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Sacrifice- It is not known why priest-kings were suddenly accepted
 as hierarchically superior rulers entitled to provisions by their fellows...
 sophisticated blood rituals became the most prominent activities of
 the first permanent lords. The origin of these sacred procedures
 remained equally enigmatic.
The first stage of civilization appeared in the Bronze Age with templecentred

urban settlements.  It is not known why priest-kings were suddenly accepted as

hierarchically superior rulers entitled to provisions by their fellows who

thereby turned themselves into mankind's first commoners. Sophisticated blood

rituals became the most prominent activities of the first permanent lords.

The origin of these sacred procedures remained equally enigmatic.

Though well documented, the textual and archaeological sources, which point to

catastrophic preconditions for the emergence of a sacrificial elite, are only

rarely taken into consideration by students of religion.  This paper tries to

show the essential correctness of Mesopotamian myths, which claim the first

'cult places' and their priestly personnel to have emerged as institutions for

'beclouded' people in need of 'counseling' after natural disasters had

inflicted 'destructions' on their habitats.

I. ENIGMAS OF SACRIFICE

The debate on the emergence of human and animal sacrifice in Mesopotamia's 

Early Bronze Age has been well under way for a hundred years.  Only recently, 

a consensus has been slowly forming that these sacred executions were, indeed, 

common in the Ancient Near East.(l)  This position, however, is not all that 

new.  It was already put forward in the beginning of the controversy when the 

practice of blood ritual was clearly recognized and openly discussed.(2)  Two 

years after Menant's article of 1887, the very same glyphic evidence was 

interpreted quite differently.  The slaughtering men depicted on the seals 

were no longer identified as priests, i.e. as sacred executioners (the most 

concise definition of priests), but as slaughtering deities.(4)  This 

interpretation raised the issue how could one get the idea of a killing deity 

in human (or animal) form without having seen real humans active in such 

sacred slaughtering?  This question could not be answered satisfactorily.  In 

1927/8, Me sopotamian human sacrifice was established beyond doubt(5) when Sir 

Leonard Woolley discovered the Royal Cemetery at Ur:  'The ritual of burial 

included human sacrifice; the number of victims might vary from a mere 

half-dozen to seventy or eighty, but a certain number had to accompany the 

owner of the tomb.(6) These discoveries at last confirmed the very existence 

of human sacrifice archaeologically.  However, the killed vassals did not 

allow scholars to establish meaningful relations with the scenes shown on the 

seals because they could not be identified as deities.   The slaughtered

vassals must have belonged to a different category of blood ritual

The subject moved from the hands of narrow specialists to students of

religion.    They discovered a worldwide 'combat myth of gods and heroes who

encounter and defeat dragons, monsters, demons, and giants.(7)  During such

duels deities were trying to exterminate each other.  Thus, many of the

ritualistic scenes could be categorized under the 'combat type of sacrifice'

(Fontenrose).  Illustrations and sagas were found all over the world,

depicting or describing these deities in anthropomorphic, theriomorphic or

mixed form. Psychoanalytic explanations were offered.  'The primeval

precedent' of the bloody cults was located in 'a common pattern' of the human

soul:

So we may look upon the whole combat in all its forms as the conflict between

Eros and Thanatos. It is that opposition between life instincts and death

instincts that Freud was the first to formulate, albeit tentatively, as the

central principle of all living organisms from the beginning; though it was

seen dimly and expressed in dramatic or metaphysical terms by poets and

philosophers before him.  But in life the two kinds of instincts, though

opposed, are always mingled.  Thus do the fantasies of myth disguise the

fundamental truths of the human spirit.(8)

Such an overly simplistic adoption of Freudian thought very much reflected the

Zeitgeist.  It was soon elaborated into a whole school of universal and

eternal sacrifice driven by the psyche of man.(9)  But why, then, do we not

have evidence of human sacrifice being practiced everywhere throughout

history?  Obviously, this variety of a psychoanalytic approach overargued its

case.

Like Girard, Burkert postulates that the sacred is violence transcended and

that sacrifice is a violent act making this transcendence possible.  However,

while Girard explains violence with a murky metaphysics of desire, Burkert

founds it in genetic platitudes.  According to him, the biological program

acquired by the human species at the hunting stage involved the development of

a strong intraspecific violence that originally found its outlet in the

violence exerted on game. Sacrifice is thus a 'ritualized' equivalent of

hunting.(l0)

Other voices were also heard.  These dissenting thinkers said, the rituals do 

not only 'reflect(ll) common psychic drives but ecological and social 

circumstances that pre-exist them and exist quite independent from them.  Of 

course, one would like to know more about such circumstances. In Assyrio!ogy, 

the cause of the ritual is vaguely perceived as a 'power not of this 

world'.(l2) Students of mythology even concede 'supernatural objects'(l3) or 

threat of chaos.(l4)  Are these supernatural causes of fear then supposed to 

be more powerful than ordinary earthquakes, storms, volcanoes, eclipses, and 

tidal waves?

To answer the question as to the character of a 'power not of this world',

archaeology proves helpful by coming up with more specific evidence.  A bronze

relief mounted on the gate of the New Year's Chapel in Assur carried the

inscription, 'The figure of Assur going to battle against Tiamat is that of

Sennacherib'.(l5)  Assyria's Great King Sennacherib playing the celestial God

Assur and battling the celestial serpent Tiamat seems to allow for a solution

of the above mentioned controversy.  The ritualistic scenes, indeed, depicted

activities of gods and, yet, these deities were played by humans. There even

exist illustrations which might perfectly fit the inscription from Assur.

'Assur against Tiamat' most probably presents other versions of 'Enkiagainst

Kur,'(17) 'Ninurta against Asag,'(l8) Marduk against Tiamat'(l9) or 'Gilgamesh

against Huwawa'(20) etc.  These myths may well portray the duel between a

cosmic destroyer and a cosmic savior of the world.  The winning hero keeps

floo ds away and puts the sky into order.  This is best documented in the

Marduk-Tiamat combat of 'The Creation Epic' (tablet IV :97-103, 137-40; tablet

V:1-7):

Tiamat opened her mouth to swallow it, And he forced in the imlhillu-wind so

that she could not close not her lips. Fierce winds distended her belly; Her

insides were constipated and she stretched her mouth wide. He shot an arrow

which pierced her belly. Split her down the middle and slit her heart,

Vanquished her and extinguished her life. [.....] He sliced her in half like a

fish for drying: Half of her he put up to roof the sky, Drew a bolt across and

made a guard hold it. [.....] Her waters he arranged so that they could not

escape. He fashioned stands for the great gods. As for the stars, he set up

constellations corresponding to them. He designated the year and marked out

its divisions, Apportioned three stars each to the twelve months. When he had

made plans of the days of the year. He founded the stand of Neberu

[Jupiter?-G.H.] to mark out their courses, So that none of them could go wrong

or stray.(21)

Since celestial deities also feature prominently in sacrificial drama one has

to ask why human (or animal) actors were needed to play non-human powers. Was

there an event that caused grown-up people to perform collective, ritualistic

procedures very much in the same way children feel compelled to play?  Also:

Why are gods killed in ritualistic combats? what is a god? why is the king

also a priest?  And why do his fellow-men suddenly accept priests as their

superiors?

These questions have, throughout modern scholarly history, been generally 

considered unanswerable: 'What legal or pious fiction or what economic or 

social pressure conditioned this attitude, we shall probably never know'.(22)  

Ancient Greek philosophers were puzzled about the meaning of slaughtering 'in 

honor of the gods.  Thus, sacrifice in higher cultures is a survival without 

meaning'.(23)

Is this really true?  After all, our best evidence comes from Mesopotamia's

higher Bronze Age culture?  It rather looks as if the emergence of man's first

higher culture is actually defined by the infrastructure of blood sacrifice.

Could it be by chance that the Hindu historians literally call 'Age of

Sacrifice'(24) what western scholarship christened 'Bronze Age'?  Also in

China, this period's main features were 'bronze metallurgy, writing, the horse

chariot, human sacrifice, and so forth'.(25)  The very core of early high

culture is formed by grand rituals of blood sacrifice, priesthoods and their

temple economies.

In the Neolithic (Late Stone Age) 'cults and shrines were generally of a

domestic kind. Public temples manned by full-time priests were still something

for the future'.(26);  Rituals basically focused on reconciliations with the

deceased.  This practice extended to animals killed for food or in defense.

The attempt to shed guilt feelings, which arise after the death of beings

close to oneself, indeed represents an eternal and universal propensity of

man.  These attempts can be traced back to Homo Sapiens neanderthalensis known

not only for burying his dead, but also for ritually decorating them.(27)

Below,it will be shown that this universal propensity is also incorporated in

the grand blood rituals of the Bronze Age.  But it cannot explain their sudden

postNeolithic appearance.

II. DESTRUCTIONS AND THE EMERGENCE OF CULT CENTERS

'Although scholars have pondered about the beginnings of civilization as long

as there has been a concern for history, in terms of empirical information and

results, this study is still in its infancy'.(28) Though it is generally

accepted that priest kings and 'temples had the role of catalysts in the

formation of cities',(29) the causes of these cult places are described 'as

various and highly contingent',(30) but not yet sufficiently intelligible.  So

much for modern researchers!  What about the people who lived when

civilization, i.e. the Bronze Age with blood sacrifice and its staff of

priestly royalty began?  They do not leave us uninformed.  The earliest extant

text on the subject known from Mesopotamia, 'The Deluge', relates the

emergence of cult-centers to some disaster that had struck the earth:

My mankind, in its destruction I will... I will return the people to their

settlements After the...of kingship had been lowered from heaven, After the

exalted tiara and the throne of kingship had been lowered from heaven, He

perfected the rites and the exalted divine laws... Founded the five cities

in...pure places, Called their names, apportioned them as cult centers'

The 'destruction', after which 'cult-centers' with their sacrificial compounds 

seem to have emerged and priest- 'kingship was lowered from heaven', was by no 

means the last cataclysm to terrify the Ancient Near East.  Soon after the 

cult-centers were established 'the Flood swept thereover.  After the flood had 

swept thereover [...] the kingship was in Kish'.(32)  When Kish was 

systematically excavated between 1923 and 1933, the Anglo-American team 

discovered a flood stratum upon which the remains of the Early Dynastic I 

period, i.e. the first period dominated by priest kings, was found.(33)  

Meanwhile, excavations have 'shown that the Archaic Sumerian or Early Dynastic 

civilization of the early third millennium follows notable flood levels at 

several important sites: Shuruppak, Kish, and Uruk among them. [...]  These 

levels close the last prehistoric period'.(34)A celestial body called 

Inanna/Ishtar/Nintu etc.-not always distinguishable from the Great Serpent-was 

singled out- f.i. in the 'Atra-Hasis' epic-as the main culprit behind this 

disaster: 'How did I, with them, command total destruction', she wept after 

the flood's 'might came upon the peoples [like a battle array]'.(35)  Ishtar 

was the most feared and most venerated deity of the Ancient Near Eastern 

pantheon-as depicted in the 'Gilgamesh Epic' (tablet XI; lines 103-30):

The Annunaki lifted up the torches; setting the land ablaze with their flare; 

Stunned shock over Adad's deeds overtook the heavens and turned to blackness

all that had been light. The [. . .] land shattered like a [. . .] pot. All

day long the South Wind blew [...], blowing fast, submerging the mountain in

water, overwhelming the people like an attack. No one could see his fellow,

they could not recognize each other in the torrent. The gods were frightened

by the Flood, retreated, ascending to the heaven of Anu. The gods were

cowering like dogs, crouching by the outer wall. Ishtar shrieked like a woman

in childbirth, the sweet-voiced Mistress of the Gods wailed: 'The olden days

have alas turned to clay, because I said evil things in the Assembly of the

Gods! How could I say evil things in the Assembly of the Gods, ordering a

catastrophe to destroy my people?! No sooner have I given birth to my dear

people than they fill the sea like so many fish!' The gods-those of the

Annunaki-were weeping with her, the gods humbly sat weeping, sobbing with

grief (?), their lips burning, parched with thirst. Six days and seven nights

came the wind and flood, the storm flattening the land. When the seventh day

arrived, the storm was pounding, the flood was a war-struggling with itself

like a woman writhing (in labor).36

Another hymn may suffice to illustrate the catastrophic prominence of Ishtar

in ancient Mesopotamia:

Proud Queen of the Earth Gods, Supreme Among the Heaven Gods Loud Thundering 

Storm, you pour your rain over all the lands and all the people. You make the 

heavens tremble and the earth quake. You flash like lightning over the 

highlands; you throw your firebrands across the earth. Your deafening command, 

whistling like the South Wind, splits apart great mountains. You trample the 

disobedient like a wild bull; heaven and earth tremble. Your frightful cry 

descending from the heavens devours its victims. Holy Inanna, the riverbanks 

overflow with the flood-waves of your heart.(37)

In Hebrew sources, we read about clashes of a deity (Sisera), which most 

probably was an alter ego of Ishtar: 'They fought from heaven; the stars in

theircourses fought against Sisera'.(38)  The Greek philosopher and historian,

Aristotle, also conveys that in those days 'the planets were gods'.(39) The

period termed Bronze Age by modern scholarship, according to Aristotle, was

divided by periodic catastrophes that destroyed civilizations.(40)  His

predecessor, Plato, reported three 'disastrous floods which preceded the

destructive deluge in the time of Deucalion'.(4l)  In another dialogue, Plato

assigned these conflagrations to celestial powers: 'There have been and there

will be many and diverse destructions of mankind, of which the greatest are by

fire and water, and lesser ones by countless other means. For in truth the

story that is told in your country [Greece] as well as ours [Egypt], how once

upon a time Phaeton, son of Helios, yoked his father's chariot, and, because

he was u nable to drive it along the course taken by his father, burnt up all

that was upon the earth and himself perished by a thunderbolt-that story, as

it is told, has the style of a legend, but the truth of it lies in the

occurrence of a shifting of the bodies in the heavens which move around the

earth by fierce fire, which recurs at long intervals'.(42)

A universal flood most probably was not on Plato's mind. After all, there

existed no international information network in antiquity which could have

confirmed the globality of any event. Only through modern flood research, did

it become known that flood sagas were told worldwide.  On record are: Iceland,

Wales, Lithuania, Finland, Transylvania, Savoy, Persia, India, Mongolia,

China, Malaya, Indonesia, Australia, Melanesia, Polynesia, Micronesia, South

America, Central America and Mexico, North America, Africa.(43)  The first

truly comprehensive compilation of flood sagas was written a hundred years

ago.  From Babylonia to Haiti, it listed eighty eight texts.  Forty appeared

to be genuine pieces created independent of each other.  Only twenty myths of

this collection seemed to have traveled, i.e. were borrowed via diffusion.

The rest were duplicates only exhibiting minor variations from other stories

found in the same area.(44)  A decade later, seventy three genuine stories

could be reported.(45)  Soon, the number of flood stories swelled to two

hundred and sixty eight.(46)  Ten years later, five hundred deluge myths

coming from two hundred and fifty nine peoples or tribes were estimated.(47)

Special studies were devoted to parts of the world of which the flood myth was

claimed to be absent by the pioneering researchers: Northern Asia, eventually,

yielded twenty one texts.(48)  In Africa, two dozen myths could be

located.(49) Cosmic catastrophes as the causes of deluges were already

suggested by eminent scientists of the 18th century (50) as, f.i., William

Whiston,(5l) Nicholas-Antoine Boulanger52 and Giovanni-Rinaldo Carli-Rubbi.53

The first analysis of material taken from flood deposits at Ur in Southern 

Mesopotamia was initiated by Watelin, the excavator of Kish.  It resulted in 

'fresh-water silt containing just those elements which are to be expected from 

the water of the Euphrates'.(54)  However, the silt caused surprise because of 

'the absence of fresh-water mollusks as well as by the absence of contemporary 

marine organisms, and by the presence of terrestrial mollusks in one specimen 

only'.(55)  This curious sterility was not to be expected for the tremendous 

flood of riverine origin required to accumulate up to 370 cm of silt.  When, 

two decades later, geologists found out that the water of the Shatt el Arab, 

around which the flood yielding sites are located, is practically 

silt-free,(56) the riverine theory could no longer be upheld.  Even if there 

had been silt the velocity of a riverine flood 'would incidentally inhibit the 

deposition of silt'.(57)  'The great recorded depth of the deposits at Ur, ove 

r 3 m, and at Shurrupak, probably about 60 cm, are significant as they would 

require lagoon-like conditions for a fairly long time'.(58)  Therefore, an 

aeolian (wind blown) origin of the deposit was considered.  The absence of 

lamellation seemed to point in that direction.  Yet, there was 'a complete 

absence of any larger rounded particles which usually occur in aeolian 

deposits'.(59) In addition, it was found that the flood deposits differed 

'from the present desert sand'.(60)  Flood research ended in perplexity.  

Scholars had to go back to the drawing board where they now focus on the 

'impounding of the water through the operation of some hitherto unidentified 

phenomenon'.(61)  A subsidence of Mesopotamia by 'many tens of meters in 

vertical extent' plus a 'subsequent uplift' is a scenario more recently 

suggested by geology.(62)  Such a huge geological catastrophe might account 

for the depth of the deposits but still falls short of explaining the absence 

of marine mollusks etc.  The refore, it is cautiously labeled 'one of possibly 

many explanations'.(63)  With the riverine flood theory more or less debunked 

the pendulum may swing back(64) to the 1920s and 1930s when a cosmic origin of 

many clay deposits on the Earth was discussed in geology(65) and 

astronomy.(66)

Meanwhile ancient references to repeated cataclysms are impressively confirmed 

not only by flood layers but by a great wealth of other archaeological

evidence.  Ishtar's 'firebrands' and 'split mountains' etc. can no longer be

labeled as mere fantasies of ordinary disturbances of nature or of emanations

of unconscious images.  Apart from strata buried under clay, incinerations

seem to have been a common fate of Bronze Age sites outside the great river

valleys.  Archaeologically, such disasters were first systematically surveyed

by Claude F. Schaeffer (1898-1982), the most eminent French archaeologist of

our century, who, inter alia, excavated at Ugarit/Lebanon, Enkomi/Cyprus and

Malatya/Turkey.  His work with allied intelligence at Bletchley-as a member of

the 'Free French' contingent-provided him with the spare time and opportunity

to profit from the facilities offered for research and study by St John's

College, Oxford, U.K.  The bulk of his Stratigraphic Comparee was written

there between 1942 and 1944.  It covered some forty important sites in the

Near and Middle East.

As early as 1929-39, when he excavated Ugarit, Schaeffer had begun to wonder 

about the causes of destruction levels, of which he found a sequence of four 

alternating with uneventful levels. Buildings of the destruction layers bore 

traces of fire.  Walls were crumbled and cracked.  This damage was obviously 

not the result of an attacking army.  Ancient wars could usually be recognized 

by arrow points, pieces of armor and intentional breaches of walls which were 

later repaired.  Therefore, Schaeffer opted for local earthquakes.  Yet, he 

already nourished doubts because in Troy, some 900 km away from Ugarit as the 

crow flies, destruction levels were excavated which belonged to the same 

periods as in Ugarit.  No common or garden earthquake could simultaneously 

level cities 900 km apart.  Troy II, contemporary with Early Ugarit II, 

'perished in a vast conflagration from which no buildings escaped ruin. What 

actually happened to bring about the burning of the whole establishment is 

still a n unsolved mystery'.(67)

At St John's College in the early forties, Schaeffer could muster a long list

of excavation reports whose authors also reported destruction levels which

they usually attributed to earth quakes or enemy attacks.  From the material

then available to him, the longest aerial line between simultaneously

destroyed cities he could establish was 2-300 km between Troy and Tepe Hissar:

'Indeed, there is not for us the slightest doubt that the conflagration of

Troy II corresponds to the catastrophe that made an end to the habitations of

the Old Bronze Age of Alaca Huyuk (level III), of Alisar (level IA), of Tarsus

(level III, 12 to 13 m below surface), and-[some 2-300 km east of Troy]-of

Tepe Hissar (level IIB).  In Syria this catastrophe incinerated Ancient Ugarit

2, the city of Byblos that flourished under the Old Kingdom of Egypt, as well

as the contemporaneous cities of Palestine'.(68)

Schaeffer, though time and again asking 'what is the nature of these events 

which destroyed the major cities from Anatolian Troy...to the lands of the 

Caucasus?',(69) was not overly concerned with the exact causes of these 

enormously widespread shatterings.  However, he had to rule out human 

interference.  He could not even resort to the largest earthquake possible 

today because he was not only aware of the 2-300 km distance between Troy and 

Tepe Hissar but also of climate changes around 1700 B.C.E. between the area 

east of the Caspian Sea and Central Europe.  This extended the affected 

territory to a diameter of nearly 5000 km.  How could any earthquake be so 

powerful and why should it change the climate: 'At the same time ( 1700 

B.C.E.) in the Caucasus and in certain areas of prehistoric Europe, changes of 

climate have caused, it appears, transformations in the occupation and economy 

of the countries'.(70)  Vaguely, he settled for a 'seismic explanation' which, 

however, referred to earthquakes much stronger than the 'modern' ones.(71)  He 

concluded his gigantic effort: 'Our inquiry has shown that these successive 

crises which opened and closed the principal periods of the 3rd and 2nd 

millennia were not caused by the action of man. On the contrary, compared with 

the magnitude of these general crises and their profound effects, the exploits 

of conquerors and the schemes of political leaders seem very 

insignificant'.(72)  The northern edge of the east Mediterranean is on record 

for a similar sequence of devastations during the Bronze Age: For Anatolian 

Troy etc. we are told: 'Not that the centuries were altogether peaceful: there 

were periodic catastrophes, hence the division into five clearly marked 

stages'.(73)  Scholars are still puzzled as to their causes: 'Archaeology 

reveals cataclysms, but it cannot tell us the circumstances or even who the 

participants were'.(74)  In addition, both at the start(75) as well as at the 

end of the Bronze Age,(76) the earth un derwent climate changes.

Two years after Schaeffer, whose voluminous work on Bronze Age catastrophes

most probably remained his least-read publication, the scholarly world felt

scandalized(77) by a book titled Worlds in Collision which was written by a

medical doctor and psychoanalyst, Immanuel Velikovsky 1l89-1979).

He argued that the traditions of ancient people, which spoke of cataclysmic

floods and worldwide conflagrations, were essentially correct.(78)  The

planetary collision scenarios he saw behind Earth-envolving battles of the

gods (theomachies) are still being challenged and can be shown to contain

numerous errors.  Yet, in substance his view of cosmic catastrophes not only

gained in reputation for geological time (extinction of dinosaurs etc.(79)),

but also was backed for the Bronze Age, i.e for the time of writing.

In 1982 two British astronomers, Victor Clube (University of Oxford) and

William Napier (Royal Observatory, Edinburgh) published Cosmic Serpent: A

Catastrophist View of Earth History. Without subscribing to Velikovsky's

cosmology, Clube and Napier offered-as they later termed it-'a scientific

rationale, a relatively secure astronomical framework' for 'the ancient tales

of celestial catastrophe':(80)

Short-lived comets have characteristic lifetimes of between a few hundred and

a few thousand years.  Not only do they break up, they also get driven away by

planetary encounters.  There are at present approximately one hundred times

too many short-period comets relative to the rate at which long-period comets

are captured by Jupiter and fed into the observed stock of Apollo asteroids.

The present number is probably due to a burst of new short-period comets

formed several thousand years ago as a result of a single large comet

fragmenting during Jovian capture or perihelion passage.  Several myths of the

world are interpreted as allegorical descriptions of the break-up of a large

comet in an Earth-intersecting orbit.  Some fragments struck the Earth during

the second and third millennia BC.  Anumber of biblical episodes, in

particular the Exodus events and the Flood, describe the consequences of one

or more powerful impacts.(81)

III. REDEMPTION 'FOR THE BECLOUDED PEOPLE'

On the basis of the references from 'The Deluge' epic on an evolution from 

'destructions' to 'cult-centers' it should be possible to reconstruct the 

original connection between the catastrophes suffered by Bronze Age man and 

the deadly sacrificial rituals he performed under the guidance of priests 

during this first period of high culture.(82)  'Destruction', according to 

'The Deluge' epic, preceded the lowering of kingship from heaven.  After this 

disaster, according to a late (Old-Babylonian) version of the 'Epic of Etana' 

(A-I:1-14), the 'gods' considered an innovative remedy for man:

The great Annunaki, who decree the fate, Sat down, taking counsel about the

land. They who created the regions, who set up the establishment, The Igigi

were too lofty for mankind, A stated time for mankind they decreed. The

beclouded people, in all, had not set up a king. At that time, no tiara had

been tied on, nor crown, And no scepter had been inlaid with lapis; The

shrines had not been built altogether. The Seven [Igigi] had barred the gates

against the settlers [settlements]. Scepter, crown tiara, and [shepherd's]

crook Lay deposited before Anu in heaven,

There being no counseling for its people. [Then] kingship descended from 

heaven.(53)  The best minds devoting their analytical skill to this myth

somehow sensed that the somewhat enigmatic statement on 'the beclouded people'

in want of 'counseling', must provide a clue to the rationale behind Bronze

Age man's readiness to accept priest kings: 'The first line of the quotation

intimates that the people were lost, lacking all direction, moving, as it

were, in a fog, because there was no king'.(84)  This attempt to comprehend

the origin of kingship is insufficient.  We are not told that people were

beclouded 'because there was no king'. A 'destruction' had 'beclouded' the

people. They were not confused because they lacked a king. Instead, some

'power not of this world' (Jacobsen), so to speak, had caused their confusion

and, therefore, put them in need of a kind of counseling for which they saw no

use before.  Students of Mesopotamian religion were painfully hampered in

their analysis of priest-kingship, i.e. the emergence of urban civilization,

because they could not bring themselves to connect the 'destruction' (from

'The Deluge' epic) with the destruction layers found right underneath the

earliest Bronze Age settlements.  They acknowledged 'the thunderstorm and the

yearly flood'(85) as possible vexations of nature.  But they could not

recognize the catastrophic 'black cloud' of Gilgamesh's Ishtar flood (tablet

XI, 9786) as a real and most terrifying phenomenon and, therefore, could not

make any sense of the 'decree' for the 'beclouded people'.  Seasonal

disturbances of nature could not figure as Bronze Age innovations which alone

could have assigned them explanatory power for the emergence of post-Neolithic

cult-centers.

Myths about great men inventing sacrifice, prayers, and gods after they had 

survived destructive floods etc. are by no means restricted to Mesopotamia.  

This area, however, is rich in written material. In Chaldaea, Ziusudra is such 

a hero sacrificing after a flood.(87)  Assyrians have Utnapishtim88 and 

Hebrews Noah(89) in a similar role.  In India, Manu invents sacrifice after 

the flood.(90)  In Greek traditions Perseus, Deucalion, Megaros, Aiakos, etc.  

started to sacrifice after a flood.(9l)  Also the transformation of the poor 

hut of Philemon and Baucis into a temple after the flood(92) represents a way 

in which Greek memory kept the connection between priesthood and sacrifice on 

the one hand, and an overwhelming cataclysm on the other.  Even the Algonquins 

of North America have their hero Nanaboush start the practice of praying after 

a flood.(93)  In China, fighting dragons in the sky are seen as responsible 

for a flood after which the first dynasty of the Shang priesthood emerged.(94)

Since there is evidence of floods, destructions, and climatic change one may

well ask what human impact they have had?  How did people react to them?  Can

we imagine their 'becloudedness'?  Though answers have to remain somewhat

speculative we have a body of psychiatric and psychological scholarship to

direct us.  Those who survive the mechanical impact of disaster could still

die from fear.  Those who managed to transform fear into fury were still

helpless because of the absence of meaningful adversaries to turn to.  Those

who were not struck dumb by events and did not try to commit suicide resorted

to flight that achieved nothing.  Men cried out against the sky like wild

animals; they threatened the forces of nature with outstretched fists.  During

storms with thunder and lightning, even male chimpanzees rush up hillsides

with sticks in their hands and rage against the celestial attack.(95)

Survivors might even try to release tension by indecent exposure to the

heavens.  It seems quite probable that the defensive erection of certain

primates, which may be repeated in statues of Hermes with erect phalluses,

indicates that it must have been part of the rituals.(96)

In the hopelessness of their anger the survivors of catastrophe also attack

one another.  A community spared from destruction by cosmic power, thus, is

threatened with destruction by a breakdown of social laws.  Even after the

cataclysm has abated, communities cannot recover unless they find freedom from

fear, and end to mass frenzy and release from traumatic and persistent

tension.  No way can be found, by negotiation or direct action, to compensate

for the destruction or to ward off its feared recurrence.  Obviously some

remedy is desperately needed to soothe the soul-destroying panic, one which

will bring calm to the strife-ridden, clarity to the 'beclouded people'.

Like children who try to master an overwhelming trauma by re-enacting it in

their play, the terror-stricken communities of the Bronze Age-this author

claims-produced heroes who introduced the sacrificial dramas for their

'beclouded' kinsmen in a very similar manner.  In 1920, Sigmund Freud

described a young boy's activity and, thereby, the first convincing theory of

child's play as follows:

He was greatly attached to his mother, who had not only fed him herself but 

had also looked after him without any outside help.  This good little boy, 

however, had an occasional disturbing habit of taking any small objects he 

could get hold of and throwing them away from him into a corner, under the 

bed, and so on, so that hunting for his toys and picking them up was often 

quite a business.  As he did this he gave vent to a loud, long-drawn-out 

'o-o-o-o', accompanied by an expression of interest and satisfaction.  His 

mother and the writer of the present account were agreed in thinking that this 

was not a mere interjection but represented the German word 'fort ('gone').  I 

eventually realized that it was a game and that the only use he made of any of 

his toys was to play 'gone' with them.  One day I made an observation which 

confirmed my view.  The child had a wooden reel with a piece of string tied 

round it.  It never occurred to him to pull it along the floor behind him, for 

instan ce, and play at its being a carriage.  What he did was to hold the reel 

by the string and very skillfully throw it over the edge of his curtained cot, 

so that it disappeared into it, at the same time uttering his expressive 

'o-o-o-o'.  He then pulled the reel out of the cot again by the string and 

hailed its reappearance with a joyful 'da' ('there').  This, then, was the 

complete game-disappearance and return. [....] The child cannot possibly have 

felt his mother's departure as something agreeable or even indifferent.  How 

then does his repetition of this distressing experience as a game fit in with 

the pleasure principle? [....] On an unprejudiced view one gets an impression 

that the child turned his experience into a game from another motive.  At the 

outset he was in a passive situation-he was overpowered by the experience; 

but, by repeating it, unpleasurable though it was, as a game, he took an 

active  part. [...] It is clear that in their play children repeat everything 

that has made a great impression (note the elcment 'prcssure' in this term, 

G.H.) on them in real life, and that in doing so they abreact the strength of 

the impression and, as one might put it, make themselves master of the 

situation. [....] The unpleasurable nature of an experience does not unsuit it 

for play. If the doctor looks down a child's throat or carries out some small 

operation on him, we may be quite sure that these frightening experiences will 

be the subject of the next game; but we must not in that connection overlook 

the fact that there is a yield of pleasure from another source.  As the child 

passes over from the passivity of the experience to the activity of the game; 

he hands on the disagreeable experience to one of his playmates and in this 

way revenges himself on a substitute.(97)

The first priestly counselors provided healing power to their infantile, 

regressed fellow-men through a similar kind of play.  The play had to do with 

sacrifice.  These redeemers, by inventing the sacrificial drama and its 

deities, were capable of actively overcoming the paralyzing and agitating 

effects of catastrophes.  They helped bring their fellow-men back to their 

senses.  The cult founders- rising above their kin because of superior psychic 

stability- restore the power of action to their terrorized communities by 

becoming sacred executioners.(98)  The play worked like this: For spiritual 

recovery of the community, in which enormous tension is released and the 

terror-inflicting catastrophe turned from passive suffering into active 

reenactment, blood has to be spilled.  At the end of the sacrificial therapy 

the conscience-stricken community, therefore, cannot help but offer the 

victims a passionate plea for pardon.  The community divests itself from its 

guilt feeling through gest ures of reconciliation with the killed victims. In 

this very act it transforms the natural powers into gods.  The form of the 

sacrificial victim influences the form taken by the god in human or animal 

images, or in a combination of the two, with or without appropriate masks or

costumes.

There are students of sacrifice who claim that the primeval performances of

blood rituals were only concerned with natural powers.(99)  These students

tend to identify these powers with winter and storm alone, and fail to relate

the rituals with their animal and human actors to cosmic deities in human,

animal or monster shape.  On the other hand, it was occasionally seen that

'the imitation or representation of a power in the cult rite by a human actor

actually made the power present'. (100) Even the transformation of a victim

into a god is recognized, e.g. when a pole (tropaon) turns into a statue of

the Goddess Athena after being adorned with skull and skin of a sacrificed

goat.(10l)

Yet, the logical line from the 'supernatural power' (Kirk) via its

ceremonially killed 'human agent' (Jacobsen) to this victim's deification

cannot be drawn.  This is admitted by an eminent student of sacrifice:  We

still hate our victims, if you will, but we no longer worship them. This

diminished mythical transfiguration certainly accounts for the readability of

persecution in our world and the unreadability of myth stricto sensu.  We can

read persecution because it is objectively easier and we still cannot read

myth even though or rather because it amounts to nothing else, in the end,

than a more extreme transfiguration of the persecuted victim.(l02)

Vaguely sensing 'extreme' preconditions for sacrifice, but not being able to 

acknowledge them in myth and archaeological evidence, characterizes

conventional studies of Bronze Age ritual. Celestial 'wars' with their fallout

of ash, clay and flooding are not taken into consideration.  Yet, they make

myth readable.  Where the survivors remember a catastrophe as a battle or

collision  between cosmic powers (Marduk/Assur against Tiamat, Zeus against

Typhon, Apollo against Python, etc.) this battle has to be recreated in the

healing play.  Like the child who has to replay what impressed him most, the

surviving communities can only find relief from pressure if their ritual

includes the experiences which impressed them most.  They just cannot do

without the celestial side of their earthly calamity if the therapy is to be

credible.  Therefore, both the primeval priests and their victims impersonate

the power of the cosmos.  The power seen as 'defeated' in the sky is

represented by the person or animal killed by the heroic priest who himself

plays the natural power anthropomorphically perceived as 'victorious'.

Together with these celestial events the community acts out afresh one or

several aspects of the event so that, at least temporarily, the tension caused

by the traumatic cataclysm can be released.

The extreme catastrophes from above as well as the extremely regressive 

behavior of man under their impact created the frightening impression that the 

survivors could not overcome without reenacting them.  Thus, aside from the 

climactic celestial battle with its bloody outcome, there had to be scattering 

of ash, yelling, shaking, collapsing, indecent exposing, and, yes, urinating 

and defecating with the latter assisted by 'powerful laxatives' (103) whose 

use in ritual remained entirely enigmatic and awkward to students of 

sacrifice.

To this author, it looks as if the healing recapitulation of traumatically

experienced catastrophes also accounts for the origin of the professional

arts.  Music-vocal and instrumental-arises from a ritual reproduction of the

frightening sound of the catastrophes and of the people acting in panic.

Drama arises from the need to repeat reliably the extreme human behavior and

observed cosmic forces.  The most extraordinary dramatic text is the

'Ramesseum Dramatic Papyrus'(l04) which focuses on a celestial combat and even

includes the words to be spoken by the actors who represent deities.  The

connection, though no longer understood, between blood sacrifice and the

singing of theogonies-dramatic stories on the emergence of celestial deities-

is also preserved in Herodotus' account of the Persian bull sacrificer:

When he has cut in pieces the sacrificial animal, he stews the meat and,

spreading a layer of the softest grass (clover, chiefly), puts all of the meat

on this layer.  When he has done this, a Magna stands by and chants a hymn of

the birth of thegods-for such, they say, is their incantation. Without a

Magian they may not offer any sacrifice.(l05)

The dances-and also athletic contest-have to be carried out in exact 

accordance with the formalized ritual and, therefore, require rehearsal and

choreography.  Finally, the plastic arts begin with the costume and masks

people or animals wear when they impersonate celestial bodies.  All this done,

there remain the corpses of the victims.  In this author's view, they were

freshly slaughtered 'idols'.  Such 'statues' of gods quickly decomposed.

Therefore, it is not by chance that, e.g. Mycenaean archaeology failed to

deliver these religious items expected by excavators.(l06) Instead, poles and

pillars were found whose function was never really understood. Nevertheless,

in the early sixties the link between corpses that are tied to trees and the

earliest statues of the dangerous 'Queen of Heaven' was recognized by a

student of religion.  Unfortunately concluding that the 'Queen of Heaven' was

a tree goddess he missed the point that the victim whose corpse was tied to

the tree had played a cosmic deity.

The cosmic connotations of the cults in which this goddess figured so 

prominently could not be dismissed entirely.  A disciple of Karl Meuli tried 

to accommodate them in a way which would keep catastrophism out of mainstream 

religious studies.  According to him the cosmic dimension is not the 

prerequisite of sacrifice, but its result: 'What is set in motion in sacrifice 

is not the order of nature, but that of the community and its corresponding 

spiritual life.  The resulting vibration is so enormous that the cosmos seems 

to swing in the same rhythm'.l09 This reversal of a cosmically created shock 

with its subsequent human ritual to a ritual sending shockwaves to the cosmos 

somehow takes the cosmic dimension of myth into account.  However, the 

question why the sacrificers were obsessed with celestial bodies and why they 

spilled the blood of living beings, remains unanswered.

Cosmic powers of dead matter were turned into deities in animal or human 

shape.  Living impersonators performed the deadly task of playing them in

ritually healing dramas.  After their demise, these pitiable members of the

human race received reconciliatory gestures from their fellow-men whom they

had assisted in releasing unbearable tension. This is where the above

mentioned universal human propensity to seek reconciliation with the deceased

enters the Bronze Age rituals.  Worship of ancestors and worship of victims

stood on common ground.  For the purpose of reconciliation, the corpses-or

parts of them-were elevated.  This was often done by fettering or chaining

them to pillars, posts, crosses etc.  Those asking forgiveness in front of the

raised victims turned themselves into worshippers of idols representing cosmic

powers. Simultaneously, they also sanctified the supports to which the corpses

were fixed.  The supports formed a constant element of the holy precinct

whereas the car casses sooner or later had to be removed to make room for

fresh victims. (It cannot be ruled out, of course, that victims were tied to

the supports from the very beginning of the ritual bringing about their

death.)

After the termination of disastrous and widespread catastrophes at the

beginning of the Iron Age, movements arose which propagated the abolition of

human sacrifice. Wherever they succeeded, to the chagrin of the faithful,

freshly slaughtered idols were no longer available.  Conservative forces

replaced them by more durable images like carved tree-trunks or stone

sculptures still retaining the shackles which had been necessary to hold up

dead victims.  In front of such idols rituals were performed for the release

of any unbearable tension, whether its source was cosmic or not.

Occasionally, ritual sacrifice was even carried out in front of such statues.

These regressions-falling back on fresh victims in front of 'petrified'

ones-add to the difficulty of explaining the origin of idols.  Because of

their shackles carved into wood or stone they were identified as a peculiar

brand of 'fettered gods'.(ll0)  In actual fact, the earliest sculptors of dead

or even hollow idols only seem to have tried to reproduce the slaughtered ones

as unadulterated as possible.  It is not by chance therefore, that

post-Babylonian Judaism with its radical criticism of blood sacrifice also

turned against its petrified version, i.e. prohibited idols.(lll)

One understands now that god and victim are not identical, as many authors 

suspect: 'A steer and seven sheep are thrown alive into a pit: they are Kingu 

and his seven sons. Somebody throws a dove into the air and cuts it in two 

with his sword: the dove is Tiamat who was cut in two by Marduk'.(112)  The 

victim is not the god, but without a guilt-generating sacrificial execution 

the inorganic cosmic force represented by the executed cannot become a god.  

Each blood sacrifice is the 'killing of a god' only insofar as it is this 

sacrifice which makes the faithful fear reprisal and seek forgiveness, i.e. 

turns them into worshippers.

The lion's share of guilt for the sacred execution, however, falls on the

priest. He has nobody to resort to for redeeming the guilt which weighs

heavily on him.  Self-flagellation and ascetic, penitential renunciation which

went as far as self-mutilation,(113) were therefore techniques used by priests

as a means of expiation.  The latter found its extreme expression in

self-castration which is not only known for priests of the Syrian Great

Goddess Cybele,(114) but also for the sacred executioners in the Aztec cult of

Quetzalcoatl.(115).

The first priests able to provide release from collective frenzy were

considered heroic not only for their innovative mind, but also because

initially the sacrificial act was dangerous.  The victim did not necessarily

co-operate.  It was no easy matter to dispatch a representative of raging

cosmic forces.  The victim virtually had to be defeated in the sacred ritual.

The cult founders- presumably at a later date sacrificial victims received

training and status or entered the arena in shackles-had to kill unwilling

partners.  Even where the natural forces were represented by a wild beast,

whose capture supplied a wealth of material for myths, the outstanding courage

of the cult founders was unquestionable.

Above all, the early heroic priests' acceptance of guilt feelings for the act

of killing elevated them above the community.  The community which had been

relieved from emotional confusion-had truly been healed-was in debt to them.

In this author's view, the payment of this debt was decisive in bringing about

feudal, i.e. full-time, priestship which became the core of Bronze Age

civilization: the Mesopotamian En or Lugal was a priest king who sacrificed,

as was the Mycenaean Basileus.(119)  Early priesthood did not succeed by

fooling the people with tricks.  It had a legitimate basis: the priesthood

provided healing power through rituals for terror-stricken communities.  The

priests' second great service-oracles-was no less in demand.  When will it

happen again?, was the question frightened people would have asked throughout

the Bronze Age.

The priestly legitimacy began to crumble the very moment the catastrophes were 

over.  Thus, the beginning of the Iron Age brings the 'Age of Discord' as 

Hindu historians label it.(l20)  The bloody rituals were not really needed any 

more.  The frightening disasters reproduced in ritualistic play had ceased to 

occur.  They became unsuitable and much too powerful a medicine for the usual 

fears of children and the ordinary suffering of adults such as diseases, bad 

harvests or miscarriages etc. Therefore, the monstrous ceremonies became 

redundant.  In Greece there evolved 'a new view of the cosmos which stressed 

symmetry and regularity in natural processes'(121)  Movements against blood 

sacrifice sprang up in several areas.  The Jewish prophet Hosea, f.i. coined 

his famous program of Judaism opening the path towards full-fledged Jewish 

monotheism: 'I desired loyal love, and not sacrifice'.(l22)

Under this imperative a people emerged that 'shall dwell alone and shall not

be reckoned among the nations'.(l23)

The 'non-believers were shown in Judaism something quite unique. Those

elements of religion and cult that are elsewhere in the center, had been

completely omitted: it knew neither temples nor images of the gods, nor

sacrifice.  The abolition of sacrificial service, the central element of all

local cults, with the exception of the Temple in Jerusalem, was valid for the

majority of the Jews.  For this reason, the temple with all its details of the

sacrificial service [also terminated with its destruction in 70 CE] made an

enormous impression on Jews who came to Jerusalem; contrary to other peoples,

they had never seen anything like it elsewhere'.(l24)

The opponents, on the other hand, resorted to apocalyptic preaching to keep

the fear alive through education.  Bronze Age catastrophes were depicted as

future events, became the 'prototype of the Final Judgement' (125) which kept

the fearful faithful in need of priests and their sacrificial reliefs as,

f.i., the Eucharist.

IV. SUMMARY

The priestly blood sacrifice of the Bronze Age emerged in response to global 

catastrophes recognized by present-day scholars in destruction layers, climate 

changes and divisions of ages, but attributed to erratic celestial bodies by 

ancient peoples.  Priest-kingship offers the sacrificial drama as a collective 

therapy -analoguous to the healing power of a child's play- for the 

panic-stricken communities of mankind's most catastrophic age.  This 

development of a priestly hierarchy would be incomprehensible if it were only 

a clever aristocratic plot.  The temples received tribute from the peasants in 

exchange for a service of healing (or salvation) by the elimination of panic 

and anger through sacrificial release of catastrophe-inflicted aggression. 

Typically, the ritual was arranged as a combat with living impersonators of 

colliding celestial bodies. Between the catastrophes the priests also 

functioned as prognosticators of the next disaster. Because the sacrifice, 

which brought inner peace to its attendants, was thought of as a necessary 

answer to the terrifying catastrophes, feudal priest-kingship was not only 

tolerated but venerated and defended as a true means of healing.  Certainly, 

the tribute for the priest was felt as a burden but the believer -resembling a

patient billed by his doctor- felt well compensated.  This changed completely

when, at the beginning of the Iron Age, the catastrophes were replaced by

peace and order among the celestial bodies.  A controversy between critics and

proponents of sacrifice arose that lasted until today.
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