis while a line of high-priests of Amun controlled the south around
Thebes. At Tanis, the royal tombs and treasure discovered by French archaeol-
ogists demonstrated the wealth of the rulers even in this period of decline. In
Dynasties 22 and 23, rulers of Libyan descent, whose forebears had settled in
the Delta, briefly reunited the country, but in Dynasty 25 another line of foreign
kings emerged who had originated in a kingdom (Kush) which lay to the south
of Egypt. However, although they briefly gained control, they were eventually
driven back to their homeland by the Assyrians who invaded Egypt from the
north.

The Late Period (664-332 BCE)
After a brief occupation by the Assyrians, another native Egyptian line (Dynasty
26) emerged at Sais in the Delta. There was a short resurgence of former glory,
with renewed nationalism and interest in earlier religious and literary beliefs
and forms, but soon Egypt was once again under foreign domination, when she
became part of the Persian Empire and was ruled as a Persian satrapy (posses-
sion) during Dynasties 27 and 31. The overall influence of Assyria and Persia
on Egyptian institutions and beliefs was probably minimal, but following the
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conquest of Egypt by Alexander the Great, ruler of Macedon, in 332 BCE, pro-
found changes were introduced, first by the Ptolemies and then by the Roman
rulers who became the absolute governors of the country and its people.

The Greek and Roman rulers nevertheless recognized the need to be regarded
as the legitimate rulers of Egypt, in order that they could exploit the economic
and political powers this bestowed, and so they were careful to support the tra-
ditional state religion by building and restoring the major temples dedicated to
the Egyptian gods. There was also a degree of syncretism between Egyptian and
Greek religious beliefs and customs, especially in relation to funerary practices,
and the state cult of the god Serapis attempted to fuse Egyptian and Greek tra-
ditions. However, the general practice was for Greeks and Egyptians to pursue
their own separate religious beliefs.

The political and social context

In the Predynastic Period, the communities scattered throughout the Delta and
along the Nile Valley were governed by local chieftains. These communities were
gradually amalgamated into larger units, either because of the need for mutual
co-operation or because one ruler conquered other leaders. This gave the overall
community greater protection and enabled co-operation to be developed for
schemes of mutual benefit such as irrigation. Nevertheless, each unit remained
politically and socially independent and was governed by a chieftain who lived in
the main town; the communitywas supported by the adjacentland. In time, these
larger units were themselves drawn into districts which became the ‘nomes’ or
administrative divisions in later periods.

In ¢. 3400 BCE, two kingdoms came into existence, into which these larger
units were now incorporated. The Red Land in the north and the White Land
in the south each had its own king, capital city and patron deity. Eventually, in
¢. 3100 BCE, when the ruler of the White Land conquered the north and uni-
fied the country, he established a dynasty which governed the whole of Egypt
(Emery 1961: 38-47). Despite this unification, the dualism of the “Two Lands’
remained an important concept throughout pharaonic times, and was retained
both as a basis for administering the country and as a strong element in religious
symbolism.

During the subsequent Archaic Period (Dynasties 1 and 2) and Old Kingdom
(Dynasties 3 to 6), the social structure became firmly established, and this contin-
ued, with minor adjustments, until the Graeco-Roman era, when the Ptolemies



72 Rosalie David

and the Romans introduced their own systems. The central feature of pharaonic
political and religious development was the concept of divine kingship.

The pharaoh

The pharaoh was the king of Egypt; the title was derived from the hieroglyphic
phrase per-aa which literally meant ‘the great house’. This was the term used for
the palace, and was consequently applied to identify the king himself.

The pharaoh was regarded as partly divine and, at least in theory, he was
an absolute monarch (O’Connor and Silverman 1995). His role and duties had
developed out of those of the early local chieftains, and he was expected to fulfil
political, religious, social, military, economic and legal commitments, although
in time many of these were delegated to royal officials.

As early as the Archaic Period, the king was identified with the royal hawk-
god Horus; throughout his reign, the king was regarded as the incarnation of
the god on earth, and after death, when he became Osiris, the divine father of
Horus, the Horus title was then passed on to his successor. One theory (although
now disputed) is that succession to the kingship passed through the female line,
and each king was considered to be the offspring of the chief state god and the
previous king’s principal queen.

As the son of the god on earth, the king certainly had a unique status which
not only emphasized the great divide between himself and his subjects, but also
gave him special powers to intercede between gods and mankind. For example,
he was responsible for founding and provisioning the temples, and for perform-
ing the temple rituals for the gods. In return, he received the kingship from the
gods, and had theoretical ownership of the land, its resources and its people. He
could dispose of these as he wished, but his actions were subject to the principles
of the goddess Ma’at who personified divine balance and order throughout the
universe. In practice, he was to a large extent advised and controlled by his coun-
sellors and administrators. The coronation ceremony was believed to endow the
king with the necessary divine and royal powers to make him an effective ruler,
and these were renewed periodically at jubilee festivals.

As a reward for his attention to the gods, the king was assured military
supremacy over his enemies, and peace and prosperity for his people. His semi-
divine nature also ensured that he would achieve individual immortality after
death. In the Old Kingdom, this was a key difference between the king and his
subjects, who could only hope for continued existence through their role in
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assisting the king. Even when religious beliefs became more democratic in the
Middle Kingdom, and all believers could expect individual eternity, the king’s
hereafter differed from that of his subjects. Whereas non-royal persons could
expect to pass their eternity in the tomb and in the underworld realm of Osiris,
the king would sail in the divine barque, in the company of the gods, forever
encircling the heavens.

The queens also played an important part in the royal succession. In the early
Old Kingdom and at different periods in Egypt’s later history, it was customary
for the royal heir to marry his own sister (the Great Royal Daughter) who was the
child of the ruling king and his principal queen (Great Royal Wife), but sometimes
this did not happen, perhaps because the royal couple did not have a son and
daughter who could marry each other. Since the kings were polygamous and
there were secondary branches of the family from these minor wives, there was
sometimes rivalry and the succession was disputed.

The nobility and officials

In the early Old Kingdom, the nobility consisted of members of the royal fam-
ily. The king attempted to gain the allegiance of his relatives by granting them
the most important positions in the government, and by giving them gifts of
royal land and possessions, as well as tombs, burial goods and estates to pro-
vide income for the perpetual upkeep of the tombs. However, by the end of the
0Old Kingdom, the governorships and top administrative posts were increasingly
allocated to people outside the royal family, whose support the king now wished
to gain.

The country was ruled through a system of local governors who controlled the
administrative districts, and were responsible to the king, through his First Min-
ister. This man was effectively the king’s deputy, acting as head of the judiciary,
chief royal architect and keeper of the state archives. At first, the local governor-
ships had been non-hereditary, to ensure that the king could limit these powers
and control the men’s actions, but increasingly, the positions became heredi-
tary (a favour bestowed by the king in order to gain the governor’s support), and
when the centralized administration was weak the local governors were able to
seize considerable powers and become virtually independent of the king. This
happened during the First Intermediate Period, and even in the early Middle
Kingdom the kings needed the governors’ support because of their own tenuous
right to rule. In the later Middle Kingdom, the political power of the provincial
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governors seems to disappear, together with their rights and privileges. They were
replaced as administrators by a new middle class drawn from the small farmers,
craftsmen and tradesmen, and these officials were now directly responsible to
the king or First Minister.

The nobles had posed a real threat to royal supremacy since the middle of
the Old Kingdom. As his own power waned, this decline in royal supremacy
was exacerbated by the king’s attempts to gain the nobles’ favour and support,
by lavishing land and wealth on them. The result, however, was that his own
position declined, while the nobles exploited their increased independence. The
other threat to the king’s supremacy came from the priests but the king was never
able effectively to quell their power, and they remained a formidable force.

The officials who supported the government bureaucracy formed an exten-
sive hierarchy who ran the treasury, armoury, granaries and public works. These
departments were accommodated within the precinct of the palace in the capital
city. This complex also included one of the main residences of the royal family.
As well as the centralized bureaucracy, there were also local government depart-
ments in the provincial districts. The royal burial area, with its associated temples
and cities where the mortuary priests and workers lived, was supervised by its
own administration.

Craftsmen and peasants

Below the extensive bureaucracy of officials, there were the artisans and crafts-
men. Their most important duties revolved around the production of goods for
the tombs. They were mainly organized into communal workshops where asso-
ciated crafts were practised alongside each other. The capital city was the main
centre of activity for these workers, although there were workshops in other
towns and localities which each produced its own distinctive style of goods. In
some periods, significant schools of art developed in, for example, Memphis
and Thebes, where the sculpture and painting exhibited some quite distinctive
features (such as the elongated, slender forms of the human figures seen in the
Theban style), although in general all works followed the prescribed format for
religious art. Some of the larger temples had their own workshops where the
ritual objects used in temple worship were produced.

Thebestartisans were engaged to prepare, decorate and equip the royal tombs.
They were housed in purpose-built towns near to the burial site, and some of
these, discovered at Giza (Edwards 1985: 282-4), Kahun (David 1997), Tell el
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Amarna and Deir el Medina (near Thebes) (Cern§7 1973), have been excavated.
The objects and papyri found at these sites have provided a wealth of information
about the living conditions and terms of employment of the royal workmen.
The craftsmen made advances in many branches of technology, specifically to
improve tomb architecture and tomb goods such as coffins, furniture, clothing,
jewellery, pottery and toiletries, but from earliest times they were able to expand
thisknowledge and expertise to produce domestic and luxury items for the living.

Although the craftsmen were responsible for the skilled work on the tombs,
Egypt also required a substantial labouring workforce who could be used at the
building sites, to mine gold and to quarry stone. This labour force was drawn
largely from the serfs or peasants who comprised perhaps 80 per cent of the
population. For much of the year, they worked on the land and produced the food
for the whole population. However, they could also be called upon to undertake
special tasks for the king (corvée duty). In fact, all subjects (regardless of status)
were liable for this duty, but wealthier individuals paid substitutes to undertake
the obligation on their behalf.

Until a professional army was established in the New Kingdom, the peasants
were used by the nobles to fight as soldiers in any military ventures in which
the king wished to engage. The peasants also worked in the labour gangs at the
royal building sites, particularly during the three months of each year when
the inundation flooded the land and made cultivation impossible. In this way;,
the peasants could be continuously employed: food payments made to them and
their families prevented starvation, and their time and efforts were concentrated
so that they did not have the opportunity to foment rebellion.

During the period of their employment on the land, they produced enough
food to meet their own needs. They were also heavily taxed in kind and this food
provided daily sustenance for the whole population and also offerings for the
rituals in the tombs and the temples.

Egypt's neighbours

Egypt had little interest in the exploration of lands beyond its borders, except
when it was necessary for commercial or trading ventures, or to establish military
control over peoples who might otherwise attempt invasion. From earliest times,
the Egyptians maintained trading contacts with Byblos on the Syrian coast, to
obtain high-quality timber from the hinterland, which Egypt itself lacked. There
were also expeditions to Punt, an unidentified region which lay somewhere near
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the west coast of the Red Sea, in order to trade for myrrh and incense which
the Egyptians required for their religious rituals. To the south, they travelled to
Nubia (the region which today straddles northern Sudan and southern Egypt),
to acquire the granite for their monuments, and also gold, semi-precious stones,
and exotic goods such as ivory and ebony from the far south. There were other
trading connections with northern neighbours, including Crete and the Aegean
islands.

Egypt’s contacts with these regions were generally peaceful, but they main-
tained access to Nubia with the support of military operations. By contrast, their
relations with their northern neighbours were primarily diplomaticand commer-
cial until, in the New Kingdom, they began to build and consolidate an empire
which at its height stretched as far as northern Syria.

This aggressive policy was introduced to counteract any renewed attempt by
foreigners to invade and rule Egypt, after they had expelled the Hyksos, a line of
foreign dynasts, in c. 1560 BCE. The Egyptians were the first people to establish an
empire; loosely based on a confederation of vassal city-states in Syria/Palestine,
it was relatively benign and tolerant, particularly with regard to religious beliefs.
Nevertheless, the pharaohsled regular campaigns throughout the New Kingdom
to reassert their control, and from the Middle Kingdom, prisoners-of-war were
brought back to Egypt where they were employed in a number of ways including
domestic service and work on building sites.

The role of religion in education, law and medicine

Religion permeated every aspect of life. Many of the functions of the temples
were performed by lay priests who spent three months each year in the temples,
and the remainder of the time pursuing their careers as scribes, lawyers or doc-
tors. The scribes (‘educated men’) were responsible to the god Thoth, who had
invented writing and was in charge of numbers and the divisions of time. Scribes
kept accounts and army records, collected taxes and controlled the law courts,
but, most importantly, they composed and copied religious texts in the temple
scriptoria, and some held priesthoods and taught students. Education involved
training of the character as well as the mind, a concept which is made clear in
the Wisdom Texts and other moral compositions that schoolboys were expected
to copy out.

Religion also played a vital role in the legal system. It was believed that law
had been given to mankind at the time of creation, and Ma’at, who represented
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truth, righteousness and justice, and the equilibrium of the universe, was the
patron goddess of lawyers. The officials of the judiciary were the priests of Ma’at.
Some aspects of the legal system, such as the practice of obtaining a verdict by
means of an oracle when a god’s statue acted as judge, emphasized the influence
of religion on the law.

Egyptian medicine contained a mixture of magico-religious and rational treat-
ments which were regarded as equally valid. Specialist doctors were priests of
the goddess Sekhmet, and Imhotep, the First Minister of Djoser and architect of
the Step Pyramid at Saqqgara, was revered as a great physician and the founder
of medical science in Egypt. He was later worshipped as god of medicine and
healing. Some temples were renowned as centres of healing, long before this
became a feature of the Greek tradition. In a sanatorium attached to the Temple
of Hathor at Denderah, the mentally ill were accommodated and treated with a
form of hypnotic therapy. Temples were also centres where medical training was
provided for students.

Religious beliefs and practices
State religion

Religion permeated most aspects of life and death in ancient Egypt. It was prac-
tised at state level: the temples were a key feature and the king had an important
role as the essential link between gods and men. Even in the Predynastic Period,
the living had performed religious rites, but the gods’ shrines, constructed of
perishable materials, have not survived. The only evidence of them is provided
in scenes painted on pottery placed in the graves, and in representations carved
on cylinder seals and ebony and ivory tablets. However, in the later periods,
stone-built temples provide information about the state cult and rituals.

The temples
Initially, two types of temple developed in ancient Egypt. Solar (sun) temples
occurred in Dynasties 5 and 18, and were directly associated with the worship of
the sun-god. In Dynasty 5, when the priests of Re (the sun-god) wielded unprece-
dented power, the kings built six sun temples at Abu Ghurab. These were mod-
elled on the original sun temple at Heliopolis, which has never been discovered.
Towards the end of Dynasty 18, during the Amarna Period, special temples were
built at Amarna, Thebes and elsewhere for the cult of the Aten (sun’s disc). The
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solar temple tradition may have been introduced into Egypt from elsewhere, but
the royal cult complexes and divine cult complexes built in the New Kingdom
and later periods were both derived from the predynastic local shrines where
community leaders, on behalf of the people, had presented offerings before the
resident cult statues.

Eventually, when the Egyptians developed their skills in stone masonry, the
fragile construction of the early shrines was replaced with the masonry of the
large stone temples, but these monuments retained the same layout and features
as the shrines. The most powerful predynastic local leader eventually became
king of Egypt, and his local deity became the chief state god. In the temples, the
king (or the high-priest as his delegate) acted on behalf of his subjects by offering
food and other requirements to the god’s statue. This became the basis of the
rituals performed in the temples, carried out for the benefit of the state; in return
for these offerings, the god was expected to provide the king and his people with
success in warfare and ample harvests and wealth (Fairman 1945).

The royal cult and divine cult complexes were built to the same basic layout
and had many architectural features in common, since many aspects of their
rituals were similar. The divine cult complex was designed primarily to house
and protect the god’s statue, and had space and accommodation for the rituals
which were performed for the resident deity. The royal cult complex included
provision for the same rites to be performed for the resident god but there were
also locations where the dead, deified ruler who had built the temple was con-
tinuously worshipped and received offerings and where, by means of ritual, he
could approach all the previous legitimate kings in order to gain their acceptance
and approval of his reign (David 1981).

In the Old and Middle Kingdoms, the royal cult complex was attached to the
pyramid, but when rulers began to construct rock-cut tombs in the Valley of the
Kings at Thebes in the New Kingdom, there was no space there to accommodate
any adjacent temples, and so they were now designed as separate units, usually
built on the plain between the river and the burial site.

The divine cult complex provided regular sustenance and care for the resident
deity through the Daily Temple Ritual, and celebrated the major events of the
god’s life by the performance of festivals held on occasions throughout the year.
This relationship between gods and men, expressed through the king’s personal
role, formed the basis of Egyptian society, and it was believed that neglect of these
duties would bring disaster to Egypt. In the royal cult complexes, in addition to
the daily divine ritual, the king’s own acceptance and eternal status as a ruler
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even after death was ensured by the performance of the Ritual of the Royal
Ancestors.

The form, layout and architectural features of these temples were established
by exact ritual requirements and by the mythology on which the temples were
based. The main mythological explanation of the temple was that it was the
‘Island of Creation’ where life had first come into existence; it was also the ‘Man-
sion of the God’ where the god resided, and a microcosm of the universe.

As the ‘Mansion of the God’, the temple provided a place of shelter, protection
and worship, and its design incorporated features found in domestic architec-
ture such as a bedroom (the shrine), a reception area (the hypostyle halls) and
storerooms. However, the house plan was modified to accommodate a central
processional route. As the ‘Island of Creation, the architectural features reflected
and symbolically re-created the location and vegetation of the island, providing
a place of great sanctity where the god could rest and be approached. Thus, the
columns in the hypostyle halls, with their palmiform, lotiform or papyriform
capitals and the frieze of plants carved on the bases of the walls, represented the
island’s vegetation, while the ceiling was decorated to reflect the sky above the
island.

The wall scenes inside the temples also had a special purpose (see Fig. 2.1).
In some areas, they represented specific events in the history of the building
such as its foundation or consecration, or in the reign of its royal founder, such
as his coronation. However, in other areas, they precisely indicate the different
rituals once performed in those parts of the building. Here, scenes are arranged
in horizontal registers on the walls, and provide invaluable information about
the sequence of the rites. They always show the king performing the ritual for the
god (although usually this was actually undertaken by the high-priest). In the
accompanying inscriptions, the title of the rite and the conversation and
speeches of the god and king are given. Because of the limitations of wall space,
only a selection of the rites appear, chosen from the complete version of the
ritual which was originally recorded on papyrus.

Because of the strict mythological and ritual requirements, only minor vari-
ations occur in the design and decoration of all these extant complexes, even
though they were built at different sites and dates from the New Kingdom
onwards. Through the temples and their rituals, the Egyptians sought to use
magic as a means of manipulating supernatural forces to influence events on a
cosmic scale, and to maintain the balance and order of the universe, thus pre-
venting the return of chaos. The temples, with their special architecture and



80 Rosalie David

ritual wall scenes, were regarded as potent locations where these spiritual and
temporal aims could be achieved.

The priesthood

The state and local gods had temples and priesthoods whose prime duty was
to act as the ‘servants of the god’ and thus acquire the ability to control the
supernatural forces that created and maintained life (Sauneron 1980). It was
believed that this gave the priests their supposed power to influence events in life
and after death. The priests were therefore essentially ‘state magicians’, but they
had no pastoral role and no duties to preach to the populace. In fact, the tem-
ples and their priesthoods played no direct part in the religious activities of the
masses. The priests were functionaries who performed the rituals on behalf of the
temple deities, and although it was expected that they would display desirable
characteristics such asdiscretion, honesty and fairness, they were notexpected to
have a religious vocation. Indeed, candidates were usually attracted by the afflu-
ent lifestyle and prospects of career advancement that the priesthood offered.

Sometimes, the priesthood passed down in the family, with the son inherit-
ing his father’s place, but on other occasions either high-level selections and
promotions were made by the king, or a committee of priests would choose a
candidate for a vacancy, or a position could be purchased by payment of a fee.
Most temple priests were employed on a lay or part-time basis, although from
the New Kingdom onwards larger temples were staffed with many permanent
priests.

The lay priests in each temple were organized into four groups to undertake
the daily rituals. Each group consisted of the same number of priests who served
arotational term of duty of one month, repeated thrice yearly, with a free period
of three months in between, when they pursued other careers, often as doctors,
lawyers or scribes. They were allowed to marry, and lived outside the temple
enclosure when they were not on duty. During their term in the temple, they
were required to observe certain taboos regarding food, clothing, worship and
sexual abstinence, so that their physical and spiritual purity was ensured when
they came in contact with the god’s statue or his cult possessions.

In the great temples, there were established hierarchies of priests. The high-
priestof Amun at Karnak had extensive political power because he could confer or
withhold the god’s approval of the royal heir, thus effectively controlling dynastic
power. The top priests also advised the king on temple taxation, revenues and
building plans, and wielded real political power. The temples also employed lay
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workers such as clerks, overseers of the estates that the temples owned, and
butchers, bakers and florists who prepared the divine offerings. According to
one record, the Temple of Karnak employed a total of 80,000 people.

In addition to performing the rituals and educating their students, an impor-
tant duty of the priests was to compose and copy the sacred texts to perpetuate
the divine cult. These specialist priests, who worked in an area of the temple
known as the ‘House of Life’, would discuss and develop the god’s mythology
and theology, and prepare religious, astronomical and medical texts. Each tem-
ple may have been aligned towards a star that was linked to the mythology of
the resident deity. However, although the Egyptians made many astronomical
observations, they retained the belief that the earth was flat and suspended in
the midst of a circular ocean, the upper half of which represented the sky while
the lower half was the location of the underworld where the dead dwelt.

The gods

The Egyptian pantheon embraced hundreds of deities whom, on the basis of
each god’s role and characteristics, Egyptologists have classified under the three
main categories of state, local and household gods (Morenz 1973). Originally, in
predynastic times, each local community had its own deity, but with the political
amalgamation of villages into districts and ultimately into a nation-state, the
main gods of the communities were transformed into district gods, and in some
cases into deities of national importance and influence.

These became state gods who were worshipped throughout Egypt, although
theyoftenretained a strong connection with a particular city or site. The country’s
external and internal success was accredited to their influence and support, and
in each dynasty the rulers would select a particular god as their own royal patron
and protector. Some gods, such as the ‘creator-gods’ Re (whose first centre was
at Heliopolis) or Amun (the chief god of Thebes), were continuously included
amongst the state gods and were generally worshipped as supreme deities, but
in several dynasties the rulers would elevate their own local god as the dynasty’s
royal patron so that the god acquired a temporary status as a state deity. The
gods in this top league usually had temples and cults and were served by their
own priesthoods.

Briefly, at the end of Dynasty 18, King Akhenaten elevated the cult of the Aten
(sun’s disc) to an unprecedented form of monotheism (Aldred 1988). Some of the
state gods formed family groups, such as the triad of Amun, his wife Mut and his
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son Khonsu at Thebes, and the ennead (nine gods) at Heliopolis which included
Re. The Osirian triad (Osiris, his wife Isis and his son Horus) was uniquely impor-
tant, although the worship of Osiris focused on his role as a god of the dead, unlike
the other deities who were gods of the living (Griffiths 1980). Although the two
centres associated with Osiris — Abydos and Busiris — were great centres of pil-
grimage, Osiris did not possess his own temple and priesthood, but was accom-
modated in the shrines of other gods. The local gods, although they possessed
temples and priesthoods at particular sites, never attained permanent national
importance, although they continued to be worshipped over many centuries and
exerted considerable local influence.

Some deities were worshipped at shrines in the houses and did not receive any
temple cults (Cerny 1973). Today, these are termed ‘household gods’, and they
played a very important role in the personal religion of the ancient Egyptians.
People of all classes addressed their requests and prayers to these gods, rather
than to the temple deities, although Amun appears to have had a dual role as
both the nation’s supreme god and the personal deity of the royal necropolis
workforce at Deir el Medina. The household gods most widely worshipped were
Bes, a dwarf god with special responsibility for marriage and jollification, and
his consort Tauert, a hippopotamus goddess who assisted women in childbirth.

Some gods had special roles. Seth, the wicked brother of Osiris who murdered
him and subsequently fought Osiris’ son Horus, was found guilty by the divine
tribunal in the Myth of Osiris. Consequently, he became an outcast, and the per-
sonification of evil — the ‘devil’ of the Egyptian pantheon. Occasionally, famous
human individuals were deified and worshipped: King Amenhotep I and his
mother Queen Ahmose-Nefertari received a cult from the royal necropolis work-
ers whose village at Deir el Medina had been founded by this king, and Imhotep,
the First Minister and architect of King Djoser’s Step Pyramid at Saqqara, was
later worshipped as the founder of medical science and a god of medicine. The
Greeks who became resident in Egypt ultimately identified him with their own
god of medicine, Asklepios.

Personal piety

Evidence for popular religion and personal piety comes from literary sources, and
from objects discovered at settlement sites, particularly the villages and towns
of the royal necropolis workmen. Their deities included those with widespread
appeal such as Bes and Tauert, and also some with local associations such as
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the ‘Peak-of-the-West’ (the personification of the mountain behind the Valley of
the Kings), and the deified rulers Amenhotep I and Ahmose-Nefertari at Deir el
Medina (Cerny 1973). In this community, there is also evidence of the worship of
several foreign gods, including Syrian deities. Elsewhere, at Kahun, another royal
necropolis town, some objects and practices (distinctive altar-stands and intra-
mural burials of babies within the town) may indicate the presence of religious
activities which were related to immigrant sections within these communities.

At Deir el Medina, we can gain a rare insight into one aspect of personal piety,
provided by the memorial stelae (inscribed stones) set up by the workmen in
some of the offering chapels. In these inscriptions, the men sometimes appeal
to the gods for mercy, and confess their sins, in a rare expression of humility,
or they thank the gods for their own delivery or that of their family members
from illnesses which were believed to be the result of personal transgressions.
Impiety and blasphemy were apparently regarded as major sins, and blindness
was considered to be a particular punishment for offending the gods. The high
level of literacy at Deir el Medina may explain the existence of these texts in
this particular location (the men wrote down concepts here that had existed
elsewhere in Egypt but were left unexpressed), but an alternative explanation is
that these were new ideas, perhaps introduced by Syrian immigrants. For other
literary evidence of morality and ethics, the much more formal Wisdom Texts
provide our major source.

Another aspect of popular religion is represented by the use of the oracle at
Deirel Medina. Here, the priests, chosen from amongst the workmen themselves,
had a surprising degree of autonomy, and one of their functions was to hold up
the god’s statue on front of the petitioner and move it in response to his enquiry.
It was believed that, through this oracle, the deified Amenhotep I gave advice
on a range of matters including personal and family concerns. The oracle also
provided an alternative to unacceptable rulings given on cases presented in the
local law courts. Also, the priests participated in local festivals, when the gods’
statues were paraded through the town.

At Kahun, there is evidence of the practice of non-state (secular or private)
magic (David 1997: 131-41). Local magicians exercised their skills to protect
individuals against their fears of sickness, hunger, thirst, drowning, asphyxiation,
hostile attack and dangerous animals. Magicians used spells to counteract these
dangers, seeking to block out the negative forces which supposedly caused them,
and their techniques and healing skills were in widespread demand (Pinch 1994:
76-89). When Kahun was excavated in the 1890s, the house of a local magician
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was uncovered and found to contain a sacred mask, which was worn to imitate
Beset (the female counterpart of Bes), and a set of magical equipment.

The key feature of personal religion in Egypt revolved around the domestic
worship carried outin the houses. This was probably often performed in aspecial,
separate area of the house, in front of the god’s shrine which held the deity’s statue
and a selection of stelae. Utensils used in the rituals included offering tables,
water jars, vases and braziers. The rites probably copied the rituals performed
in the temples of the state or local gods, and involved the presentation of food
offerings and libations, and the burning of incense in the presence of the divine
statues.

Inaddition to a deep personal faith and a close relationship with their domestic
gods, it is evident that the Egyptians believed that each individual was respon-
sible for the good or evil deeds they performed during life, on which depended
their ultimate fate in the next world. This was decided at the Day of Judgement
which every person faced at the time of death. The goddess of fate or destiny was
present on the Day of Judgement; her name, Shay, meant ‘that which is decreed’,
and she was closely associated with the ram-headed creator-god, Khnum. Shay
was also present at each person’s birth. The Egyptians believed that individual
fate or destiny was established at the time of birth, and ultimately determined
the manner of each person’s death. Sometimes, fate was also considered to con-
trol the course of each individual’s life, with its successes and misfortunes, but
freedom of action and the flexibility to act for good or evil were also important
factors which were weighed and considered at the Day of Judgement.

The Egyptians used hemerology — the determination of lucky and unlucky
days - to assist them in achieving desired results throughout life, but this concept
was derived from mythology rather than astrology. The Egyptians had a long-
established interest in astronomy, and included ‘star-ceilings’ with charts of the
heavens and tables of the nocturnal movements of stars in their tombs and
temples. They also devised a calendar which was based on their agricultural
year. Astrology was brought to Egypt from Mesopotamia in later times, possibly
in the Persian Period (c. 450 BCE).

Funerary beliefs and customs

The concept of the personality
The ancient Egyptian concept of the human personality was complex, and
directly influenced their ideas of the afterlife. Some elements, such as the
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individual’s name, were regarded as an integral part of the personality, while
the body was thought to provide an essential link between the deceased once
he had attained his afterlife, and his former earthly existence. The body had to
be preserved from decay in order to ensure that a recognizable likeness of the
deceased remained in the tomb, so that his spirit could return to his body and
thus obtain sustenance from the food offerings placed in the funerary chapel.

Some elements, however, were regarded as immortal and indestructible parts
of an individual. The ‘Ka’ (often translated as ‘spirit’) was the person’s life-force
or essential being which, after death, became free and immortal, although it
retained a vital link with the tomb and the body. The ‘Ba’ (usually translated as
‘soul’) was a force that could travel outside the tomb so that its owner could
experience places that he had enjoyed when he was alive. The ‘Akh’ was another
supernatural power which assisted both the dead and the living. In order to allow
the deceased tomb-owner to regain his life-force, a special ritual was performed
by the priest at the funeral. Known as the ceremony of ‘Opening the Mouth’,
this involved using an adze (a carpenter’s tool, rather like an axe) to touch the
mouth, hands and feet of the mummy, all the model figurines, and the figures
represented in the mural scenes. It was believed that this would animate them
to act on behalf of the deceased.

The afterlife

Several different kinds of afterlife were envisaged. The kings were expected to
pass their eternity in the heavens, sailing with the gods in the sacred barque.
The nobility and middle classes, however, prepared lavish tombs where they
planned to spend part of their afterlife. Each tomb was named the ‘House of
the Ka’, and closely followed the layout and design of contemporary domestic
architecture: the burial chamber represented the bedroom, the offering chapel
was the equivalent of the reception hall, and the storerooms held the owner’s
goods and possessions. Food and drink were provided for the dead by means of a
funerary ritual performed by his relatives, or by a Ka-priest who was paid from the
deceased’s estate to undertake this obligation. In the event that human agents
neglected these duties, a ‘menu’ of provisions was inscribed inside the tomb,
which could be magically activated to ensure eternal sustenance. Essentially, the
wall decoration and contents of these tombs were designed to provide a pleasant
hereafter for the deceased.

From the Middle Kingdom onwards, democratization of religious beliefs and a
new emphasis on the cult of Osiris fostered the concept that everyone, regardless
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of status or wealth, could spend eternity in the realm of Osiris (Griffiths 1980).
This kingdom was situated in the underworld, and the only means of entry was
for the individual to perform satisfactorily at the Day of Judgement, when a
person’s actions during life were assessed. In Osiris’ kingdom, each person was
allocated a small plot ofland, which they were expected to cultivate. The wealthy
classes, on the other hand, sought to avoid this duty by continuing to prepare
comfortable tombs where they hoped to provide themselves with an alterna-
tive eternity. The priests attempted to rationalize and integrate these three con-
cepts of the afterlife, but this was never satisfactorily achieved, and an individ-
ual’s expectation of eternity continued to depend largely on his status in this
world.

Tomb and pyramid development

In the Predynastic Period, the earliest pit-graves housed the burials of commu-
nity leaders and ordinary people, but in c¢. 3400 BCE a new type of tomb was
introduced for the ruling classes. This consisted of a brick-lined substructure
underground which housed the burial, and a mudbrick, bench-shaped super-
structure which marked the site of the tomb above ground. Because of its shape,
Egyptologists use the term ‘mastaba’ (which comes from the Arabic word mean-
ing ‘bench-shaped’) for this type of burial place.

By the early Old Kingdom (c. 2600 BCE), the kings had started to construct
pyramids to house their own burials, but the nobles and officials continued to
use mastaba tombs, while the rest of the population were still interred in pit-
graves. Burial customs changed again when the Old Kingdom collapsed, and the
nobility — to underline their independence and personal power — moved away
from the royal burial sites and built their tombs in the cliffs alongside the river,
in their own areas of political influence. This practice continued in the Middle
Kingdom, even when pyramids were reintroduced for royal burials.

By the New Kingdom, pyramids were no longer used and both royal and private
tombs were now located on the west bank of the river, opposite the capital city,
Thebes. Expense involved in constructing pyramids and their vulnerability to
tomb-robbers had persuaded the kings to build hidden tombs, excavated deep
into the natural rock of the area known today as the Valley of the Kings. Nearby,
similar tombs were prepared for some queens and princes of the New Kingdom
at various sites (Weeks 1992).

These royal tombs consisted of a series of passages and chambers, and were
decorated with scenes and texts from the various funerary books, depicting the
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dangers the royal owner would have to encounter and defeat before he attained
eternity. Scattered over the same mountainside were the tombs of the officials
and dignitaries of these reigns. Their tombs were also cut into the mountainside:
theyincorporated an underground burial chamber and an offering chapel above
ground, which was decorated with scenes of everyday life and food production, to
ensure that the owner would have eternal sustenance and enjoyment in the next
world. Despite these lavish precautions, however, both royal and private tombs
were robbed extensively in antiquity. The Theban necropolis ceased to be used
after Dynasty 20, when the next dynasty moved its capital to Tanis in the north.
Here, they built subterranean tombs within the city complex which remained
undiscovered until 1939 when Pierre Montet revealed the royal treasure buried
there.

Tomb art

Major features of the tombs and temples are the scenes that decorate their
walls. In the temples, many scenes represent the rites once performed in spe-
cial areas of the building, while in the tombs, they represent locations and sit-
uations which formed an integral part of the owner’s passage to the afterlife
and his eternal existence. All these scenes, based on the concept of sympa-
thetic magic, were designed to bring about desired events or results. They were
never placed on the walls simply for decoration or even for spiritual inspira-
tion. Because they had this primary function, however, the human figures and
objects in the scenes were represented in a way that often puzzles the modern
observer,andin order tounderstand this artitis necessary to study the underlying
principles.

Although the Egyptians themselves have left no record of the concepts which
underlay their art, the work of a German Egyptologist, Henrich Schéfer, has illu-
minated our understanding of this subject (Schéfer 1974). He defined two fun-
damental types of art— ‘conceptual’ (or ‘aspective’) and ‘perceptual’ (or ‘perspec-
tive’). According to his theory, conceptual art represents the essential character
and features of a person or object, whereas perceptual art shows the figure or
object from the particular viewpoint or stance of an individual artist. Schéfer
claimed that the ancient Egyptians were the most skilful exponents of concep-
tual art. Prompted by their specific religious requirements to show people and
objects ‘as they really were’, their main aim was to ensure that all the parts of
the whole were displayed so that they could be ‘brought to life’ by magic for the
owner’s future use.
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Tomb equipment

From the Middle Kingdom onwards (c. 1900 BCE), because of an increased
emphasis on an individual’s hereafter, the provision of tomb equipment became
a widespread priority, and even the less wealthy now aspired to prepare and
equip their burials as extensively as possible. From the Middle Kingdom, there
was the nest of coffins, which usually included a rectangular outer coffin and
an inner anthropoid (‘body-shaped’) one; in later times, these were replaced
by two or three anthropoid coffins decorated with scenes and spells from the
funerary books. Canopic jars and model figurines usually also accompanied the
burial.

Symbolism
An important aspect of funerary beliefs and customs was the symbolism asso-
ciated with death and rebirth. In particular, the symbolism of hieroglyphs as a
life-force was emphasized in the tomb inscriptions and funerary texts. Not only
were hieroglyphs the means of conveying in writing the syntax, grammar and
vocabulary of a contemporary language, but the very act of writing these sacred
characters was believed to renew life itself, and to provide the owner of the texts

with magical protection and the means to overcome death.

Concerns specific to this religion

Some aspects ofreligion provide specific and distinctive information about Egyp-
tian civilization. A few key examples are provided here.

The Amarna ‘revolution’

One of the most significant events in Egypt’s political and religious history
occurred towards the end of Dynasty 18. When Amenhotep IV, the son of Amen-
hotep III and Queen Tiye, succeeded to the throne, he instigated a series of
unprecedented changes. He developed the cult of the Aten (sun’s disc) into a
form of solar monotheism which focused on the worship of the life-force present
in the sun. Previously, the kings had each promoted a special royal patron deity
who protected their own particular dynasty, but they had never attempted to
create an exclusive cult which did not tolerate the existence of other gods, and
the state religion had always encompassed a multitude of deities with their own
temples and cults.
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In the early years of his reign, Amenhotep IV lived with his wife Nefertiti in the
capital city of Thebes where he began to promote the Aten’s cult, building temples
tothe godin proximityto the great temple complex ofthe dynasty’s supreme deity,
Amen-Re. However, when the king’s relationship with the priesthood of Amen-Re
began to deteriorate, he took decisive steps to impose his form of monotheism on
Egypt. The priesthoods of all other gods were disbanded and the deities’ names
were expunged from the monuments. The revenues that had supported these
cults were now diverted to the Aten. A change ofname from Amenhotep (‘Amun is
satisfied’) to Akhenaten (‘Servant of the Aten’) emphasized the king’s allegiance
to the new god, and Nefertiti added the new name of ‘Nefernefruaten’.

From the evidence of the scenes which once decorated the early Aten temples
at Thebes, Nefertiti played a unique and central role — equivalent to that of the
king — in the god’s cult, exceeding the traditional ritual duties of queens (Smith
and Redford 1977). Finally, Akhenaten moved his political and religious capital
from Thebes to a new site midway along the Nile which, he claimed, had been
selected by the Aten. This virgin site was uncontaminated by association with
any other god. Here, the king built the city of Akhetaten (‘Horizon of the Aten’),
which is known today as Amarna or Tell el Amarna. The royal court, accompanied
by the officials, craftsmen and people required to establish a new royal residence
and capital now also moved to Akhetaten (Aldred 1988).

The city was constructed over an area of 20 sqkm on the east bank of the
river, and supplied with food from agricultural land on the west bank. The
whole site was delineated by fourteen boundary stelae inscribed with Akhen-
aten’s conditions which related to the establishment and limits of his capital. The
city included several royal palaces, administrative quarters, military barracks, a
records office (where the famous Amarna Letters were discovered, detailing the
royal family’s correspondence and relations with contemporary foreign rulers),
substantial villas for the officials, and a village which was probably built to house
the workmen engaged in constructing the royal tomb, which lay in a distant
desert valley, and the tombs of the courtiers and officials, excavated in the east-
ern cliffs encircling the city. Among the most important features of Akhetaten
were the temples dedicated to the Aten which differed markedly from the tradi-
tional temples. Instead of the customary dark, roofed buildings with their cult
statues, the Aten temples were roofless and had no statues because the sun, the
Aten’s symbol, was believed to enter the temple to receive the cult offerings.

The cult of the Aten is not described in any one literary source, butinscriptional
and archaeological evidence from Amarna and Thebes has enabled scholars to
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interpret the basic doctrine and beliefs. At Akhetaten, archaeological evidence
hasbeen gleaned from the temples and wall-scenes in the courtiers’ tombs which
depicted the relationship between the royal family and the Aten rather than
the owner’s expected existence in the afterlife. The famous Hymn to the Aten,
inscribed on a courtier’s tomb wall, described the main elements of Atenism.

At Thebes, the earlier Aten temples were later dismantled by Akhenaten’s suc-
cessors, and used as infill for new constructions in the Temple of Amen-Re at
Karmak. During dismantling of these buildings for a restoration programme of
the temple carried out in modern times, archaeologists revealed some 36,000
decorated and inscribed blocks which had once been part of the original Aten
buildings. Using a computer, they were able to reassemble the information on
many of these blocks, revealing many of the unique and remarkable features
which had distinguished the early years of this religious experiment (Smith and
Redford 1977).

From the Hymn to the Aten and other sources, it is evident that the god was
regarded as the beneficent creator of allliving things, including mankind, animals
and plants. This creative force was expressed through the light and heat of the
sun. The sun’s disc (Aten) was the symbol of the god, visible in the heavens
to all on earth, while the king himself was regarded as the divine incarnation
who shared the deity’s nature and acted as sole divine agent and representative
on earth. In effect, the king and the god became interchangeable, and the king’s
power was no longer rivalled by that of a separate priesthood who served another
god. The new faith essentially restored the kingship to the pre-eminence it had
enjoyed in the early Old Kingdom.

When this historical period was first revealed to modern scholars in the early
twentieth century, they regarded Atenism as a ‘revolutionary’ concept without
precedentin Egypt. However,itwas notanewinvention. The Aten, as the sun-disc
representing one aspect of the sun-god Re, first appeared in the Middle King-
dom, but Tuthmosis IV (Akhenaten’s grandfather) and his father, Amenhotep III,
developed the Aten’s cult, although there is no evidence that they attempted to
make the god unique or exclusive. It is now recognized that Akhenaten’s one
truly revolutionary idea was the introduction of a monotheistic concept of the
Aten. Other aspects, such as the god’s role as a universal god of foreign peoples as
well as Egyptians, and his powers as creator, can be identified in earlier religious
trends of the New Kingdom, particularly the cult of Amen-Re where they were
used to emphasise the god’s significance as a unifying force for Egypt’s empire.

A style of representation in painting and sculpture (which is now referred to
as Amarna Art’) flourished during this period, and was inextricably linked with
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the religious developments (Aldred 1988). Characterized by a new emphasis on
‘reality’, the art portrays the plant and animal life of Egypt with a refreshing
naturalism, as expressions of the Aten’s creative power. The royal family is also
portrayed with a realism and informality not found in the traditional art which
was itself an expression of conventional religion. However, the art is particularly
notable for its representation of the human figure, grossly exaggerating certain
physical features: the elongated face and head and an apparently malformed
body with emaciated neck and pronounced breasts and thighs. It has been sug-
gested that these features may be based on the king’s own physical condition,
perhaps reflecting a glandular disorder, but his body has never been identified
(and presumably remains undiscovered), and so this speculation remains ten-
tative. Another equally valid view is that the art is simply experimental, marking
a complete break with earlier religious and artistic conventions.

Although the royal family and court promoted and supported the cult of the
Aten, there is little evidence that it was favoured by the general population. It
enhanced the king’s own status and position, but offered no moral philosophy
or popular mythology to attract other worshippers. It apparently proposed no
alternative concept of an individual hereafter to replace that offered by the cult of
Osiris, but seemed to promote the belief that, as in the Old Kingdom, individual
immortality could only be achieved through the king’s bounty.

It is therefore not surprising that, after Akhenaten’s death, his religious inno-
vations did not survive, and following the reigns of his immediate succes-
sors, Smenkhkare and Tutankhamun, when there was a partial return to tra-
ditional religion, a ‘counter-revolution’ was pursued during the reigns of Ay and
Horemheb. The court returned to Memphis in the reign of Tutankhamun, and
Thebes was restored as the country’s religious capital, while, under later kings,
Akhetaten was finally abandoned.

Akhenaten’s motives in promoting Atenism as a form of monotheism have
been widely discussed: was he a visionary, prompted by religious ideas to estab-
lishaneworder, orwas he a political opportunist who used thisreligious upheaval
to overthrow the priesthood of Amen-Re and the threat it posed to the power of
the kingship (Redford 1984)? Perhaps both played their part in influencing this
unique and unrepeated religious experiment.

The tomb of Tutankhamun

Tutankhamun was possibly the son of Amenhotep III by a secondary wife,
although it has also been proposed that his father was Akhenaten. He married
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Ankhesenamun, the third daughter of Akhenaten and Nefertiti, and succeeded
Smenkhkare (who was probably his elder brother) to the throne. His shortreign of
some ten years was perhaps most notable for the steps he took after the Amarna
‘revolution), to restore, at least in part, the worship of the traditional gods. He
ascended the throne as a child and, on the advice of his courtiers, began toreverse
Akhenaten’s policies. He and his wife changed their names from Tutankhaten and
Ankhesenpaaten to Tutankhamun and Ankhesenamun, emphasizing their alle-
giance to the traditional deity, Amun (Amen-Re), in place of the Aten. However,
theking’s coronation may have taken place at Akhetaten, and during his reign the
Aten’s cult was probably allowed to continue alongside those of the reinstated
traditional deities.

Thebes was once again Egypt’s foremost religious centre and, when
Tutankhamun died as a young king without any living heirs, he was buried in a
tomb in the Valley of the Kings on the west bank opposite Thebes. This tomb,
with its virtually intact contents, was discovered in 1922 by Howard Carter, the
Egyptologist working on behalf of his patron, Lord Carnarvon.

The discovery and subsequent excavation of this tomb and its treasure have
ensured Tutankhamun’s fame in modern times. The rarity of a virtually intact
royal tomb was also significant because it could provide new information about
royal funerary beliefs and customs. The Valley of the Kings housed the burials
of most of the rulers (and a few non-royal persons) of Dynasties 18, 19 and
20, and although, so far, sixty-two tombs have been uncovered there, the only
largelyintactroyal burial to be discovered has been that of Tutankhamun (Reeves
1990).

Howard Carter, who had worked as an artist and archaeologist in Egypt for
many years, was engaged by the 5th earl of Carnarvon (who had gone out to
Egyptin 1903 in an attempt to improve his health), to work at Thebes. When the
concession to excavate in the Valley of the Kings became available in 1914, Lord
Carnarvon took it, and after the First World War they began to search there, in
1919, for the tomb of Tutankhamun.

The earlier discovery by another archaeologist of a small pit that contained
the materials used in Tutankhamun’s mummification and the remains of his
funerary meal led Carter to pursue his exploration in this area. Starting work on
1 November, herevealed the entrance to the tomb three days later, and discovered
that a stone staircase led down from this to an intact sealed doorway. The tomb
was opened on 26 November, and although it had been robbed twice in antiquity,
mostofthe contents remained intact; extensive robberyhad been prevented here
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because the rubble from the excavation of a later tomb belonging to Ramesses
VI had been piled over the entrance to Tutankhamun’s tomb and had hidden it
from view.

The four-roomed, stone-cut tomb was very small in comparison with some
others in the Valley, and was almost certainly not intended for the king, whose
early death was probably sudden and unexpected. There was some evidence of
hasty preparation of the tomb and its contents. However, the burial contained
a wealth of funerary goods including clothes, jewellery, personal possessions,
games, weapons and canopic jars, as well as the three magnificent golden coffins
and the gold face-mask which covered and encased the king’s mummified body.
Carter worked in a patient and meticulous manner over many years to remove,
record, clean and restore the vast array of objects in the tomb, which were sub-
sequently taken to the Egyptian Museum in Cairo. A definitive and complete
study of the objects is still awaited, although some groups have been published.
The tomb has provided unique and unparalleled information about the elaborate
funerary customs surrounding the burial of even a minor, relatively insignificant,
and short-lived king.

Mummification techniques

Mummification occurred in a number of ancient societies, although it is best
exemplified in the human and animal remains of Egypt. In some countries, nat-
ural conditions — a hot or cold climate, the dryness of the sand in which the
body is interred, or the exclusion of air from the burial — produce the ideal envi-
ronment for natural or unintentional mummification. Sometimes, these condi-
tions have been intentionally enhanced so that the bodies could be even more
effectively preserved for social or religious reasons. The Egyptians took this to
extreme lengths by developing and utilising a range of sophisticated techniques
that involved physical intrusion in the body and the use of chemical and other
agents to preserve the soft tissues. From the visible appearance of the bodies,
and in terms of the preservation of the tissue structures as revealed by investiga-
tive biomedical techniques, it is evident that the Egyptians achieved the most
successful results.

The geography of Egypt created environmental conditions that created nat-
ural, unintentional mummies. Because of the scarcity of cultivable land, from
earliest times the dead were buried away from the areas required for houses,
crops and animal husbandry. They occupied shallow pit-graves on the edge of
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the desert where the dryness of the sand and the sun’sheat combined to desiccate
the body tissues before decomposition started.

In ¢. 3400 BCE, advances in building techniques led to the construction of the
mastaba tombs for the wealthiest classes. However, because the bodies in these
tombs were now enclosed in brick-lined burial chambers, where the heat and
dry sand provided by the pit-graves were missing, the bodies rapidly decom-
posed. By this time, there seems to have been a strongly held belief (accredited
in inscriptions of the later periods) that it was essential to preserve the body in a
recognizable form so that the individual’s spirit could return to it at will, in order
to use it to gain spiritual sustenance from the actual food offerings placed at the
tomb.

The Egyptians began to experiment with practical ways of meeting this reli-
gious requirement. At first, they tried to re-create the shape of the body by encas-
ing it in layers of fine linen which were coated with stucco plaster to emphasize
the natural contours. Additional features on the breasts, genitalia and face were
moulded and painted onto the form. However, despite this elaborate outer struc-
ture, the body still decomposed into a skeletal form underneath the wrappings.

The first evidence of true mummification dates to the Predynastic Period. Hun-
dreds of years later, in c. 2600 BCE, the viscera (major abdominal and thoracic
organs) of Queen Hetepheres, mother of King Cheops who built the Great Pyra-
mid at Giza, were found in a box in her nearby tomb at Giza. Analysis of these
packets confirmed that they had been treated with natron, a naturally occur-
ring chemical substance used by the Egyptians to dehydrate the body tissues.
Thus, this find produced evidence that the two main stages of mummification -
evisceration and dehydration — were already known and practised.

The word ‘mummy’ is derived from the Persian or Arabic word ‘mumia’, which
means ‘pitch’ or ‘bitumen’. This is now generally used as a term for a naturally
or artificially preserved body where putrefaction has been arrested because the
tissues have been desiccated. Originally, however, ‘mumia’ was the name given to
theblack, bituminous substance which oozed forth from the ‘Mummy Mountain’
in Persia which, from medieval times, was credited with special healing and
medicinal properties. When this supply became inadequate to meet demand,
the vendors sought out an alternative source and, since the preserved bodies
of the ancient Egyptians had a bituminous appearance, they assumed that they
had similar beneficial properties and sold the tissue as a medicinal ingredient for
treatment in Europe. Consequently, the word ‘mumia’ was also used to describe
these Egyptian preserved bodies.
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There are no extant literary sources from ancient Egypt that provide a detailed
account of the mummification procedure, although religious and ritual refer-
ences occur in many texts, including the ‘Ritual of Embalming’ preserved on two
papyri of the Roman Period. Also, there are no pictorial records, although some
stages in the preparation of a mummy occur on the walls of two Theban tombs.
The only detailed descriptions of the procedure are found in the writings of
two Greek historians, Herodotus (fifth century BCE) and Diodorus Siculus (first
century BCE). From their information, and the evidence provided by scientific
studies carried out on the mummies themselves (see above, pp. 54-5), itis possi-
ble to reconstruct a fairly accurate picture of the main stages of mummification.

According to Herodotus, there were three main methods which could be
selected on the basis of cost. The cheapest method involved the injection of
an unspecified liquid via the rectum, followed by treatment with natron. The
second method (the one also used for animal mummification) was similar, and
included injection of cedar oil via the rectum and treatment with natron.

The most expensive method involved the most complicated procedures. First,
the viscera and abdominal contents were removed through an incision made in
the flank. The heart was left in situ because it was considered to be the location
of a person’s intellect and emotions; also, the kidneys were not removed, but no
religious explanation is given for this. Next, the body was cleansed and washed,
the cavities were packed with bandages, herbs and spices, and the incision was
closed. Both the viscera and the body were packed with dry natron to dehydrate
the tissues. Natron (a mixture of sodium carbonate and bicarbonate with some
natural impurities) was found in natural deposits in the Wadi en-Natrun in Egypt.

After a period of forty days, when the dehydration process was complete, the
body was ready for the final application of resins and oils. In some mummies, the
preserved viscera were stored separately in special containers known as canopic
jars; in others, they were made into packages and reinserted inside the body
cavities, or made into one package and placed on the legs of the mummy.

In some mummies, from atleast as early as the Middle Kingdom, excerebration
was practised: the brain was removed either through a passage chiselled through
the left nostril and ethmoid bone into the cranial cavity, or through the base
of the skull, or through a trepanned orbit (a window cut through the eye socket).
The extracted brain tissue was discarded, but it was never possible to remove all
the brain, and accidentally some always remained behind in the cranial cavity.
Another development in the mummification procedure occurred in Dynasty 21,
when subcutaneous packing (the insertion of mud, butter, sawdust and other
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materials through incisions made in the skin) was introduced in an attempt to
preserve the rounded contours and original appearance of the owner.

The mummification process (which lasted seventy days from the arrival of
the body at the embalmer’s workshop to its eventual return to the family for
burial) continued for some 3000 years, down into the Christian period. Originally
introduced for royalty, it gradually became available on the basis of ability to pay,
and by the Graeco-Roman period it was widely practised by the middle classes.
Poor people continued to be buried in the shallow pit-graves on the edge of the
desert.

The richest source for the study of royal mummification practices in the New
Kingdom is the bodies of some of the kings and queens which were removed
from their original tombs. These had been desecrated by tomb-robbers, and the
bodies were reburied in two caches by the high-priests at Thebes in Dynasty 21,
presumably in a pious attempt to give these rulers a second chance of survival
in the hereafter.

One cache, deposited in the tomb of Queen Inha’pi near Deir el Bahri (on the
west bank at Thebes), was discovered by the inhabitants of the nearby modern
village of Qurneh. This eventually led to investigations by the Antiquities Service
in 1881 and the removal of the mummies to the Cairo Museum. The other cache,
buried in the tomb of Amenhotep II in the Valley of the Kings, was discovered
by the archaeologist Victor Loret in 1898. Again, the mummies were transported
to Cairo, where Professor Grafton Elliot Smith subsequently unwrapped and
autopsied them. This work provided the foundation for his definitive study of
mummification and funerary practices in the New Kingdom, and several later
studies have added further infomation (see above, pp. 53-5).

Animal cults

From earliest times, the Egyptians appear to have regarded many animals as the
representatives of a multitude of gods and goddesses who could take the form
or some of the physical characteristics of animals. In predynastic times (c. 5000
3100 BCE), there were special cemeteries for animals where dogs or jackals, sheep
and cows were interred in graves that were separate from but close to human
burials. The animals were carefully wrapped in linen or matting covers. In later
times, there were large animal cemeteries at special locations such as Bubastis,
the cult centre of Bastet, the cat-goddess; Saqqara, where there were necropolises
for different animals including ibises, falcons, cows and bulls; and Tuna el Gebel,
where vast underground chambers housed the mummified remains of ibises and
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baboons, the two animals sacred to the god Thoth who was worshipped locally
at Hermopolis (Ashmunein).

Animal mummification was widely practised, and it was apparently customary
to use the second procedure described by Herodotus. There seem to have been
several categories of animals that were mummified and given burials. First, there
were the cult-animals attached to the temples, in which the spirit of the divine
owner of the temple was thought to reside. These were regarded as alternative
forms of the divine cult-statue, and were revered and treated with the utmost
respect. When the cult-animal died, it was mummified and buried in an elabo-
rate manner: perhaps the most notable examples are the Apis bulls associated
with Osiris which were worshipped at Memphis. They were eventually interred in
great sarcophagi in underground tomb-chambers in the Serapeum at Saqqgara.
Some animals, however, were beloved pets which their owners wished to honour
with the provision of a coffin and a burial site. Again, others appear to have been
animals bred and raised in compounds near to particular temples which were
dedicated to animal deities. These could be purchased by pilgrims, and subse-
quently sacrificed, mummified and buried in special cemeteries, as offerings to
the temple deity.

Thisveneration ofanimals because theywere closely associated with particular
deities permeated Egyptian religion. In the early predynastic villages, when cults
were largely localized and unconnected, many deities seem to have been repre-
sented in animal or fetish form. As well as the animal burials, animal amulets and
statuettes were placed in the human graves, presumably to provide the deceased
with the power and strength of particular animals, and to supply a source of food
that could be activated by means of magic in the next world. Animal forms also
occurred on painted pottery found in the graves, and many of the slate palettes
provided as part of the burial equipment were carved to represent animal shapes.

Gradually, in the early dynasties, the gods who were originally shown in an
entirely animal form underwent an evolution in which many came to be repre-
sented with animal or bird heads attached to human bodies. In the Late Period
and the Graeco-Roman era, when Egypt’s nationalism was constantly threatened
by foreign invasion and occupation, animal cults were promoted as expressions
ofnational loyalty, and some were even adopted by the newly established foreign
residents.

It is unclear why the Egyptians continued to accord animals such an impor-
tant role in religion over such a long period. Some deities may have been given
animal characteristics because these animals were feared, and it was hoped that
veneration of the god in the animal form might deflect the creature’s anger and
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lessen the danger, whereas other animals were regarded as beneficent allies of
mankind, and were worshipped accordingly. Whatever the origin of the animal
cults in Egypt, it seems clear that the Egyptians regarded both animals and the
representation of animal characteristics as means through which the gods’ divin-
ity could be made manifest. The extent to which animal cults were developed
and promoted in Egypt seems to have been unique in the ancient Near East.

Egypt’s religious legacy
Biblical connections

The history of the Jews and the civilization of ancient Egypt are closely interwo-
ven. There has been much debate regarding certain individuals and events in
the Old Testament, as well as the related literary and archaeological evidence.

Egyptian and biblical texts
The main difference between Egyptian religion and Christianity and Judaism
is the fact that the former developed around ritual and cultic practices whereas
the latter were based on a belief in God’s revelation of the truth to mankind, as
preserved in the scriptures. However, there are clearly some parallels to be drawn
between the Egyptian texts and the Bible, particularly the books of Job, Proverbs,
Ecclesiastes, Psalms and the Song of Solomon.

One special example is provided by the Hymn to the Aten, inscribed on a wall
in the tomb of the courtier Ay at Amarna, which presents a detailed description
of the doctrine of Atenism. Although this hymn incorporated some earlier ideas,
it also gave unprecedented importance to the god’s unique and exclusive nature,
to his role as universal creator, and to the king’s position within the cult. Some
passages in the hymn show a close resemblance to verses in Psalm 104 in the
Bible, although it is unclear if there was direct borrowing between these texts or if
they are derived from a lost, common source. The following selection of passages
shows a particularly close association of ideas.

Example 1

Psalm 104:14

He caused the grass to grow for the cattle, and the herb for the service of
man: that he may bring forth food out of the earth.
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Hymn to the Aten
Your rays give sustenance to all fields: when you shine forth, they live and
grow for you. You make the seasons to nurture all you have made.

Example 2

Psalm 104:20-21

Thou makest darkness, and it is night: wherein all the beasts of the forest
do creep forth. The young lions roar after their prey, and seek their meat
from God.

Hymn to the Aten
Every lion comes forth from its den, and all serpents bite. The darkness
hovers, and the earth is silent while their creator rests in his horizon.

Example 3

Psalm 104:22-23

The sun ariseth, they gather themselves together, and lay them down in
their dens. Man goeth forth unto his work and to his labour until the
evening.

Hymn to the Aten

The earth grows bright when you arise in the horizon . . . the Two Lands
make festival. Awakened, they stand on their feet, for you have raised them
up . .. The entire land goes about its work.

Another example where biblical texts may have been influenced by earlier
Egyptian writings is evident in the Egyptian Wisdom Literature and the book of
Proverbs. One Wisdom Text — the Instruction of Ptah-hotep — which is attributed
to the Old Kingdom, presents ideas which also occur in Proverbs, but the clearest
evidence of influence is found in the Instruction of Amenemope, composed
in the Ramesside Period (c. 1250 BCE), at a time immediately before the date
most widely accepted by current scholarship for the Exodus. At this time, the
Israelites would probably have been most influenced by Egypt. However, again,
an alternative explanation is that both texts may be derived from a common
but undiscovered source. A few examples from Amenemope and Proverbs will
demonstrate the similarity of these texts.
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Example 1

Proverbs 22:24-25

Make no friendship with an angry man, and with a furious man thou shalt
not go: Lest thou learn his ways, and get a snare to thy soul.

Amenemope, ch. 10

Do not force yourself to greet the heated man. For then you injure your
own heart: Do not say ‘greetings’ to him falsely, while there is terror in your
belly. (Lichtheim 1976: 154).

Example 2

Proverbs 22: 1

A good name is rather to be chosen than great riches, and loving favour
rather than silver and gold.

Amenemope, ch. 6
Poverty is better in the hand of the god than wealth in the storehouse;
bread is better with a happy heart than wealth with vexation.

(Lichtheim 1976: 152).

Example 3
Proverbs 23:10
Remove notthe oldlandmark; and enter notinto the fields of the fatherless.

Amenemope, ch. 6

Do not move the markers on the borders of the fields, do not shift the
position of the measuring-cord. Do not be greedy for a cubit of land, nor
encroach on the boundaries of a widow. (Lichtheim 1976: 151).

Events and personalities
Historical evidence for the biblical Exodus, and for the roles played by Joseph
and Moses, has been sought in Egyptian literature and archaeology. There has
also been historical comment: for example, the Jewish historian Josephus (first
century CE) referred to Joseph and Moses, and the possibility that the Exodus
could be identified with the expulsion of the Hyksos by the Theban princes of
Dynasty 17 (c. 1567 BCE).
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According to the biblical account, Joseph was sold into slavery by his jealous
half-brothers and sent to Egypt where he eventually acquired great wealth and
power. He became vizier and brought his family, the tribe of Israel, into Egypt,
where they remained for over 400 years. Joseph achieved great honour and was
embalmed and buried in Egypt. However, a later pharaoh coerced the descen-
dants of Joseph’s family to work as labourers on building sites. Eventually, they
were led out of bondage by Moses, and in Sinai they received God’s covenant in
the form of the Ten Commandments; finally, they established a new homeland
in the region that became known as Israel. Moses, subsequently regarded by
the Jews as their great spiritual leader, was the child of Hebrew slaves who had
been rescued from the bulrushes by an Egyptian princess and reared as a royal
prince. He later defied the pharaoh’s refusal to release the Hebrews, and conse-
quently led his people out of Egypt. The Bible recounts how, when the pharaoh
attempted to recapture them by force, the windblown waters (probably of the
Sea of Reeds) parted briefly to allow the Hebrews to cross, but then engulfed the
royal chariot-force who were in pursuit.

Although these events were recorded in some detail in biblical sources and
were regarded as key events in the political and religious history of Israel, no
reference to them is found in Egyptian sources. However, it is unlikely that the
Egyptians would have wished to record a relatively unimportant uprising on
the part of their workforce, particularly as, for them, there was an unsuccessful
outcome. In this respect, the Egyptian sources do not offer any assistance in
fixing firm dates for these events.

A more recent theory has suggested that Joseph may have entered Egypt
amongst the groups of Semitic-speaking peoples who established themselves
in the Delta and Upper Egypt from the Old Kingdom (c. 2340 BCE) down to the
Hyksos Period. It has also been proposed that Joseph could possibly be identi-
fied with Yuya, father-in-law of Amenhotep III. However, despite continuing aca-
demic debate, the most widely accepted date for the Exodus is during Dynasty
19, when the working conditions of the Hebrews described in the Bible reflect
known events in Egypt, when large groups of itinerant labourers (the Apiru),
who had lived in the Delta for centuries, were coerced to work on large building
projects, and to make bricks for the cities of Avaris and Pi-Ramses.

Although scholars have tentatively identified Merneptah as the pharaoh of the
Exodus, a stela was discovered in 1896 CE which Merneptah had usurped from
Amenhotep III. The inscription, added on Merneptah’s orders, gives details of
Egypt’s Libyan War and also supplies the only known reference to Israel in an
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Egyptian text. Since this proves that Israel was already founded and established
by the middle of Merneptah’s reign, it is generally accepted that Ramesses I,
Merneptah’s father and predecessor, was more probably the pharaoh of the
Exodus.

The contribution to Hellenistic culture, Christianity and Islam

Egypt and the classical world

Following the conquest of Egypt by Alexander the Great in 332 BCE, when the
country was ruled first by the Ptolemies and then as part of the Roman Empire,
there were many changes in political and social administration. Because of the
large numbers of Greeks who settled in Egypt, profound developments also
occurredinreligion. Atfirst, Greeks and Egyptians tended to pursue their separate
religious beliefs and practices, although state initiatives promoted the establish-
ment of some cults that would unite both peoples and secure the Ptolemies’
dynastic claim to Egypt. However, the most important of these gods, Serapis,
who was given a Greek appearance but incorporated popular aspects of earlier
Egyptian deities, achieved only limited success. The revival of the Egyptian prac-
tice of deifying and worshipping certain dead rulers provided an official dynastic
cult to justify the Ptolemies’ claim to rule Egypt.

The Greek and Roman rulers built and repaired temples dedicated to the Egyp-
tian gods, which, apart from minor architectural variations, continued the tra-
dition of the pharaonic temples. In this way, and by decreeing substantial con-
cessions to the temples, they gained the support of the Egyptian priests and
proved themselves to be legitimate pharaohs, able to claim ownership over the
land and its people which gave them the right to seize the country’s economic
benefits.

The Greeks and Romans who became resident in this period adopted Egyptian
funerary beliefs and practices, especially the mummification process, a custom
which was probably accelerated by intermarriage between Egyptians and the
immigrants. This hybridization of beliefs is evident in the new or changed forms
of the mummy casings, and particularly in the mummy panel portrait which was
now placed over the face of the deceased. Although this use of an image of the
human face was Egyptian in concept, the artistic techniques and conventions
demonstrated in the panels, which produced realistic likenesses of the owners
instead of the stylized representations of pharaonic times, were drawn entirely
from the Hellenistic world.



Ancient Egypt 103

The cults of some Egyptian deities such as Isis, Osiris and Amun were carried
by traders and administrators to other parts of the Roman Empire, where they
continued to enjoy great popularity because they combined human and divine
characteristics and promised individual immortality.

The legacy to Christianity and Islam

Egyptian concepts probably entered early Christian belief through both the bib-
lical Old and New Testaments, and more directly through Egypt’s influence on
the Hellenistic world. Thus, the divine triads of the pharaonic period and the
concept of the Trinity may be associated, while there are probably links between
the cult of the Virgin Mary and the Isis cult. Again, basic strands in the mythol-
ogy of Osiris, such as the cycle of death, rebirth and resurrection, as well as the
significance of the Day of Judgement, can be traced in later ideas.

In modern Egypt, although the population is mainly Muslim or Christian,
some of the most popular festivals preserve ancient traditions. These include the
Festival of Shem el Nessim, when the start of spring is celebrated as it was in the
Festival of Khoiakh in antiquity; and the festival of Awru el Nil, a national holiday
which coincides with the inundation of the Nile which was feted in ancient times.
Similarly, some modern ceremonies reflect ancient funerary practices, when
food is taken to the grave by the deceased’s family, and subsequently distributed
amongst the poor.
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3 Religion in ancient Ugarit
NICOLAS WYATT

Introduction

There is a sense in which no religion dies, unless it be through the extermination
of its believers and practitioners and the destruction of its sacred traditions. So
long as there is any historical continuity, elements, however transformed in the
transmission, will survive into the belief systems of the physical and cultural
heirs of the community under examination. This is certainly the case with the
religion of Ugarit, whose links with contiguous and subsequent cultures can be
so well documented.!

The city of Ugarit, rediscovered and excavated continuously from 1929 to the
present day at the north Syrian coastal site of Tell Ras Shamra, 11 km north of
Latakia (Map 3.1), has yielded more substantial written records than any other in
the Levant throughout the ancient (BCE) period, and indeed more than all other
sites in Syria, the Lebanon and Israel put together. While this archive is fairly
restricted in scope, dating from the Late Bronze Age, from the late fourteenth to
the first decade of the twelfth century BCE, its religious contents in particular
betray wide influences, and have significant links with later religious tradition,
in Greece, the Levant and in particular Israel. The importance of this material
is out of all proportion to its limited quantity, and if one archaeological site
should be identified as the most significant for the early history of the entire
region (including Israel), Ras Shamra has perhaps the best claim. It is on this
basis that, in a volume which treats the ancient religions of the major cultures
and empires of the ancient world, a chapter is devoted here apparently to the
religious tradition of one single city.

While small groups of scholars, mainly in Europe and North America, research
in this area, and a larger number take its findings into account in biblical or
classical research, it may be regarded so far as the general public is concerned as
Near Eastern archaeology’s best-kept secret. But Ugarit here represents the whole
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Levantine tradition (neither Egyptian, Anatolian nor Mesopotamian), one of the
primary tap-roots of western Asiatic and European culture, during the formative
period of the second millennium BCE.

Description?

The tell (ancient city-mound, made of the accumulated debris of some 5000
years of occupation on the site) is approximately 20 hectares in area, though the
entire city spilled over a larger area and was the metropolis of a small kingdom
stretching at its greatest extent from Kassab, on the southern slopes of Jebel el
Agra (ancient Mount Saphon), in the north, by the mouth of the Orontes, to or just
beyond the Nahr al Kabir in the south (a river some 4 km south of Latakia), and
eastwards to the Awalite range of mountains flanking the Orontes Valley on the
west, thatissome 2200 square km. Atits greatest extentit may havereached about
5500 square km. Neighbouring kingdoms were at times linked to it by treaties, at
least one dynastic marriage with the kingdom of Amurru (northern Lebanon) is
attested, while Ugarit spent much of its documented historical period walking
a diplomatic knife-edge between the demands of Hatti, the Hittite empire of
Anatolia, the great power to the north, and Egypt to the south.

Excavation and discoveries

The site was discovered by accident in 1928, when a local farmer struck a lime-
stone slab with his ploughshare. It was quickly identified as belonging to a cham-
bered tomb of a type familiar in early Greece, suggesting a substantial settlement
in the neighbourhood. The first excavations revealed a port on the shore at Minet
el Beida (ancient Mahadu), and about 2 km to the east, the ancient tell of Ras
Shamra was quickly identified as the site of Ugarit.

Tablets were unearthed in the first season at Ras Shamra, in 1929. Texts in a
number of languages and scripts were found. Thus a few fragments of Egyptian
and hieroglyphic Hittite (the imperial language of Anatolia) were found, and
some remains identified as Cypro-Minoan. The bulk of the texts were written in
cuneiform writing (made by sharpened reeds impressed on damp clay), com-
prising Akkadian, Sumerian (languages of Mesopotamia) and Hittite written in
syllabic script, and what turned out to be two further languages written in a
script of only thirty signs, which was therefore essentially alphabetic in nature.
With arapid decipherment by C. Virolleaud and H. Bauer, these were shown to be
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Hurrian (already known from El Amarna in Egypt, neighbouring Alalakh and Nuzi
in Mesopotamia) and a new language subsequently named Ugaritic. The bulk
of the written remains from the site are in Akkadian and Ugaritic, with the latter
language being most prominent in the religious sphere, internal administration,

and royal and private correspondence.

Nature of the site

The tell of Ugarit (Map 3.2) is roughly square in shape, and rises some 20 m above
the surrounding terrain. Excavation thus far (in over seventy years!) is still largely
in the topmost (Late Bronze Age) levels, though soundings have been made to
deeper levels, including one important shaft which reveals settlement on the site
going back to the eighth millennium BCE. The site was not resettled on any scale
after its final destruction ¢. 1190 BCE, and so the entire Late Bronze city lies fairly
close to the surface, where not already excavated. It consists of a well-planned,
well-constructed city built almost entirely of stone.
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To the north-east, the high point of the tell (the ‘acropolis’) is the site of two
temples of the ‘Migdal’ (tower) type typical of the Levantine coast, built in mas-
sive masonry, with walls up to 3 m thick in parts. The north-westerly of the two
is identified as that of Baal (Hadad), the ancient Amorite storm-god, while some
50 m to its south-east stands a temple usually associated with Dagan (encoun-
tered as the Philistine god Dagon in the Bible). Both deities had a widespread cult
over most of the fertile crescent. In the centre of the city stood another temple,
the so-called Thyton temple’, which is perhaps to be regarded as that of El. This
deity, again widely worshipped beyond Ugarit, was treated in pantheon lists and
mythology as the father of the gods, the creator, though no creation myth has
so far been discovered. A further building identified tentatively as a royal chapel
was found among the extensive constructions on the west of the tell, almost a
quarter of the entire area being taken up with a series of palaces and their admin-
istrative blocks, archives and storerooms. In addition, other sites may represent
sanctuaries, and anumber of allusions are made in the literary remains to further
temples.?

The considerable extent of the palaces reveals the fact that Ugarit was a capital
city: here was concentrated not only the civil and economic but also the military
and priestly administration of the kingdom, with all the complex ritual practices
which nurtured community life, supported the royal ideology and maintained
the complex diplomatic relationships of a small kingdom.

The king was the titular head of all these departments of state, and was particu-
larly prominent in the ritual life of the kingdom, being represented in mytholog-
ical texts as divine, an incarnation in the midst of his subjects. In all probability,
the ideology we can reconstruct from Ugaritian evidence is probably fairly rep-
resentative of kingship beliefs in the ancient Levant, and provides analogues to
the system already familiar from the larger-scale Egyptian monarchy.

The residential quarters of the city reveal a network of streets and alleyways,
paved in stone and with under-street and house drainage systems which must
have been an enormous boon in a hot climate, if well maintained. Houses com-
prised rooms surrounding central courtyards, with evidence of staircases show-
ing that they were often of two or three storeys in height. In most houses, one
room was set aside for the family burial vault, which consisted of a mausoleum
entered through a staircase going down beneath the floor, and giving onto one
or more chambers. Thus the family dead continued their existence in close prox-
imity to their descendants.
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Dependencies (Mahadu and Ras Ibn Hani)

Ugarit was at the centre of a wide trading network. Some precious substances,
such as amber and lapis lazuli, witness trading connections reaching, if only
indirectly, as far as the Baltic and Afghanistan. As a major naval power, its cargo
vessels went as far west as Crete, if not Greece, and plied the coast down to Egypt.
As evidenced by the range of languages attested (above), it was a cosmopolitan
community, open to cultural, artistic and religious influences from a wide area.
The port was at Mahadu, a substantial satellite development in the bay of Minet
el Beida, while a little to the south-west, on the headland of Ras Ibn Hani, the
kings constructed summer palaces, cooled by on-shore breezes, from which
further texts have been recovered. A small urban development separated the two
palaces.

The archives

The archives have been found in widespread parts of the tell, though naturally
enough they were concentrated in particular areas, notably various places in the
palace complex, in a house identified as ‘the high priest’s house’ near the Baal
temple, in other private residences belonging to important people, and most
recently in the house of a high official named Urtenu on the south side of the city.
In the description below, I shall concentrate onreligious texts. The vast bulk of the
religious texts are in Ugaritic, with a smaller number in Hurrian, or bilingual, and
just a few in Akkadian. Non-religious texts also provide a considerable amount
of incidental information (e.g. in theophoric personal names* and the general
structure of society) which fills out the picture of the religious documents.

Languages and culture

The earliest levels at Ras Shamra (from ¢. 6500 BCE) are pre-pottery Neolithic,
and from then until the Middle Bronze (c. 2200 BCE), when there was a break in
occupation, nothing can be said about the ethnic or cultural aspects of the site.
But the king-list (KTU 1.113 rev.°) may have listed up to fifty kings, which would
take us back to this period in a tradition of a single dynastic line (though this was
probably fictitious).

Ditanu (var. Didanu), who features in text KTU 1.124 as a minor underworld
god, and in KTU 1.161 (the royal funeral liturgy discussed below) as the eponym
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of the ‘ancient rpum’, legendary kings antedating the historical king-list, may be
tentativelyidentified with an Amorite king from the Assyrian king-list, while Keret
(or Kirta?), the hero (or antihero) of the story bearing his name, and apparently
‘king of Khabur’, has been tentatively identified with a king of Mittanni (in eastern
Syria) of the same name.

The neighbouring kingdom of Amurru to the south was evidently ‘Amorite’®
in cultural terms, and we know from one or two older documents that a king
of Ugarit was in communication with Mari, whose last king, Zimri-Lim, actually
visited Ugarit in the eighteenth century BCE. There may have been a further
break in settlement, or at least breakdown in central government, in the fifteenth
century, immediately before the apogee of Ugaritian culture in the Late Bronze
Age, when the state disengaged from Egyptian control and became a Hittite
vassal-state.

The antecedents of the South Arabian alphabet were known in Ugarit, and
the cuneiform alphabet itself may have been modelled on Egypto-Levantine
alphabetic experiments. Some traditions, notably the Hauran (southern Syria)
geography of text KTU 1.108 and the Galilean geography some have discerned
in the Aghat story,” also point to wider engagement in the larger region of the
Levant. As the polyglot nature of the archives indicates (eight languages are
attested), Ugarit as a commercial centre was host to resident communities from
Egypt, Cyprus, Hatti (Turkey), the neighbouring kingdoms, Mittanni (eastern
Syria) and probably further afield. Thus its lifestyle and the range of cultural
contacts, interactions and influences were thoroughly cosmopolitan.

Religion at Ugarit

The religious texts written in Ugaritic constitute the most important evidence
for the reconstruction of Ugaritian religion. In view of the paucity of later, first-
millennium, textual survivals, they also provide our mostimportant single source
of information for the Levant throughout the rest of the ancient period (BCE),
though here only cautious inferences may be drawn, since the evidence is no
longer direct.

The religion of the city undoubtedly represents the broad nature of the
‘national’ religion, though the surviving textual information, by its nature as
royal and priestly archive material, undoubtedly highlights ‘official religion” at
the expense of popular and private forms. It may be treated systematically, as
is done below. There is always a danger, of course, that an analytical treatment
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will distort the historical reality. It may for instance err in identifying different
literary genres which the ancients may not have distinguished. Or it may, as
has undoubtedly happened in the period before detailed examination of the
ritual texts was undertaken, lead to misreading or over-reading of the data to
be gleaned from the earlier material, in particular the mythological texts. Thus
by the incautious use of data from Eusebius (writing in the fourth century CE),
who quotes older writers, and comparison with Greek and Hittite material, the
erroneous conclusion was drawn that El was deposed by a younger generation
of gods. This is now known to be false. Early interpretations, in the fashion of the
time, also fairly consistently interpreted ‘Canaanite religion’ (a biblical category!),
within which Ugaritian religion was automatically included, as a ‘“fertility cult,,
and explained the myths concerning Baal as allegories of the seasons. In addition,
biblical estimates of ‘Canaanite religion’ as an ‘abomination’ have persistently
coloured some interpretations.® So long as we remain alert to the dangers of mis-
representation and simplistic reductionism, however, and recognize that each
step in the recovery of information from scraps of surviving information is only
provisional, a balanced view is possible.

Cosmology

We may begin with a general consideration of cosmology, that is, the imagined
structure of the world, as represented in the minds of the theologians of the cul-
ture. These would have been the poets who not only preserved ancient beliefs, but
consciously or otherwise continually adapted them to changing circumstances,
since no theology is immutable.

No formal statement of cosmological beliefs survives, but the following picture
may be reconstructed from incidental allusions. The cosmic centre was Mount
Saphon. Itis clear from geographical lists and other allusions that this essentially
mythical mountain was identified with Jebel el Aqra, the 2000 m massif some
40 km north of Ugarit. It was associated above all in the myths of Baal as the
throne of this god.” An analysis of the texts shows that it was in fact the seat of El
himself (head of the pantheon), which was delegated to the sea-god Yam, won
in battle by Baal, and then used for his enthronement by Athtar. Thus a number
of individual deities were explicitly associated with it (and were theologically
linked by this process), and the ‘canonical’ pantheon list KTU 1.47 identified
all the representative deities of the list as ‘gods of Saphon’. The mountain lies
on the northern horizon when viewed from Ugarit, and evidently formed the
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focal point of the community’s theology, which like all ancient theologies was
associated with geographical features, thus sacralizing the national territory.

While specific details are fragmentary, we can with some assistance from the
biblical world-view,'? which shares many features, reconstruct the fuller ideal
landscape. From the sacred mountain at the centre stretched out a zone of pro-
ductive farmland, giving eventually onto the steppe. This in turn merged into
desert, and was bounded by the cosmic sea. This ideal world was probably super-
imposed upon real geography in the practice of the cult, thus validating the real
world of experience by its assimilation to the ideal world. This is particularly
evident in the rituals surrounding the birth, accession and death of kings, which
were couched in the language of the national myths. An interesting instance
of this process of superimposition may be seen in the text KTU 1.23 (The Gra-
cious Gods), which combines mythical and ritual elements. The former, in the
form of a narrative of divine conception and birth, is located at the end of the
world, on the shore of the cosmic ocean. But it is related by means of rubrics and
hymnic episodes to a ritual taking place in the city, probably in a shrine in the
palace.

The pantheon

Lists

Considerable numbers of divine names appear in the Ugaritic texts, in one esti-
mate over 200. While some of these were epithets (over twenty belong to Baal
alone), and others are disputed, new ones are continually coming to light, so that
the number is gradually increasing. Most pantheons, in the general sense, are ad
hoc agglomerations, in that they reflect the unplanned developments of history,
migrations here, the growth or shrinkage of empire there. Many of the deities
are familiar from other regions of the fertile crescent, some were ‘imports’ from
Mesopotamia'! or even Egypt,'? while other native figures in turn migrated to
these other regions.!'® At the same time, ‘pantheons’ in a more restricted sense,
of organized lists, reflect processes of systematic theological thinking, though it
is of course extremely difficult to discern the motives of the priests compiling
them.

Three examples of one pantheon list point to the existence of a ‘canonical
pantheon’ (see Table 3.1), a proposal supported by the use of the list in a com-
posite ritual text. A synoptic text is given here in tabular form, which illustrates
the theoretical thinking (if so systematic a term is appropriate) lying behind the
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Table 3.1 The ‘Canonical Pantheon’ at Ugarit (a synoptic version of
texts KTU 1.47 and KTU 1.118 (Ugaritic) and RS 20.24 (Akkadian))

1 The deities of Saphon
The god of the ancestor
El see text
Dagan see text
2 Baal of Saphon see text
Baal
Baal
Baal the personified clouds
Baal
Baal
Baal
3 Earth and Heaven
Kotharat see text
Yarih moon-god
Saphon the sacred mountain
Kothar see text
Pidray see text
Athtar see text
4 Mountains and Valleys
Athirat see text
Anat see text
Shapsh sun-goddess
Arsiy an underworld goddess
Ishhara a Hurrian goddess
Athtart see text
5 The gods who help Baal
Reshef plague-god
Dadmish earth-god?
6 The assembly of the gods
Yam sea-god
Censer
Kinnar lyre-god
7 Kings

Shalem see text
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list. This list bears the heading ‘the deities of Saphon’ on one of the tablets. As
shown in Table 3.1, the text falls into seven natural parts, each with a repre-
sentative deity, followed by further exemplars of the type. Three sets (nos. 2-4)
each comprise seven members, and Saphon, the mountain at the centre of the
universe, appears as the fourth (that is, central) member of the central set of
three. This group may therefore represent an earlier form of this pantheon list,
in which twenty-one deities (three sets of seven) represented the totality of all
divine powers, with their geographical symbol, the sacred mountain, as their
central figure. This hypothetical earlier pantheon would correspond to the three
realms of Greek cosmology ruled over by Zeus (sky), Poseidon (Sea) and Hades
(earth).

The enlargement to seven sets gives a list of thirty-three,'* which is modi-
fied in its application in the ritual text KTU 1.148 to thirty. This in turn suggests
that the ritual use of a lunar calendar (twenty-nine is too few) may lie behind
the enlargement. Certainly, a lunar calendar appears to determine some fea-
tures of the regular cult, in which new moons, full moons and sets of seven
days are particularly important. Further groups of ritual texts betray other
routine orders, evidently representing various sub-groups or alternative pan-
theons of significance for given ritual occasions. Such structures show the essen-
tially symbolic nature of such groupings, which reflect a variety of theological
purposes.

With regard to the ‘canonical’ lists, but similarly with other lists, their theoret-
ical structure is also indicated by the fact that some members are not individual
deities at all, but entire classes (‘mountains and valleys’, ‘the gods who help Baal,,
‘the assembly of the gods’) and therefore already theoretical constructions, while
the significance of others (and their seeming priority over important gods not
appearing) simply escapes us. In addition, while all the main deities attested in
the surviving mythological corpus are present, with the striking exception of Mot
(see below), several of those featuring prominently in the ritual corpus are not.
Furthermore, while all the members of the Ugaritic pantheon listed are evidently
identified with Akkadian divine names in the parallel Akkadian text, they repre-
sent a specifically Ugaritian list, as distinct from independent Akkadian deities
(such as Marduk and Enlil) occurring sporadically in syllabic documents (and
therefore familiar to local priests, if not worshipped locally) as well as listed in
other Akkadian pantheon lists, and independent Hurrian pantheons given in yet
other lists. There is evidently systematic thought in these compositions, but the
details remain elusive.
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Individual deities

Relatively few deities feature in the mythological texts. This does not necessarily
mean that they are the most important, though their relative importance is per-
haps indicated by their incidence in other West Semitic contexts, among which
the Hebrew Bible constitutes a significant body of evidence from the first mil-
lennium, as well as other contexts (such as Egypt during the Hyksos period and
afterwards). The briefest details are given here of only a few, on account of space
limitations. I give the familiar forms (usually those found in the Bible) together
with vocalized Ugaritic forms. To avoid confusion in matters of precedence they
are listed alphabetically.

Anat (anatu). Goddess of war and hunting. She bears the title batulatu (‘Vir-
gin’). Of contradictory nature, she is at once tender and erotic in her relation
with Baal (who is not formally her consort), and savage and ruthless with the
hero Aghat, who rejects her request for his bow, and is murdered for his pains.'®
In some texts she works in tandem with Athtart (Greek Astarte), and the two god-
desses fuse in the first millennium into Atargatis (Lucian of Samosata’s famous
‘Syrian Goddess’). Her martial role, glorying in slaughter, can be seen from this
excerpt from the Baal cycle of myths:

And lo,
Anat fought in the valley;
she battled between the two towns.
She smote the people of the sea-shore;
she destroyed the men of the sunrise.
Beneath her like balls were hea[ds];
above her like locusts were palms,
like grasshoppers heaps of palms of warriors.
She fixed heads to her back;
she attached palms to her girdle.
Her knees she stee[ped] in the blood of soldiers;
her thighs in the gore of warriors.
With shafts she drove out the old men;
with the string of her bow the townsfolk.!°

She also claims to have killed the primeval monsters associated with Yam (q.v.).
The view that Anat was also a fertility goddess’, or ‘goddess of love’, is not sub-
stantiated by the texts, despite her erotic encounters with Baal. These labels are
used altogether too freely and uncritically with West Semitic deities.
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Athirat (atiratu). She appears to be the consort of El, though this is not stated
explicitly. Sheis called ‘the Mother of the Gods’, who are in turn called ‘the Seventy
Sons of Athirat. Her commonest title, rbt atrt ym, may mean either ‘The Great
Lady who tramples (or: walks on) Sea’, or ‘The Great Lady who bestrides (or: mea-
sures) the Day’. The first sense would suggest that like Anat she overcomes mar-
itime monsters, while the latter would confirm the view that she is a sun-goddess.
The element rbt (rabitu, ‘Great Lady’) in the title cited also points to her impor-
tanceinroyalideology, as will be seen below. Her cult appears to have survived for
some centuries in Israel, according to recent estimates of the biblical evidence.

Athtar (attaru). The masculine counterpart to Athtart (following), and, like
her, probably an aspect of the planet Venus'” (see also Shahar and Shalem). He
appears in the Baal cycle of myths, complaining initially in a fragmentary text at
being passed over for the kingship of the gods, but is later selected by his mother
Athirat to be enthroned on Baal’s throne following the latter’s death. He appears
to be a mythic type of the king (though the royal ideology of Ugarit also draws
on Baalic imagery). Athtar or his avatars Shahar and Shalem live on in Israelite
tradition. The former is the subject of the taunt-songs of Isaiah 14 (‘Bright One of
the Dawn’ (Latin Lucifer)), while thelatter is the ancient patron-deity of Jerusalem
(Akkadian form Uru-Salim: ‘City of Shalem’).

Athtart (attartu). She is not prominent in the myths, where she appears only
alongside Anat except for a brief episode!® in which Baal sees her out hunting
and tries in vain to seduce her. A fragmentary Egyptian myth, however, known as
‘Astarte and the Tribute of the Sea’ is undoubtedly of West Semitic origin, and
hints at a now-lost myth in which Athtart (who is demanded in tribute) may have
vanquished the sea (cf. Anat above).'” Egyptian evidence confirms the impres-
sion from the limited Ugaritic evidence that she was also a goddess of war and
hunting, and with no basis in Ugaritian tradition for her later reputation for
lasciviousness.

An example of her appearance in a ritual text is the following:

When Athtart-of-the-Window enters the pit in the royal palace, pour a
libation into the pit of the chapel of the star-gods.?’

This evokes a cultic procession, in which the goddess (i.e. herimage) was brought,
no doubt accompanied by incense and hymns, into a ritual area. It confirms her
character as a royal goddess. Such a reference to a cult-image, of which there
are many similar in the ritual texts, demonstrates the ancient view that in some
manner the deity was identified with the image. This is not to say that the deity’s
‘reality’ was limited to the image, since it could obviously inhabit other images
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too. But the kind of distinction modern commentators make between deity and
image with regard to ancient religions is palpably not one the ancients would
have recognized.

Baal (ba alu, ba 1u). The storm-god, whose title means ‘Lord’ or ‘Master’, is
also called Haddu (‘Thunderer’), and is evidently a local form of the storm-god
found as Adad in Mesopotamia, Te$Sub in Anatolia, Kumarbi in Mittanni and
Hadad in first-millennium Syria. Though all these gods were often regarded as
distinct, they were frequently explicitly identified in texts, and shared common
features in theology, iconography and mythology. Baal is ‘Lord of Saphon’, the
sacred mountain 40 km north of the city, and appears in a number of hypostases
(note the six additional ‘Baals’ in Table 3.1). He is the patron deity of Ugarit (bl
ugrt, ‘Lord of Ugarit’) and of its dynasty. As the chief character in the ‘Baal cycle’
of myths he overcomes Yam and is enthroned as king among the gods, and has a
great palace (i.e. his temple at Ugarit) built. But challenged by Mot, god of death,
he dies, though he is later resuscitated and confirmed in his royal status. This
extensive mythic complex, whose antecedents have now been traced into the
third millennium BCE, was at first widely interpreted in a ‘seasonal’ fashion, as
an allegory of the climatic and agricultural cycles of the year. It is better seen,
however, as serving two purposes: first as the ‘cult-legend’ of the Baal temple,
narrating its mythic origins; and second as a vehicle for royal ideology, celebrat-
ing Baal’s patronage of the dynasty and the claims of the poet Ilimilku’s patron
Nigmaddu IIT (c. 1200 BCE). Thus the narrative of Baal’s palace-construction
may also have symbolized the Ugaritian dynastic ‘house’ (cf. the similar play
of temple and dynasty in the Bible, in 2 Samuel 7:1-17). Other myths involving
Baal are one in which he fathers a son on Anat,?' another in which he and Anat
make love,?” and the one noted above, where he attempts a seduction of Athtart.
In these myths his virility is paramount, so that he is in a sense a “fertility god’,
the author of all fecundity. In one damaged text,” however, he encounters two
mysterious beings in the desert, and dies. In this narrative it appears that his
death has an atoning function for the city. In a hymn to Baal** his help is invoked
in time of military threat to the city.

An example of apparent henotheism is a hymnic excerpt cited twice in the Baal
myths:

Our king is Valiant,
Baal is our ruler:
and there is none above him!
We should all bring his chalice,
we should all bring his cup.?



Religion in ancient Ugarit 119

Itshould berecognized however that this monarchyis devolved, held by authority
of the supreme god EL

Dagan (daganu). This elusive deity, whose cult centre was Tuttul on the upper
Euphrates, appears sporadically in Ugaritian tradition, apparently as the father
of Baal (who is called bn dgn, ‘Son of Dagan’). The south-easterly of the two
acropolitan temples is usually associated with him, though scant evidence for his
cult survives. Two stelae apparently invoke him as an underworld deity, perhaps
receiving sacrifices on behalf of the dead, if this is what the term pagru meant.
Some scholars think that he was identified with El, but there is no clear evidence
for this. An Akkadian text from Babylon identifies him as Enlil, the Sumerian
storm-god.

El (ilu). The word ilu appears in Akkadian, South Arabian and all the Northwest
Semitic languages. It is the oldest term for ‘god’, and as an individual deity prob-
ably denotes an ancient moon-god. In Ugarit he is called ‘Creator of Creatures’,
and ‘Father of Man’ (i.e. the king as a ‘primal man’ ﬁgulre),26 and despite early
attempts to see him as demoted, he is firmly in command of the pantheon, the
highest divine authority. He alone can heal a dying king in the Keret story, or can
procure an heir for a childless king (in the Keret and Aghat stories), and he has
an intimate relationship with kings, who are his ‘sons’. To be sure, since Ugarit
was a royal city, and much of its literature was either ideological compositions
by the priest and poet Ilimilku or ritual texts dealing explicitly with the king’s
involvement in the cult, such an emphasis should occasion no surprise. El may
conceivably have been more remote in popular religion, though the incidence
of his name in theophoric names suggests a great tradition of devotion here too.

In the Baal cycle of myths, it is El's throne that features throughout as the focus
of attention. Successively, Yam, Baal and Athtar are enthroned upon it, wielding
devolved power. While vigorous action goes on all around him, El sits enthroned
and unmoving at the centre of the universe, and to consult him and receive
authority, deities travel

towards El at the source of the rivers,
amidst the springs of the two deeps.?’

Here they bow down before him, and he sits, benign and indulgent, and autho-
rizes their every action, such as sanctioning a temple for Baal, or allowing Anat
to indulge her penchant for murder.

Elis the chief actor in two further myths. In one he begets the gods Shahar and
Shalem (the morning and evening stars as royal gods) on the goddesses Athirat
and Rahmay, who are the twin hypostases of Shapsh, the sun-goddess. These
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goddesses are also his daughters, suggesting an older myth of the androgynous
creator-deity attested in India and Egypt. In another text, an ‘applied myth’, the
purpose of which is to provide a prescription to cure hangover, El holds a feast
in his marzihu (the prototype of a social and religious institution widely attested
in the Mediterranean world), where he becomes gloriously drunk, and is carried
home by Anat and Athtart, who fetch medicine for him.

Elfeatures prominentlyin biblical tradition, sometimes with epithets (El Shad-
dai, El Elyon, etc.). He is usually identified explicitly or implicitly with Yahweh,
though the book of Hosea tells a different story, regarding the ‘false’ calves of
northern worship as EL.?

Horon (hawranu). This god does not have an active role in the mythical texts.
He appears in a curse-formula occurring in literary texts. The formula, adapted
to each context, reads

May Horon smash,
May Horon smash your head,
Athtart-the-name-of-Baal your skull!

He appears to be an underworld deity (perhaps his name means ‘the One of the
Pit’, i.e. the underworld), suitable to be invoked in curses, but also powerful to
intercede in dangerous circumstances. In two snake-bite texts either alone or
with other deities he heals from snake venom, while in an exorcism ritual he is
invoked to heal the victim. In the latter he appears to be the lord of demons. Such
contingencies as these texts reflect, common enough in the ordinary life of the
people, suggest that he was widely worshipped, and also explain his invisibility
in centralized ritual practice and absence from the pantheon lists. It is perhaps of
some note that he is also absent from royal funerary texts (e.g. KTU 1.39, del Olmo
1999: 213-17), where his underworld aspects might be considered important.
He appears to belong to a popular level of religious practice, while most of our
evidence is of the ‘official’ state religion.

Kothar (kataru). Kothar constructs cultic furniture, a palace for Baal, and a
bow for Aghat in Ugaritic literature. As the apotheosis of all technologies, and
thus in control of the most pervasive features of culture, he well illustrates the
tendency of polytheism to reify in divine personae every aspect of life that is
significant, in his case all technological aspects of life. Kothar is evidently a
localized form of the Egyptian god Ptah, and is said in the tradition to come
from Crete and Memphis. Ptah appears with the epithet gsr (= Ugaritic ktr, ‘Skil-
ful’). In the Akkadian pantheon lists, Kothar is represented by Ea (in Sumerian
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Enki), the Mesopotamian god of wisdom, but the Egyptian influence appears to
be predominant here.

Kotharat (katardtu [plural]). Similarly, these goddesses, probably seven in
number, who are not directly related to Kothar, are concerned with weddings,
pregnancy and childbirth, thus having the oversight of the continuity of the gen-
erations. They assist at the birth and infancy of Aghat, and a hymn to the Kotharat
is presumably written after a sacred marriage text on the assumption that they
are understood to be present at the nuptials of Yarih and Nikkal.*

Mot (motu). The only recognizable god from Ugarit who is consistently absent
from all the cultic material, and the recipient of no offerings in texts discovered
so far, Mot is the personification of death. He is, as it were, a ‘theologian’s god’,
rather than the object of worship. He appears from descriptions to be not only
the idea of death, but also the personification of the underworld as a devouring
mouth into which all go:

[He extends a lip to the ea]rth,
alip to the heavens,
[he extends] a tongue to the stars.*’

Since the gods are stars, the third line of this tricolon implies that the gods too are
threatened by Mot. Thus Baal’s ultimate victory over Mot, aided by the goddess
Shapsh, herself, like Anat and Athirat, a destroyer of monsters, is evidently an
affirmation of the values of life and renewal against the threat of annihilation.

Pidray (pidrayu). Appearing only fleetingly in the myths as a daughter and
consort of Baal, she is probably to be linked to the Greek characters Phaedra or
Pandora, the latter like Pidray an underworld goddess. She appears frequently
in sacrificial texts, however, and appears to belong to a group of ‘royal’ deities
invoked on behalf of the monarchy:.

Rahmay (rahmayu). She appears as twin of Athirat in the myth of The
Gracious Gods, the two goddesses being geminated hypostases of Shapsh. Her
name, meaning ‘Uterine’, is probably to be restored in the following passage,
where we read of Yasib, Keret’s son, to be born of the new Queen Hurriy, that:

He will drink the milk of A[thi]rat
He will drain the breast of Virgin [Rahmay];
The suckling of [goddesses].?!

She thus appears to have considerable significance in the royal ideology of
Ugarit.
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Rapiu (rapi’u). Absent from the myths, Rapiuis the subject of aliturgical prayer
which invokes his protection of the city. He has been identified with various other
gods (e.g. Baal or El), but is rather to be seen as the patron of the rpum, who are
the heroes of the past, legendary kings of yore, and protectors of Ugarit. The rpum
themselves feature in three very fragmentary texts, evidently arriving by chariot
for a funerary feast, and are summoned along with more recent dead kings to
welcome Nigmaddu III into the underworld on the occasion of his funeral.>” An
intriguing element of continuity of tradition is found in a hymn to Rapiu, where
he is said to be

The god enthroned in Athtarat,
The god who rules in Edrei.**

The same cities are said in the Bible to be the abode of Og king of Bashan in
Deuteronomy 1:4 (‘dwelt’ may mean ‘was enthroned in’), and he is identified
as ‘the last of the Rephaim (Hebrew r‘pa’im = Ugaritic rpum)’ in Deuteronomy
3:11, while Deuteronomy 3:13b is a note identifying Og’s kingdom as ‘the country
of the Rephaim’. (The Hebrew, eres rpa’im, may mean ‘the underworld of the
Rephaim’)

Reshef (raspu). As his name (‘Pestilence’) indicates, Reshefis the apotheosis of
disease, an example of an ‘evil’ god who is invoked as the most powerful antidote
to illness. Widely worshipped throughout the Levant, and even in Egypt, he is
probably the prototype of the Greek god Apollo. He contrasts with Horon (above)
in being of a similar underworld nature, and yet very prominent in the temple
rituals. This may be explained by Reshef’s involvement in (and Horon’s absence
from) the small circle of gods who are evidently the patrons of the dynasty, and
thus ‘royal’ gods.** This representative role played by Reshef may also account
for the absence of Mot from the cult. Identified in the Akkadian pantheon lists
with Nergal (the Mesopotamian god of the underworld), he appears to pre-empt
Mot’s obvious equivalence with Nergal.

Shahar (Saharu) and Shalem (salimu) as twin-gods of the planet Venus, are
further royal gods from Ugarit, and according to some a twinned form of the god
Athtar. As markers of dawn and dusk, theyrepresent the temporal construction of
the day. As a pair, they symbolize the dual nature of kingship, which is prominent
in Egyptian thought, but also, on a different mythological basis more akin to the
present tradition, persists into the theory of monarchy in medieval Europe.

Shapsh (Sapsu). The sun is connected with royalty throughout the ancient
Near East. In the Semitic world it is originally deified as a goddess. Thus in the
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West Semitic world the solar deity is the mythical mother of the king. She shares
the title rbt (rabitu, ‘Great Lady’) with Athirat. As the source of all light, the
solar deity becomes a representation of wisdom, law and justice. Ruling the day;,
she also conquers nocturnal monsters during her nightly passage through the
underworld. This explains her importance in the liturgy for the funeral of King
Nigmaddu III. In The Gracious Gods Athirat and Rahmay are her avatars.

Yam (yamu, yammu). He is most visible as the opponent of Baal. He is initially
made king of the gods by El and placed on his (El's) own throne, before Baal
wrests power from him in single combat. Though scholars are generally agreed
that we have no specific creation myth from Ugarit, we should probably discern
in this cycle of delegated kingship (first Yam, then Baal . . .) a narrative account
of world-development, in which Yam represents the primeval order and the old
gods (cf. the Asuras of India, the Titans of Greece and the Ogdoad of Hermopolis
in Egypt) who play their part in origins before ceding place to the gods of the
existential world.

Yam is certainly not to be understood, as some have proposed, as the per-
sonification of evil. He is perhaps to be identified with Litan (/tn), prototype of
the biblical Leviathan and Greek Ladon, who encircles the world as the cos-
mic ocean (see the expression ‘Litan the wriggling serpent . . . the writhing
serpent . . . Encircler-with-seven-heads’, a passage echoed in Isaiah 27:1). As
a serpent and the apotheosis of the sea he embodies the ambiguity of the ocean,
the vehicle of much of the economic life of a maritime power, yet fraught with
danger, and the ultimate symbol of transformation and renewal.

Yarih (yarihu). The moon-god is apparently quite distinct from El, who for-
merly may have had, but later lost this function. Apart from being the groom
in the marriage myth of Nikkal, he is not conspicuous among the deities. Yet
Ugarit clearly followed a cultic calendar linked to the lunar month, with its great
emphasis on new moons full moons and seven-day periods, so we may suppose
that as a controller of time (cf. Thoth in Egypt and Sin in Mesopotamia) he was
a god of the first importance in ritual.

It is evident from this brief discussion that there is a certain division of labour
among the deities. They are in effect the apotheosis of various cosmological,
environmental or cultural realities which impinged directly on the life of the
community. In view of the paucity of the evidence, it is well to avoid too great an
assumption of restrictive specialization. Those deities of whom we know most
(notably Baal and El) tend to universal qualities. Strict specialization belongs to
an early phase in theological development, for increasing symbolic associations
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and a natural inflation in the language of praise tend always to expansion of
conception. Estimates that episodes such as El’s inebriation (together with all the
sex and violence of other texts!) betray the moral bankruptcy of Ugaritian religion
are superficial.>> While still imperfectly understood, the pantheon of Ugarit is
sufficiently documented for us to discern a vigorous and effective theological
dimension, in which the natural antagonisms and tensions of social and moral
life are given expression in myth, and the theology of the pantheon resolves
disruptive aspects, reinforcing social values and structures. It is in the nature of
evidence from a royal city that the greatest emphasis should be on the role of the
king in social and political management. Through the various deities discussed,
and theritual life to be outlined below, the identity, territorial claims and general
life of the community were affirmed and sacralized.

Public (state) religion

The aspects of religion dealt with here were public in the sense that they were
practised on behalf of the nation: but performed in temple or palace precincts,
they were probably not accessible to public view, except when processions tra-
versed the city. The vast bulk of our information about the performance of regular
religious practice comes from archives written in Ugaritic and Hurrian. Of this
material, most was found in the so-called ‘house of the high-priest’, between
the two acropolitan temples, and the rest in the palace. The so-called ‘house of
the diviner’ yielded a number of model livers and a lung (see below), on which
were inscribed readings of various natural or pathological markings on the sur-
face of the organs, interpreted as arcane messages from the gods warning of
future events. Various oracular techniques of this kind would be pursued in both
public and private contexts.

Royal involvement in the cultus

Royal involvement is amply attested. Rituals were performed both in the vari-
ous temples around the city and in different parts of the palace, and no doubt
in domestic contexts, which would include funeral rites for private citizens. In
addition, there are allusions in the texts to ritual processions, or to the gods ‘trav-
elling’, which refer to images carried in procession, and these probably travelled
around the city and to sacred places outside. Many of the texts involve the king
as chief officiant, while others are specifically intended to emphasize, reinforce
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and declare his status as himself one among the gods. We shall deal with ritual in
more general terms below. Here our concern is to indicate the king’s role. The fol-
lowing example illustrates both his more general priestly function and his more
specific ideological role.

Whileits status as aformal New Year ritual text is open to debate, one important
text’® is obviously of considerable significance in the ritual calendar. The location
of the rites is not specified in detail, but appears to have been peripatetic or in
different locations on different days of the festival, since it mentions the chapel
royal in line 20, the sanctuary of the Mistress of the Great Temples in lines 26 and
37, aspringinline 33, the sanctuary of Elin line 38, and the altar of Baalin line 41,
while in lines 54-5 the king is returned to his palace. It deals with a series of rites
performed through the month of ‘First-of-the-Wine’. The beginning of the month
(indicated by the appearance of the new moon) is celebrated with the offering of
a bunch of grapes as a communion sacrifice to El (line 2).>” Then in preparation
for the climax of the festival on the fourteenth day, the full moon, ‘the king is to
wash himself thoroughly’ on the thirteenth, that is, for the purification to take
effect before the fourteenth (line 3). On the fourteenth, we read that the king ‘sits
(i.e.is formally enthroned), being purified, and shall clap his hands and proclaim
the day. Subsequently he is to enter the temple’ (lines 6-8).

Evidently the royal behaviour symbolizes the way in which the king links the
human and divine worlds by his effective actions. (It is in this context that his
‘divine’ nature, to be noted below, is actualized and made effective.) In the temple
he makes offering to the deities, pours libations, and takes offerings of myrrh
oil, spiced oil, honey and pigeons to the royal chapel. Subsequently he makes
offerings ‘into the hole’, which is probablyto be construed as a pit symbolizing the
entrance to the underworld. This suggests, though this text does not state it, some
form of communion with the spirits of dead kings (if situated in the palace, this
may be the pit envisaged in, and perhaps the location of the offerings in various
other texts). The expression ins ilm in the text is construed by del Olmo as ‘the
divine people’, whom he regards as ‘the divinized ancestors of the dynasty’.*®
These ancestors feature prominently in other aspects of the cult, as will be seen.
Among the offerings are fourteen pitchers of wine (line 22), no doubt intended
to represent the fourteen days since the new moon.

The structure of text KTU 1.41 is uncertain. But after the detailed treatment
of day fourteen, it reverts to the three days ending the first lunar quarter,
i.e. days 5-7 and finally day 1 (new moon). Here are detailed a further com-
plex of ritual acts by the king, some of which at least have, it seems, specifically
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to deal with royal ideology, and the text ends with the formal desacralization
of the king, thus freeing him for secular duties. These additional elements are
the kubadu-offering (line 39),%° and the use of eight ‘dwellings’ constructed on
the (palace) roof (line 51). The latter may correspond to the sukkot (‘booths’ or
‘tabernacles’) constructed in the Israelite feast of Tabernacles (Leviticus 23:33-6,
39-43), but also to the Mesopotamian akitu shrine, in which the king performed
the sacred marriage. The former we shall treat below, along with royal funerals
and their subsequent elements of cult.

Royal ideology

We have seen the primary importance of the king in the palace rituals. In a
sense, of course, the king is ex officio the focus of attention on the human side
of the cultic programme, the gods being the recipients of cult mediated through
him. But his role was far more than incidental. It is as though his formal status
was expressed in terms appropriate to the seriousness of his office. The Ugaritic
king-list evidently formed some kind of official list. It is uncertain whether the
kings were all regarded as sons of their predecessors,*’ though we know this to
have been the case with those of the final documented period. On the basis of
other ancient Near Eastern king-lists, which were ideological in purpose, we may
suppose that a deliberate choice has been made, ‘wicked’ kings having been
perhaps weeded out, so that the present series, however factual or fictitious,
represents a ‘canonical’ list. Respect for the past and continuity with that past,
and even the construction of the past, the hallmarks of all religious tradition, are
self-evident in such a composition.

Two features of the text*! are significant. First, the obverse of the tablet contains
a liturgical text. Though it is too fragmentary to be interpreted with certainty, it
may be the remains of a litany to be addressed to the listed kings as part of
a kispum-rite,*” the purpose of which was to affirm social solidarity with the
ancestors, and to invoke their assistance in the maintenance of cosmic order. This
suggests that dead kings were understood to maintain a benevolent involvement
in the continuing life of the community. Furthermore, each royal name in the
list is prefixed with the generic term il (ilu), ‘god’, or ‘divine’. This may have been
no more than a polite cliché, meaning ‘dead’. In view of the other evidence to be
cited, however, it seems more likely that it has some theological content. If del
Olmo’s interpretation of the ins ilm is correct (‘the “divine people”’), then the
expression occurring in various ritual texts may be a short-hand reference to the
membership of the king-list, invoked and given offerings as a group.
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Another important royal text** has also been interpreted as consisting partly
of a kispum-rite. What is clear is that as a whole it formed the liturgy for the
funeral of Ugarit’s penultimate king, Nigmaddu III. This text begins with the
summoning of a number of figures, only the final two being among the names
from the king-list:

You are invoked, O saviours of the under[world],
You are summoned, assembly of Di[dan].
Invoked is Ulkan the saviour;
Invoked is Taruman the saviour.
Invoked is Sidan-and-Radan;
Invoked is the eternal one, Thar.
They have been invoked, the ancient saviours.
You are invoked, O saviours of the underworld,
You are summoned, O assembly of Didan.
Invoked is Ammithtamtru the king
(and) invoked as well is Nigmaddu** the king.

The first nine lines here are devoted to persons not appearing in the king-list.
The figures cited here are called rpum, which may be translated as ‘saviours’,
‘healers’ or perhaps ‘heroes’. While their status is much debated, the majority
view is that they were illustrious dead kings from the remote past, perhaps more
legendary than historical, comparable, as minor gods, to the Greek heroes. Keret
and Danel*® may both be among their number. The ‘saviours’ may, as noted
above, be associated with a patron deity Rapiu (rpu, sing. of rpum). While there
is no direct evidence that they were recipients of cult (unless the term ins ilm
embraced them too), three fragmentary texts appear to envisage them arriving at
feasts in horse-drawn chariots, which may be a mythological or liturgical expres-
sion for just such participation. At any rate, the rpum appear to link deceased
kings to the pantheon in some indeterminate way. The god Rapiu himself is the
subject of a hymn (noted above) addressed to this patron of deified kings (or a
collective into which they all enter) on the occasion of a king’s descent into the
underworld to join his ancestors.

There is also evidence from the Keret story which has a direct bearing on the
status of the living king. While as king of Khabur he may not represent the same
royal ideology, the probability is that his story is meant precisely to express a
number of aspects of Ugaritian royal ideology. I have argued that the story has
been pressed into service by Ilimilku, the royal scribe, in order to bolster the claim
to the throne of Nigmaddu III. Keret is said to be bn il (‘son of God’), which could
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mean one of two things (or both at once): a bn il was a member of the genus
‘god’, so that it is tantamount to saying that Keret is divine; at the same time,
in mythological usage, it meant ‘son of El’, as though it was the high god who
was directly involved in the paternity of the king (rather as in Egypt). This more
powerful sense is supported by the fact that El in turn is referred to as ab adm,
‘Father of Man’, where the ‘man’ is the ‘primal man’ (or ‘Adam’ figure) incarnate
in the king himself. Echoes of such language can be discerned in Psalms 2, 8, 19
and 110 and elsewhere in the Bible, suggesting that both cultures, Ugaritian and
Israelite, are attesting a similar royal ideology. Further elements common to the
two ideologies will be seen below. The same familial language implying a divine
status is to be discerned in the allusion cited above to Yasib, Keret’s son, as being
suckled by goddesses.

Allin all, there is evidently a considerable body of circumstantial evidence for
regarding the king as in some way ‘divine’. Is it possible to elaborate on this?
The king was obviously a fully human person in so far as he lived and died
like a man, begot sons, fought, might be deposed and so forth. Furthermore, in
the palace rituals, he performed the role of chief priest. But it is precisely here
that, as we have noted, he acted as intermediary between the divine and human
realms. We may go further, and say that the language deliberately used of him
indicates that he was somehow supposed to participate in both realms, and in
both orders of being. He was thus both human and divine. It is perhaps impor-
tant also to distinguish between the temple cults performed regularly with or
without the king’s presence, and those performed in the palace complex. If the
latter had any distinct rationale (as distinct from a mere domestic duplication
of the temple rituals) it was surely to sacralize and confirm the reality of the
monarchical order, represented by the king. When he took part in a procession
of divine images, it is as though he himself was regarded as one of them, and
indeed, if the analogy of Egyptian cult is valid, the cult offered to images was pre-
cisely modelled on that offered to the king. Thus their efficacy and importance
was as much validated by association with the king, as was his by association
with them. We may even postulate that the ritual purification of the king at the
beginning of ceremonies, and his desacralization at the end, which are repeat-
edly prescribed in the ritual texts, were formal ritual means of imposing on him
divine and human status respectively. He would thus be a ‘god’ only during the
performance of the royal cultus. This is further reinforced when we consider the
deliberate linking of the king to the mythological order, as will be seen in the next
feature.
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In dealing with the ritual of the month of First-of-the-wine above, we noted the
possible allusion to a kubadu-rite (line 39). This brings us to another interesting
aspect of royal ideology, where evidence from various quarters allows the tenta-
tive reconstruction of a feature of Ugaritian theory and practice. The kubadu-rite
was firstidentified at Emar on the Euphrates. It appears there in anumber of con-
texts in the NIN.DINGIR (‘Lady of the god’) installation rites of the high-priestess of
the storm-god. It consisted there of the ritual processing of an axe, and possibly
of other weapons. Perhaps to be related to this rite was an analogous one from
Mari, further down the Euphrates. This was alluded to in an oracle delivered to
King Zimri-Lim, ironically the last king of the city:*°

Thus speaks Adad.. . .

I have brought you back to the throne of your father, and have given you
the arms with which I fought against Tiamat. [ have anointed you with the
oil of my victory, and no one has withstood you.

This short text is profoundly important, as the key to a great mythic and ritual
nexus pervading Near Eastern culture, as we shall see below. In the present con-
text the significant feature is its use of weapons in the cult. Now a further ritual
composition from Ugarit, while not explicitly identifiable as a kubadu-rite text,
may be alluding to the symbolism behind it. This passage invokes the gods to
protect Ugarit, and bases its confidence in their goodwill by an appeal to sacred
weapons:

By the divine spear;
By the divine axe;
By the divine mace;

By the divine dtn-weapon . . .*’

Since the ritual texts operated within a context where the presuppositions of this
material were simply taken for granted, we should not expect any explanation,
and the absence of the term kubadu (see n. 40) from the context is not crucial
one way or another in interpreting it. We shall see in a mythological context that
it was given a far clearer expression, though again without formal explanation.
Inview of the storm-god being the focus of the ritual in Emar, and Adad (i.e. the
local storm-god) being the source of the oracle and its mythic allusion in Mari, it
is perhaps significant that one of Baal’s epithets at Ugarit is‘ly grdm in a number
of passages. This may be construed in two ways, as ‘Mightiest of Heroes’ or as
‘Mighty One of the Axe’. I am increasingly inclined to the latter interpretation in
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view of the comparative evidence noted here. The Mari text also indicates that
the significance of the myth presupposed a kind of identification of the king with
the god: as the god was victorious in the great act of bringing order to the world by
victory over the forces of chaos, so would the king continue to do in his historical
military campaigns.

A final aspect of royal ideology, so far as the king was concerned, which is
of some interest concerns the nature of royal burials. The ritual material will be
noted below. Here I want to draw attention to some comparative evidence, where
the Ugaritic and biblical materials provide reciprocal elucidation. This is a text
dealing with royal mortuary rites performed in the month of Gannu (yrh gn). The
term gn means ‘garden’. A short section deals with the eighth day:

(To be offered) on the eighth (day of the month) Gannu: [a lulng and
fourteen ewes, and seven heifers, and an entire fish stewin the Garden. And
aresponse is given in the Garden."® Then the king shall be desacralized.*’

The ‘garden’ was evidently a part of the palace complex of buildings and lands
in the western zone of the city, and constituted the royal cemetery. The recipi-
ents of the sacrifices listed here were the chthonian gods of the rest of the text,
among whose number were the insilm, the ‘divine people), that is, the deceased
kings. These were now among the underworld gods, buried in the cemetery, and
themselves recipients of sacrifices and available for consultation through necro-
mantic rites. The sacrifices appear to have been part of a process of enquiry, to
judge from the phrase ‘and a response is given’, which suggests some divine sign
that the offerings are acceptable, or perhaps a response to some question put to
the gods, or more likely the insilm as ancestors.

In the pantheon list discussed above, set seven, it will be recalled, begins with
mlkm, ‘Kings’. This is another collective term for deceased kings who are now
divine.’’ The expression ‘Garden’ as the burial place of the kings of Ugarit suggests
two intriguing connections. First, within Ugaritian tradition there is a passage in
the Baal myth where the god, now dead, and presumably ready to be buried, is
sought in a remote place by Anat’s messengers. They tell her that

We travelled to [the ends of the earth],

to the edge of the abyss;
we came to ‘Paradise’ the land of pasture,

to ‘Delight’, the steppe by the shore of death.
We came upon Baal fallen to the earth®’
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and she subsequently goes to fetch his body for burial. The place described is at
the end of the world, a place of intersection of the world above and the world
below.”? Second, the kings of Judah were routinely buried ‘in the king’s garden’
(gan hammelek), where the expression denotes a specific area within the palace
complex, and may allude not to living kings, but to dead ones, perhaps seen
collectively as ‘Melech’ (subsequently often distorted to ‘Molech’). Not only is
this place to be identified in tradition with the Garden of Eden of Genesis 2-3,
where post-biblical tradition has the ante-diluvian patriarchs buried, but Jesus is
buried therein the Johannine tradition. This appears to be cognate with Ugaritian
tradition.

The royal ideology also concerned the person of the queen. No queen of Ugarit
issodesignated, but the dowager queen of Amurru, whose daughter, the queen of
Ugarit, was the subject of vicious divorce proceedings, was consistently referred
to in the correspondence as rabitu. We have seen this as an epithet, ‘Great Lady’,
used of the sun-goddesses Athirat and Shapsh. It appears that the queen was
seen as mystically identified with the sun-goddess in giving birth to the king.
We have noted (see further below) that The Gracious Gods text gives the mythic
account of the birth of the royal gods Shahar and Shalem to El and Shapsh. This
text constitutes a ‘sacred marriage’ tradition in the sense that it appears to give a
theological version of the actual marriage and reproduction of the royal couple. A
further allusion to a sacred marriage, this time apparently between the king and
the goddess Pidray (daughter-wife of Baal in theological terms), may be present
in the opening lines of the following text:

On the nineteenth day the bed of Pidray is made ready for the installation
of the king.**

This appears to link the king ideologically with Baal, a feature already noted in
this discussion. This text has been interpreted as part of the enthronement rites
for a new king, but this remains uncertain.

Myths and other ‘ideological’ literature

We have noted anumber of mythological texts, and compositions of similar kind,
in discussing the deities. The material thus far discovered can represent only a
fraction of the mythic traditions of an ancient community, and presumably many
of the gods listed above who have no apparent myths lack them only because
of the hazards of survival or non-survival of records. The overwhelming bulk of
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religious tradition from the following millennium in the Levant is entirely absent,
owing at least in part to the abandonment of clay tablets written in cuneiform in
favour of parchment, papyrus and other less durable media for writing. All that
remain are a few monuments in stone, and allusions in classical authors.

Baal myths

Seven tablets® appear to preserve a string of narratives concerning the god Baal,
which for all the gaps (about 50 per cent) allow a tentative sequence as follows.
El, aslord of the pantheon, enthrones Yam as king among the gods. Baal is bound
and placed under his throne. Kothar hands him weapons, with which Baal kills
Yam, and takes his place. Baal then goes to Anat and the two set about obtaining
El’s permission to build Baal a palace.®® When this is finally achieved, Baal holds
a great inaugural feast. He omits to invite Mot, who then invites Baal to dine with
him (i.e. to be his meal!), and Baal goes down into the underworld. Athtar in turn
is enthroned in Baal’s stead, coming down to earth to rule. A restored Baal then
fights Mot, and the inconclusive struggle is brought to an end in favour of Baal
by Shapsh, the narrative concluding with a hymn in her honour.

The meanings of this mythic series have been much debated. By and large
interpretations fall into two types, the ‘fertility cult’ or ‘seasonal’ interpretation,
and all the others, which vary between historical accounts to various forms of
political theology. The former approach was immediately offered by the first
interpreters, in accordance with the climate in early twentieth-century scholar-
ship, culminating in the systematic treatment of de Moor,’® in which the author
attempted to correlate the mythic episodes with ritual practice throughout the
‘agroclimatic year’. The other approaches see the cult of Baal and the aetiology
of his temple-foundation as the chief theme. I have proposed that one of the rea-
sons for Ilimilku’s editing of this traditional material was to offer a legitimization
of Nigmaddu I1I, or perhaps to celebrate his marriage to a Hittite princess.

More fundamentally, the conflict myth of Baal versus Yam falls into an ancient
pattern, probably of Amorite origin if not even older, attested over a millennium
previously in Eshnunna (near Babylon), with Babylonian, Assyrian, Marian, Hit-
tite, Ugaritic and biblical versions, in addition to Greek, Iranian and Indian off-
shoots. All these versions sanctify the conduct of war as the re-enactment of the
primordial divine conflict. The recently discovered text from Mari cited above
involves a ritual in which the weapons given to the king are explicitly identified
as those used for divine victory in the myth. Thus one of the implications of other
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allusions to and tellings of the myth, its appropriation by various monarchies,
and its ritual dimension, is evidently the legitimization of military activity.

Theogony myths

Two texts from Ugarit, on the surface very different, contain versions of a theogo-
nic tradition, in which El fathers twin sons on his wife, who is geminated for the
occasion. In one, The Devourers, which harnesses the myth to a redemptive ritual
and in which the offspring are devouring monsters, El’'s wife-wives, who are also
his daughters, are called respectively ‘Talish handmaid of Yarih’ (thus hinting at
El's lunar origins) and ‘Dimgay handmaid of Athirat’. In the other, The Gracious
Gods, in which the offspring are Shahar and Shalem, the morning and evening
stars, it is Shapsh, the sun-goddess, geminated into the forms of Athirat and
Rahmay, who not only are El's daughters, now his wives, but who also address
him as ‘mother’, thus attesting his androgynous nature. As a number of schol-
ars have argued, these myths have close biblical analogues, and their explicitly
royal nature is apparent, as myths of the divine conception of the king.” This is
not immediately apparent from the Ugaritic texts, but the latter is an interesting
combination of mythical and ritual elements, which is located in the palace, in
the presence of the king and queen, and thus fairly transparently points to royal
births as bringing hope and salvation to the nation.

Dealing with sun, moon and stars, it is also the subject of recent enquiry into
astral aspects of Ugaritian religion. While there is nothing like the amount of
information available from Mesopotamia, we read in various texts that the gods
of Ugarit were ‘stars’, and we have seen the significance of the sun and moon.

Here is an important dimension awaiting further research.

Keret

The two extended stories in verse from Ugarit (in addition to the Baal myths) asso-
ciated with the poet Ilimilku are intrinsically interesting as ancient literature, but
also betray strong ideological elements, as we might expect with an author work-
ingin the service of a king. The Keret story shows evidence of a reworked folktale,
in which a king who has lost a wife and seven children (or according to others,
seven wives) is instructed by El (the patron of kings, as noted above) to wage
war on Pabil, king of Udum, demanding his daughter Hurriy in marriage. She
will be blessed, and will bear fourteen children to Keret, and even the youngest
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will be equally blessed as the first-born. All goes according to plan, except that
on the way to Udum, Keret makes a vow to Athirat goddess of Tyre, which he
then fails to fulfil. The angry goddess makes him ill. As he lies dying, El fails to
persuade other gods of the council to heal the king, and finally himself creates a
healing goddess who restores Keret. Meanwhile, however, the king’s impetuous
son bursts in and demands that his father, unable to fulfil the duties of a king,
abdicate in his favour. Keret curses him. Since this curse presumably (just as a
blessing would) redounds down to the youngest daughter, Keret is back where
he began. The wheel of fortune has turned full circle.

From areligious perspective the storyis full of interest. Itillustrates anumber of
important theological points. It shows the close relationship (of father and son,
noted above) between El and the king. It shows the unquestioning obedience
required of one under divine instruction. No room here for reflection, or the
weighing of pros and cons! When Keret has entered into the second relationship,
as a votary of Athirat (already a sin, since it interrupts his duty to El), it shows the
terrible danger of treating such a serious undertaking lightly. In contrast to the
practical benefits of a blessing in ancient thought, it shows the terrible power
of a curse. Finally, it illustrates the intriguing theological tension in a pantheon,
when different divine powers work against each other.

Aghat

While the story line of Aghat is on the surface entirely different, it explores some
of the same issues as Keret. Danel is a king without a son. With a tablet probably
lost before the surviving opening of the narrative, we can only speculate on
whether any previous children had died. He spends a week in ritual activity in a
shrine, and at the end of it we see the gods deliberating in council. Baal asks El to
see to Danel’s problem, granting him a son who will perform all the appropriate
ritual and social duties a son performs for his father. Aghat is born, and Kothar
appears with a composite bow fit for a hero. The goddess Anat no sooner sets
eyes on the bow than she determines to have it. Her powers of persuasion do not
work with the rather gauche young Aghat. Even an offer of eternal life merely
draws a sarcastic response. At this point she goes to El and demands vengeance.
El gives her a free hand. With a mercenary assistant Yatipan, she plots Aghat’s
death. They will both hover among a flock of falcons over Aghat, and Yatipan will
swoop down and kill Aghat with a blow. Thus it happens, and Anat immediately
mingles a savage revenge on Aghat’s corpse with a maudlin complaint that she
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did not even get the bow! Aghat’s remains are devoured by the mother-falcon.
Eventually the bleak newsis broughtto Danel, who retrieves his son’sremains and
buries them, and goes into mourning for seven years. His daughter Pughat, more
practically, seeks vengeance, and the last tablet unfortunately breaks off with her,
disguised perhaps as Anat, plying an already somewhat befuddled Yatipan with
strong drink . . .

What theological points does this narrative offer? The list of filial duties is
recognized as offering an important insight into the routine performance of
private religion. Danel is to be blessed

so that he may beget a son in his house,
a scion in the midst of his palace.
He shall set up the stela of his ancestral god,
in the sanctuary the cippus of his kinsman;
into the earth sending forth his dying breath,
into the dust protecting his progress;
he shall shut the mouths of his slanderers,
he shall drive away those who are ill-disposed towards him.
Taking his hand when he is drunk,
supporting him when sated with wine;
he shall serve up his share in the house of Baal,
and his portion in the house of El;
he shall plaster his roof on a muddy day,
he shall wash his clothes on a filthy day.*®

Here we see the paramount importance of a first-born son in the performance of
his father’s funeral obsequies. But his duties include a general protection of his
father’s honour and person, practical supportin delicate moments, participation
in family ritual duties, and basic house repairs and domestic chores. The text has
all the hallmarks of a traditional summary of the demands of filial piety.
Perhaps the most contentiousissue in Aghat istherole of Anatand the theolog-
ical assessment of her nature. She has been described as a spoilt adolescent and
asillustrating the moral bankruptcy of a debased religion. Charges of immorality
have also been levelled against El and other members of the pantheon (which
de Moor has called ‘the pantheon of disillusion’) on account of this apparent
laissez-faire theology. Such judgements miss the point, as noted above, failing to
recognize the symbolic nature of the gods, and their role in representing issues
of human freedom and responsibility. Polytheism works on a pragmatic basis,
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balancing human aspirations and ideals against the harsh realities of life where
life-expectancy was probably around thirty, and from childbirth on one survived,
or failed to survive, drought and famine, disease and poverty, tyranny and war, in
equal measure, though these curses of human life were also balanced by bless-
ings of peace and plenty, rich agriculture and productive family life. Theology’s
task, then as now, was to offer a rationale to this pitiless assault and its puzzling
contrast with the happier aspects oflife, and to balance these external forces with
human aspirations and values. Polytheism’s answer was to deify every aspect of
human experience.

Anat, the nubile maiden who is a quite unpredictable mixture of ruthlessness
and tenderness, lust and hate, embodied to a powerful degree the exigencies
of war, its strange combination of the love of comrades and the savagery of the
battlefield. No wishful thinking here! But each deity contributed to an overall
divine economy: from the full perspective of the pantheon Anat and the horrors
she represented were tempered with the lust for life of her brother Baal, lord of
Ugarit, and the benign oversight of father El, who sat immovably at the centre of
all things.

Shorter compositions

Some shorter compositions have already been noted above. Others of interest
and the subject of detailed study are the following.

Three tablets known as the ‘Rpum texts’® narrate the coming of the rpum on
horse-drawn chariots to a feast. We have noted the connection of the rpum with
deified kings, and the existence of a patron or collective figure called Rapiu (rpu).
The present texts are perhaps mythic or even hymnic fragments accompanying
royal funeral or kispum-rites.

The poem of Nikkal tells the myth of the courtship and marriage of Nikkal
(a Hurrian derivative of the Sumerian goddess NIN.GAL) and Yarih, though his
name probably translates Kusuh, the Hurrian moon-god. After the ceremonies,
thetablet concludes with ahymn to the Kotharat. The tablet may have constituted
part of the liturgy for a wedding or for childbed rites.

There is a fragment describing a goddess fighting a dragon (the sea) and ‘bind-
ing it in the heights of the Lebanon’. This echoes an episode in the Baal myth
in which Anat claims to have killed various monsters, as well as the Egyptian
myth of Astarte and the Sea, but the present goddess is not identified. This may
perhaps be a myth of the origin of the constellation Draco.
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We have a hymn to Baal, describing him reclining on his mountain. It is an
interesting amalgam of transcendent and immanent deity, the mountain half-
compared with, almost half-identified with the god:

His head is magnificent,
His brow is dew-drenched.
his feet are eloquent in (his) wrath.
[His] horn is [exal]ted;
his head is in the snows in heaven,
[with] the god there is abounding water.
His mouth is like two clouds [ 1,
[his lips] like wine from jars,
his heart [ ]...50

Evidence of this kind is frequently cited as indicating Baal’s role as a fertility-
god. He certainly is in control of environmental and climatic conditions, but the
imagery here serves rather as a metaphor for divine majesty and transcendence.
The mountain on which the deity reclines is his throne, the omphalos, Mount
Saphon.

The obverse of one tablet is a typical ritual text, giving part of a cultic calendar
involving the king’s duties. On the reverse is a hymn to Baal as protector of the
city in time of war. It is in the typical form of a vow, stating what is required of
the deity in the form of a condition, followed by what is offered in response:

If you will drive the strong one from our gate,
the warrior from our walls,
a bull, O Baal, we shall dedicate,
a vow, Baal, we shall fulfil:
a male animal, Baal, we shall dedicate,
a propitiation we shall fulfil,
a feast, Baal, we shall prepare.
We shall go up to the sanctuary of Baal,
we shall walk in the paths of the temple of Baal.®!

The word translated here as ‘a male animal’ (reading *dkr) is damaged, and has
alternatively, but less plausibly, been read as *bkr, ‘first-born’, which would be the
only clear evidence so far for human sacrifice in Ugaritian religion.® One of the
ivory bed-panels suggests the ritual killing of captured kings (see Fig. 3.4), while
KTU 1.3 ii 5-30, quoted in part above, contains a double battle scene in which
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Anatslaughtershervictims. The second episode hasbeeninterpreted as theritual
aftermath of war. But whether these reflect actual religious practice or mytho-
logical figures remains uncertain. Where human sacrifice is clearly attested (as
in Israel and Moab), it is a last resort in times of personal or national crisis. More
commonly, as in the translation above, ‘votive gifts’ in response to a divine favour
are usually forms of animal sacrifice, or the dedication of stelae, statues, precious
metals or, at Ugarit, ships’ anchors, appropriate to a maritime culture.

Ritual

A considerable variety of ritual texts has been discovered, mostly in Ugaritic, with
a few in Hurrian. Del Olmo’s study®® provides a typology for the texts. He distin-
guishes between records, prescriptive rituals and recited rituals. The distinction
is important in terms of understanding the amount of information that is to be
gleaned from texts that are often succinct to the point of obscurity. The ritual
texts merely list victims and other offerings, giving details of time and place. No
theory of sacrifice may be discerned, and the actual richness of the cult, with
hymns, the playing of instruments and ritual dancing must be left to the imagi-
nation. A pale echo may be discerned in the following passage, which addresses
Rapiu,

Whom men hymn and honour with music
On the lyre and the flute,

On drum and cymbals,
With castanets of ivory,

Among the goodly companions of Kothar.**

No calendar or list of months has survived from Ugarit. But the month names are
known, and their order apart from two, and it is evident from surviving texts that
itwas normal to have monthly ritual programmes. These survive in the following
instances: First-of-the-wine Hiyyaru and ‘Garden’. The latter two months appear
to have placed considerable emphasis on rituals involving the royal dead.

Religion and economic life

This is an area in which research has barely begun, and which will repay further
study. The temple cults of ancient cities must have had a considerable economic
impact, which is best documented in Egypt, with extensive accounts of taxation
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levied on the temples’ behalfand extensive storage and warehouse facilities. With
their fairly substantial personnel, their evident involvement in government, and
consequent land-holdings and agricultural activities, the priesthood obviously
had a vested interest in a system in which commodities (livestock, cereals, oil,
wine, precious metals, woven products and so forth) were circulated through the
economy by means of the cultic process.

The number of animals offered in a single day would vary with the importance
of the ritual context. But days of significance, generally quarter-days, with an
emphasis on new and full moons, and the periodic festivals, no doubt related
to the mythic traditions of individual deities (though no specific information on
this countis so far available), would undoubtedly have larger numbers of victims.

The following figures are taken from a selection of tablets:

(1) The Day of Atonement (KTU 1.40). The text is seriously damaged, though
its original form can be largely reconstructed, because of its repetitive character.
It identifies only six victims, two bulls, two rams and two donkeys. But these are
the most significant, and form a series of climaxes to each successive stage. We
may suppose a number of preparatory offerings before the final stages.

(2) The rituals of the month of First-of-the-wine, on day 14: fourteen rams,
thirteen ewes, one lamb; one bull, twelve heifers; eight birds (unspecified), one
pigeon (but how many times?); in addition, seven unidentified items (damaged
text: perhaps further animals), a jar, thirty chalices and cups (or their contents?),
a libation, fourteen pitchers of wine, myrrh oil, spiced oil (probably olive oil),
honey and flour.

(3) Unspecified palace rituals. Text KTU 1.43 is substantially damaged, but two
sections allow a fairly continuous reading:

When Athtart-of-the-Window enters the pit in the royal palace, pour a
libation into the pit of the chapel of the star-gods.

Offerings: a robe and a tunic, a uspg-garment; gold, three (shekels
according to the) commercial (weight); a ram, an ox and three sheep
as communion-sacrifices, seven times to the gods, (and) seven times to
Kothar.

Subsequently the two Gathru-gods come into the royal chapel. A shekel
of gold to Shapsh and Yarih; to Gathru a shekel of refined silver; a muzzle
and a lun|g] to Anat; a shekel of gold to Shap(sh and Ya]rih; to Gathru two
[shekels of] refined [silver]; a muzzle and a lung [to Anat]; [ ] temple,
an ox and a ram.
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If we quantify the items mentioned here, they amount to a libation, a robe,
a tunic, an uspg-garment; five shekels of gold, three shekels of silver; fourteen
bulls, fourteen rams, forty-two sheep (ewes); two muzzles and two lungs (or ‘pair
of lungs’, presumably from one of the victims listed).

(4) The royal funerary cult in the month Hiyyaru. There is some damage to one
end, and so important dating aspects may be missing. But taking the require-
ments of day 18, on the reverse, as continuous with the text of the obverse, for
the sake of argument, we have the following results: unspecified amounts of gold
and silver; fifteen rams, forty-one ewes; eleven bulls; three birds and one lung
(or pair). The origins of some victims, or their prior preparation (‘one white ewe,
perfumed’, obv. 1.2) are mentioned.

Since such texts are often damaged, and those found represent only a frac-
tion of any complete record, it is not possible to build up an absolute figure for
consumption, so these are merely random indications of the kind of turnover
involved. In any case, each shrine would have its own regular cultic programme,
in addition to important and periodic state rituals. But the principles involved
are apparent, and we may in any case add the votive stelae, the votive anchors
(appropriate to a maritime city), temple timberwork and fabrics, general artistic
input, and masonry, construction and repair work, to envisage a substantial body
of staff directly or indirectly involved in running an urban temple complex.

At times specific herds are mentioned as the source of individual victims. Ili-
milku, the scribe of the literary texts, is identified at the end of the Baal cycle
of myths as ‘diviner, chief of the priests, chief of the temple herdsmen’.®® This
reference not only indicates the variety of responsibilities one official might
have —and Ilimilku was also court poet and theologian, to judge from his compo-
sitions — but shows that ritual and managerial roles might be combined, and that
temples had adirectinvolvementin the provision of their livestock requirements.

No information is forthcoming from Ugarit, but the common practice of buy-
ing meat in urban markets which had come from temple slaughterhouses, which
gave rise to problems for religious susceptibilities among Jews and Christians,
suggests that sacrifice could also be viewed as part of the production system for
food forthe population. Thiswas certainly alikely system, as otherwise the figures
cited above could be viewed as a flagrant waste of resources. It is likely that part of
the rationale of sacrifice was an incorporation of the gods into the human food-
supply system (offering them commensality), so that their continued accep-
tance of offerings was construed as an endorsement of the ‘ritual-industrial
complex’.
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Again, there is no evidence for financial management from Ugarit, but biblical
passages such as 1 Kings 14:25-26, 15:16-19, 2 Kings 12:18-19, 14:8-14 etc. indi-
cate that the throughput of gold and silver bullion effectively made of temples
the banks of the ancient world. Deposits were laid in trust with the gods in the
form of votive offerings and regular ritualized contributions to the treasury, as
in the texts cited above, to be drawn on in time of economic need. The use of
such resources by enemy kings was an early form of bank-robbery! More seri-
ously, the taking of booty in turn freed up such resources by bringing them back
into circulation. This form of analysis is not intended to be reductionistic: it is
important to recognize just how pervasive religion was in the ancient world, so
that many categories of social structure and function now treated as economic
in nature formed part of the religious praxis of antiquity.

Omens and oracles

An important aspect of religion is the way in which it deals with the problem
of the human experience of time. As a species we are probably uniquely aware
of time, its flow, the notions of ‘past’ and ‘future’, and our inevitable mortality.
An interesting starting point for this discussion is the issue of orientation. In
all cultures we may speak of a ‘canonical orientation’, meaning the position
adopted in relation to the cardinal points. In all Semitic cultures, as in many
others, the primary orientation was, as the term ‘orientation’ suggests, towards
the east. The vocabulary used for the cardinal points (qgdm, ‘east’, ahr, ‘west),
smal, ‘north’, ymn, ‘south’ in Ugaritic) also served to denote the flow of time
(gdm, ‘past’, abr, future’) and the moral dimension associated with handedness
(smal, ‘left hand’, and ideas of moral doubt and the ‘sinister’, ymn, ‘right hand’
and ideas of the auspicious and the good).®® What this evidence indicates is that
people ‘looked’ into the past, with the future an unknown quantity behind them.
The past provided the paradigms for religious and social behaviour: myth and
tradition alike were ‘given’, and one observed and honoured patterns established
in tradition, by the gods and the ancestors.

At the same time, the future remained a concern. If the gods and the ancestors
had provided guidance for the present, they must have also provided for future
contingencies. This logic invited the scrutiny of ritual contexts to see what clues
had been provided. The most elaborate form was in the examination of sacrificial
material. The internal organs (omenta) of animals provided the omens of the
future. Ugaritian practice here was evidently in the Mesopotamian tradition.
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A number of clay model livers have been found at Ugarit, together with one
instance of a lung. The priests butchering sacrificial victims would note odd
features, inflamed lobes, prominent blood-vessels, and so forth, on the surface
of the organ. The actual coincident occasion of royal deaths, battles, storms,
famines, and other such crises, were linked in their minds with these features,
and a literature grew up in which such ‘signs’ were taken as divine warnings of
future events. What sounds at first an entirely irrational procedure was in fact
entirely rational, since the warnings could be used for evasive action. The crucial
thing, in terms of religious psychology, was that it gave a sense of control over
events, rather than being merely at the mercy of events.

The contexts of the interpretations of these model organs remain opaque.
Inscriptions 8-10 on the model lung involve goats, appear to belong together,
and read as follows:

[ ] awoman they shall take a goat [ 1.

If the city is captured then death (m¢: or ‘the man’ i.e. the
enemy king) will attack the population.

(In) the temple a citizen shall take a goat and (the future) will

be seen from afar.

These may be early examples of the substitutionary atonement ritual attested
in Israel in Leviticus 16 (the Day of Atonement scapegoat ritual). A similar early
version has been found at Ebla, in central Syria, and Hittite practice is analogous.
If the connections are established, the wide incidence of the ritual points to
considerable antiquity behind the theory. The present example suggests a general
strategy that might be employed to deal with any unknown future contingency.

Birth deformities in animals or children were also seen as signs for the future.
Two tablets deal with animals, while another, in a fragmentary state, covers
human malformations. Natural portents, such as lunar, stellar and solar eclipses
and thelike, the perceived influence of the evil eye and without doubt many other
natural occurrences, to judge from Mesopotamian parallels,’” were all treated
with extreme circumspection.

Personal religion

Since Ugarit was a royal city, and most of its archives come from palaces, temples
or the houses of priestly or administrative people, we have little direct insight
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into personal piety, and the everyday religious practice of ordinary people. We
catch glimpses, as in the list of filial duties in Aghat, and the evidently represen-
tative nature of some texts, where perhaps a congregation joined in the singing
of hymns or was present at some of the main rites such as the Day of Atone-
ment. A number of kinds of material provide further information of a minimal
kind. Thus personal names, as usually in the ancient world, were commonly of
theophoric construction, that is, containing a divine name attached to a ver-
bal or epithetal element. Thus abrsp (Abi-Raspu) means ‘Reshef is my father’,
while blytn (Ba‘alu-yatana) means ‘Baal has given (me/him/her)’. While these
would tend to run in families, they originated in personal experiences (partic-
ularly childbirth) and tend to reflect instinctive reactions to a safe birth. Some
private correspondence survives, and though most of this is between officials,
or to or from members of the royal family, it still betrays common religious
clichés. A common formula is ysim lkm ilm tgrm tslmkm, or some variation:
‘may it be well with you; the gods give you good health’. A similar expression
occurs typically in a letter written in Akkadian by AbuSgama to the Intendant of
Amurru:

Greetings to you! May the gods of Amurru, the gods of
Ugarit and the gods of the king your lord keep you well!

Various artefacts of a religious kind survive, from large stelae portraying deities,
probably votive gifts to temples, to small amulet-plaques representing god-
desses, perhaps worn as charms round the neck, and cylinder seals, found in
their thousands throughout the ancient Near East, which frequently illustrate
some mythical or ritual scene, and were worn as amulets as well as marks of
identity.

Sickness and health

A number of texts from Ugarit deal with medical conditions. We have noted
text KTU 1.114 (El in his marzihu) as a cure for hangover, and the Nikkal text as
relating to weddings, or childbirth with its attendant dangers. One tablet contains
a spell for curing the effects of snake-bite, in which eleven different deities are
invoked in vain, a twelfth, Horon, an underworld god, being able to effect a
cure by means of the application of tamarisk, no doubt as the paradigm of what
healers did to the accompanying recitation of the text. There are two further
snake-bite texts, indicating that here was a common contingency dealt with
by ritual-medical means. Incantations used for exorcism have also been found.
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One treats a possessed adolescent, or, in the view of some, a case of impotence.
Another appears to deal with a paediatric complaint.

Death, funerals and kispum (= pagru?) rites

We have already touched on aspects of this in discussing royal ideology above.
Evidence for belief and practice concerning death in other parts of Ugaritian
society is found in the numerous family vaults located under the floors of most
houses, as well as those in the palaces, at Ugarit, Mahadu and Ras Ibn Hani. Of
corbelled construction with dressed stones, the burial chamber sometimes in
the form of a simple oblong chamber but sometimes with secondary chambers,
was reached by a stair descending from ground-floor level. A certain amount of
funerary deposits, pots, jewellery and so forth, were found, though these gave
no indication of beliefs among ordinary people. The episode in the Aghat story
during which Anat negotiates for the bow is instructive. Here is her final offer
and the hero’s response:

‘Ask for life, O hero Aghat:
ask for life and I shall give (it) you,
immortality and I shall bestow (it) on you:
I shall make you number (your) years with Baal:
with the son of El you shall number months.
“Like Baal he shall live indeed!
Alive, he shall be feasted,
he shall be feasted and given to drink.
The minstrel shall intone and sing concerning him”.’
[And she] said to him:
‘Thus shall I make Aghat the hero live!
But Aghat the hero replied:
‘Do not deceive me, O Virgin,
for to a hero your deceit is rubbish!
Man, (at his) end, what will he receive?
What will he receive, a man (as his destiny)?
Silver will be poured on his head,
gold on top of his skull,
[and] the death of all I shall die,
and I shall surely die.’
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The contrast with the Gilgamesh epic is interesting. There it is the hero who
aspires to immortality, while the goddess Siduri counsels acceptance of a more
limited destiny. Here it is the goddess who offers a life like that of a god, while
Aghat rejects this as preposterous. Tradition teaches him something altogether
more down to earth! It is perhaps significant that Ilimilku can conceptualize
‘eternal life’: here is the germ of a new dimension of human experience. But
Aghat, though a prince who might look forward in due course to the divine
status of a former king, and membership of the mlkm and insilm, ifnot the rpum,
accepts only a minimalist interpretation of human destiny. The allusion to silver
and gold, if this is the meaning of an obscure crux, is probably to death masks
of the early Greek pattern. It is possible that the text reflects a new development
in Ugaritian beliefs, since Baal is significantly used as the object of comparison.
Where his mortality (and subsequent restoration to life) is used for a comparison
in the Keret story, it is with a view to validating royal ideology, as noted above. So
the same form of argument may be in evidence here. As this text suggests, there
appears to have been a wide incidence of speculation throughout the ancient
world about various possibilities of a post-mortem existence.

As toritual practice with regard to funerals, we have several pieces of evidence,
beginning with the funeral text cited above, all of aroyal nature. This is the liturgy
for the funeral of Nigmaddu III, penultimate king of Ugarit. A number of dead
kings, including the (legendary?) rpum (see above) are summoned to attend, and
are presumably understood to gather in the tomb-entrance, where they will form
aghostly guard ofhonour to the dead king as he is lowered into his vault, and thus
‘goes down into the underworld’ The goddess Shapsh is invoked, apparently in
her underworld role of guide of the dead, and then Nigmaddu himselfis directed
to go down to his ancestors. Seven offerings are made on his behalf, and a bless-
ing is pronounced on his successor King Ammurapi and on the city. The text
appears to be the actual liturgy, but may be merely an outline, other elements,
such as kispum-rites for the dead kings, being understood to form the first part of
the proceedings. It is impossible on present evidence to determine how far this
may represent more general conceptions about the destiny of commoners. Other
texts however, are, associated with aspects of communication with the under-
world, and with communication with the dead (as in the kispum-rites noted
above). Thus one text invokes Hurrian deities at a royal funeral, while others also
relate to royal funerals, and the Rpum texts undoubtedly constitute some mythic
or even hymnic aspect of the kispum-rites (above). There was thus a consider-
able emphasis on the continuing importance of kings after their death, as they
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remained potent for the continued welfare of the living. Whether the elaborate
domestic arrangements for the interment of the dead within the home are to be
construed as pointing to similar family cults, possibly centring on the collective
figure ‘the god of the ancestor’, the first member of the ‘canonical’ pantheon list,
remains unknown, and we have already noted ambiguities concerning beliefs.

We also have a number of passages which describe mourning. Two mythologi-
cal passages narrate the reaction of El and Anat respectively on hearing the news
of Baal’s death. The first reads as follows:

Then the wise, the perceptive god,
went down from his throne:
he sat on his footstool.
And from his footstool
he sat on the ground.
He poured the ashes of affliction on his head,
the dust of grovelling on his skull.
For clothing he put on a loin-cloth.
His skin with a stone he scored,
his side-locks with a razor,
he gashed cheeks and chin.
He ploughed his collar-bones,
he turned over like a garden his chest,
like a valley he ploughed his breast,
He lifted up his voice and cried:
‘Baal is dead!
What has become of the Powerful One?
The Son of Dagan!
What has become of Tempest?

After Baal I shall go down into the underworld.’®®

It is striking to find this human response attributed to the head of the pantheon.
What is here presented as a potential cosmic dissolution perfectly reflects the
emotional despair felt by mourners, but at the same time the acceptance as
significant for the mourner of the fate of the dead. It also provides a paradigm for
the human ritual response to death. A ritual self-abasement is followed by a self-
burialrite, the putting on of a mourning garment (a symbolic shroud?), with self-
laceration and the cutting of the hair. The fact that such practices were forbidden
in biblical law (e.g. Leviticus 19:27-28) is an indication of their pervasive use.
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Elaborate mourning for Keret is envisaged in the Keret narrative, probably, even
allowing for some literary hyperbole, reflecting actual practice:

Like dogs shall we howl at your tomb,
like whelps at the entrance to your burial chamber?
Yet father, how can you possibly die,
or will your burial chamber be given over to howling
on the part of women, O my wretched father?"

Similarly, wailing women and self-lacerating men spend seven years mourning
Aghat. Mythic account and ritual practice are designed intuitively to give form
as well as expression to grief, thus effecting the acceptance and healing process.

Iconography
Seals

Mention has been made of cylinder seals, small amulets, stelae and so forth.
The former categories, while obviously produced in workshops according to
accepted stylistic and iconographic canons, represent more popular forms, as
being cheaper to produce. They are very diverse in type. The seals cover a huge
range of designs, of many variations on traditional themes, so that they borrow
many foreign forms, just as distinctive Syrian forms themselves become popular
elsewhere. The latter group are more significant, and a fine example is the motif
of the ‘weather-god on two mountains’, showing an armed deity, accompanied
by various animal forms, striding along with each foot on an adjacent mountain
peak. Examples of this have been found from Egypt to Anatolia from the eigh-
teenth century onwards. The mountains in question are probably to be identifed
as the twin peaks of Jebel el Aqra (Mount Saphon, known in Latin as Cassius and
Anti-Cassius).

Stelae

The most imposing of these is undoubtedly the so-called ‘Baal au foudre’ stela,
discovered in 1932 (Fig. 3.1). The upper pair of wavy lines has been interpreted
as representing the body of the serpentine Yam, on whom the victorious Baal
strides in triumph. This is analogous to the two mountains of the cylinder seals,
since the mountain is undoubtedly identified with the cadaver of the sea-god.
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Fig. 3.1. The ‘Baal au Foudre’ stela from Ugarit.

The style illustrates the importance of Egyptian influence in Syrian art of the
Middle and Late Bronze Age: wearing the Egyptian kilt, the god strides forward,
wielding a fenestrated axe in his right hand, and a cedar trunk which ends as a
spear in the left. The diminutive figure in front of the god is the king, enrobed in
a ritual garment as often portrayed in iconography, and probably described in
the opening lines of Aghat.
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Figurines

Small figurines in clay or bronze have been found in a number of Levantine
sites, conforming to widely attested patterns. From Ugarit come a number of
small gold amulets in the form of plaques up to about 10 cm in length, showing
a female figure, with pronounced pubic triangle. These are usually supposed
to relate to the ‘fertility cult’, and may have symbolized nubility and fecundity
for young women, or were invoked to gain the maternal, protective attention
of the goddess. Bronze figures of deities may have been in use as devotional
images in domestic contexts. More substantial, though still surprisingly small,
are cult images. A gilded bronze of a bearded male figure wearing the Egyptian
Atef-crown is usually identified as El. The same iconography occurs on a small
stela showing El enthroned and blessing the king beneath the winged disk of
the sun-goddess, while in the building immediately north of the ‘rhyton temple’
was found a small stone figure of El on a throne (Fig. 3.2). This was probably the
cult image, housed in the shrine. Sockets allowed the addition of arms, perhaps
held in gestures of power or benevolence, or holding symbols (thus the stela just
noted has El holding up one hand in blessing, while the other holds the ritual
cup of blessing). An Atef-crown, derived from Egyptian art where it was worn by
Osiris, was probably placed on it during the cult.

Ivories

A number of items in ivory have been found in Ugarit. The most significant are
undoubtedly the series of panels forming a bed-head, perhaps belonging to the
king, or even used for the sacred marriage. Twelve panels were surrounded by a
frieze of plants and moving animals. The panels themselves seem to be devoted
primarily to royal ideological motifs. Royal figures are shown in various hunting,
military or cultic contexts. The motif of the dual nature of the king is represented
by a winged and robed goddess with cow’s horns and sun-disc (i.e. Shapsh),
suckling two boys (Fig. 3.3). They stand fully clothed on either side, her arms
protectively round their shoulders. A variation on the Egyptian smiting motif
(Fig. 3.4) shows the king clutching a kneeling enemy and thrusting his eyes out
with a sword.

Ugarit and its legacy in the external world

Aswe noted at the beginning, aspects of religion often outlast a culture, living on
among émigrés or through general cultural influence. The continuing influence
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Fig. 3.2. Stone statuette of El from Ugarit.

of Ugarit would certainly inform any discussion of Phoenician religion, that is
the religion of the Levant in the first millennium BCE, though this is so poorly
documented by direct sources throughout its history that Ugarit remains the
primary source, though belonging strictly to its prehistory. In addition, its impact
may be discerned in two areas in particular, Greece and Israel.
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Fig. 3.3. Suckling goddess from the ivory bed-head from Ugarit.

Greece

We have noted sporadic connections between Ugaritian thought and similar
ideas in Greece. It is increasingly recognized that Greek religious thought and
practice (and in particular its mythology) owes a profound debt to the ancient
Near East at large. This is scarcely surprising, quite apart from early trading and



152 Nicolas Wyatt

-head from Ugarit.

Fig. 3.4. Smiting panel from the ivory bed
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diplomatic links, since Ionian Greek settlements were always directly open to
influences from the Anatolian hinterland, and Hittite culture and its inheritors
filtered awide range of Near Easternideas. Itis probably fair to say that when their
prehistories are examined there are few Greek deities who can be described as
exclusively Greek, or even exclusively Indo-European. Some oriental dimension
or quality is usually to be discerned. Generally studies have noted links over the
wider ancient Near Eastern area, but Ugarit played its part in the mediation of
ideas. We have noted a possible prototype of Apollo in the plague-god Reshef,
and of Perseus and Andromeda in Baal’s fight with Yam (see note 19). The latter
may also underlie Hesiod’s myth of the conflict between Zeus and Typhon (to
which name cf. Saphon). Aghat (killed on Anat’s orders) has been seen as lying
behind Actaeon (killed on those of Artemis), and Baal’s consorts have been seen
as underlying the Greek tradition of the three Graces.

Israel

The relationship of Israelite religion to the older world of Ugaritian thought has
been much debated. Many scholars have been at pains to minimize the connec-
tion, though this varies from claims of little debt at all to insistence that Israel
wholeheartedly rejected all the ‘pagan’ traditions whose antecedents we discern
at Ugarit. The reality is infinitely more complex than this.

To begin with, to understand Iron Age Israelite religion it is not sufficient to
read the Hebrew Bible. Biblical scholarship increasingly recognizes in the bib-
lical texts, particularly the ‘historical’ ones,’”’ not simply an account of events
in Palestine during the first millennium BCE, but a lively critique and revalua-
tion of all its traditions. The new is highlighted and validated in contrast to and
rejection of the old. Secondly, it is clear that whatever its own status as histori-
ography, any text has a history, in that it originates in a historical context. Thus
in spite of all its own agendas, the Bible reflects all kinds of cultural and reli-
gious debts, and its own prehistory may be recovered by judicious analysis of the
texts.

We have noted above a number of similarities between Israelite thought,
as reflected or criticized in the Bible, and Ugaritian thought and practice.
These are so numerous that it is fair to conclude that the two cultures are
intimately connected. We even noted that the geography of the traditions of
Og king of Bashan occurs in identical wording in an Ugaritic text. Numer-
ous obscurities in the biblical text make sense when viewed against external



154 Nicolas Wyatt

evidence from the Near Eastern world, and Ugarit is the primary source for such
comparisons.

Among all the recent publications which have followed up the various clues
relating in particular to Bronze Age antecedents, and links with the Ugaritian evi-
dence, often with surprisingly informative results for the real history of Israelite
religious ideas, we may cite just one example, the dictionary edited by K. van der
Toorn and colleagues.’! This offers a huge range of discussion and bibliographies
on the numerous deities met with in the Bible. These comprise, among many
others, all the main figures of the Ugaritian pantheon. There has been increasing
interest in particular in the Ugaritian goddess Athirat, and her Israelite counter-
part Asherah, subject of several recent studies noted above. It is now generally
conceded that the Israelite goddess was the consort of Yahweh, and evolved into
the later figure of Wisdom. The royal significance of Athirat in Ugarit, as mother
of the king, is paralleled in a similar ideology concerning the Israelite Queen
Mother.

While many of the biblical allusions to ‘Canaanite’ religion are characterized
by caricature and black propaganda, there is a real debt to it. That there is an
element of continuity is an unavoidable conclusion to any comparative study.
Israelite religion is, after all, from a phenomenological point of view, part of
the ‘Canaanite’ religion of the first millennium. In so far as the biblical texts
judged thisreligion and found itwanting, theymaybe deemed to corroborate this
view.

Notes

1. See pp. 149-54.

2. For the most recent treatment see Yon 2006.

3. Anat (KTU 1.31ii 17-18); El (KTU 1.119.14); Horon (KTU 1.124.6, if correct
reading). ‘KTU’ (Die Keilalphabetische Texte aus Ugarit) is the standard ref-
erence system for texts written in the Ugaritic language. A selection of the
most important religious texts is available in translation, with commentary;,
in Wyatt 2002, to which references are made in this chapter.

4. That is, personal names which contain a divine name, a very common form
in the ancient Near East. These are explained below, p. 143.

5. The references given in the body of this chapter to KTU text-numbers (see
note 3) may be read in translation, with commentary, in Wyatt 2002.

6. This term is used to denote features of West Semitic language and culture,
particularly as occurring in Mesopotamian contexts. The ‘Amorites’ who
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12.
13.

14.

15.
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appear in Mesopotamian documents were tent-dwelling pastoralists, and
the first names in the Assyrian king-list are those of ‘kings who lived in tents’.
‘Amurru’ means ‘West (Country)’, and the city of Mari on the Euphrates ‘West
(City)". The term ‘Amorite’ occurs in the Bible, where it has become a refer-
ence to the pre-Israelite inhabitants of Palestine (though cf. Ezekiel 16:3, 45!).
Amorite as a language was closely related to Ugaritic.

. See pp. 134-6.
. Itisworth noting that human sacrifice (of adults and children) is not attested

at Ugarit, but appears to have been endemic in Israelite religion.

. The Greek name of the twin-peaked mountain was Kasion, its two peaks

being distinguished in Hellenistic and Roman times by the dual Latin names
Cassius and Anti-Cassius. The element Kasion looks suspiciously like a tran-
scription into Greek of the West Semitic word for ‘throne’ (Ug. kasi’'u, Heb.
kisse’, kes), a view supported by a late name for the latter peak Anti-Cassius
(Ugaritic Nanu), Thronos, which evidently translates the name.

J. Rogerson draws attention to the complex problems of biblical interpre-
tation in his chapter below. My allusions to biblical tradition are made in
full recognition of his discussion and the cautions it advises. It is important
to distinguish the historical conditions of, say, the pre-monarchical period,
which can be tentatively reconstructed by reading between the lines of the
books of Judges and First Samuel, and taking full account of archaeological
and other evidence, from the Bible’s own account of this which presents it as
religious anarchy and a falling-away from ‘true Mosaic religion’ as a result of
interaction with ‘Canaanite’ religion. There is some serious mythologizing at
work in such a presentation.

E.g. Nikkal, a Hurrianized form of the Sumerian goddess NIN.GAL (‘Great
Lady’).

E.g. Kothar, a form of Ptah of Memphis.

The West Semitic deities Baal (identified with Egyptian Seth), Reshef, Athtart
and Anat became prominent during the Egyptian Second Intermediate
Period (of Hyksos rule in Lower Egypt), and later in the nineteenth dynasty.
Ramesses I had a particular devotion to the goddess Anat.

This is one of the numbers of the gods cited in Yajiavalkya’s account of
the Vedic pantheon from India (Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 3.9.1-2). 1 suspect
that a calendrical application, presumably based on the ritual division of the
lunar month, may have applied here, as above.

The Aqghat story, KTU 1.17-19.
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16.

17.

18.
19.

20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.

29.
30.
31.
32.

33.
34.

35.
36.
37.

38.

KTU 1.3 ii 5-16. This illustrates the general construction of Ugaritic poetry,
which uses the principle of parallelism, stating ideas in successive cola in
couplets (bicola) or other combinations.

The South Arabian god of the morning star is Ashtar. A cuneiform version
of the later 22-letter South Arabian alphabet has been found in Ugarit. The
extent to which the stars were worshipped at Ugarit remains unclear. See
below, p. 133.

KTU 1.92.

This myth also bears a passing resemblance to that of Perseus and
Andromeda, whose Semitic antecedents are generally recognized.

KTU 1.43:1-3.

KTU 1.10.

KTU 1.11 (cf. 1.13:29-36).

KTU 1.12.

KTU 1.119.

KTU 1.3 v 304, 1.4iv43-6.

See pp. 126-31.

KTU 1.3 v6-7 etc.

See NEB translation of Hosea 8:6, ‘for what sort of a god is this bull?’ Or better
‘for who is bull EI?” ‘Bull EI’ was one of his titles at Ugarit.

KTU 1.24.

KTU 1.5ii 1-3.

KTU 1.151i 26-8.

KTU 1.161; cf. Isaiah 14:9-21, which parodies the funeral of a Mesopotamian
king, and is evidently familiar with the same theological tradition.

KTU 1.108.2-3.

On the ‘patron’ gods see del Olmo 1999: 58-60, where he draws attention to
small groups of gods appearing regularly in royal rituals. He distinguishes
them as ‘patron gods’, ‘underworld gods’, ‘dynastic gods’ and a small group
of the ‘great gods’.

This point is discussed further at pp. 134-6.

KTU 1.41.

This may be compared with the biblical narrative in Numbers 13:17-24,
where ‘in the season for early grapes’ the Israelite scouts bring back a vine
branch as a sign of the agricultural potential of the land.

Del Olmo 1999: 88-9.
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57.
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The kubadu-rite (‘honouring’?) involved offering sacred weapons to the gods,
symbolizing the divine victory at creation, which was recapitulated in the
king’s military victories.

Arhalbu (who apparently died without issue) was succeeded by his brother
Nigmepa VI.

KTU 1.113.

This Akkadian term was the equivalent of Ugaritic pgr (pagru), offerings to
the dead recorded, for instance, on two funerary stelae from Ugarit.

KTU 1.161, aroyal funeral liturgy.

This would have been Nigmaddu II, not III, the subject of the present obse-
quies. The number of kings of this name remains a problem.

See their stories below, pp. 133-6.

Zimri-Lim’s reign was brought to an end by King Hammurabi of Babylon.
KTU 1.65.

Text bgn: or ‘from the Garden), if this is to be construed as a reply from the
underworld to an oracular enquiry.

KTU 1.106.18-23.

The Bible records both ‘Milcom’ (Heb. mlkm) as the national god of Ammon,
and ‘Molech’ (also referred to as ‘Moloch’) (Heb. mlk) as an underworld
deity receiving human sacrifice. In both instances we may be dealing with
a deliberately distorted account of ‘Kings’, i.e. the dead kings of Ammon
and Judah respectively, who are invoked with sacrifices for oracles. Cf. Saul’s
invocation through a medium of Samuel’s ghost (Heb. *lohim, ‘god’) in 1
Samuel 28.

KTU 1.5 vi 3-9, Wyatt 2002: 126.

Baal’s death and restoration are compared elliptically to a king’s death and
restoration in the Keret story (KTU 1.16 iii 2—4). This deliberate literary con-
nection, by the same author, Ilimilku, reinforces the associations made here.
KTU 1.132.1-2.

KTU 1.1-6. KTU 1.2 (as generally numbered) appears to be two separate
tablets.

The same words in Ugaritic denote a palace or a temple.

De Moor 1971.

Biblical tales such as Genesis 16 (Hagar and Ishmael), Genesis 19:30-8 (Lot
and his daughters and the birth of Ammon and Moab) as well as the various
Psalms noted above and a number of other passages.
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58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.

66.

67.
68.
69.
70.

71.

KTU 1.17125-33.

KTU 1.20-2.

KTU 1.101.5-9.

KTU 1.119.28-33.

Cf. note 8 above.

Del Olmo 1999: 17-19.

KTU 1.108,3-5.

Itis possible that these titles belonged to Attanu, Ilimilku’s teacher and men-
tor. The syntax of the text is uncertain.

The terms gdm and ahr also refer to the body (‘face’ and ‘back’ respectively).
Thus it is the placing of the body in a specific direction that allows the extra-
polation of the means of organization of space, time and the moral dimen-
sion. Similar extensions of body terms apply to the external world in
Akkadian, Sumerian, Arabic, Hebrew and Sanskrit.

The best general treatment is Blacker and Lowie 1975.

KTU 1.5vi 11-25.

KTU 1.161 2-5, 14-19.

Iwould not include the ‘patriarchal’ narratives of Genesis, or for that matter
any of the so-called historical material of the Pentateuch, as prima facie
historical material. Itislargely pure fiction, and reflects the mythic account of
the origins of a religious community (the Jews) and a tendentious account of
all theinternecine conflicts which went into its making. Some scholars would
tend to apply this principle to the entire corpus. The present consensus (if
one dare talk of consensusin this area!) outside conservative academic circles
would tend nowadays to lower the dates of most biblical historiography to
the fifth century BCE or later. The immediate historical context of the texts is
therefore the ‘post-exilic’ world, rather than the time of the monarchy itself.
This is not to deny the survival of older traditions embedded in our sources.
Van der Toorn et al. 1995, 2nd edn 1999.
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4 Mesopotamia

BENJAMIN R. FOSTER

Introduction
Sources

Mesopotamian religion includes certain beliefs and practices of the Sumerians,
Akkadians, Assyrians, Babylonians and other peoples who lived at various times
in different parts of ancient Mesopotamia, the region corresponding roughly
to modern Iraq, from the fourth through the first millennia BCE. The history
and cultures of these peoples were mostly forgotten during the early Chris-
tian era, save for brief historical narratives of famous kings and cities in the
Hebrew Bible, in classical authors such as Herodotus, Diodorus and Josephus,
and in scattered excerpts from a lost book by Berossus, a Babylonian writing in
Greek in the third century BCE. Beginning in the nineteenth century CE, with the
discovery and excavation of ancient Mesopotamian sites and decipherment of
Mesopotamian languages such as Sumerian and Akkadian, European and Amer-
icanscholarsidentified texts, objects and architecture as religious in nature. They
used these to reconstruct ancient Mesopotamian religious beliefs and practices
in the absence of any continuous or living tradition from ancient times to the
present. Inevitably the intellectual concerns of successive generations of schol-
ars, their personal religious commitments and their individual stances, such
as piety, scepticism or anticlericalism, had their effect on agendas of research
and modes of presentation of Mesopotamian religion in modern studies. Many
scholars of an earlier generation took for granted, for example, a higher degree
of religious preoccupation and expression among ‘ancient Oriental’ or ‘Semitic
peoples’ than among other ancient peoples such as the Greeks and Romans, but
generalizations on this order are no longer the basis for serious research. Some
scholars imagined, for example, that the priesthood was primarily responsible
for preserving culture, while others claimed that priests resisted change and
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development, suppressed writings unacceptable to them, and generally stood in
the way of progress.

Pioneering studies of Mesopotamian religion tended to be comprehensive,
such as that by M. Jastrow (1898, partially revised German edition 1912,
with a volume of illustrations, 1912). Its fundamental thesis was that ancient
Mesopotamian religion derived from local animistic cults that grew and merged
into a larger, more complex interlocking set of religious practices and beliefs.
Similar views were set forth by R. W. Rogers (1908) in a volume that treated
Mesopotamian religion as a sort of prelude to Judaism, itself a prelude to
Christianity. E. Dhorme (1945, not available in English) wrote a concise and
well-documented descriptive study. The most influential writer in English on
Mesopotamian religion was Thorkild Jacobsen. He developed a view that ancient
Mesopotamian religion derived from a person’s sense of the ‘other’ in the natural
world around him, leading to feelings of fear and awe. People perceived active
will in natural events, processes and phenomena. This sense of the other was
expressed, using metaphorical terms, in myth and theology and was acted upon
in cult and ritual. We have a comprehensive presentation of his views (Jacobsen
1976) and a later summary statement of his work (Jacobsen 1987). Bottéro (2001)
stressed spiritual values and a phenomenological rather than a schematic, the-
oretical approach; for a summary of its main theses see Bottéro (1992: 201-31).
Economic and ritual aspects of Mesopotamian religion are presented by Oppen-
heim (1977), professing disdain for a historical approach to the subject. He con-
tributed a brief but suggestive essay to a collection edited by Ferm (1950: 65-79).
A more detailed, primarily bibliographical survey was offered by Romer (1969).
There are numerous technical studies of aspects of Mesopotamian religion in
the scientific literature of Assyriology, but few of them are in English.

Many presentations of Mesopotamian religion rely on retellings of ancient lit-
erary works that modern scholars classify as mythology. Authoritative presenta-
tions of Mesopotamian and other ancient Near Eastern mythologies were made
in Kramer (1961 and 1969), as well as in a major treatment of Mesopotamian
mythological texts jointly with Bottéro (1989, not available in English). Recent
English translations of Akkadian mythology are found in Dalley (1989) and Fos-
ter (1996). Important Sumerian myths and other religious texts are translated in
Jacobsen (1987).

No ancient Mesopotamian term corresponds to the modern concept of ‘reli-
gion, nor is there any ancient scripture, systematic treatise or general description
of religious belief or activity from any period of Mesopotamian history. This
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means that definition of Mesopotamian religion can at best be only a mod-
ern mode of selecting and interpreting ancient writings and material culture
using modern humanistic categories for which there may not have been ancient
counterparts. Although the Mesopotamians recognized certain matters as ‘per-
taining to the gods’, a distinction between religious and secular matters may
not have been always fully comprehensible in the context of Mesopotamian
culture.

History

Because this was before the invention of writing about 3300 BCE, evidence for
Mesopotamian religion is derived from burials, architecture and artistic and util-
itarian objects, including figurines, reliefs, seals and ceramics. The presence of
grave-goods in prehistoric burials, for example, suggests belief in some sort of
existence after death. Statuettes of women with exaggerated torsos, breasts or
genitalia suggest an emphasis on fertility and procreation. The earliest sanctu-
aries were single-roomed, clay and timber structures not much different from
dwelling houses. These had a niche in one wall, where the deity was situated,
perhaps in an image or symbol, with an offering table in front of the niche. In
the marshes of southern Sumer the earliest built sanctuaries may have been of
woven reeds, but still in the form of a human residence.

The Sumerians are the earliest identifiable population of Mesopotamia,
though there is evidence for other peoples besides them. Sumerian urban culture
was originally centred in the southern third of the floodplain of the Tigris and
Euphrates rivers. By the end of the fourth millennium, Sumerian settlements
and colonies had spread north, first to Akkad (the region around present-day
Baghdad), then as far as what was later Assyria, with outposts in the Upper
Euphrates Valley in northern Syria and in Anatolia (see Map 4.1, and chronology,
Table 4.1).

Amongthe characteristics of late fourth- and early third-millennium Sumerian
urban culture was gigantic investment of labour and resources in the construc-
tion of sanctuaries and related buildings. An early sanctuary at Uruk, for exam-
ple, was constructed on a massive irregular mudbrick platform rising about 14 m
above its foundations. On top of this platform stood a building about 22 x 17.5m,
with a central chamber running its full length, approached by staircases around
the platform. Yet this sanctuary was only one of several in the city, another being
nearly half as large again with stone foundations. The Uruk sanctuary buildings
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Fig. 4.1. Pantheon of Principal Mesopotamian deities.

were in some instances decorated with tens of thousands of stone and baked
clay cones dipped in colours then inserted horizontally in the walls to form poly-
chrome patterns. Temples were further decorated with recessed niches, reliefs,
carved stone basins and other, more perishable and valuable, elements now lost,
such as reedwork, weaving and metalwork. Religious art of the end of the fourth
millennium shows an important male figure in a distinctive fringed garment who
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Table 4.1 Chronology of Mesopotamian civilizations

BCE Mesopotamian civilization Religion

6000 Local cultures in north, first settlements
in south

5000-4000 Villages and towns, subsistence Small sanctuaries like houses, deities
economy aspects of nature with cosmic

functions?

4000-3000 Growth of cities, especially Uruk; Huge temples at Uruk, deities in human
Sumerian colonization of Euphrates form with superhuman powers?
Valley to north; writing, monumental
art and architecture; economy based
on management and redistribution of
surplus

3000-2300 Semites in Akkad, Sumerians in Sumer, Articulation of formal pantheon where
rival city-states and leagues, each major Sumerian city was home
development of kingship, palaces; at to a different Sumerian god
Lagash, attempts to create a
theocratic state ruled by king; old
Sumerian culture

2300-2100 Sargonic dynasty unites Sumer, Akkad, Identification of Sumerian and Semitic
upper Tigris and Euphrates, deities, deification of reigning king,
south-western Iran into an empire lavish royal patronage of temples
based in Akkad

2100-2000 Dynasty at Ur controls kingdom in Sumerian religious literature, first
Sumer and Akkad built from remains construction of ziggurats
of Sargonic Empire

2000-1500  Amorite settlement in Mesopotamia, Beginnings of Babylonian religious
Amorite city-states from Aleppo to literature; pantheon narrows to small
Uruk; formation of Babylonian culture group of leading gods in supreme
in Sumer and Akkad and Assyrian control: Anu, Enlil, Ea, mother
culture in Assyria; Period of goddess, growing importance of
Hammurabi, civilization of Mari, Old personal god
Assyrian city-state

1500-1100 In Assyria, Hurrian rule, then emergence  Decrease in number of gods with parallel

of Assyrian nation-state (1350-1076);

increase in older divine names

in Babylonia, Kassite rule; era of
nation-states and internationalization
of Babylonian culture; palace
economies sustained by professional

military elite

considered by-names of major deities;
tendency towards emergence of a
single dominant god, such as Marduk
in Babylonia and Assur in Assyria, but
continuity with Sumerian past

(cont.)
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Table 4.1 (cont.)

BCE Mesopotamian civilization Religion

1100-900 Collapse of nation-states in western Few sources available
Asia, growth of Aramean culture in
north Syria and Mesopotamia

900-612 Assyrian Empire unites Mesopotamia, Claims for universal rule of one deity,
Syria-Palestine, conquers Egypt; time such as Marduk and Assur,
of Assurnasirpal, Sennacherib, henotheism, continuity with past
Esarhaddon, Assurbanipal; Assyria
destroyed by Medes

612-539 Babylonian empire takes former Archaizing religious literature;
Assyrian territories; time of theological speculation based on
Nebuchadnezzar and Nabonidus philology, such as minute analysis of

divine names

539-330 Under Persian rule, Babylonia is Persian patronage of Babylonian
prosperous and cosmopolitan centre temples, some destruction in times of
of a vast empire from the Nile to civil unrest, continuity with past
Central Asia

330-130 Babylonia prospers as centre of Last flowering of native religious culture
Hellenistic empire of Asia; time of in Sumerian and Akkadian
Alexander the Great and Seleucid rule
in western Asia

130 to Gradual disappearance of Local worship of some Mesopotamian

Christian Mesopotamian civilization; Euphrates deities, such as Nabu, Nanaya, Assur,
era loses position as cultural axis of under Parthian rule

Mesopotamia and becomes frontier
between Rome and Parthia; decline in
prosperity and population of

Babylonia

may have exercised both religious and secular authority, though the traditional
term ‘priest king’ for this mysterious figure has been abandoned.

From about 3500 BCE on, the fundamental element in every Mesopotamian
temple was the cult chamber or cella, with a niche for the divinity in one side.
In some small temples, this chamber constituted the entire structure; in others,
there was an anteroom. More palatial structures included one or more court-
yards, sometimes with subsidiary rooms along their sides. In some cellas the
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niche was on the short end of the chamber; these are referred to as ‘long room’
temples. In others, the niche was on the long side of the cella; these are referred
to as ‘broad room’ temples. Some temples were of the ‘bent axis’ type, meaning
that one entered the cella from the side then turned ninety degrees to see the
niche. In others, the niche was often already visible from a doorway to the outer
court or anteroom. These elements vary by time and region and have been inten-
sively studied by architectural historians to determine their source and course
of development (Frankfort 1996). After the end of the third millennium, many
larger temples included an independent temple tower, called a ziggurat. These
had several stages and a chapel on the top accessible by stairways. Their terraces
may have been planted with trees and decorated with symbols such as bulls’
horns but the significance of these is uncertain. These towers rose high above
other buildings in Mesopotamian cities. Mesopotamian urban centres of the
second and first millennia had many large and small temples. In sixth-century
Babylon, for example, there were at least fifty temples and a thousand or more
smaller chapels, images and altars throughout the city.

Written sources for Mesopotamian religion begin in the mid-third millennium
BCE. From these it is clear that polytheism, or worship of many gods, was the first
outstanding trait of Mesopotamian religion. From later times the names of over
2000 deities, male and female, in various Mesopotamian and non-Mesopotamian
languages are recorded. Although the Mesopotamians recognized certain deities
as more important than others, they did not exclude any deities, foreign or
native, by considering them false or imaginary. A second outstanding trait of
Mesopotamian religion was the belief that major gods resided in specific sanc-
tuaries built for their service by human beings, in which the gods were present
in more or less anthropomorphic form. Many of these sanctuaries were located
at important Sumerian cities, such as the temple of Enki at Eridu, of Inanna at
Uruk, or of Nanna, the moon-god, at Ur. Others, like the sanctuary of the birth-
goddess at Kesh (a Sumerian cult centre, location unknown), were apparently
in rural areas. Sometimes two important gods had their sanctuaries in the same
city. An, the sky-god, and Inanna, goddess of procreation, both had major tem-
ples at Uruk, while there were major temples of both Ninurta and Enlil at Nippur.
Linking these deities into families and generations became part of the cultural
and political commonality of the various Sumerian city-states of the third mil-
lennium, whereby they shared accounts of the god’s family relationships, their
interactions, rivalries and heroic deeds. The Sumerians deemed their cities the



170 Benjamin R. Foster

centre of the universe, with the great gods of the universe actually resident within
them.

The northern half of Mesopotamia was inhabited by peoples speaking Semitic
languages, unrelated to Sumerian. The Semitic peoples of Mesopotamia shared
both a bilingual cultural community with the Sumerians and a broad common
cultural and linguistic heritage with other Semitic peoples across the Near East.
Sumerian- and Semitic-speaking cultures interpenetrated and converged into a
bilingual unity. By the middle of the third millennium BCE, syncretism or iden-
tification of Semitic and Sumerian deities had begun, for example Semitic Adad
or Addu, god of thunderstorms, was identified with Sumerian Ishkur; the sun-
god of the Semites, Shamash, was identified with the sun-god of the Sumerians,
Utu; Semitic Ea, god of wisdom and magic, was identified with Sumerian Enki;
and Sin, the moon-god of the Semites, with Sumerian Nanna (see Fig. 4.1). Since
most of the evidence for these deities comes from periods after identification or
syncretism had taken place, it is often difficult to identify the characteristics of
the originally separate deities combined in them.

With the development of political institutions such as kingship in the Sumerian
city-states of the third millennium BCE, as well as among the Semitic peoples
of northern Mesopotamia, the gods tended to be reinterpreted as kings, queens,
courtiers, military officers, advisors and messengers, along the line of human
royal courts (Jacobsen 1976: 75-91; Bottéro 1992: 212-15). This tended to over-
shadow their older functions as gods of nature in the village and pastoral societies
of earlier times, though these were not forgotten entirely. Astral deities, such as
the sun, the moon or the planet Venus, became kings or queens of heaven and
were systematized in later times through astronomy and astrology. A few gods,
such as Assur, at home on the bend of the Tigris river where the city Assur was to
grow, were apparently deities resident in a specific locality (numen loci), without
abroader function in nature. The chief of the Sumerian pantheon, Enlil, at home
in his sanctuary at Nippur, is usually said to be a god of wind or air (van Dijk
1971: 462-3; Jacobsen 1987b: 453-4), but this is debatable.

During the last quarter of the third millennium BCE, the Sargonic, or Akka-
dian Empire, based in Akkad, but extending to Syria and Sumer under unified
rule, hastened and refined the syncretism of Sumerian and Semitic religions.
An Akkadian princess, Enheduanna, composed Sumerian hymns to the temples
of Sumer and in honour of Ishtar and the moon-god (Hallo 1997: 518-22). By
the beginning of the second millennium, Sumerian was disappearing as a living
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language and independent culture in the face of Akkadian, and thereby acquired
an academic character favoured by small circles of the highly educated. An influx
of peoples from northern Syria, called Amorites, brought new religious ideas and
practices to Mesopotamia and closer cultural connections with the peoples liv-
ing along the Middle and Upper Euphrates than before. Babylonia became the
new term for the former Sumer and Akkad, reflecting the increasing importance
of the city Babylon. In this period certain deities, such as Marduk, god of Baby-
lon, and Nabu, god of nearby Borsippa, gained prominence. Non-Mesopotamian
traditions, such as a battle of a hero god with the sea, a story of Syrian origin,
entered Mesopotamia.

After the mid-second millennium, Mesopotamia was divided into nation-
states that elevated certain local deities, such as Marduk and Assur, into national
deities, alongside foreign deities (such as Kassite Shuqgamunu), imported by non-
Mesopotamian dynasties ruling in the land, including the Kassites and Hurrians.
As the great gods seemed increasingly remote from the affairs of people not
in positions of authority or prestige, belief in a personal, protective, interces-
sor deity expanded (Jacobsen 1976: 145-64). An Akkadian prayer to a personal
god expresses both the personal and remote aspects of divinity (Foster 1996:
627):

O my god, who created my name,

Guardian of my life, producer of my progeny,

O angry god, may your heart be calmed,

O angry goddess, be reconciled with me.

Who knows where you dwell, O my god?

Never have I seen your pure standing place or sleeping chamber.

Thoughout the second and first millennia, the deities of such centres as Assur
and Babylon were often associated with political and military activities, becom-
ing in some instances gods of conquest and empires, ‘commanding’ the subjuga-
tion of other peoples. However, Mesopotamian religion was not forcibly imposed
on conquered areas. When in turn Mesopotamia was conquered by an outside
people, the Persians, in the sixth century BCE, the national gods of the Babyloni-
ans and Assyrians began to diminish in stature with the decline of their cities’ and
nations’ political importance. At first the Persian rulers respected Mesopotamian
sanctuaries and cults, but in times of rebellion and political turmoil some
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important sanctuaries were damaged or destroyed and never thereafter rebuilt.
Few Mesopotamian deities, among them Nabu and Nanaya, outlived the period
of Hellenisticrule in Mesopotamia (fourth to second centuries BCE), except when
identified with Syrian or Graeco-Roman deities (for example, Adad = Jupiter
Dolichenus, Ishtar = Astarte). By the time of the incorporation of Mesopotamia
into the Parthian Empire in the first century BCE., the traditional Mesopotamian
gods had disappeared forever, except in isolated enclaves such as Assur and
Uruk.

Pantheon
The many and the particular

The individual Mesopotamian recognized the existence of numerous gods,
including deities foreign to his land and culture. In devotional expression
and name-giving, where personal piety was expressed, he tended however to
stress the importance of only one or a few deities, elevating the chosen one
above the others in the rhetoric of his praise and attention, such as in the
following addresses to the sun and moon respectively (after Foster 1996: 635,
665):

O Sun, king of heaven and earth,

Lord of truth and justice,

Lord of the greater gods, lord of the lesser gods,
Whose assent no god can change,

Whose command cannot be transgressed . . .

O Moon, shining radiant god, luminary of heaven,
Firstborn son of Enlil, foremost one of Enlil’s temple,
You reign as king of the universe,

You set your throne in the shining heavens.

So too villages, towns or cities typically recognized one deity, or a small group
of deities, as paramount in that locality, though at the same time they claimed
universal dominion for the local deity and recognized the dominion of other
gods (Bottéro 2001). Certain groups, such as pastoralists, farmers, hunters or
fishermen, and certain professions, such as soldiers or woodworkers, may have
favoured certain patron deities, but there is little evidence for this.
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Systematization

With the broadening horizons of exchange, colonization, conquest, formation of
leagues, city-states, nation-states and empires, ancient Mesopotamian theolo-
gians organized deities into pantheons, that is, constructs that were intended to
order systematically numerous Mesopotamian gods (Lambert 1975). As early as
the middle of the third millennium BCE, Sumerian lists of gods were compiled,
arranging the deities into tribe-like hierarchies, with the elder gods first, then
their children. In the early lists, the chief gods were An, the sky-god, and Enlil,
the chief god living on earth. Later Sumero-Akkadian lists of the early second
millennium formed the basis for a large, systematic list called An (in Sumerian)
= Anum (in Akkadian). This listed the various names of a given deity, those of
the spouse, then their children with their families and retainers, then the retain-
ers of the parent couple. This included nearly 2000 names of deities. Some lists
added explanations of the gods’ functions and attributes. Documents such as
these show how Mesopotamian scholars constructed a pantheon, or overarch-
ing hierarchy of the gods of Mesopotamia.

Pantheons were organized in several ways. One ranged gods in large groups or
generations. Thereby certain primeval deities were recognized, at least in litera-
ture, but there was no active cult or mythology for these deities, who were con-
sidered alive but remote. Primeval deities included, for example, pairs of gods
mentioned at the beginning of the Babylonian Creation Epic, such as Lahmu
and Lahamu, Anshar and Kishar, but there were no temples to these gods nor
prayers addressed to them. A second, related technique constructed genealo-
gies whereby some deities were the spouses, children or descendants of others,
visualized in human, or anthropomorphic, form. For example, in one tradition,
the sky-god An (= Anu) was the father of the moon-god, Nanna (= Suen), who
was in turn the father of the sun-god, Utu (= Shamash) and the planet Venus,
Ishtar. Yet all of these gods were considered contemporaries and tended to differ
in relative importance rather than relative age. According to a third technique,
deities were assigned specific areas or regions of the cosmos, such as An (= Anu)
in heaven, Enlil on earth, and Enki (= Ea) in the subterranean fresh waters. Since
these gods were considered resident in their earthly sanctuaries and were also of
universal dominion, they had, in effect, three positions, geographical, social and
cosmic. A fourth technique was syncretism or identification of originally distinct
deities, from different places or cultures. Thereby Sumerian Inanna was equated



174 Benjamin R. Foster

with Ishtar of the Semites, and Ningirsu, local god of the city Girsu in Sumer,
was equated with the better-known Ninurta of Nippur, one of Sumer’s principal
cities. Considerable variation in the pantheon is found in different periods and
places, so Fig. 4.1 is only approximative. Some deities were ranked numerically
by Mesopotamian scholars in that they wrote numerical substitutions instead of
spelling the gods’ names. In this approach, Anuwas given the highest number, 60
(the basis for Mesopotamian sexigesimal mathematics), as most important; Enlil
50, Enki 40, Sin 30, Shamash 20, Ishtar 15, Girra 10, and Adad 6, though variations
occur. How or when these numerical values were assigned is unclear. Use of the
numeral 30 to write the name of the moon-god, referring to the number of days in
the lunar month, seems to antedate the general practice of numerical substitu-
tion for divine names, so may have inspired it. The other numerals would there-
fore have been derived by analogy on the basis of the deities’ relative importance.

Modern researchers tend to group Mesopotamian deities according to broad
functions in nature: weather-gods (Adad), agricultural deities (Nisaba, Ninurta),
gods of livestock (Sumugan), or, in Mesopotamian fashion, gods of certain parts
of the cosmos, such as netherworld deities (Nergal, Ereshkigal). Other schol-
ars group gods based on their relationship to human activities and concerns,
such as birth-goddesses (Mah), healing deities (Ba'u, Gula, Ninkarrak); gods of
magic (Asalluhi, Marduk), scholarship (Nabu, Nisaba), warfare (Ishtar, Zababa),
divination (Shamash, Adad). Mesopotamians, while not referring to such cate-
gories in the abstract, followed a similar process in their tendency to identify
deities assignable to these categories. A further division of the ruling gods was
the recognition of two large sub-groups, greater (Anunna) and lesser (Igigi) gods.
It is not always clear what the distinction between these groups may have been.
In Akkadian texts of the later periods, the Anunna-gods ruled in the netherworld
and the Igigi-gods in heaven, but this may be a secondary development. During
the early second millennium, a leading group of three emerges among the great
gods: Anu (= An), Enlil and Ea (= Enki) who seem to have exercised the most
effective power in the universe. By the end of the second millennium, individ-
ual national gods, such as Assur and Marduk, were said to dominate the other
gods. As the number of distinct deities diminished through time, the number of
names assigned to the remaining deities increased. Marduk, for example, was
assigned the names of various originally independent gods in the Babylonian
Epic of Creation (Lambert 1990).

Pantheons based on these ways of organizing the gods could be local and
universal at the same time. They provided a means for ranking some deities in
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status ahead of others, based on human politics or cosmological speculation.
Moreover, the pantheon included gods of human social relations, productive
capacities, and other activities and achievements. Thereby human activities were
incorporated into a cosmic unity that did not distinguish religious concerns from
non-religious concerns so clearly as in modern societies with a sense of secular
and sacred. In later periods there are isolated instances of henotheism, that
is, describing certain individual gods as aspects or even bodily parts of a more
important god, as in this hymn addressed to the Babylonian deity Marduk (Foster
1996: 598):

Sin is your divinity, Anu your sovereignty,

Dagan is your lordship, Enlil your kingship,

Adad is your might, wise Ea your perception,
Nabu, holder of the tablet stylus, is your learning.

Although there were ideas of a supreme deity, who might gain power over the
other gods by valour or by divine election, there was never a sense of exclusion
of other deities, such as characterized later monotheistic religions.

Individual deities

The highest-ranking deities formed the cosmic triad of Anu, Enlil and Ea, with
sometimes a mother-goddess of equal rank. Anu was the sky-god, remote from
human concerns, with little mythology, and few prayers or hymns addressed to
him. His major sanctuary was originally Eanna at Uruk, but this later became
sacred to Ishtar as well, so Anu and Antum lived in another building nearby,
the Bit Resh or ‘chief household’. An elaborate late second- or first-millennium
Sumerian poem explains that Anu promoted his daughter Ishtar to rule with him
as ‘queen of heaven’, but the circumstances of her presence in Anu’s sanctuary
are not clear. There was a second sanctuary of Anu at Der, a town in the foothills
of the Zagros, and a joint temple with Adad at Assur. His spouse was Antum,
mentioned in magical and astrological texts as well as in offering lists of the
late periods, but she seems to have been replaced as spouse by Ishtar in many
periods, at least in the active cult.

Enlil was the major god on earth, with executive power in both heaven and
earth. He held the ‘tablet of destinies’ that controlled powers in both spheres. His
sanctuary, as at Nippur in northern Sumer, was called Ekur, ‘Mountain-House'.

His name was sometimes used as a general term for ‘supreme deity’. In Assyria,
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he was identified with the god Assur as ‘Assyrian Enlil’. In the Babylonian Epic
of Creation (Foster 1996: 350-401), his powers, or ‘Enlilship’, are given to Mar-
duk, the Babylonian national deity. In the myth of Anzu (Foster 1996: 458-81), a
monstrous bird steals them while Enlil is bathing but they are recovered by Nin-
urta, Enlil’s son. Enlil was usually portrayed as harsh or indifferent to the human
race. His consort was Ninlil (Assyrian ‘Mullissu’), who was also honoured as the
spouse of the god Assur.

Enki, Akkadian Ea, was the god of subterranean fresh water, wisdom, the arts
and magic. He was instrumental in creating the human race and was usually
beneficent to people. He was known for his tricks, devices and elaborate rhetoric,
and for hisrole in ongoing human culture, civilization and religion. His sanctuary
was the E-absu or ‘House of the Watery Depths’ at Eridu, in southern Sumer. His
spouse was Damgalnunna; the Babylonian Epic of Creation makes him the father
of Marduk.

Wives of major gods were not usually seen as exercising individual power but
were often called upon to intercede with their husbands and to placate their
wrath in tender moments. The second-ranking group of gods were the astral
deities, the moon, the sun, and the planet Venus as morning and evening star.
Sin, Sumerian Nanna, the moon, had major sanctuaries at Ur in Sumer and at
Harran in southern Anatolia. He was a god of virtue and fair-dealing, protecting
the homeless, the wayfarer, widows and orphans. His spouse was Ningal, known
as Nikkal in Aramaic and at Ugaritin Syria. Observation of the moon was essential
for determining the Mesopotamian calendar and lunar eclipses were usually bad
omens.

Shamash, Sumerian Utu, the sun, was a warrior deity among the early Semitic-
speaking peoples, with an interestin trade and commerce. Later he was primarily
a god of justice, guardian of oaths, contracts, business, law and legal practice. He
was important also as a god of truth in divination, which was often understood
as a kind of judicial appeal. His daily course across the sky allowed him to see far
and wide to the remotest places; no miscreant was beyond his rays. His major
sanctuaries, called the E-babbar ‘House of Radiance’, were at Sippar and Larsa
in northern Babylonia. His spouse was Aya, goddess of the dawn.

Ishtar, Sumerian Inanna, or Venus, was the sister of the sun and daughter of
the moon (at Uruk and Nippur daughter of Anu). She was a complicated figure
embodying love, sensuality and reproduction (characteristic of Inanna), as well
as strife and warfare (characteristic of Ishtar, see Harris 1991). Her major cult
centres in the north were at Assur, Nineveh and Arbela, where she was honoured
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as a goddess of warfare; in the south at Uruk, as a goddess of sex and procre-
ation. Aspects of her cult at Uruk, including self-mutilation, prostitution and
sexual role reversal, were looked upon with revulsion by some Mesopotamians.
As a goddess of battle, she had a major sanctuary at the city Agade, in northern
Babylonia, called the E-ulmash (meaning uncertain). Under the name Anuni-
tum, ‘Battle Goddess’, she was honoured at Sippar. She was a patron deity of
the Sargonic dynasty, which created the first empire in Mesopotamia, and was
said to have loved the Sargonic kings. In fact, the period of the Sargonic kings,
with their capital at Agade, was sometimes referred to as the ‘Reign of Ishtar’.
Some Sumerian poetry portrays her as a girl falling in love for the first time, with
Dumuzi (= Tammuz), a god of shepherding. Some Akkadian poetry emphasizes
variously her beauty, sensuality and interest in the needs of women. Other liter-
ary texts, such as the Epic of Gilgamesh (Foster 2001), portray her as harsh, vio-
lent, vindictive, profane and sexually insatiable. Although some theology assigns
her a husband and child, she was not normally reckoned as a mother-goddess
and did not have such clearly structured family ties as other Mesopotamian
goddesses.

The next major group of gods was comprised of gods of nature. These included
the fire-god Girra (Sumerian Gibil), often invoked in magic to destroy evil; Nusku
was also a god of fire and torchlight. Ninurta was a god of vegetation and a
warrior-god. In Assur he was venerated as a god of warfare and the hunt. As son
of Enlil he avenged his father when the monstrous bird Anzu stole his father’s
powers. His spouse was Gula, a goddess of healing. He was early identified with
Ningirsu, a god of the Lagash region, and Gula with Ba'u, Ningirsu’s spouse.
Ningirsu and Ninurta had an especially rich mythology in Sumerian, important
elements of which were borrowed into Akkadian and later assigned to Marduk
in the Babylonian Epic of Creation. Adad, Sumerian Ishkur, was god of thunder-
storms and flash floods. In Mesopotamia, he was mostly considered destructive,
because storms were often harmful to irrigation works and agriculture. He was
also a god of divination. In Sumer his major sanctuary was at Enegi, near Ur,
in the north at Assur, Calah and Ekallate, and further west at Halap (modern
Aleppo). His spouse was Shala, possibly a name of non-Mesopotamian origin.
As the weather-god Hadad or Addu, Adad was better known in Syria than in
Mesopotamia.

Gods of the netherworld included Nergal, king of the realm of the dead, and
his spouse Ereshkigal. He was also a god of plague. His main sanctuary was
the E-meslam, ‘House of the Warrior of the Netherworld’, at Cutha, in northern



178 Benjamin R. Foster

Babylonia, where he had a different spouse, Laz. He was sometimes equated with
Erra, a god of violence, warfare, pestilence and ‘scorched earth’.

Among other gods of particular importance was Assur, the national god of
Assyria, at home in the city Assur on the Tigris. With the expansion of Assyria
into an imperial power beginning in the fourteenth century BCE, the god Assur
was increasingly identified with warfare and empire-building. The Assyrian king
officiated as his high-priest at his principal sanctuary, the E-hursagkurkurra,
‘Mountain House of All Lands’, apparently an expansion of Ekur, the name of
Enlil’s temple at Nippur. Assyrian theologians, in response to the Babylonian
Epic of Creation, attempted to identify Assur with Anshar, a primeval deity, but
the cult of Assur remained confined to Assyria itself and her military outposts.
His spouse was Ninlil (Mulissu), or Sherua, a goddess of the dawn.

Marduk, the national god of Babylon, may originally have been a storm deity.
Through syncretism with Asalluhi, a god of magic, son of Enki, he became a
god of healing and magic and took over many functions of Ea. His main sanctu-
ary was the temple Esagila at Babylon, a vast complex with a temple tower that
was one of the largest structures of Mesopotamian antiquity. Marduk’s spouse
was Sarpanitum, originally referring to a town near Babylon and the poplar tree,
but later etymologized as ‘creatress of seed’. Their son was Nabu (Nebo), whose
major sanctuary was the Ezida, ‘House of Truth’, at Borsippa, south of Babylon.
Nabu was a god of wisdom and literate scholarship. His cult enjoyed consider-
able prominence in Assur after the mid-second millennium. In the late periods
Nabu took over some of the names and functions of his father Marduk. His
spouse was Tashmetum, a goddess of favourable attention to prayers and peti-
tions, also Nanaya, a goddess of warfare and reproduction whose cult survived
in Mesopotamia into the Christian era.

Tammuz (Dumuzi) is usually explained as a youthful god of shepherding or of
the date palm. Sumerian love poetry dwells on his adolescent courtship of the
youthful Inanna; he was shallow and impetuous, she passionate and sensuous.
Despite the efforts of his loving sister, Geshtinanna, he was killed and sent off to
the netherworld, to be mourned thereafter by the human race. Some scholars
consider him a vegetation deity or god of fertility who was considered to have
died in the hot summer months but returned in the spring, but this is doubtful.
Others claim that he was a historical personage who was later worshipped as a
god.

Mother-goddesses were largely known for their role in creation of the human
race and supervision of birth. These included Nammu, Aruru, Mami, Ninmah,



Mesopotamia 179

Ninhursag and Belet-ili, ‘mistress of the gods’. Deified natural features included
the river-god, important in judicial ordeals, resorted to when other means of
ascertaining truth failed. The accused jumped into the river and if he came out
safely was deemed vindicated. Many people considered themselves as having a
personal god or goddess, without a name but referred to as ‘god’ or ‘goddess’.
This deity was supposed to look after a person’s interests and to intercede on his
behalf with more important deities. A few letters addressed to personal deities
express reproof and regret that the deity has not been more effective in this role.

Divine images, symbols and attributes

The major Mesopotamian deities were worshipped in the form of anthropomor-
phic images and also in the form of specific symbols such as animals, plants,
implements or abstract shapes. For example, the crescent was the symbol for
Sin, the seven-pointed star for Ishtar, the sun-disk for Shamash, the lightning
bolt for Adad, the horned cap for Anu or Enlil, the hoe for Marduk, the plough
for Ningirsu, the flowing vase for Ea, the bull for weather-gods, the lion for the
warlike Ishtar, the staff with turban for Inanna or Ishtar as a fertility goddess.
Certain objects associated with gods, such as weapons and musical instruments,
were individually deified and accorded offerings (Selz, in Finkel and Geller 1997).
Gods also had standards or emblems that could be carried from place to place
to represent their presence. In literature, gods were often described as holding
specific objects, such as a sceptre or a tablet stylus, representing their functions.
In astrology and astronomy, gods were associated with specific planets, stars
and constellations, for example Marduk with the planet Jupiter. Many gods and
goddesses had specific monsters or beasts associated with them, such as a bull
with Anu, a lion with Ishtar or a snake dragon with Marduk.

Mythology
Properties of divinity

Although the gods were visualized in anthropomorphic form, with human emo-
tions and physical needs and desires, important distinctions set the gods apart
from humanity. First, they had transcendent divine powers in the universe, over
other gods, and over human lives and institutions. Second was the gods’ sublime
position in an ordered universe, in which divinity could be expressed in terms of
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rank and precedence. Sublime power and position inspired fear, trembling and
speechlessness in the presence of a god (Jacobsen 1976: 3-5; Bottéro 1992: 210).
Divinity was furthermore revealed by a radiant brightness, not as of heat but as of
a gem-like sheen, blinding, pure and holy. This was sometimes seen as separate
from the divine being, worn like a brilliant garment or headgear, or set about the
features as glories. In art, this property could be represented by brightly coloured
inlays on the surface of figures, or rosettes or stars sewn on textiles. In poetry, this
concept was expressed by words meaning awe-inspiring radiance and sublime
purity.

A distinctive aspect of Sumerian religious thought was the concept called ‘me’,
literally ‘is’ This was an individual, differentiated, abstract power that defined
and controlled both divine attributes and attributes of human civilization (van
Dijk 1971:440-2). Thustherewas a ‘me’ ofindividual gods, temples and lands, and
of human institutions, states and accomplishments such as kingship, wisdom,
music, old age or carpentry. According to the Sumerian myth of Inanna and Enki,
Enki controlled these but Inanna got them away from him by getting him drunk
then taking them as gifts proffered in his intoxicated state, which he regretted
when sober (Farber, in Hallo 1997: 522-6). The concept of ‘me’ did not carry over
into post-Sumerian times, though there was an Akkadian concept called ‘parsu’
which referred to the dynamic existence of gods and temples.

Birth and death

A further property of divinity was immortality. In narratives about divine deeds,
gods were understood to be born of the intercourse of male and female parents.
There is reference to their being nursed as infants but no further indication of
a sense of their education, training or personal development. Rather, as in the
case of Marduk in the Babylonian Epic of Creation, the gods were born with full
powers, knowing how to use weapons, understand magic words and so forth.
As with Ninurta, a hero god, younger gods were expected to honour, obey and
avenge slights to their parents. Having achieved a certain maturity, the gods
stayed thatway and did not age, though one and the same god could be portrayed
as a youthful hero or as a sublime sage with magical, in preference to physical,
prowess.

Gods could die, but only at the hands of other gods. Some died in battle or
were executed for offences against higher gods. For example, the rebel god, Aw-
ila, in the Story of the Flood (Foster 1996: 160-203 and below, pp. 184-5, 187) was
executed to punish the uprising of the lesser gods against the great gods, but his
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spiritlingered on in the newly created human race, palpable as the human pulse.
His flesh and blood were used to make the first human and his will may have
given the human race its rebellious or wayward spirit. The execution of Kingu,
leader of the attacking army of gods and monsters in the Babylonian Epic of
Creation, was modelled on this episode, but Kingu was there (falsely) accused of
suborning Tiamat, mother of the gods, to kill her children (Foster 1996: 350-401).

Gods in their dwellings

Just as a great king might exercise wide dominion in the world but needed to
sleep and eat, so too the Mesopotamian gods were ascribed universal dominion
but had physical, social and aesthetic needs that their human subjects were cre-
ated to serve (Oppenheim 1977: 183-98). Thus temples of the gods were at first
houses then palatial structures where the god ruled as a householder and dig-
nitary (Oppenheim 1961: 158-69). The god’s house was provided with sleeping
quarters, audience chambers, storerooms and dining halls in which choice foods
were served and music performed. There were gardens for the god’s enjoyment
and dalliance. Their homes were appointed in luxurious style with works of art,
commemorative inscriptions and treasuries of offerings, gifts and valuables. The
gods travelled to visit other gods and entertained each other with feasts accom-
panied by speeches and heavy drinking. Like any good householder, the gods
were concerned with the stewardship of their domains. The Sumerian goddess
Nanshe, for example, is described in a hymn as searching out fraud and embez-
zlement in her household accounts (Jacobsen 1987a: 131; Heimpel in Hallo 1997:
526-31).

The gods were understood to be physically present at will in an image (Hallo
1983) that was dressed and adorned with special clothing, jewelry and head-
dresses. Destruction of the image or its removal by an enemy was a disaster for
the community, demanding a theological explanation: the deity was angry with
his city or her people, even if no cause for this anger could be established, and
had forsaken both the image and the community. Return of an abducted image
was a moment of jubilation and renewal of patriotic feeling, as when the lost
statue of Marduk was returned from its captivity in Elam by the Babylonian king
Nebuchadnezzar I (twelfth century BCE). Some Mesopotamian authors specu-
lated on the relationship between an object produced by human craftsmanship
and a universal cosmic power, asserting, as in the Epic of Erra, that the image was
primeval and the craftsmen uncanny, with later human counterparts permitted
by the gods to make repairs (Foster 1996: 765). However, reports of theft of divine
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apparel or jewelry suggest that not all Mesopotamians were awed by images of
the gods.

Works and deeds

Whereas Mesopotamians believed that the gods controlled all events and pro-
cesses in the universe, Mesopotamian literature preserved narratives of surpass-
ing deeds of individual gods. One narrative pattern involved a warrior-god who
defeated a monster, often when other gods had tried and failed or were too fright-
ened to attempt the quest. The victor was then acclaimed hero or even leader
of the other gods. The opposing monster may have been a gigantic serpent or
dragon, a monstrous bird or a mythologized volcano. In the latest version of this
story, the Babylonian Epic of Creation (Dalley 1989: 228-77; Foster 1996: 350—
401), the monster was Tiamat or the sea, primeval mother of the younger gods,
a portrayal said to be of Syrian origin, as the sea was of lesser importance in
Mesopotamian thought than in Syria. This narrative type is sometimes under-
stood as a Mesopotamian justification for absolute rule as necessary to ward off
outside threats.

Other narratives of divine deeds include construction of natural features of
the landscape such as mountains or watercourses, or the erection of barriers,
fortifications or cities, as well as the initiation of human cultural and politi-
cal institutions. For example, a Sumerian poem describes how the god Ninurta
reconstructed the bed of the Tigris river along the foot of the mountains (after
Jacobsen 1987a: 252):

(In those former days) the Tigris river did not rise splendid,

It did not flow directly to the sea,

It did not carry fresh (irrigation) water . . .

(The god Ninurta) made a bank of stones against the mountain,
These hovered before it, like drifting clouds on outstretched wings.
He set this to be a barrier before the land, like a great wall,

And the mighty waters ran along these stones.

Crediting the gods with human achievements, such as instituting magic or
monarchy, lent these human affairs prestige, antiquity and validity because
Mesopotamians considered antiquity of human institutions a proof that they
were favoured by the gods.
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Cosmology

In literature and magic spells, Mesopotamians referred to the beginnings of the
world. The various accounts were quite different, so there was no one story that
should be considered standard or universally accepted. The most comprehen-
sive and ambitious of the accounts of creation, contained in the Babylonian
Epic of Creation, refers to a time before the present generation of gods in which
there were two waters, male and female, commingling with no distinct separa-
tion. Rather than the ‘chaos’ which it is often considered, this combination was
dynamic and productive, yielding several pairs of older gods, male and female,
and ultimately a much larger number of younger gods, on whom the narra-
tive focuses. The successive generations of gods were progressively stronger and
greater than the preceding ones, suggesting that the Mesopotamians visualized
a dynamic past development of their universe, culminating in a present order
that was stable and unchanging (Foster 1996: 350):

When on high no name was given to heaven,

Nor below was the netherworld called by name,
Primeval Apsu was their progenitor,

And matrix-Tiamat was she who bore them all,

They were mingling their waters together,

No canebrake was intertwined nor thicket matted close.
When no gods at all had been brought forth,

None called by names, none destinies ordained,

Then were the gods formed within these two.

The Babylonian Epic of Creation ascribed to Marduk, god of Babylon, the
reorganization of the cosmos into the form the Babylonians knew it, including
the motions of the stars, a firmament above the earth, rivers and mountains of the
earth, the phases of the moon, and so forth. Since this account dates only to the
second half of the second millennium BCE and presupposes a cosmos centred
on Babylon, there is no reason to assign it universal validity in Mesopotamia. The
poem appears to contain a variety of earlier materials worked into a coherent
narrative.

The universe was visualized as circular, with a firmament below heaven and a
corresponding surface above the netherworld. Some speculative texts proposed
several layers in the cosmos (Lambert 1975). In any case, heaven was so remote
from earth that the land was not visible to a human observer who had risen so
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high, such as the mythologized king Etana, who flew up to heaven on an eagle,
or the sage Adapa, who was summoned to heaven after interfering with the
wind. Inlater periods, heaven and netherworld were thought to be organized like
urban earth, with gates, defences, and large residences for the gods containing
reception areas, sleeping quarters, baths and other amenities.

Above and below

Despite the basic tripartite division of the cosmos into heaven, earth and nether-
world, Mesopotamian literature often referred to a bipartite division, ‘above and
below’, in which ‘below’ or ‘earth’ may have included both the earth inhabited
by humans and the netherworld, the two visualized as a unit opposite heaven.
Earth had a five-part division: heartland (Mesopotamia, called ‘theland’) and the
four cardinal directions, constituting ‘inhabited territories’, or the ‘four quarters’
(Babylonian ‘edges’) of the earth. Beyond these lay oceans in all directions, in
some cases separated from the inhabited world by mountain ranges. Far in the
west, according to the Epic of Gilgamesh (Foster 2001), lay ‘the waters of death),
which separated the land of the living from a remote place where the survivor
of the deluge, Utanapishtim, lived with his wife. Mesopotamian literate culture
generally viewed urban areas as safe, civilized and inhabited by gods. The inter-
vening steppe was inhabited by wild animals and demons. Except for the sun,
even the gods did not visit remote, uninhabited spaces.

End of the world

Mesopotamia offers little evidence for a belief in a future end of the world. The
only clear reference to this occurs in a third-century BCE work in Greek by
Berossus, reputedly a Babylonian priest. He stated that the earth was in dan-
ger of ending in fire or flood when the planets were gathered in a straight line
in the constellations Cancer or Capricorn. No earlier Mesopotamian reference
to this belief has been identified, so its authenticity as a native Mesopotamian
tradition is disputed. Although there are references to good and bad times and to
the impermanence of political power in any one city or dynasty, these changes
were described not as cyclical but as the result of divine favour or disfavour to
individual rulers or their cities. The Mesopotamians viewed the world in which
theylived as different from that of very ancient times, which were separated from
the more recent past by the flood. The Mesopotamians believed that the flood
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would not recur; therefore, in effect the end of the world had already taken place.
They expected the world to endure in the form they knew it, despite individual
triumphs and destructions of cities and states. Since the flood had shown that
the human race was essential to maintain the living standards of the gods, the
gods might reduce the human population through plague or famine, but would
never again attempt to eliminate it entirely.

Gods and the human race

According to the Babylonian Flood Story, the gods created the human race in
order for it to maintain them in a comfortable and luxurious living standard. In
this account, the first human was made in collaboration by the birth-goddess,
Mami or Nintu, and Enki, god of wisdom. They took a piece of clay, kneaded it
with divine spittle, then mixed in the spirit, flesh and blood of a slain rebellious
god (Foster 1996: 168):

They slaughtered Aw-ilu, who had the inspiration [for the revolt against
the gods], in their assembly.

The [birth-goddess] Nintu mixed clay with his flesh and blood.

That same god and man were thoroughly mixed in the clay.

For the rest of time they would hear the drum,

From the flesh of the god the spirit remained.

It would make the living know its sign,

Lest he be allowed to be forgotten, the spirit remained.

To sustain the human race, birth, maturity, marriage and procreation were
instituted. Later, when the population had grown too great, celibacy, infertility,
still birth and social restrictions against childbirth for certain groups of people
were imposed on the human race.

This was not the only Mesopotamian story of how human beings were created.
In a Sumerian account, the god of wisdom produced various experimental but
defective human beings until a satisfactory human was brought forth (Kramer
1961: 68-70). In another Sumerian creation story, human beings grew from the
earth after Enlil struck it with a pickaxe. Then he handed them the pickaxe and
theysettowork (Farberin Hallo 1997:511-13). In the Babylonian Epic of Creation,
Enki/Ea’srole in creating the human race is subordinated to Marduk, who is said
to have had the original idea for it (Foster 1996: 383):
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I shall compact blood, I shall cause bones to be.

I shall make stand a human being, let ‘Man’ be its name.
I shall create human kind.

They shall bear the gods’ burden that those may rest.

Humans in Mesopotamian thought were differentiated from animals in that
they ate prepared foods, such as bread and beer, in preference to uncooked
wild plants and water. Humans, unlike animals, wore clothes and treated and
adorned their bodies with alien substances, such as oils and cosmetics, and cut
their hair, rather than letting it grow to a natural length. Humans were different
from gods in that they had inferior mental and physical powers and had limited
lifespans. What some later peoples deemed human characteristics, such as an
immortal soul, language, social organization and use of implements, seemed to
the Mesopotamians to be developments of human potential rather than distin-
guishing features of the race.

Treatment of humanity

Although human justice was said to be pleasing to the gods, a gift of the gods, or of
divine nature or origin, the Mesopotamians did not expect that their gods would
necessarily treat them, their subjects, justly. The gods could be alternately pro-
tective and cruel, sustaining or harmful. The gods might reward good behaviour
or they might be exploitative, indifferent or capricious, as in this characterization
of the Babylonian god Marduk (Foster 1996: 309):

His scourge is barbed and punctures the body,

His bandages are soothing, they heal the doomed.
He speaks and makes one incur many sins,

On the day of his justice sin and guilt are dispelled.

Gods might take a sudden affection to a human; at least, certain kings some-
times claimed that this happened to them, guaranteeing their success as rulers.
Gods might have long-standing individual friendships with humans, such as the
sages Adapa and Atrahasis enjoyed with Enki, god of wisdom, but these were
exceptional instances.

Gods were expected to punish human wrong-doing, but this could not be
relied upon. More than one Mesopotamian text reflects upon divine justice and
wonders if proper service of the gods really promised a better human life or
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afterlife or if divine favour simply came or went without predictable patterns of
consequences (Foster 1996: 796):

God does not block the progress of a demon.
A father hauls a boat up a channel,
While his firstborn sprawls in bed.

What has it profited me that I knelt before my god?

The deluge

A major defining event in the Mesopotamian view of the history of the human
race was the deluge, known in several Akkadian versions (Foster 1996: 160-203;
George 1999: 88-95; Foster 2001: 84-9). This was considered a one-time, uni-
versal flood that changed human history forever. Although the Mesopotami-
ans believed that certain familiar human institutions, such as living in cities,
building temples and rule by kings, antedated the deluge, at the same time
they believed that the corre