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INTRODUCTION

(Italicized numbers refer to the illus-
trations. Biblical quotations are given ac-
cording to the RSV unless otherwise
noted. Italics in biblical quotations are
the author’s.)

The Old Testament and the Ancient
Near East

The nineteenth century rendered the
service of rediscovering the long-for-
gotten world of ancient Egypt and the
ancient empires of Mesopotamia. The
vast expansion of the historical horizon
occasioned by that rediscovery is re-
flected in wider circles today. The ten-
dency to devote to the ancient Near
East* two or three volumes of series
treating world or art history is but one
instance of this enlarged horizon. The
ancient Near East now constitutes an in-
tegral part of our historical dimension.

In consequence of these discoveries
the Bible, once thought to be “man-
kind’s oldest book,” has proved to be a
relatively recent phenomenon. The bulk
of its content is as far removed from the
beginnings of the high cultures of the
ancient Near East as it is from us (ca.
2,500 years). We now see the Bible im-
bedded in a broad stream of traditions of
the most diverse kind and provenance.
Only when this rich environment has
been systematically included in the study
of the OT do OT conventionalities and
originalities clearly emerge. It then be-
comes evident where the biblical texts
are carried by the powerful current of
traditions in force for centuries, and
where they give an intimation of a new
energy inherently their own.

* As used here and elsewhere in this book, the
terms “ancient Near East” and “ancient Near East-
ern” are understood to include Egypt, except
where otherwise noted.

Two Approaches to the World of the
Ancient Near East

No contemporary scholarly work dis-
penses with at least occasional compari-
son of OT evidence with other evidence
from the ancient Near East. But because
the languages in which these literary
witnesses exist are numerous (Sumerian,
Akkadian, Egyptian, Hirttite, etc.) and
difficult to master, most professors of the
OT and nearly all their students must
content themselves with translations.

It has long been recognized in the
abstract that, unlike our orthography
and graphics, most ancient Near Eastern
orthographic systems are—or at least
once were—connected with relative
closeness to their respective pictorial
arts. This applies to the Sumerian-
Akkadian and Hittite systems, but it
applies in unique measure to the Egyp-
tian system.' Egyptian paintings, even in
the late period, were often a kind of
calligraphically fashioned, monumental
hieroglyphics. They were not intended
to be viewed, like paintings of nine-
teenth or twentieth-century European
art (Sebbild), but rather to be read
(Denkbild).? Unlike texts, however,
these “calligraphs” markedly simplify the
intended meaning. Like a monument,
they tend to summarize a particular con-
cept in one or two grand “gestures.” This
has enormous pedagogical advantages,
especially in an era with heightened sen-
sibility for all that is visual. Of course,
this simplifying, iconographic descrip-
tion of the ancient Near East can itself be
criticized as a simplification. But every
description, including the literary, im-
plies simplification, and every simplifica-
tion results in vagaries and ambiguities.
As opposed to the scholarly, literary
simplification, the iconographic simplifi-
cation has the advantage of having been
produced by the ancient Near East itself.
With powerful and emphatic strokes that
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world has drawn its own main lines. The
iconographic approach can claim the ad-
vantage of originality and authenticity;
no translation of ancient Near Eastern
texts can.

For the serious student, iconography
can in no way replace the study of writ-
ten sources. But by no means does this
render iconography superfluous. We are
dealing here with two related, yet differ-
ent methods, each with its own distinc-
tive characteristics. The differentiated,
linguistic approach will undoubtedly
remain the via regia into the world of the
ancient Near East. Still, the iconographic
approach presents its own particular and
unique advantages.

The Iconographic Approach

Iconography has long been recognized
as a significant factor in our understand-
ing of those so-called biblical rez/ia that
are products of human creativity. We
frequently know from context and from
the tradition of translation that a particu-
lar phoneme must denote some weapon,
cult object, musical instrument, or ar-
chitectural element. In most cases, how-
ever, only archaeology can instruct us
concerning the exact appearance of these
man-made objects. Detailed descrip-
tions of such artifacts are extremely
rare.

Iconography is also important—
perhaps even more important—when
one considers entities which in them-
selves remain unchanged, such as the
sun, moon, storms, earth, and trees. We
assume far too easily that these
phenomena held the same meaning for
the ancient Near East as they do for us.
The merism “heaven and earth,” for
example, sounds quite natural to us; it
has no strange connotation. But when we
look at illustrations from the Egyptian
Book of the Dead, in which the sky in
the figure of Nut is arched over the ex-
tended figure of the earth god (cf. 25,
27, 28-30, 32-33), it becomes quite
startlingly clear that in ancient Egypt the
concepts “heaven and earth” were asso-
ciated with ideas and feelings very dif-
ferent from ours. Faced with words and

8

ideas, the individual hearer conceives
their meaning in terms supplied primar-
ily by his own preunderstanding. It is
considerably more difhicult for that
preunderstanding to prevail when a con-
cept is visually rendered.

Iconography allows our preun-
derstanding considerably less latitude
than does the abstract phoneme. It can
therefore make evident more quickly
and effectively than written records a
number of very common peculiarities of
ancient Near Eastern reasoning and
imagination. Iconography compels us to
see through the eyes of the ancient Near
East.

The term “peculiarities” does not
imply that ancient Near Eastern thought
was completely different from ours—
prelogical or something of the sort.
There may have been no fundamental
difference at all.? The “peculiarities™ are
to be understood as placements of stress
or emphasis.

The widespread use of ideogram and
symbol is the first of these means of em-
phasis. In this usage, ideogram and sym-
bol signify a concrete dimension; but to
this concrete dimension is attached a
significance larger than that which it in-
herently possesses. In an ideogram this
meaning is artistically defined; in a sym-
bol it is drawn rather more from nature
and is thus less precisely fixed.* We tend
to work almost exclusively with concepts
either concrete (tree, door, house) or
abstract (being, kingship, mentality).
The ancient Near East, on the other
hand, has a preference for concepts
which are in themselves concrete, but
which frequently signify a reality far
larger than their concrete meaning. To
the ancient Near East, similar forms,
colors, movements, and sounds readily
suggest a deeper coherence. The red of
the evening sky signifies blood and the
battle waged by the sun against the pow-
ers of darkness. Invasion by hostile
peoples evokes associations with Chaos,
which formerly ruled the earth (cf. 142,
144).” The powerful associative capacity
of the ancient Near East is able to
transform any concrete incident into a



portentous happening (cf. the im-
portance of omen and dream interpreta-
tion, 251-52).

We constantly run the risk of reading
these pictures too concretely, or having
avoided that risk, of treating them too
abstractly. Depending on their context
or on the attitude of the observer, their
significance can range from the histori-
cal, concrete event to the universal,
eternal world order.

When Pharaoh is shown striking down
his enemies (Nubians, Libyans, Canaan-
ites; cf. 144, 397-403, 451), the rep-
resentation may commemorate the
specific, historical execution of one or
more insurgent princes. It is thus to be
taken quite concretely. But the picture
may also serve to portray the conquest of
a hostile nation. In that case, such an
execution may never have occurred. The
context of the scene or very nearly al-
legorical variations on it (cf. 3994, 132a)
reveal that the scene is frequently to be
viewed without historical reference.
Rather, it symbolically represents that
Egyptian kingship which ex natura sua
successfully defends the borders of
Egypt against every neighboring nation,
destroys every threat, and is able in
every circumstance to subject the
enemies of the land to its dominion. The
pictures evidence a tendency to place
their subjects in stereotyped, increas-
ingly unrealistic attitudes. Contexts are
fluid, ranging from the realm of the his-
torical to the magical-mythical.

The Bible shares the mentality of the
ancient Near East. Every student of the
Bible knows that certain expressions are
not to be understood “literally.” But it is
not at all easy, given specific instances, to
follow the peculiarities of ancient Near
Eastern thought. The study of iconog-
raphy is very well suited to heighten our
consciousness in these areas. Every OT
scholar undoubtedly understands “horn
of the wicked” (Ps 75:4, 10) as an ideo-
gram for “power of the wicked.” But con-
sideration of ancient Near Eastern
modes of thought and expression is only
too easily forgotten in the face of figures
of speech which may be construed more

concretely. An instance is the horror
usually aroused by the imprecation over
Babylon: “Happy shall he be who takes
your little ones and dashes them against
the rock!” (Ps 137:9). We need to con-
sider, however, whether these “little
ones” ought not to be understood just as
symbolically as “Mother Babylon.” The
inhabitants of the oppressor-city or the
children of the ruling dynasty concretize
the continuation of the unrighteous em-
pire (cf. 341-42). In this vein, one might
translate: “Happy is he who puts an end
to vyour self-renewing domination!”
Stated thus, the sentence would presum-
ably offend no one, though it too implies
brutal consequences. Its brutality, how-
ever, is cloaked in the broad mantle of
abstract formulation. Such a (often dan-
gerous) dissociation of concrete reality
from idea is as foreign to the ancient
Near Eastern mode of perception as the
dissociation of body and spirit. Ancient
Near Eastern perception usually pre-
serves the continuity between the con-
cretum and its related abstract.

A second characteristic of ancient
Near Eastern perception and thought
likewise comes to light more quickly and
clearly in iconography than in texts: It is
“the characteristic tendency of pre-
Hellenistic thought not to seek a com-
prehensive view cast in perspective
(H. Schafer), but to be content—even
in important areas of thought—with a
grouping of aspects (H. Frankfort: multi-
plicity of approaches).”® This peculiarity
is apparent in the characteristic Egyptian
rendering of a standing man. Each part
of the subject’s body is presented to the
viewer in such a way that its most typical
aspect stands out: the face in profile, the
eyes in front view, the shoulders in front
view, the rest of the body and the legs in
profile (e.g., 442).7

The effect is racher more surprising
when, by the same principle, the gates of
the temple are shown from the front, but
the forecourt with the altar (196) from
the side; or when different aspects of
heaven and earth are grouped in such a
way that the ship of the sun, instead of
traveling the heavenly ocean, traverses
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the body of the lady of heaven (32). In
such pictures, each part must be viewed
first from the standpoint from which it
was conceived; then the composition as a
whole must be read as a thought-picture,
not merely viewed.® Even so, the at-
tempt to bring widely diverse aspects
into systematic relation presupposes the
beginnings of a comprehensive view.
More frequently, however, quite differ-
ent images stand unrelated side by side:
the sky as a fixed cover (15, 17-18, 20—
21), the sky as a pair of wings (19, 21—
24), the sky as a woman (25-26, 28-30,
32-33), the sky as ocean (32, 34, 36). In
each of these renderings, a different as-
pect of the sky is represented in symbol.

The multiplicity of approaches so evi-
dent in ancient Near Eastern iconog-
raphy is similarly found in the psalms.
The region beneath the inhabited earth
is understood to be ruled by water (e.g.,
Ps 24:2) because water is found in the
abyss and on every side. The region be-
neath the inhabited, sunlit earth is also
the realm of the dead (e.g., Ps 63:9) for
the simple reason that they are buried
there. These two aspects stand side by
side in ancient Near Eastern views of the
nether world. They are not brought into
perspective with each other, as is at-
tempted in modern presentations of
“The Ancient Near Eastern View of the
World” (56-57). To be sure, the two as-
pects are connected, or better, mixed in
the conceit of a dying man fallen into the
reach of the primeval flood (e.g., Ps
18:4-5). But this does not imply an at-
tempt to achieve a unified view of what
is beneath the earch. It is difficult to pen-
etrate the peculiar, ancient Near Eastern
character of these patterns of thought,
where diverse, yet equally valued con-
ceptions stand side by side (as do various
working hypotheses in the modern
world).

From a European standpoint one
might say that each conceit or hypothesis
seems suited to explain a specific aspect
of the subject under consideration. On
this view, it would be natural, having
critically examined the various hypoth-
eses, to attempt to place them in relation
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and to arrive finally at a systematic un-
derstanding of the whole. But that pro-
cess is not undertaken in the ancient
Near East, for it accommodates a Euro-
pean concern, not the concern of the
ancient Near East.® There the various im-
ages do not—at least not primarily—
serve to explain what they portray, but
to re-present it. While the endeavor to
explain is not always entirely absent,
only rarely would it have been the
motivating force. In the ancient Near
East, the usual purpose in literary or vis-
ual representation of an event or object
is to secure the existence of that event or
object and to permit him who re-
presents it to participate in it. The
above-mentioned scene of the striking-
down of enemies does not usually func-
tion as the portrayal of an historical
event, still less as an explanation of why
Pharaoh and not his enemies triumphed.
Rather, the picture is intended to repre-
sent and secure the power of the
Pharaoh in all its varied forms. Even the
Genesis account of the origin of the
world and man “did not arise out of an
intellectual question concerning the
source of that which is present or that
which exists, but out of concern for the
security of that which exists.”'® The
magical-evocative, poetic word and the
symbolic, monumental picture are better
suited to this task than an explanatory
fact-book or a naturalistic drawing.

The evocative representation is de-
termined primarily by the requirements
of the evocator, and only secondarily by
the autonomy of what is evoked. Thus
slight significance attaches to the com-
patibility or incompatibility of different
aspects. If the deceased, like the sun
god, is to be regenerated every morning
by the sky, the sky is pictured as a
woman. If he is to arch protectively over
the royal palace, he is represented as a
pair of wings. The ancient Near East is
seldom troubled—out of scientific
curiosity—about a subject in and of
itself.

Ancient Near Eastern thought and
discourse are, as a rule, intensely en-
gaged and thoroughly determined by



their objective. The multiplicity of as-
pects standing unrelated side by side
corresponds to a multiplicity of ap-
proaches determined by various objec-
tives. Consideration of this peculiarity is
of the utmost importance to the exegesis
of the psalms."

The Present Work

The present work represents, to the
best of my knowledge, the first attempt
to compare systematically the conceptual
world of a biblical book with that of an-
cient Near Eastern iconography.' The
choice of the Psalter for this comparison
is not fortuitous, though the study will
also include portions of other books,
such as Job or Jeremiah, which bear the
impress of the language of the psalms.

The close relation of the hymns and
prayers of Israel to those of neighboring
cultures has been demonstrated, for
Mesopotamia, in the studies of Begrich,
Castellino, Cumming, Gamper, Stum-
mer, Widengren, and others; for Egypt
in studies by Gunkel, Nagel, and espe-
cially in the monumental work by
Barucq; and for the Canaanite-
Phoenician sphere in the studies of
Jirku, de Liagre-Béhl, and in the great
commentary by Dahood (cf. the
bibliography).

A number of themes which play a very
special role in the psalms are also among
the favorite subjects of ancient Near
Eastern iconography. They include,
among others, the cosmic system,'? the
temple, the king,"® and the cultus.

The studies mentioned above are con-
cerned almost exclusively with texts.
Subsequent to Gunkel's commentary
(1929), most commentaries on the
psalms have indeed made occasional ref-
erence to the iconography of the ancient
Near East. Gunkel himself did so with
some frequency, but even he did not
undertake such reference systematically.
In the work of his successors, such as
Kraus, reference is still less systematic,
even though a great deal of new pictorial
material has become available.

A very extensive selection of pictorial
material is easily accessible in James B.

Pritchard’s work, The Ancient Near East
in Pictures Relating to the Old Testament
(ANEP), which appeared in 1954, and in
its supplemental volume (882 illus-
trations), which followed in 1969. This
collection is indispensable to anyone en-
gaged in study of our theme. Of the 556
illustrations in the present work, approx-
imately 130 are also found in ANEP. A
noticeable shortcoming of ANEP, how-
ever, is its failure fully to live up to the
second part of its title. The work is in-
deed organized with regard for the rela-
tion of the individual illustrations to the
OT. Nevertheless, the task of actually
discovering the relation between the OT
and the given illustrations is left, almost
without exception, to the user.
Moreover, the collection is rather one-
sidedly planned from a perspective of
objective, historical knowledge. Thus il-
lustrations most important to the world
of concepts and ideas are wanting. Cases
in point are the most significant ancient
Near Eastern representations of the
world (8, 33-34), cycles pertaining to
the birth and infancy of the Pharaoh
(332-33, 335-40), and many others.

In Hugo Gressmann’s Altorientalische
Bilder zum Alten Testament (678 illus-
trations), which appeared in a second
edition in 1927, the establishment of
connections with the OT remains, al-
most without exception, the reader’s
task. Beyond that deficiency, AOB natu-
rally lacks everything which has been
discovered since 1927. Thus AOB and
the present work have only about 70 il-
lustrations in common. AOB continues,
however, to be an excellent resource for
the findings of the earlier excavations.

The concern of this book coincides
most closely with that of the great five-
volume work, Views of the Biblical World,
which was produced by Israeli scholars
under the direction of Benjamin Mazar
and appeared in 1958-1961. It offers a
wealth of material in the form of maps,
pictures of the landscape, and photo-
graphs of archaeological discoveries. Il-
lustrations are provided for verses from
every book of the Bible, both OT and
NT. In most cases, care is taken to make
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evident the connection between picture
and biblical text. One drawback of the
series is its allotment of comparatively
few pictures to the individual books of
the Bible (e.g., 20 for the psalms). More
serious is its failure to group the illus-
trations thematically. Thus it is necessary
to search out from all four OT volumes
the illustrations relating, for example, to
“king.” As a result, the individual illus-
trations can provide only a limited mea-
sure of mutual explication, and it is dif-
ficult to obtain any reasonably compact
(visual) view. Technical data are supplied
only in rudimentary degree; biblio-
graphical information may as well be lack-
ing entirely. The selection of materials,
like that of ANEP, has been determined
in the main by considerations of objec-
tive knowledge and historical fact. Here
too, one searches in vain for pictures re-
lated to the birth-narrative of the
Pharaoh—pictures which would un-
doubtedly provide apt illustration of
(and contrast to) the “sonship” of the
king in Pss 2, 89, and 110. An extreme,
but not altogether atypical example is the
illustration chosen for Ps 132:2-5, which
refers to David’s endeavors concerning a
dwelling for Yahweh (“I will not enter
my house or get into my bed . . . until
I find a place for the LORD . . .”). The
passage is illustrated by the picture of an
Assyrian bed in a camp tent. The accom-
panying text discusses the significance of
the tabernacle in ancient Israel. A reader
interested in the subject of the psalm
would hardly consult this section first,
and the five volumes have no index.
More appropriate, and more expressive
in the context, would have been one of
the many pictures which exemplify the
king’s pains on behalf of the habitation
of the deity (cf. 361-72).

The present book differs from AOB
and ANEP in its concern not only to
offer illustrative material, but also to
confront this material, picture by pic-
ture, with the texts of a biblical book. In
doing so we intend not merely to present
objective facts, but to make every effort
to explore fundamental orders and reli-
gious propositions. In contrast to the
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procedure employed in Views of the Bib-
lical World, material is grouped themati-
cally. The arrangement is open to ques-
tion in several particulars. A problem
arises the moment one examines the
psalms from a thematic point of view, for
each psalm represents a whole which
is fragmented by systematic-thematic
treatment. The same often holds true of
ancient Near Eastern pictures and their
context. Our procedure requires a dou-
ble fragmentation. At the conclusion of
this repeated process of decomposition
and reconstruction, there will of course
be room for argument regarding the
placement of particular details. Never-
theless, the advantages of this procedure
are obvious: in a thematic arrangement,
one picture or one psalm verse can
illustrate another, and a positive over-
all impression can be obtained. The
treatment of individual psalm verses
in their specific context is the concern of
commentaries. The advantage of the ar-
rangement employed in Views of the
Biblical World lies in the easy access it
affords to pictures corresponding to
specific Bible verses. The present book,
however, compensates for that advan-
tage by providing an index of biblical
references, which often affords access to
not just one, but several illustrations for
a single psalm verse.

A reading of the text should make
clear the sense of the juxtaposition of
psalm texts with particular illustrations.
Even should this not be the case, it
makes little difference, for the present
work intends above all to suggest a par-
ticular approach. It is not primarily con-
cerned with the clarification of every
detail. It assumes instead the task of mak-
ing easily accessible, in a kind of survey,
the broadest possible range of pictorial
material, and of indicating, in the text,
similarities between the problems and
conceptions presented by the pictures
and those presented by the psalms. The
dependence of a psalm verse on ancient
Near Eastern art, though possible (his-
torically conceivable) in itself, is very
rarely considered. The object is rather
to exhibit identical, similar, or even



diametrically opposed apprehensions of
the same phenomenon (e.g., of the
heavens, of death, of the king) in ancient
Israel and its environs. In so doing, dif-
ferences generally receive less emphasis
than points of contact. The former are,
after all, more readily apparent to the
observer—especially to one not inti-
mately acquainted with ancient Near
Eastern pictorial works. As already in-
dicated, the writer knows only too well
how undeveloped many points remain.
This is difacult to avoid in a survey. It is
to be hoped, however, that this survey,
like so many others, may prove a rich
resource to those who wish to investi-
gate the conceptual world of the OT, and
in particular that of the psalms.

Many persons have had a hand in the
making of this book. I can thank here
only those whose contribution was
determinative.

In 1964-1965, when I was still a stu-
dent, my parents made it possible for me
to encounter for the first time the im-
pressive evidences of the high cultures
of Egypt and Asia Minor. During this
stay in the Near East, Jean-Georges
Heinz, now a member of the theological
faculty of the University of Strasbourg,
directed my attention to the importance
of ancient Near Eastern iconography to
the understanding of the OT.

At a week-long conference on the
psalms in Einsiedeln in August 1966, 1
was able to present a first draft of this
work as a slide-lecture to a group of
young biblical scholars. The participants
in the seminar on “Psalms and Ancient
Near Eastern Iconography” (1970-
1971) and the understanding and inter-
est of my colleagues from the Biblical
Institute of the University of Fribourg
have contributed to the clarification of
many issues. Professor Werner Vycichl
has advised me in questions of
Egyptology.

Library conditions at the University of
Fribourg, which has no long-standing
tradition of oriental studies, are less than
ideal for a project of this sort. The
willingness of the personnel of the Can-
ton and University Library to make full

use of the possibilities of interlibrary
loan was therefore highly important. In
cases where the editiones principes were
not accessible, 1 have tried to make use
of reliable secondary sources.

The Swiss National Fund made possi-
ble a residence at the University of
Chicago during the academic vyear
1971-1972. This enabled me to make a
number of improvements and sup-
plementations after the manuscript had
been set. The a-numbers (e.g., 632) at-
tached to some illustrations date back to
this revision.

Odo Camponovo, Max Kiuchler, and
Urs Winter assisted the completion of
the manuscript in many ways. Odo
Camponovo contributed much in com-
piling the bibliography and the index of
biblical references.

Publication of the work would have
been utterly impossible without the un-
flagging and active help of my wife.
Since the time of our first meeting in the
spring of 1968, she has prepared, with
perseverance, exactitude, and sensitiv-
ity, approximately 225 of the 524 line
drawings. Many details can be recog-
nized more quickly and positively in
drawings than they could be in the aver-
age photographic reproduction. Five
hundred high quality reproductions of
high quality photographs would have
made the book prohibitively expensive.

The drawings contained in the book
apply various techniques suited to
portray the several sources. Sculptures
and reliefs are generally drawn with nat-
ural or artifically enhanced shadowing.
In contrast to older methods, such as
that of Lepsius, shading has been dis-
pensed with in rendering paintings. Be-
cause a number of pictures have been
taken from other works, however, these
principles have not been consistently
applied (cf. the two murals 341 and
342). This inconsistency would of course
have a very negative effect on a work
oriented toward art history. Here, where
the stated concern is primarily icono-
graphic and not stylistic, it is of minor im-
portance. The reader interested in art
history is directed to the photo-

13



reproductions regularly cited in the
catalogue of illustrations.

A book does not spring into being
upon the completion of its text. During
my absence in the United States, my
father energetically undertook the dif-
ficult task of supervising the still-
growing manuscript and acting as liaison
between the publishers and the technical
workshops. The latter treated the manu-
script with all the care one could wish,
patiently receiving and quickly including
the various addenda. The publishers de-
serve thanks for their willingness to risk
publication of the book. Let us hope that
in this instance, as in so many others,
their customary sensitivity to the needs
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of the book-buying public is not
wanting.

Our times have been characterized as
the era of the visual man. For some, a
visual approach to the Book of Psalms
may make evident anew its un-
sentimental power and beauty.

I conclude this preface with a practical
hint: the first chapter, which deals with
ancient conceptions of the cosmic sys-
tem, is for various reasons the most de-
manding and difficult. Anyone who is
easily discouraged will do well to begin
with the second or third chapter. That
approach is possible because each chap-
ter constitutes a relatively complete unit.

Fribourg, August 1971
Chicago, June 1972
OTHMAR KEEL
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The subject martter of this chapter is
divided into two main sections,! one
dealing with technical, the other with
mythical conceptions of the cosmic sys-
tem. This division has special relevance
when technical conceptions are related
to empirical ones, and when mythical
conceptions are related to the fantastical.
Of course, the ancient Near East at-
tached the weight of certainty to notions
we term mythical. These understandings
were no less grounded in the experience
of men of that time than understandings
valued by us for their empirical basis.
The sky goddess Nut was to the ancient
Egyptian a reality of the same order as
the mountains between whose peaks the
sun god appeared every morning (9-
13).%2 The difference lay only in the fact
that the ancient Egyptian possessed less
well-defined notions of the distant, im-
penetrable reality of earth’s frontiers
than he did of the manifest, everyday
world which was shaped, at least in part,
by him. There was nothing to prevent
him from understanding these mysteri-
ous regions on the strength of conscious
or unconscious analogies, drawn as much
from the biological (birth, death) or psy-
chological (hate, love) sphere as from the

technical realm. Thus the morning sun-
rise was understood in Egypt sometimes
as birth, sometimes as entrance through
a gate. To the Egyptian, one was as real
as the other. The scanty data he possessed
(or thought he possessed) concerning
the remote, fringe regions of the world
left room for numerous intuitive and
speculative interpretations. These in
turn were often understood—even by
their authors, and all the more by the
culture at large—not as mere interpreta-
tions, but as data in themselves. They in
turn occasioned new intuitions and
speculations, leading finally to concepts
which seem at first glance to lack any
basis whatsoever in experience. That ap-
parent lack of empirical basis, however,
is noticeable only to us. In many Egyp-
tian pictures, conceptions we would term
technical stand undifferentiated beside
conceptions we would characterize as
mythical (cf., e.g., 26). Classification of
such pictures under the headings “tech-
nical” or “mythical” is an essentially ex-
trinsic concern. It can be made only on
the basis of the predominance of one or
another aspect, and is often simply a
matter of judgment.

1. TECHNICAL CONCEPTIONS

Technical understanding of the
world—the ability to render it intelligi-
ble and manageable—is closely con-
nected with the ability to quantify it. In
Egypt and Mesopotamia, a thorough-
going quantification of the environment
was under way no later than the begin-
ning of the third millennium B.C.
Monumental architecture and che con-
struction of irrigation canals required
measurements of all kinds.* There are
extant almost thirty drawings of the
plans of ancient Mesopotamian temples,
palaces, city districts, and cities.? They
range from diagrams of large, private
houses (I1-2) to outlines of complex
palace and temple installations. Substan-
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1. and 2. Fragment of a clay tablet from
Nippur, outlining the housekeeping cham-
bers of a large house. The function of four of
the rooms is given in writing, that of the
other three by picture (vertical section of a
mill).
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3. “Unless the LORD builds the house, those
who build it labor in vain” (Ps 127:1).

4. “Walk about Zion, . . . consider well her
ramparts, go through her citadels; that you
may tell the next generation that #his 15 God,
our God for ever and ever” (Ps 48:12-14).

HE 3 ' Des

tial amounts of technical data are often
appended to them. Even more effec-
tively than the ruins of the buildings
they represent, the drawings present the
men of that time as masters and fashion-
ers of their world.

The portrait statue of Gudea of Lagash
as architect (3) demonstrates, however,
that it would be incorrect to view this
man, for all his apparent technical skill,
as the conscious executor of his own au-
tonomous will, secure in his competence
and power. The portrait of Gudea, his
plan on his knees, was made for the tem-
ple of Ningirsu, lord of Lagash. Gudea
sits humbly before his god. The statue
and its inscription are intended to re-
mind the god of all Gudea had done in
order to secure the necessary wood,
stones, copper, and gold for the building
of the temple (cf. Ps 132:1-5). As a
faithful servant, Gudea accomplished it
all at the express command of the god
Ningirsu.” In a dream, Ningirsu had
permitted Gudea to see the god Nin-
duba, lord of the tablets: “He had bent
his arms, held a slab of lapis lazuli in his
hand, fixed upon it the plan of the
house.”® Ningirsu commissioned the
building; Ninduba is the architect.
Gudea is only the executive agent. The
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stylus lying next to the plan clearly indi-
cates that it was drafted by him, but it
was done at the direction of another (cf.
Exod 25:9, 40;1 Chron 28:19). The edi-
fice does not manifest Gudea’s glory;
rather through it “all foreign lands will
come to recognize Ningirsu's victorious
power.”?

It is not only in the building of a tem-
ple that the deity is vitally involved. A
Sumerian hymn to Nisaba, goddess of
grain and of the art of writing, reads:
“Nisaba, unless you ordain it, man builds
no house, he builds no city, he builds no
palace. . . .7% (cf. Ps 127:1).

Technical mastery of the world oc-
cupies a limited place in the totality of
the ancient Near Eastern experience of
the cosmos. Figs. 4 and 5 show two plans
of the city of Nippur, located 150
kilometers southeast of Baghdad. Fig. 4,
inscribed on a clay tablet (approximately
17 X 20 cm.), dates from about 1500
B.C. Fig. 5 reproduces the plan drawn up
in this century by the American ex-
cavators of the city. The ancient plan is
remarkably accurate. Walls, canals (7, 8,
9, 17, 18), gates (10-16), and temple (2,
3) can be easily identified by the refer-
ence numbers, which correspond to
those of the modern plan. The ancient
name for Nippur stands beside the
number one (1). The inhabitants of
Mesopotamia in 1500 B.C. could thus
record with relative accuracy an area ap-
proximately 900 by 800 meters. Man’s
world, the city, was thought out,
planned, and built by him, and he was
responsible for its maintenance;® but it
was the god who made it “rise in
splendor.”"®

Like Nippur, Jerusalem of the first
millennium B.C. was a fully intelligible en-
tity. Ezekiel, in the Babylonian manner,
incised its plan on a clay tablet (Ezek
4:1). But its walls, bulwarks, and towers
proclaim the glory of Yahweh (Ps
48:12-13". It is Yahweh who established
Jerusalem (Ps 87:1, 5b); he made fast the
bars of its gates (Ps 147:13). Should its
walls be laid low, it is he who is asked to
rebuild them (Ps 51:18; cf. 147:2). It
was no different in Egypt. Even a city as
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5. Plan of Nippur (4) as it appeared to the
archaeologists of the 19th and 20th
centuries.

new and traditionless as Pi-Ramses is
said to have been founded by the sun
god Re."

The ancient Near East had consider-
able difficulty in forming a technically
accurate picture of uneven terrain, par-
ticularly if the area was larger than a few
square kilometers. That difhculty is evi-
dent in an Egyptian papyrus from the
19th Dynasty (6), a document slightly
less ancient than the city plan of Nippur.
It depicts a mining district in the Wadi
Hammamat. Even in antiquity, a road
led through the region from Koptos,
near the Great Bend of the Nile, to Kos-
seir on the Red Sea (7). The area shown
measures approximately 10 by 15
kilometers.

The numbers in Fig. 6 correspond to
brief hieratic notes in the original. From
them we learn that the two bands (num-
bered 1 and 3 in Fig. 6) correspond to
two roads (broken lines) in Fig. 7. The
connecting road, with a typical bend to
the right (east) begins at the spring (Bir
Hammamat, number 7). Because the
two roads follow deep, dry valleys, their
course cannot have changed over the
millennia. The rather inexact indication
of route may be attributed to the sketchy
nature of the plan. But it is evident from
the treatment of the mountains which
skirt the roads that uneven terrain pre-
sented an insurmountable obstacle to
ancient cartographers. While the roads
are drawn from a bird's-eye view, the
mountains are depicted in vertical sec-
tion, as more or less regular cones.
Numbers 4, 5, and 11 indicate the



mountains where gold is mined.
Number 5 (streaked) corresponds to the
“Montagne de l'or” in Fig. 7; number 12
corresponds to the mountain of silver
and gold (“Montagne de l'argent et de
Lor”).

The draftsman sometimes uses cross-
section, sometimes vertical section to

6. and 7. "Before the mountains were
brought forth . . . from everlasting to ever-
lasting thou art God” (Ps 90:2).

portray a given object. The city plan of
Nippur is consistently drawn in cross-
section, even though the front elevation
of certain buildings would have afforded
a more characteristic view. Temples,
palaces, and other man-made structures
were clearly understood in every re-
spect, for man knows and controls what

“The mountains melt like wax before the
LoORD, before the LORD of all the earth” (Ps
97:5).

v oELon
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he has created (cf. Pss 33:13-15; 94:9—
11; 139:15). But a mountainous terrain
like that of the Wadi Hammamat, with
its complex, irregular shapes, was not to
be mastered in like manner. Both the
city plan of Nippur and the sketch of the
mining district attempt to present the
parts of a specific whole in relation to
each other. But in the latter, unlike the
former, man no longer dominates a
world transparent to him. Instead, the
complex phenomena dominate him. He
is forced, in order to comprehend them
at all, to approach these phenomena
from ever-changing points of view. As a
result, isolated details dominate his field
of vision. The organic coherence is lost.

We do not maintain that ancient Near
Eastern man was incapable of portraying
larger areas from a unified viewpoint,
whether that view be technical-artificial
(as in the city plan of Nippur or in
modern cartography) or perspective-
natural (as in European art governed by
perspective). It is almost certainly not a
matter of technical incapability, but
rather of an intuitive reluctance to ren-
der things as seen from a single, random
viewpoint. Positively stated, this ten-
dency reflects the deep-seated necessity
to show things as they have been experi-
enced by all the senses and internalized
through long association (Denkbild). At
the great moment when painting in per-
spective first appeared, Plato protested
that it reproduced only the appearance,
and not the reality." Two factors sepa-
rate ancient Near Eastern and modern
man: Plato’s aversion to the subjective,
momentary impression, and a disposition
to view things in their peculiarity and
independence.

Ancient Near Eastern man saw
“houses” in cross-section, as foundation
trenches and walls. But because he was
incapable of flight, he experienced
mountains with his eyes and feet, as
peaked or blunted cones. If he wished to
avoid doing violence to that basic expe-
rience, he was compelled to render
mountains in two dimensions, as trian-
gles or similar forms (cf. 6).

Ancient Near Eastern man experi-
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enced the arbitrariness of things more
strongly than manipulating man of the
twentieth century, nor was this experi-
ence of arbitrariness limited to the visual
realm. A mountain, for example, could
effectively impede communication. On
the other hand, it could provide protec-
tion for a settlement, since it presented
attackers with an almost insuperable
barrier.

The arbitrary character of the
mountains made them seem, like many
other entities, to be spheres of the di-
vine, even gods in their own right. The
tendency of ancient Near Eastern man to
view reality in such a way manifests the
arbitrarily creative subjectivism inherent
in naive objectivism.'?

The mountain designated number 13
in Fig. 6 is the “pure mountain™; accord-
ing to the notation at number 14, Amon
resides on it. The note at number 10
reads: “the chapel of Amon of the pure
mountain.” The ruins of the chapel have
been found.'

There survives from the Theban
sepulchral city a hymn of thanksgiving to
a goddess (Mertseger) who bears the
epithet “Mountaintop.” The hymnist ad-
vises his associates:

Beware the Mountaintop,

for there is a lion in the pinnacle;

she strikes, like a wild lion strikes,

and pursues whomever sinsagainst her."”

The text provides a sense of the way in
which the numinous power of the
mountains assumed concrete form for
the men of the time.'"

When the psalms speak of mountains,
they emphasize Yahweh's superiority
over them (Pss 89:12; 90:2; 97:4-5;
104:32; 121:1-2). The experience of the
uniqueness of Yahweh has dethroned
the mountains as gods. Still, they retain
some degree of their independence, and
it is more than a poetic flourish when the
mountains “praise Yahweh” or “tremble
before him.”

Ancient Israel seems to have held a
view of the cosmic system quite similar,
at least in its technical aspects, to that of
the so-called Babylonian Map of the



8. ". . .from sea to seaand from the [bitter}
River to the ends of the earth!” (Ps 72:8;
Zech 9:10b; cf. Pss 2:7 and 89:26").

“In his {God's} hand are the [impenetra-
ble]} depths of the earth; the heights of the
mountains are his also. The sea is his, for he
made it; for his hands formed the dry land”
(Ps 95:4-5).

World (8). In a sketch only 8 by 8 cen-
timeters in size, the “map” attempts to
represent the cosmos as a whole. The
earth (in the wider sense) is shown in the
drawing itself; the heavens are treated
principally in the accompanying text.
The small clay tablet dates from the
sixth century B.C. It may derive, how-
ever, from much older models, for
the cosmic horizon of sixth-century
Mesopotamia was substantially larger
than what is represented here.'” In any
case, the essential features of the concep-
tion prevailed with little change.
Although the tablet is badly damaged,
it clearly shows that the earth was en-
visioned as circular. Fig. 8 suggests that it
was understood as a flat disc, but in other
renderings (22, 23) it appears as a
mountain. It is surrounded by a similarly
circular band, the bitter flood (ndr mar-
ratu), the ocean. In the psalms, “sea” and
“river” (or “rivers”) often appear in
parallelism (Pss 24:2; 66:6; 80:11; and

cf. 89:25; 93:3), as do “Prince Sea” (zb/
ym) and “Judge River” (¢pt nhr) in Ugarit-
ic texts.

A famous passage from the psalms ex-
presses a wish of world domination for
the Israelite king:

May he have dominion from sea to sea,
and from the River to the ends of the
earth! (Ps 72:8)

Even the more recent commentaries on
the psalms™ continue to interpret
“River” in this passage as the Euphrates,
with reference to 1 Kgs 4:21 {MT 5:11.
But in adopting this geographical in-
terpretation, they are all hard put to ex-
plain what the verse is intended to mean,
for it makes lictle sense either geograph-
ically or cosmographically to say . . .
from the Persian Gulf (sea) to the
Mediterranean (sea) and from the Eu-
phrates (river) to Gibraltar (ends of the
earth).” If, on the other hand, we assume
that the psalmist had notions of cosmog-
raphy similar to those expressed in the
Babylonian Map of the World, then we
have an instance of strict parallelism
which states twice that the king is to rule
from one end of the earth to the other
(from sea to sea and from the bitter flood
to the edge of the round earth). This is
completely in accord with a wish or
promise to the king of Israel as Yahweh'’s
agent on earth (cf. Pss 2:7; 89:25).

The earth in Fig. 8 is surrounded by
ocean. A mountain range is shown to the
north (above). In the OT too, sapin de-
notes the north in the sense of “above.”
Depending on the context, the word can
signify an elevated part of the earth (Ps
48:1-2) or the cloudy sky (e.g., Job
26:7-8).

The Euphrates, indicated by two paral-
lel lines, rises from the mountain range.
It empties in the south (below), partly
into the marshes, partly into a narrow
branch of the bitter lood (Persian Gulf).
The absence of the Tigris is evidence of
the sketchy nature of the composition as
a whole. Babylon, situated slightly above
the center of the circle, is shown as a
broad rectangle. The small circles to its
left and right represent cities or prov-
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inces. The circle to the right of Babylon
is Assur.

The entities shown on the earth disc
correspond to concrete geographical
realities. The circular shape of the earth
and its surrounding ocean is, however,
the result of an intuitive-speculative
process. Nonetheless, it may have had
some basis in experience, for a number
of seas are to be found within a radius
of approximately 700 kilometers of
Babylon (the Persian Gulf, Red Sea,
Mediterranean Sea, Lake Van and Lake
Urmia, Caspian Sea, Indian Ocean). But
even this meager basis in experience is
lacking in the case of the entities shown
as seven isosceles triangles (partly de-
stroyed) situated on the far side of the
bitter flood.

What is represented by these triangles
with their bases resting in the bitter
flood? The accompanying text terms
them nagé, “districts, regions.” The mar-
ginal note pertaining to the fifth district
(upper right) is preserved, though the
triangle itself has been destroyed. The
note indicates that the height of the dis-
trict is 60 subban (1598.4 meters). The
considerable elevation and the shape
suggest a mountain.'® That combination
of cross-section and vertical section, al-
ready encountered in Fig. 6, may also be
present here: the earth disc is shown
from a bird’s-eye view, in cross-section;
the mountains are shown in vertical sec-
tion. Because the bases of these
mountains rest in the sea, one must
think of them as islands. nag# can in fact
mean “island.”%

The OT also locates the islands
alongside the earth disc (Ps 97:1; cf.
72:10). These islands constitute the
“ends of the earth” (Isa 41:5), the ex-
treme of the circular horizon (Job 26:10)
formed by the huge mountains which
support the vault of heaven. When in the
battle with Chaos, God churns up the
sea to its very depths, the foundations of
the mountains and of the earth are laid
bare (Ps 18:7, 15). The parallel to Ps
18:7 in 2 Sam 22:8 reads “foundations of
the heavens” instead of “foundations of
the mountains.” The two are identical.
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The boundary between light and
darkness is at the extreme horizon of the
mountains which form the foundations
of the heavens (Job 26:10). There are to
be found the gates of the morning
brightness and the evening gloom (Ps
65:8). According to the Babylonian Map
of the World, the seventh district (lower
right, destroyed) is “where the morning
shines from its habitation.” Ps 19 speaks
of the portal through which the sun,
portrayed as a young hero, enters the
earthly regions. This scene figures fre-
quently on the cylinder seals of the Ak-
kadian Period (2350-2150 B.C.) (9). The
model for our map of the world may also
date from that period.

The sun god rises from the mountains
with a powerful leap (9). The mountains
from which he emerges are mythically
represented by two gates, opened wide
and adorned with lions (cf. the connec-
tion between mountaintop and lion in
the previously cited prayer from the
Theban sepulchral city (p. 20); cf. also
the lions of the horizon in Figs. 16-18
and 39). On the cylinder seal, the empir-
ical reality (the mountains between
which the sun rises) and its intuitive-
speculative interpretation (the two gates)
stand unrelated side by side. Similarly,
the Egyptian Book of the Dead shows
the gate of the world located above two
mountains called 5.z, signifying that
radiant place where the sun rises and sets
(10-13).

According to a number of psalms, the
islands which constitute the ends of the
earth are inhabited by ordinary men (cf.
Ps 72:10). But that does not prevent
cosmographical speculation from iden-
tifying the islands with the beginning of
the heavens. In Ps 65:8, the inhabitants
of the ends of the earth stand in paral-
lelism with the gates of the sun. But ac-
cording to Ps 19:4c—6, the gate of the
sun is located at the end of the heavens.
We learn from the text of the Babylonian
Map of the World that only two mythical
kings, Nurdagan and Gilgamesh, ever
passed across the floods of death to the
region of the island-mountains and the
heavenly fields beyond them. The Gil-



gamesh epic relates how its hero, before
reaching the island-mountains, had to
travel from Uruk across the steppe, then
over a great mountain range infested
with lions, then over the bitter flood. Fi-
nally he arrived at the mountain range
which keeps watch over the daily rising
and setting of the sun. The vault of
heaven ranges above the mountain; the
breasts of the mountain reach to the
nether world below.?'

Geographical awareness of islands
gave rise to the concept of the cos-
mic island-mountains, but closer hori-
zons (for Mesopotamia, and Zagros
Mountains in the east, the Taurus in the
north, and the Mediterranean Sea in the
west) may have been a more important
factor in reifying the concept than the
little-known islands themselves.

This experiential horizon may have
been operative in Ps 139:8-10, which
celebrates the omnipresence of God:

If T ascend to heaven, thou art there!.

If I make my bed in Sheo/, thou art there!

If 1 take the wings of the morning
[dawn}

and dwell in the uttermost parts of the
sea,

even there thy hand shall lead me,

and thy right hand shall hold me.

9. “. . . he has set a tent for the sun, which
comes forth like a bridegroom leaving his
chamber, and like a strong man runs its
course with joy. Its rising is from the end of

As in Amos 9:2-3, which cites in the
same order beaven and Sheol, the top of
Carmel and the bottom of the sea, we have
here two cosmographical concepts
(heaven and the world of the dead) fol-
lowed by two predominantly geo-
graphical concepts (the locus of the dawn
and the remotest part of the sea). These
conceptual pairs in Ps 139:8-10 and
Amos 9:2-3 may be taken as des-
ignations of “above” (heaven, dawn, top
of Carmel) and “below” (bottom of the
sea, uttermost part of the sea, Sheol) (cf.
Ps 68:22). The same is true in Ps 107:3,
where we find the conceptual pairs,
rising-s3pén and setting-sea [RSV: east
and west; north and south]. Without any
text-critical justification, the more recent
commentators’’> emend yam (sea) to
yamin (south). But if s@pon is understood
as “mountaintop” (cf. p. 20) and yam asa
paraphrase of “below” (cf. Ps 107:23
MT: ywrdy yam {RSV 107:23: “some
went down to the sea*]), then we have in
Ps 107:3 a statement parallel to Amos
9:2-3 and Ps 139:8-10. In the light of
Job 11:7-9, we can see described in Pss
107:3 and 139:8-10 lines both vertical
(heaven, s@pon—Sheol, yam) and hori-
zontal (rising, dawn—setting, remotest
sea). The horizontal line would incline
slightly downwards from east to west.

the heavens, and its circuit to the end of
them” (Ps 19:4¢—6b).

. . thou makest the outgoings {gates] of
the morning and the evening to shout for
joy” (Ps 65:8).
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10.-13. Fig. 10 shows the closed gate of the
sun over the mountains of the horizon. These
also appear in Fig. 11. A servant is about to
open the gate, which is delimited above by
the sign for “sky” (p.#). In Fig. 12, the sun is

An analogy is found in the Egyptian no-
tion of the declivitous course of the sun
from east to west (cf. 19, 33, 36, 348),
indicated in drawings by a slight inclina-
tion from east to west.?® The loftier east,
with its mountaintop, the dawn, the ris-
ing sun, and the heavens, is the realm of
life; the low-lying west, with the setting
sun, the sea, and the nether world, is the
domain of death. Thus we can under-
stand why Yahweh bows the heavens
when he comes to earth (Ps 18:9).

Fig. 8, however, does not evidence
this polar view, but rather a concentric
one. The circle of the jsland-mountains
leads in every direction to the heavenly
regions; the bitter river which surrounds
the earth leads to the regions of the
nether world. At the point of death, a
man finds himself at the edge of the
earth (Ps 61:2). Its antipole is the earth’s

seen entering through the opened gate. In
Fig. 13, the sun is replaced by the ideogram
for “god” (a venerable sitting figure). As a
strictly visual image, the deity sitting in the
gate makes little sense.

14. Two representations of a threshing floor
(cf. 129).

center, against which the waters of
Chaos rage in vain (Pss 61:2; 95:1). In
some representations, this place of secu-
rity is occupied by a mountain equiva-
lent to the island-mountains (cf. 22-23).
On the Babylonian Map of the World, it
is occupied by Babylon, or perhaps more
precisely, by the ziggurat of Esagila. In
the psalms, it is Jerusalem, the holy
mountain, Zion; in the Egyptian picture
from Dendera, it is the local sanctuary
(36).

Fig. 15 depicts the earth as a great

.

15. “There is nothing hid from its {the sun’s]
heat” (Ps 19:6¢). The scarab (bpr = “becom-
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ing") signifies the morning sun; the ram-
headed man signifies the day or evening sun.



16. The edge of the earth is often delineated
by lions (8, 1718, 39). It is a dangerous re-
gion. In Egypt, however, the lion, like the
night (90), was understood not only as a de-
structive power (“yesterday”), but also as a

trough. The picture could be a cross-
section of an extended valley fringed,
like Egypt, by valleys on both sides;**
but the two renderings of threshing
floors in Fig. 14 make it clear that the
picture could also depict a round basin.
This view will find reinforcement below
(p- 37).

In Fig. 15, the sun disc rather than the
temple/mountain occupies the center.
The disc encloses the scarab and the
ram-headed man, which portray two as-
pects of the sun. Its glory fills the whole
earth, as does the glory of the name of
Yahweh in the psalms (Ps 72:19). As in
Fig. 11, the sky is flac. It rests at either
end on the mountaintops (2 Sam 22:8).

In Fig. 16, the mountaintops are re-
placed by the forequarters of a lion. The
frontier mountains which support the
sky also appear as lions in Figs. 17 and
18.% In Fig. 17, the lion on the right is
designated sf, “yesterday”; the lion on
the left is m dw ), “tomorrow.” “Yester-
day” is thus the east, “tomorrow” the
west, an unusual but understandable
concept: the sun cannot in fact travel
from “tomorrow” to “yesterday.”*"

As we have already seen, the concepts
of mountain, horizon, and lion are read-
ily connected one with another.?” The
lion is well suited to embody the fear-
some nature of the mountains. The ends
of the earth are full of deadly perils (16;
cf. Ps 61:2).

power of rebirth (“tomorrow™) (C. de Wit, Le
role, pp. 91-188). For that reason, the frames
on which mummies were laid (cf. 74) were
often made in the form of a lion.

In Fig. 16, treatment of both the fron-
tier mountains and of the sky is different
from that in Fig. I5. The latter shows the
sky as a flat roof or an inverted box; Fig.
16 shows it as a basket-shaped arch. The
length of the picture makes the middle
part of the sky appear as a straight line.*
Above this straight line, seven soul-birds
convey the bark of the sun. In it is the
scarab (= bpr, “becoming”), the waxing
sun, together with five other deities. At
the outer left, the evening sun god
(scarab with ram’s head) is received by
the “land, which rises.” The ship of the
sun is thus shown twice, suggesting the
progression of the sun’s journey across
the sky and its descent in the west.

Though the ship of the sun, as ship,
represents a technical-mechanical entity,
almost no one would consider the con-
cept of the sun ship any less mythical
than the concept of the sun god. If we
question further why the concept of the
vault of heaven should be considered
less mythical than that of the ship of the
sun, the answer will be equally difhcult
to discover. Of the two ideas, that of the
vault of heaven seems to us to be better
grounded in experience (the rising and
setting of the sun). It is consequently a
much more widespread notion than that
of the ship of the sun, although even the
latter is not limited to Egypt.* Such con-
siderations, however, are not important
to the perception of the ancient Egyp-
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17. and 18. In identical contexts the sky is
shown once straight, once curved. The physi-
cal configuration of distant regions such as

tian. The ship of the sun seems to have
held for him a much greater essential
significance than the vault of heaven. In
like contexts he can therefore quite arbi-
trarily portray the sky as either flat (17)
or arched (18). But he clings tenaciously
to the ship of the sun, even in contexts
where it seems to us completely out of
place, as when the sky is depicted as a
pair of wings (19) or as a woman (32).

the sky or the nether world was not well de-
fined to the mind of the Egyptians.

The ship of the sun was essential to the
vital journey of the sun god (and to the
journey of the deceased who hoped to
accompany him). For that reason, it wasa
reality more significant than the flatness
or curvature of the sky. Such indiffer-
ence to fact considerably complicates the
question of the technical picture of the
world.

2. SYMBOLIC - MY THICAL

CONCEPTIONS

a. The Bipartite World

Leaving aside the uncertainty which
prevailed in the ancient world, the no-
tion of a vaulted sky does not necessarily
derive from more adequate conceptions
of cosmic structure than the idea of a flat
sky. It may be traced to the idea of a
heavenly bird whose giant wings spread
protectively over the earth (19), or to
the concept of the uplifted body of the
lady of heaven (25-27, 28-30, 32-33).
Both are ideas of a decidedly archaic
nature.

Fig. 19 is interesting for a number of
reasons. Two huge was-scepters appear
as pillars of the heavens, replacing the
border mountains or lions of the hori-
zon. was-scepters are found in the hands
of gods in many pictures (cf. 287, 366,
371). Occasionally the heavens were
thought to be supported by great forked
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brackets (cf. 28). What is portrayed
here, however, is not the technical ar-
rangement, but the certainty that the
gods have made the heavens unshake-
ably fast (cf. Pss 89:2, 29; 119:89). The
space between the two pillars and the
sky is filled, not by the sun god (as in Fig.
15), but by the facade of the royal
palace, with the king’s name (“Serpent”)
inscribed on it. The king stands in the
place of the sun god: in the composition
of the picture, the sun god is represented
by the king. This representation is rein-
forced by the presence of the heavenly
and royal falcons, one of which appears
on the palace, the other in the bark of
the sun. In the psalms too, the king rep-
resents Yahweh on earth, and is respon-
sible for the maintenance of Yahweh’s
ordinances (Pss 2; 72; 101). Yahweh
himself, however, can also be simulta-



neously present in heaven and in his
palace (temple) (Ps 11:4).

In Fig. 20, the sky appears as a slab,
and the earth is shown as a thin band
terminating at either end in a man’s
head. Here too, the expanse between
earth and sky is dominated by the palace
facade. Around it are grouped the names
which constitute the titles of King Sa-
hure. The psalms repeatedly assert that
the whole earth is full of the glory of the
divine name (Pss 8:1,9; 48:10; 72:19; cf.
57:11). God’s action and order dominate
the space between heaven and earth.
This concept has close parallels in Egyp-
tian iconography.

As evidenced in Fig. 21, the king him-
self can appear in place of his name or

19. “My grace is established for ever, my
faithfulness stands fast as the heavens” (Ps
89:3 MT; translation after Kraus {cf. Ps 89:2
RSV)).

“Your word, Yahweh, is for ever, as firmly
fixed as the heavens” (Ps 119:89 {author’s
translation}).

L ==

20. “As thy name, O God, so thy praise

reaches to the ends of the earth™ (Ps 48:10).
“Blessed be his glorious name for ever; may

his glory fill the whole earth!” (Ps 72:19).

palace. It is he, rather than the slender
pillars, who supports the sky. As ritual,
support of the temple ceiling represents
support of the heavens. The temple rep-
resents a little cosmos maintained by the
king, in order that the gods may maintain
the actual cosmos. In Fig. 26, the air god
fulfills that function. Lam 4:20 refers to
the king as “breath of life” [RSV:
“breath of our nostrils”}; in Fig. 19 the
sign for “life” stands beside the royal
palace. It is possible that the psalmist’s
reference to the destruction of the pillars
[RSV: “foundations”} by the wicked (Ps
11:2-3) is an expression of concern for
the pillars of the heavens and for the
king who guarantees that order without
which life cannot exist.

In Fig. 21, the sky, supported by the
king, is shown twice, once as a flat roof,
once as the sun with a pair of wings. Two
cobras (uraei), embodiments of the sun'’s
bright rays and scorching breath, are at-
tached to the sun (cf. Pss 19:6¢; 121:6).
The most probable interpretation of Fig.
19 identifies the curved wings with the
sky. This identification suggests in turn
that the wings in Fig. 2! also represent
the sky. But the sun fixed between the
two wings (in Fig. 19, the falcon sitting
in the sun-boat) soon became the central
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feature, and the wings of the sky came to
be understood as a winged sun. In that
form the image spread from Egypt
throughout the whole of Asia Minor (cf.
Mal 4:2 {[MT 3:201).

As a rule, wings appear in Egyptian
iconography as means of shelter rather
than as instruments of flight (cf. 260-
62). In the psalms, too, they are linked
with “refuge” and similar concepts (Pss
61:4; 36:7; 57:1; 91:4). Ps 61:2-4 may
be understood in a cosmic frame of ref-
erence: the ends of the earth represent
the realm of death; the rock to which the
suppliant desires to be led is the earth-
and temple-mountain. There he finds
shelter under the wings of God, signify-
ing the (near) sky. The temple ceiling or
the winged sun over the temple gate fre-
quently represents the sheltering sky (cf.
221-22).30

Fig. 22 shows a Hittite version of Figs.
19-21. Though its derivation from
Egypt is unmistakable, much has been

21. “If the pillars are torn down, what {then}
can the righteous do?” (Ps 11:3 {author’s
translation}).
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22. In this picture, the Hittite king is shown
in close relation to the cosmic mountain. This
is faintly reminiscent of Ps 2: “I have set my
king on Zion, my holy hill” (Ps 2:6).

changed. The was-scepters have been
replaced by the hieroglyphs for “great
one” (volute) and “king” (triangles). The
winged sun may represent the Hittite
royal title, “my sun.” The crescent moon
and the eight-beamed star of Venus ap-
pear beneath the sun. Their absence in
other, similar pictures makes their pres-
ence here problematic. Perhaps in this
instance, the sky with its stars is in-
tended to represent simply the royal ti-
tle, “my sun.” At any rate, the “dagger
above the blossom” almost certainly rep-
resents the name of Labarnas, the foun-
der of the dynasty. “Labarnas” has be-
come an honorific title. The boot and the
mountain god which occupy the center
of the picture are to be read as the royal
name, “Tudhaliyas.” It is interesting to
note that the second part of the name
(the boot stands for tx) is signified here
by the mountain god rather than by the
conventional hieroglyph “mountain.”
This may evidence a certain tendency,
already seen in the portrayal of the sky,
to forsake purely hieroglyphic composi-
tion in favor of a more concrete image.
The idea of a mountain (replaced in
some pictures by a pillar or a tree: cf.
23-24) which rises in the center of the
earth to support the heavens is a concept



23. “From thy lofty abode thou waterest the
mountains, the earth is satisfied with the fruit
of thy work™ (Ps 104:13).

“Thou openest thy hand, thou satisfiest the
desire of every living thing” (Ps 145:106).

of Indo-European origin. The mountain
is also common in Semitic circles, but
not as bearer of the heavens. It functions
instead as a connecting link between
heaven and earth (cf. chap. 3.1).

This cosmic mountain is the locus of
life (23). On its summit rises the tree of
life. The pole which supports the
heavens on Mitannian seals is replaced in
Assyrian examples by the tree of life.
The tree rises from a water vessel rather
than from the earth-mountain itself. This
detail emphasizes the close connection
between water and (plant) life—a factor
often stressed in the psalms (Pss 1:3;
65:9-13; 104:10-12; 147:8). Two ves-
sels similar to that on the mountaintop
stand at the right and left (destroyed) of
the mountain. They are reminiscent of
the fountain deities which flank the
mountain god in Fig. 153 (cf. also 42).
The “springs” are fed in a remarkable
manner by the hands of the winged disc,
which thus appears as source of all life
(“Thou openest thine hand . . . ” Pss
104:28; 145:16). Here the winged disc is
primarily a symbol of the heavens, less
so of the sun. The conjuring priests at
right and left secure the process by their
gestures and words, detracting some-
what from the sovereignty of the sky

god. The fish costume links the figure at
the left to Ea, mysterious god of the
depths (cf. 43, 285). The plaited pattern
and the triangles which border the pic-
ture are not directly related to the bitter
flood and the island-mountains (cf. 8 ) as
has sometimes been thought. They are
instead an imitation in stone of a precious
metal frame.3!

Even more clearly than Fig. 23, Fig.
24 shows that the sun disc is primarily
representative of the sky god. The three
male heads can only be those of the lord
of the heavens, the sun god, and the
moon god (2 Kings 23:5).3* The two
scorpion-men, who appear in the Gil-
gamesh epic as guardians of the hori-
zon,*® pertain to the heavens. The space
between the sky and the scorpion-men is
filled by a highly stylized tree of life.
Two worshippers flank the scene.

For all its new features, Fig. 24 cannot
conceal its Egyptian influence. In Plate I
B, however, no such influence is discern-
ible, either in the treatment of the cos-
mic mountains or of the sky, which is
fashioned as a protective bird.

Figs. 19-24 show the world as a com-
posite of earth and sky, with the sky pro-
tectively spreading its wings over the
earth and (especially in Fig. 23 ) ensuring
its prosperity. The harmonious relation
between heaven and earth is represented
and guaranteed by the king (Egypt, Hit-

24. “Our God is in the heavens; he does
whatever he pleases” (Ps 115:3).

The region beneath the heavens is sym-
bolized by the tree of life. This is the “land of
the living” (Ps 142:5; cf. 116:9).




tite Empire) or by the tree of life and the
cultus (Mesopotamia). In them the world
is set forth in its salutary order, and
through them this order is ensured. The
differing conceptions of the forces of
order and life (in one case the king, in
the other the tree of life and the cultus)
are the more remarkable because the
underlying framework (heaven and
earth) penetrated into Assyria from
Egypt via the Mitannian Empire.

If we compare the evidence of the
psalms with the world-pictures of Figs.
19-24, it is evident that the psalms also
understand the world as a composite of
two (or more) parts. It is not a unified
entity like the Greek “cosmos” or our
“universe.”

It is further noteworthy that in Figs.
19-24, as in analogous formulae in the
psalms, the world as an ordered and
prosperous whole is composed of
heaven and earth. It has been main-
tained that the formula “heaven and
earth” fails to illuminate the question of
world view because, in accordance with a
typical mode of thought, it divides a
single totality (the universe) into two
corresponding parts. The tripartite ex-
pression, “the heaven above, the earth
beneath, and the water under the earth”
(Exod 20:4) is held to demonstrate, to
the contrary, that the world was under-
stood as consisting of three parts.> Asa
form of thought and speech, however,
merism can consist not only of two parts,
but of three or more.®® The tripartite
figure “heaven, earth, and sea,” or forms
of four parts, such as “heaven, earth,
seas, and primeval floods” [RSV: “. . .
all deeps”] (Ps 135:6), are just as much
formulae as the expression “heaven and
earth.” Moreover, it is no accident that
the element omitted in the shorter form
is precisely the sea (respectively, the
world of the dead). With respect to the
whole, it is a far less necessary, indepen-
dent, and positive element than the
other two. When the world of the dead
does constitute the third element, it can
be placed, as we shall see, in the earth or
(like the Duat in early Egypt) in the sky.
But where the third element is the ocean
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(Tehom, primeval flood), it is more often
perceived as a threat to the fixed and
ordered world of heaven and earth than
as an integral part of the same (42-52).
Sometimes seas and floods, like the
world of the dead, are simply reckoned
with the “earth” (Ps 148:1, 7).

The bipartite formula illuminates very
well the conception and perception of
the world in the ancient Near East and in
the OT. It is at least as significant as the
longer tripartite. formula. From a purely
quantitative point of view, the bipartite
formula occurs with considerable fre-
quency in the psalms (cf. Pss 50:4;
57:11; 73:25; 78:69; 79:2; 89:11;
97:4-6; 102:25; 113:6; 148:13). More
important, God as creator appears as the
one “who made heaven and earth” (Pss
115:15; 121:2; 124:8; 134:3). In so do-
ing, he reserved the heavens for himself
(Ps 115:16-17). He has entrusted the
earth to men; but he remains entirely
aloof from “silence” (Ps 115:17), the
world of the dead. The world of the dead
accordingly possesses a degree of reality
essentially inferior to that of other
regions.

A quite similar sense prevails in
Mesopotamia and Egypt. In the Akka-
dian sphere, the world is almost always
described by the merism femu u irsitim,
which corresponds to the fact that a dyad
of Anu and Enlil or Anu and Ea fre-
quently appears in place of the triad,
Anu, Enlil, and Ea. Strictly speaking,
both Enlil and Ea are lords of the earth
(cf. the Sumerian name of Ea, “Enki,”
meaning the “lord of the earth”). Enlil is
more closely associated with the air and
the mountains, Ea with the flat, marshy
land to the south. The world of the dead
does not emerge as a distinct region.

In Egypt, the bipartite formula(p.z, ¢3)
seems to be considerably older than the
tripartite. It appears quite frequently, as
early as the Pyramid Texts. In them, the
earth is the region of men and of the
(common) dead. The heavens are the re-
gion of the gods and of the dead kings.*
The Duat (world of the dead) is thus lo-
calized at one place or another. Not until
the Middle Kingdom does it emerge as a
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25. This picture dramatically illustrates the
manner in which earth and sky formerly con-
stituted the universe (the “all”). The world in
which the ancient Egyptian lived and moved
came into being by the separation of the two
(cf. Gen 1:7: “God . . . separated the wat-
ers”).

=4

definite, independent region. By the
time of the New Kingdom, its existence
as such is understood as a matter of
course.

The dominant position of the heavens
and the earth is mythologically expressed
in Egypt. According to one of the princi-
pal Egyptian myths, the great royal gods
Osiris, Isis, and Horus sprang from the
union of the earth god Geb with the sky
goddess Nut. Among most peoples, the
earth is regarded as mother, and is thus
considered feminine, while the rain-
giving sky is accorded a fecundating,
masculine nature. The Egyptians are an
exception to this rule. The term p.z,
“sky,” is feminine. The sky was experi-
enced as a motherly, sheltering, protec-
tive expanse. The masculinity of the
earth may be related to the fact that
Egypt was made fertile by the Nile, not
by the sky.

Egypt shares with other cultures its
view of the world as a composite of the
polar sexual forces. In the primeval age,
Nut and Geb were united (25) until
separated by the air god Shu (their
son?).*” Ever since, the sky has been
arched above mankind at an incom-
prehensible height.

In Egyptian iconography, the “wonder
of the heavens” finds no clearer expres-
sion than in the various forms and attri-
butes of the bearer of the heavens. In a
relief (more than 10 meters long) from
the cenotaph of Seti 1 (26}, the bearer of
the heavens appears without name or at-
tributes. In the tomb of the same king,

however, he is identified, again without
attributes, as Shu.* We may accordingly
assume that the cenotaph also portrays
the god of the air and lord of the space
between heaven and earth. In Fig. 27 he
wears a cord looped about his head;™
above it is a sign meaning “year” (rnpt).
This sign usually appears on the head or
in the hand of Heh, as an attribute of the
god of endless time (27a; cf. 336, 352).
In the hieroglyphic system, Heh signifies
the numeral “million.” Figure 32 shows
that the boundless expanse of the
heavens was also identified with endless
time: the attitude assumed by Shu in Fig.
32 approximates that of Heh. It is an
understandable association.

In the psalms, the sky is also perceived
to be spatially and temporally endless:
“as the days of the heavens” (Ps 89:29) is
parallel to “for ever” (Ps 89:28). The
statement that Yahweh’s steadfast love
and faithfulness extend to the heavens
means that the psalmist considers them
to be infinite (Ps 36:5; cf. 57:10-11;
89:2; 103:11).

The infinite expanse of the sky and the
sure stability with which it abides in its
lofty height made a profound impression
on the ancient Near East. That impres-
sion is further reflected in the concept of
the eternal permanency of the heavens.
The four miniature supports of heaven
in Fig. 28 indicate how thoroughly the
artist was engaged by the question of the
power which supports the sky. He was
evidently not quite satished with the
traditional concept of four supports
which hold the heavens like a tent roof
(cf. Ps 104:2). Nor was he content with
the action of Shu, for he furnished the
god with a novel attribute, thus giving
him a new dimension: the hindquarters
of a lion appear on the head of the
traditional sky-bearer. In Egyptian or-
thography, a standard with cthe hindquar-
ters of a lion signifies h&}, ‘“magic
power.”

In Fig. 32, the god Heka sits with
Maat and the sun god in the heavenly
bark. It has now been shown, however,
that the hindquarters of a lion, even
without the standard, can signify “magic

31
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26. Unlike Fig. 25, this illustration does not
treat heaven and earth as primal generative
forces. The earth is indicated only by an un-
dulating line. A god supports Nut. At the
right of his feet appears the word “sand.” The
bearer of the heavens is not identified by at-
tributes of any kind. Interest is concentrated
entirely on the sky goddess. A little epigraph
labels her pudenda as the eastern horizon; a
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similar legend marks her mouth as the west-
ern horizon. The rising sun is seen as a scarab
(Egyptian hpr = “becoming”) on the upper
thigh of the goddess, while the winged sun,
grown old, enters her mouth in order to be
born anew in the morning. The ten short ver-
tical lines to the right of the globe of the sun
read as follows: “The majesty of this god {the
sun god] enters the world of the dead
through her mouth. The world of the dead is
open when he enters into it. The stars follow
him into her and come out again after him,
and they hasten to their place” (cf. Qoh 1:5).
The deceased, like the stars, is not destined
to remain locked in the world of the dead.
He will participate in the regenerative power
of the sky, which is manifested in the ever
new illumination of the stars. It is for this
reason that the picture of Nut is placed on
the cover of the sarcophagus. The bearer of
the heavens thus has the function of raising
the dead to eternal rebirth.

The names and positions of a number of
constellations are written on the body of
Nut. The tables under her body state the
days and months on which the respective
constellations may be observed rising at
morning, midnight, or in the evening.

These tables were intended to provide the
deceased with precise knowledge of the
heavenly phenomena, and to enable his effec-
tive entry into and participation in the eternal
circuits. As demonstrated by the illustration,
our modern separation of mythical concep-
tions and scientific observations was entirely
foreign to the ancient Near East. Such sep-
aration and selection were of no consequence
to the Egyptian.

Like many similar pictures, this one shows
traces of two distinct conceptions of the
world of the dead. In one view, it is located in
the heavens, in the body of Nut. In the other,
it is set in the earth. In the latter conception,
the sun traverses the subterranean waters by
night (cf. 55). The orb of the sun comes to
light again at the feet of the goddess.



27. “For as the heavens are high above the
earth, so great is his steadfast love toward
those who fear him” (Ps 103:11; cf.
57:10 = 108:4).

power.”* Thus the artist regards neither
the four supports (which suggest the
question rather than providing its an-
swer) nor the conventional air god as up-
holder of the heavens. Rather it is Shu,
as magic power, who fulfills that func-
tion.?! In the psalms, the heavens are
similarly perceived as a mysterious, in-
comprehensibly marvelous phenome-
non. There, however, the heavens pro-
claim no anonymous magic power, but the
wonders of Yahweh (Ps 89:5; cf. 8:1;
19:1; 97:6).

For the Egyptians, magic power is
closely linked to writings and papyrus
scrolls. Thus it is not surprising that in
Figs. 27 and 29 alooped cord worn upon
the head appears as an attribute of the
bearer of the heavens. The looped cord
underlies the hieroglyphic symbols for
“papyrus” and “papyrus scroll.” The di-
vine scribe and lord of all magical texts is
Thoth. He appears in Figs. 329 and 4784

28. “Yahweh, the heaven praises your won-
drous power!” (Ps 89:6a MT {author’s

translation}; cf. Ps 89:5a RSV).

27a. The god Heh, the power of infinite
quantity,

in the form of a baboon. That represen-
tation may be the underlying reason why
the bearer of the heavens in Fig. 29 ap-
pears with a baboon’s head: there, as on
other occasions, Shu is equated with
Thoth.*” In Fig. 29, however, the
mountains of the horizon, and not
the magical writings, as is occasionally the
case, provide the immediate support of
the sky. This satisfies the notion that the
vault of the heavens rests on earth’s fron-
tier mountains (e.g., 15). The latter,
however, are held in place by Thoth's
magical texts.

In the psalms, the heavens are kept in
their lofty height, not by magical words
and writings, but by the wisdom and
command of Yahweh—by his entirely
personal power. Not only does he hold
them fast; he created them. As the work
of his hands (Ps 102:25), indeed, of his
fingers (Ps 8:3), the heavens bear witness
to Yahweh’s unfathomable skill and

29. “By the word of the LORD the heavens
were made” (Ps 33:6a).

“Yahweh secures the heavens by his wis-
dom” (Prov 3:19 [author’s translation]).
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30. “Yahweh, our Lord, how wonderful is
your fame in all the earth, because you have
spread your majesty over the heavens” (Ps
8:2 MT [author’s translation}; cf. Ps 8:1
RSV).

“The heavens are telling the glory of God”
(Ps 19:1a).

boundless wisdom (Pss 96:5; 97:6; Prov
3:19).

The fixity of the heavens creates a
considerable impression. The stars con-
tribute further to its impressive aspect
(Ps 8:1-3). In Figs. 28, 29, and 32, the
body of Nut is studded with stars; and in
Fig. 30, Nur appears to have been drawn
twice so that special heavens can be re-
served, one for the sun and one for the
moon. The psalms are also aware of a
plural number of heavens (e.g., Ps
148:4). The lower of the two ladies of
heaven represents the heaven of the
moon,; the upper, as indicated by the two
winged suns on her body, is the heaven

34

The Nubian feather ornament worn here
by Nut was taken over from Anuket, mis-
tress of the cataract region near Aswan, the
place of origin of this illustration (Philae).

of the sun. The rising sun, in the
(rudimentary) form of the scarab (cf.
16), issues in the morning from the
womb of the heaven of the sun. To it
belongs the ship of the sun, held by the
goddess Isis (left). The noonday sun is
shown twice, once as a winged disc, once
as a disc on the head of Nephthys (right).
The setting sun, in the figure of a man,
walks across the hand of the lady of
heaven, into the nether world. The re-
cumbent, strangely bent figure is the
earth god, Geb. He receives the evening
sun with his right hand and thrusts it
with his left to the sky. His arms form
the earth’s surface. Five stars are to be



found within the curve of his body (cf.
the innermost circle in Fig. 33). His
curved body, like that of Osiris in Fig. 37
may enclose the nether world with the
night sky.

In Fig. 30, Geb (the earth) fulfills the
functions divided in Fig. 32 between
Osiris, god of the nether world (receiv-
ing the evening sun), and Geb (repre-
senting the surface of the earth). In Fig.
30, Geb not only represents the surface
of the earth, but also encompasses the
Duat. Osiris, too, is not merely the “first
among the dead” (and consequently a
god of the nether world), but as succes-
sor of Geb and possessor of mysterious
powers, he also bestows fertility on the
earth (37).

The close association of the earth and
the world of the dead is not surprising.
The dead are buried within the earth.
Thus in a very simple sense, the world of
the dead is located in the earth. The
Hebrew ’rs5, “earth,” like the Egyptian
)% or the Akkadian erset4, can therefore
designate not only the upper surface, but
also the interior of the earth as well (cf.
Pss 7:5; 44:25; 63:9; 71:20; 95:4;
106:17; 141:7; 143:3; 147:6; 148:7).%*

31. The kneeling sky goddess Nut gives
birth (cf. 337) to the sun, which is identified
here as the morning sun by the hieroglyph
“child.”

This observation, coupled with illus-
trations such as Figs. 30, 32, 33, and 37,
indicates that the world of the dead does
not possess the independence charac-
teristic of the heavens or the earth.

Not only in Egypt, but also in Asia
Minor and in the West Semitic sphere,
heaven and earth are worshipped as gods
and invoked as witnesses, especially
upon the conclusion of covenants (Ps
50:4).*> The earth can tremble; the
heavens can declare the divine order and
power (Pss 50:6; 97:4-6). Such ex-
pressions are the final echo of the con-
cept of heaven and earth as the primeval
pair.

b. The Multipartite World

As indicated above, the world can be
described not only as the sum of two
parts, but of three or more as well. The
triad of heaven, earth, and sea appears
quite frequently (Pss 8:7-8; 33:6-8;
36:5-6; 69:34; 96:11; 104:1b-2b;
135:6; 146:6). In the triad, the world of
the dead may replace the sea via the con-
cept of the primeval flood (thm) inherent
in the ocean (Ps 115:15-17). This
threefold division is also common in
Egypt, at least from the time of the New
Kingdom (p.2, ¢}, dwit). In the OT, the
third place is normally taken by the sea
(ym), and not by the primeval ocean
(thm) or the world of the dead (i'w/). The
reverse is generally true in Egypt, where
the Duat, the world of the dead, appears
in place of the Nun (rw? nnw?: “pri-
meval ocean”), or even in place of the
sea. In Akkadian myth, however, the
third place is taken by the primeval
ocean (aps4), represented by the god Ea
(Enki). Enlil (Ellil) controls the earthly
region, and Anu (An) is the sky god.
Compared to the aps#, the sea (tamtu)
and the world of the dead (aralliz) play a
rather limited role in this context.

Fig. 32 shows the characteristically
Egyptian triad: Nut, Geb, and the Duat.
Osiris, who receives the ship of the eve-
ning sun, embodies the Duat. A mat (in
other representations a costly carpet) is
affixed to the bow of the boat. In the
marginal note, Osiris is given a mysteri-
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ously vague title: “the great god who is
in the Duat, the great god, lord of the
Duat.” The surface of the earth is repre-
sented by the recumbent figure of the
earth god Geb. His body is covered with
panicles of reed and rush (cf. Ps 104:14
and Gen 1:11-12). In a similar represen-
tation he bears the note: “Geb, prince of
the gods, prince of the lords of the
Duat.”* The title demonstrates once
more the close association of “earth” and
“world of the dead.”

In Fig. 32, both the sky and the earth
appear in double form. Side by side with
the concept of the sky as a woman stands
another, unrelated concept: the sky as a
sea traversed by the sun god. The idea of
a heavenly ocean (cf. 16) probably had
its origin in the observation that sky and
water have the same color (in Egyptian
iconography it is usually blue-green),
and that water falls from above.

The concept of the heavenly ocean is
also found in the OT and in
Mesopotamia. In the OT it is called mab-
b#l (Ps 29:10; cf. 104:13; 148:4). There
is, however, no notion of an invisible
ship in which the sun traverses the mab-
b4l in majestic calm. Shipping traffic did

32. “The heavens are the LORD'S heavens, but
the earth he has given to the sons of men.
The dead do not praise the LORD, nor do any

not play the role in Palestine that it did
in Egypt.

In Egypt, where travel by boat was the
easiest and most comfortable means of
transportation, it was natural, once the
sky was perceived as ocean, to envision
the sun crossing it in an invisible ship.
The same reasons may underlie the pres-
ence of the idea, independent of Egyp-
tian influence, in Mesopotamia (cf. Plate
IA).

In the ship, Maat, a feather on her
head, sits before the falcon-headed sun
god, who appears with the sun disc. Maat
embodies world order, which is main-
tained by the ordering (light) and vivify-
ing (warmth) action of the sun. Maat or
her feather appears wherever order and
justice are at stake: for example, on the
scales in Fig. 83.

The sun god is considered to be the
author of world order. Expressed in an-
cient Near Eastern terms, world order
(Maat) is the daughter of the sun god.
Just as world order sits before Re in the
sun-bark, so in Ps 85:13, righteousness
(in the sense of world order)'” goes be-
fore Yahweh. Ps 19 suggests an associa-
tion between the sun and world order

that go down into silence. But we will bless
the LORD from this time forth and for ever-
more” (Ps 115:16-18).
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(law) when it celebrates the sun (vv.
4¢-0), then moves abruptly to praise the
law of Yahweh (vv. 7-10), which en-
lightens the eyes (v. 8).

Like the sky, the sun in Fig. 32 ap-
pears in double form: as falcon of the
heavens (in the sun-bark), and as son of
the lady of heaven. The newborn sun,
seen near the pudenda of Nut, is iden-
tified by the goose-sign (s}, “son”) as the
child of the lady of heaven.

The sun appears a second time, at full
strength, above the head of Shu. Thus
closely connected with the sun, Shu be-
comes the “breath of life” (Ps 104:29).
In each hand and on his arm he bears the
sign, “life.” It is worth noting that Shu
does not touch the body he supports.
Touching is of no importance, for we are
presented with a thought-picture, not a
visual one. Shu’'s function is deduced
from his position in the composition as a
whole, and from his uplifted arms. That
function is not graphically portrayed.

The three entities heaven, earth, and
what is under the earth appear in an ex-
tremely interesting Egyptian  sar-
cophagus relief (33). The relief itself
dates from the fourth century B.C., but
its antecedents may be traced to the
New Kingdom (cf. 34)." The circular
earth disc, characteristic of both Figs. 33
and 34, accords little with the realities of
the narrow,-extended Nile Valley. H.
Schafer has attempted to attribute this
lack of correspondence to foreign influ-
ences.” The fact, however, that the so-
called cartouche (which later enclosed
the royal name) was originally circular in
form (35) undermines Schafer’s sugges-
tion. The circular cartouche is called in.
$n wr, “great ring,” but that is also a fre-
quent and ancient designation for the
ocean. This fact suggests that in Egype,
visualization of the earth as a circular
disc was from very ancient times at least
an option. This conclusion is supported
by evidence, as early as the fourteenth
century B.C., of circular representations
of the figure of Osiris or Geb (37). The
impression produced by the line of
the horizon—together with archetypal

experiences—could have given rise to
the concept of the earth disc.

Thus, as in the Babylonian Map of the
World (8}, the outermost ring in Fig. 33
may signify the ocean, the “great ring,”
or as it is also called in Egypt, the “great
green {expansel.”

Two rings appear in Fig. 34. The in-
nermost may signify the sea, the outer-
most the mountains of the horizon. The
text outside the circle informs us that the
heavenly ocean begins beyond the outer
ring. The heavenly ocean is called
kbbw-Hr, the “cool” or "upper waters of
Horus,” the sky god. The surrounding
wall may represent the “firmament”
which contains the upper waters. The
Egyptian knew no more about the nature
of the celestial vault than did the Israel-
ite. He knew only that it had to be capa-
ble of restraining the waters of the
heavenly ocean, and that it must there-
fore have had a structure similar to a wall
or dam (Ps 33:7). The structure deduced
from the function of the sky is repre-
sented by the ideogram “wall-ring.”
Modern representations of the ancient
Near Eastern world view (56 and 57 ) err
in portraying the upper regions too con-
cretely, as if they were as well under-
stood by the men of that time as was the
earthly environment.

Two female figures emerge from the
inside of the outermost ring in Fig. 33.
The figure on the right wears on her
head the Egyptian sign for “west”; that
on the left bears the sign for “east.” The
“eastern” figure conveys the ship of the
sun from the subterranean ocean, which
it has traversed by night, to the heavenly
ocean, which it travels by day. The
“western” figure conveys it downwards.
The sun at its zenith is shown with
wings.

The adjacent ring portrays the foreign
lands, which in Egyptian eyes are gener-
ally coextensive with the desert. These
lands are characterized by the gods Ha
(right; shown in his temple in Fig. 34)
and Sopdu (left), lords respectively of
the western and eastern deserts. The
lands are further characterized by the
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33, “. . .[Thoul who hast stretched out the
beavens like a tent. . . , Thou didst set the
earth on its foundations. . . . Yonder is the
seaz, great and wide . . .” (Ps 104:2b, 5a,
25a).

si ;n for “chief” (appearing sixteen times)
ard by the carelessly executed sign of
the sitting man (repeated thirty times,
enclosed in twelve ovals). The latter sign
is more clearly recognizable in Fig. 34,
where the figures hold, on their knees or
in their hands, either a feather or a
branch. In battle, the feather is worn in
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“The earth is the LORD’S and the fulness
thereof, the world and those who dwell
therein; for he has founded it upon the seas,
and established it upon the rivers” (Ps 24:
1-2).

the hair. Held in the hand or on the knee
it signifies submission. The foreign lands
and peoples surrounding Egypt have
therefore been subdued.

To Israel, just as to Babylon (8) and
Egypt (33 and 34), it is self-evident that
7t inhabits the center of the earth, while
other nations dwell at earth’s edges (Pss



22:27; 59:13; 65:8; 67:5-7; 98:3). The
limits of the inhabited earth thus came
to be associated with the realm of the
dead (Ps 61:2; cf. 42:6-7 with 43:3). In
the day of salvation, all nations of the
earth will turn toward Jerusalem to wor-
ship Yahweh.

There appears in Fig. 33 a section
separated from the upper portion of the
second ring. It is identified as the west-
ern horizon by the two jackals (animals
of the jackal-headed Anubis, god of
funerary rites), by the twice-repeated
sign for “water” (three wavy lines), and
by the twice-repeated sign for “great
building” (e.g., “tomb”; enclosure in
cross-section, entrance in vertical sec-
tion). It may have been placed above,
instead of at the right (beside the “west-
ern” figure), for purely aesthetic reasons.
On the west bank of the Nile, at the
edge of the desert, lay the greatr ne-
cropoleis (Thebes, Sakkarah, etc.); in the
west, the sun descended into the Nun,
the primeval ocean, and into the realm
of the dead.

The second ring (33) treats foreign
realms. The terms “foreign,” “ends of the
earth,” “waters,” and “realm of the dead”
are repeatedly related in the psalms. The
realm of the dead is present in darkness
and in the depths of the grave (cf. Ps
88:4, 6, 11); in the bottomless, dark
waters which surround the earth and
flow underneath the earth disc (cf. Pss
18:4-5,16; 69:2, 15; 107:23-28); and in
the outer perimeters of the inhabited
earth, the desert (Pss 61:2; 107:4-7). In
these places the realm of the dead is pres-
ent, not as a sphere, nor as in a picture,
but inasmuch as they are in fact the re-
gions through which one enters the ac-
tual realm of the dead. Due to the
strongly speculative nature of the sub-
ject, that realm, for all its reality, is not
to be definitively localized.

The third ring in Fig. 33 is filled with
the forty-one signs (standards) of the
Egyptian nomes. It therefore signifies
Egypt. The figures shown within the cen-
ter circle identify it as the world of the
dead (Duat); the stars identify it as night.
After its setting, the winged sun (shown

three times) passes through the night. In
Fig. 34, the twice-repeated, serrated
water line also appears.

In the psalms too, the primeval ocean
(thm) and the world of the dead (¥w/) are
repeatedly merged. Because the dead
are buried in the earth, Sheol is beneath
the earth’s surface; because water is
found under the earth, there too is
Tehom. The relation of the two to each
other, however, remained unclear.

It is noteworthy that in Fig. 33, a pas-
sage leads from the two signs for “tomb”
(in the second ring) through the third
ring (Egypt) to the innermost circle,
characterized by night, water, and the
dead. In this representation, the “gates
of death” (Pss 9:13; 107:18) are none
other than the gates of the necropolis.

In Fig. 33, the whole world is upheld
by the sign whose feet and eye identify it
as a personal power, “£4.” The two bent
arms, which at an early stage come to
embody “life force,” may have originally
(and more precisely) denoted “uplifting
power.” This, “as a cosmic entity, had to
lift up, out of the darkness of night and
into the light of day, first the globe of the
sun, later the king and all mankind.”°

In the outermost ring (sea), above the
feet of the ka, is a figure consisting only
of head and arms. With its head it up-
holds a disc (Duat?), and with its arms an
oval (earth?). Because the figure rises
out of the ring of ocean, it may, like the
human figure in Fig. 37, embody the
ocean in its mythical, primeval form.
Even less cleat to the ancient Near East
than the relation between Tehom
(primeval ocean) and Sheol (realm of the
dead) was the problem of how the inhab-
ited earth is kept from sinking into the
Chaos-waters. Figs. 33 and 37 solve the
problem by adopting an upholding
power, which represents a purely
speculative postulate. Sometimes, more
graphically, there is reference to beams
which support the earth disc.” Accord-
ing to one Babylonian solution of the
problem, Marduk plaited reed mats,
threw earth on them, and thus created a
dry place.”® This technique is still em-
ployed by the marsh-dwellers of south-
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34, “All the ends of the earth shall re-
member and turn to the LORD; and all the
families of the nations shall worship before
him” (Ps 22:27).

ern Iraq. The OT postulates pillars (Ps
75:3; 1 Sam 2:8; Job 9:6), foundations
(Pss 18:7; 82:5), or supports (Ps 104:5)
[RSV: “foundations”} on which the earth
disc rests. These conceptions may have
an experiential basis in the mighsy rock
walls, articulated like pillars, of the
deep-cut wadis (Plate I); but no man
knows where they themselves rest (Job
38:6). The crucial factor is that Yahweh,
a personal power, keeps the earth out of
the Chaos-waters (Pss 24:1-2; 93:1;
96:10; 136:6). The technical means by
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For the circuit of wall at the lower right:
“He holds the waters of the ocean as with a
dam, he keeps the primeval waters in store”
(Ps 33:7 {author’s translation}; cf. 23).

which that is accomplished remain un-
clear (contra 56 and 57; cf. 33 and 37
and the sky in 26-29).

If we regard Fig. 33 as a unified com-
position, it is evident that its world is
basically constructed of two compo-
nents: the earth, bounded by the sea and
the nether world, and the heavens (Pss
148:1, 7). The importance of the bipar-
tite formula is again apparent. It is in-
structive to note in this connection that
the portrayal of the earth, the sea, and
the nether world bears the impress of



experiences of a fairly obvious nature.
Such experiences are similarly common
to Babylonia (cf. 8). The representation
of the heavens—at least in its double
form (pair of wings and Nut)—presents
features which are absolutely mythical
and specifically Egyptian (birth of the
sun).

In Fig. 34, the two water lines are the
only suggestion of the presence of water
under the earth. In Fig. 36, the primeval
ocean (indicated by zigzag lines) quite
literally constitutes the basis of the cos-
mic system. On it rest the hands and feet
of the lady of heaven. Here, then, the
pillars of the heavens rest in the waters
of Nun, and not on a range of frontier
mountains somehow connected with the
earth. According to Ps 104:3, 13, God
constructs his upper chambers over the
primeval ocean.

In Fig. 36, the sun leaps forth from
between the thighs of the lady of heaven
and disappears again at her mouth. The
zigzag lines on Nut's garment indicate
the heavenly ocean, which is nothing but
a Nun raised up to heaven.”® Here the
concepts of the lady of heaven and the
heavenly ocean are very closely linked.
The high trough of the earth lies beneath
the sky goddess and above the primeval
ocean. The trees of the horizon stand on
earth’s border mountains; the temple
stands at the center. The temple here is
that of Hathor of Dendera.?

The tripartite world is shown more
clearly on the sarcophagus of Seti [ in
Abydos (37) than on the sarcophagus re-
lief in Fig. 33. The elements of Fig. 37
are considerably more clear than those of
Fig. 33 because the individual parts are
labelled. The background is formed by
a surface whose zigzag lines show it to
be water. This is surrounded by a
dotted band representing the frontier
mountains.

The large expanse effectively illus-
trates the role of the primeval waters as
the source of all being (cf. Ps 104:6).
The composition is adapted here to the
rectangular surface which it covers;
normally it is drawn in a circle.”® The
composition as a whole is surrounded by

(dotted) border mountains, into which
the sun sets and out of which it rises
again (cf. the sun-ball at the right of the
picture). In the “background” of the
composition stands Nun (primeval
ocean) in human form, holding aloft the
morning-bark. The scarab characterizes
the sun as the “waxing,” morning sun. It
is held by Isis (left) and Nephthys
(right), the two great tutelary goddesses.
Together with the sun god, Isis, and
Nephthys, there is a suite of additional
gods aboard the sun-bark. The heavens
belong to God and his royal household
(Pss 2:4; 115:16; 123:1; 148:1-2; f.
287). In the Egyptian mind, the divine
life exists in an eternal circuit, of which
the evening plunge into the (regenerat-
ing) world of the dead is as much a part
as the new ascent to the heavens every
morning.* In the OT, on the other hand,
the heavens remain the sphere of God,
but the world of the dead is a region ut-
terly remote from the divine.

The scarab propels the globe of the
sun. The sun is at its zenith, for the next
figure is opposite. The notation tells us
that it represents the sky goddess Nut,
“who receives the sun.” Her feet stand
on the head of “Osiris, who encompasses
the Duat (world of the dead).” As often,
Nut here signifies the evening sky. One
is struck by the forced, acrobatic posture

35. The development of the fn-ring from a
circular cord without beginning or end. The
In-ring is a symbol of eternal return (cf. W.
Barta, “Der Konigsring,” and Figs. 71, 352),
concretized above all in the course of the sun
(cf. Qoh 1:5). Beginning in the Fourth
Dynasty, the name and given name of the
Egyptian king were inscribed in the some-
what elongated in-ring (cf. 351).
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of Osiris, whose body describes a circle.
The circular Osiris may represent a var-
iant of the earth-circle of Fig. 33, which,
like Osiris here, surrounds the Duat (cf.
also 30).

The earth and the world of the dead
are surrounded by Nun. In Hebrew, the
ends of the earth are called 'psy 'rs (Pss
2:8; 22:27; 59:13; 67:8; 72:8; 98:3). 'ps
means “‘end” in the sense of cessation,
discontinuation of existence.

The ’psy ’rs are found at that point be-
yond which no habitable land exists.
Egyptian iconography lends impressive
form to this idea in the negative charac-
terization of the serpent which bites its
own tail and consumes itself (38).°7 It
encircles the earth as evil Apophis (}pp,
“great serpent”), embodying the sea.
This is shown in Fig. 38 by a double
figure with serpent heads. Geb, the earth
god, and Osiris also appear frequently
with serpent-heads. The double body
is reminiscent of the hieroglyph “moun-
tain,” which represents the earth in Figs.
15, 17-18 and 36. In the iconography
of the Near East, the earth is often
conceived of as a mountain (22-23, 42).
In the psalms as well, earth and
mountains sometimes stand in paral-
lelism (Pss 97:4-5; 98:7-8).

36. “Thy steadfast love, O LORD, extends to
the beavens, . . . Thy righteousness is like the
mountains of God, thy judgments are like
the great deep; man and beast thou savest, O
LORD” (Ps 36:5-6).

® @

The “earth” of Fig. 38 holds in each
hand a lizard, the hieroglyph for “much”
(cf. the expression, “the earth and its ful-
ness” (Pss 24:1; 50:12; 89:11). The en-
tire composition is covered by the
hieroglyph for “sky” (p.z), studded with
stars. This is a very compact representa-
tion of the tripartite world (heaven,
earth, sea), in which the third element
represents a delimitation of the second
rather than an independent entity in it-
self. The roughly square shape of the
picture is attributable to its placement
within the narrow confines of a coffin,
rather than to any concept of a
rectangular earth. We have already seen
that little concern was wasted over the
flatness or curvature of the sky. Figures
37 and 38 demonstrate that it was also
relatively easy to depart from the circu-
lar form in depictions of the earth.

In Fig. 39 the self-consuming serpent,
the Uroboros, is shown in circular form.
The drawing comes from a papyrus of
the Egyptian Book of the Dead. The two
lions represent the earth-trough (cf.
16-18). The head of Mehueret, the

38. . . . heaven and earth, the sea, and all
that is in them” (Ps 146:6).

Like language, iconography too has its
formulae: the beavens with the stars; the earth,
represented by a double figure holding in its
hands the hieroglyph for “much, numerous”
(a lizard); and the se, the serpent consuming
itself. The latter may represent primarily the
end of the mainland.
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37. “Thou didst cover it {the earth] with the
deep as with a garment; the waters stood
above the mountains” (Ps 104:6).

“great flood,” appears here in the space
occupied in Figs. 17 and 18 by the
mountain of the rising or setting sun.
Mehueret upholds the sun disc (cf. 37).

Fig. 39 shows the youthful sun god
with the prince’s lock, his finger in his
mouth (cf. 31). The eye of the sun is
associated with the sun disc (God looks

“Be exalted, O God, above the heavens!
Let thy glory be over all the earth!” (Ps
57:11 = 108:95).

down from heaven; cf. Pss 14:2; 33:13;
80:14; 102:19). A baboon and the
female owner of the papyrus worship the
rising sun. The arms of Nut reach down
from above to take up the globe of the
sun. Here, as in Fig. 37, Nurt can be in-
terpreted as the western sky. In that
case, the picture would represent not
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only the rising of the sun, but its full
daily course. The serpent would then be
interpreted not as the earthly ocean, but
as the heavenly. In Ps 33:7 it is likewise
unclear whether reference is to the
upper or lower waters. Perhaps in this
instance an attempt to decide is not only
impossible, but also off the mark, for in
the final analysis both upper and lower
waters are one (cf. 36 and 37 ).

As Fig. 40 shows, a clear distinction can
also be made between the upper and
lower oceans, and both can be repre-
sented as coiled serpents. On either side
of the head of the central figure appears
the mysterious sign, zmn wnwt, “he who
conceals the hours.”® The context indi-
cates that the figure represents one who
arrests time for an instant at midnight.
For this instant he takes up into himself
all the hours of the day and nighe, in
order to release them again as a new cre-
ation. This function, the mummy-form,
and a passage from the Berlin hymn to

39. This illustration shows exactly the same
proceeding as Fig. 37. The range of frontier
mountains is represented, as in Figs. 17 and
18, by two lions. Here the serpent coiling
round the sun replaces the great expanse of
water (in Fig. 37). The two representations
demonstrate that the earthly and heavenly
oceans essentially constitute a pair. In Fig.
39, the horns of the cow “of the great flood”
(holding aloft the orb of the sun) appear in
place of the outstretched arms of Nun. In-

Ptah suggest that the god Ptah was the
model for this peculiar creation. Ptah is
the primeval god, creator-god, and god
of the universe:

Your feet are on the earth, your head is in
the heavens

in your form, which is in the nether world.

You exalt the work which you have
created.

You rely on your own power.

You exalt yourself by the strength of your
arms.

The heaven is above you, the earth is
beneath you.

Geb [the earth god] is consolidated
because of what you have concealed {the
nether world?],

and no one knows what has come into
being from your body.*

The serpent which encircles the head
of the god bears the sign mbn, “the
coiled one,” “the coiler.” It is an antitype
of Apophis and protects the sun god at
his setting against the monstrous, evil
serpent.

stead of a scarab, a child identifies the sun as
the early morning sun. In Fig. 37, Nurt re-
ceives the sun; here only her arms are seen.

Just as in iconography, so too in the psalms
the same set of givens can be described with
two completely different vocabularies. Con-
ceptual studies are consequently a very lim-
ited resource in the investigation of the an-
cient Near Eastern world, with its predilec-
tion for parallelism and its multiplicity of
approaches.
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40. “The earth is full of the steadfast love of
the LORD” (Ps 33:5b). In Israel, the love
(bsd), the righteousness (sdgh), the glory
(kbwd), and the name (¥m) of Yahweh appear

in place of the Egyptian and Mesopotamian
deities who fill heaven and earth (cf. the texts
accompanying Figs. 20, 28, 36).
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From Mesopotamia we possess far
fewer representations of the “world”
than we do from Egypt. The reason lies
in the fact that the Egyptian hoped, after
death, to enter the eternal circuit of the
sun. He attempted to further the realiza-
tion of this hope by means of magical
manipulations, such as picture-magic.
The' deceased desired to be taken up
into the circular course of the sun-bark.
That course is therefore represented
countless times. Alternatively, Nut is
portrayed inside the sarcophagus cover.
She is to receive the deceased like the
evening sun and bear him again to new
life (cf. 31).

Such ideas are foreign to Meso-
potamia. One reason may lie in the fact
that at a very early stage there existed
in Mesopotamia a stronger distinc-
tion than in Egypt between the cos-
mic phenomena themselves and the
powers which were manifested in them.
This is evident, at any rate, in iconog-
raphy. In Egypt, Osiris appears, his body
unnaturally twisted, as the earth circle
(30 and 37); and the sky goddess ap-
pears in a most difficult posture as the
vault of heaven (cf. 25, 26, 28-30,
32-33, 36). When cosmic powers ap-
pear as persons in Mesopotamian
iconography, their posture generally
bears no resemblance to those parts of
the cosmic system which they represent.
They are envisioned as free agents,
whose individual attributes render them
more or less recognizable to us as repre-
sentatives of specific cosmic forces (cf. 9
or 43).

Inasmuch as Yahweh is One, and is
altogether separate from the cosmic sys-
tem, Israel again assumes an essentially
different attitude (cf. chap. 4.2).

The divergent development of or-
thographic systems in Egypt and
Mesopotamia offers a kind of analogy to
their differences in the iconography of
the cosmic gods. While the Sumerian-
Akkadian system radically broke from
its pictographic background, and that at
an early stage, Egyptian hieroglyphics
remained closely linked to iconography.

With the exception of a few cylinder
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41, .

. thou .
gates of death, that 1 may recount all thy
praises, that in the gates of the daughter of
Zion I may rejoice in thy deliverance” (Ps
9:13-14).

. . liftest me up from the

seals, primarily from the Akkadian
(43, 44) and Late Syrian periods (23,
24), and some memorial or boundary
stones (kwdurru) from the Middle
Babylonian-Kassite period (41, cf. 125,
126), Mesopotamia yields little material
on the theme of symbolic-mythical con-
ceptions of the world.

Fig. 41 is very interesting. Approxi-
mately two-thirds of the kxzdurru is taken
up by a massive, fortlike structure. A
serpent-dragon coils about its founda-
tion. A similar serpent encircles the top
of the stone, which is formed by the
figure of the heavenly bull (not visible
here). As in Fig. 40, the two serpents
may represent the lower and upper



oceans. The register beneath the
heavenly serpent is filled with the sym-
bols of the high gods, who were believed
to have been revealed in the constella-
tions. In Fig. 239 too, some of the stars
are fixed below on the heavenly ocean.
The mighty citadel represents not the
earth,% but the city of the nether world.
Its dreadful gates are also referred to in
the psalms (Pss 9:13; 107:18; Jonah 2:6).
The city is surrounded by the waters of
Chaos (serpent). Its towers constitute
the pillars (Ps 75:3) or the foundations
(Pss 18:7; 82:5) of the earth.

In the next register, men and women,
making music, march in procession be-
tween large potted plants. The men and

women are followed by various kinds of
animals. This register must represent the
earth. Its inhabitants are created for the
service of the gods (cf. Ps 148:9-13).
The animals do not necessarily refer to
the Orpheus motif:*' they could be tame
animals, which were popularly kept in
courts (and probably also in temples).
They were led along in processions of all
kinds (468).5*

Figure 41 demonstrates that the world
can be conceived in terms of four or five
parts as well as in terms of three. In this
picture, the city of the dead and the wa-
ters of Chaos are clearly distinguished, to
say nothing at all of the various regions
of the heavens.

3. DUALISTIC FEATURES

Cosmic forces come more strongly to
the fore in the world structure of Fig. 42
than in Fig. 41. The dominant figure in
the cylinder seal from Mari (42) is the
god seated on the mountain. His scepter
identifies him as king of the gods. In
Mesopotamia, An (Akkadian: Anu) is
“the heavens,” “king of kings,” “the
mountain of pure, divine powers,” “he
who is seated on the great throne,” “to
whom all bow in heaven and on earth.”*

42. For the deity on the mountain: “O LORD,
how manifold are thy works! In wisdom hast
thou made them all . . .” (Ps 104:24).

The two stars before the enthroned god
might be read as phonotypes for AN,
and as an ideogram for “god,” which
would yield “god An(u).” Mari, how-
ever, is situated at the edge of several
cultural regions. The god on the
mountain could therefore be taken as
the Canaanite El or some related
figure.®! El too is king of the gods and
dwells on a mountain “in the midst of
the sources of the two oceans.”™ This

For the deity with the spear: “Was thy
wrath against the rivers, O LORD?" (Hab
3.8).
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43. "If 1 ascend to heaven, thou art there! If
I make my bed in Sheol, thou art there! If I
take the wings of the morning and dwell in
the uttermost parts of the sea, even there
. . . thy right hand will hold me” (Ps
139:8-10).

last feature is particularly important in
relation to Fig. 42: in Mesopotamia, it is
Ea who sits enthroned “in the midst of
the mouth of the two rivers.”® El, like
the god on the mountain (in Fig. 42),
unites in himself aspects both of Anu
and Ea. Even the two stars are no imped-
iment to interpretation of the figure as
El. They can be understood as “the stars
of EI” {RSV: “God”], the highest stars
(mentioned in Isa 14:13). The scope of
El's dominion reaches from the pro-
foundest depths to the highest heavens
(Ps 95:4-5). El is the embodiment of
that unity which lies behind all the strife
of the prominent gods (Baal = lord of
the earth, Yam = sea, Mot = realm of
the dead). He embodies the cosmic
order and harmony governing and per-
vading all things;* he is their wise
creator. Yahweh assumed many features
of El (cf. the text accompanying Figs.
283-84).

Two goddesses rise out of the two riv-
ers which originate at the foot of the
mountain (42). The boughs projecting
from the goddesses identify them as em-
bodiments of vegetation. The goddess
on the left holds a tree in her hand; the
one on the right holds a vessel.
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In Ps 139, the regions ruled (in Fig. 43) by
various Mesopotamian deities stand under
the absolute control of Yahweh.

For the deity holding down the dragon, cf.
Job 7:12: “Am 1 the sea, or a sea monster,
that thou settest a guard over me?”

The waters welling up from the
mountain are no harmless brooklets, but
the waters of Tehom, the primeval flood.
That is made clear by the god at the
outer left, who combats the waters with
his spear (“Was thy wrath against the riv-
ers, O LORD?"” Hab 3:8). He may repre-
sent the storm god Baal-Hadad, who
fertilizes the land with his showers and
defends his realm against every aspect of
threatening Chaos. Without water, life
cannot exist, but water can also destroy
all life. This dual nature of water is
often evidentin the psalms. In the psalms,
the violent power of the waters of Chaos
is broken and subdued by Yahweh, who
in this respect has taken over the func-
tion of Baal (cf. 290-94). The waters
gladden the earth and quench the thirst
of plants and animals (Pss 46:3; 65:7-9;
74:15; 104:6-12).

In the world picture of Fig. 42, the
primeval waters, the earth-mountain,
and the heavens (represented by stars)
appear as constitutive elements. The
area thus delimited is ruled by the order-
ing power of El. He guarantees the often
precarious balance between the deadly
powers of Chaos and the life-force of
Baal. Through the identification of



Yahweh with El, and by Yahweh's as-
sumption of certain functions of Baal,
the forces of order and life are concen-
trated into one power and set against the
forces of Chaos. As a result, the Chaos
powers achieved a certain indepen-
dence, and the dualism of the ancient
Near East was somewhat strengthened.
But because the power of Yahweh was
seen to be all-encompassing and over-
whelming, that independence could no
longer imperil the world (Pss 93:3-4;
109:9). The sea, having lost all its
threatening power, is demythologized.
Its dark, salt loods and its flashing foam
are nothing more than water. Once
Yahweh, with his mighty, sovereign
word, has displaced the hard-fighting
Baal, the sea loses every representative
aspect (Pss 46:2-3; 65:6-7; 77:16-19;
93; 104:5-6).

A further means of overcoming the
innate dualism was found in a historical
understanding of the forces of Chaos.
Such an understanding was already cur-
rent in Israel’s environment (142, 144),
but in Israel it was more consistently fol-
lowed through. The transfer of evil from
the cosmic sphere to the realm of an-
thropology and ethics is a perceptive
shift, for the dragon, the principal figure
among the forces of Chaos, owes its exis-
tence more to psychological factors than
to a careful observation of the outside
world.

In contrast to Fig. 42, Fig. 43 is unam-
biguously Mesopotamian. At the right of
the picture is Ea, god of the deeps. He
appears in his chamber, which is sur-
rounded on all sides by water. Two
brooks spring from his shoulders; above
them are three fish (cf. 285). To the
right of Ea's underwater abode is a
kneeling servant, holding a gatepost.
This gate apparently seals off from Chaos
the depths of the earth, with their reser-
voirs of fresh water (cf. Jonah 2:6). Ea is
lord of these deeps. Chaos appears in the
form of a winged lion, forceably re-
strained (in Fig. 43 at the extreme right
and left). The lictle kneeling god who is
holding down the monster may be
Ninurta. A hymn describes Ninurta as

victor over the #fumgal, a creature with
lion-paws and wide-spread wings from
the retinue of Tiamat, the dragon of the
primeval age.™

The sun god emerges from between
the two wings of the conquered monster.
In a quite similar posture, another god of
sun and light ascends the mountain,
which has at its summit the gate of
heaven. He deferentially greets Ea, who
is seated in his chamber. This god may
be Ea’'s son, Marduk.” The sun god
Shamash, with his saw, embodies the
sphere of the heavens. He uses the saw
to execute his verdicts. Ninurta-
Ningirsu, who is often equated with
Enlil (both have the symbolic number
“fifty”), and Marduk, who with the rise
of the Semitic element largely super-
seded them, represent (like the Canaanite
Baal) the storm and the fruitful farm
land. Ea is the god of the ground-waters.
These three gods are often jointly in-
voked to avert calamity. Ea is the wise
lord of the depths, Marduk is the battler
against primeval Chaos, and Shamash
drives away all darkness. Yahweh's activ-
ity embraces all these aspects (cf. Ps
139). The Chaos monster, Leviathan,
embodying the destructive raging of the
sea, is reduced to an object of divine
amusement in the face of Yahweh'’s con-
centrated power (Ps 104:26).

To men of the ancient Near East,
primeval Chaos is present in the sea. In
Ugaritic myth, yam, “the sea,” is the
great antagonist of Baal. In Pss 74:13
and 89:9, yam appears at the forefront of
the Chaos monsters. In Fig. 43, the sun
god emerges from between the wings of
the Chaos dragon, as elsewhere he
emerges from between the mountains
(9). The cylinder seal (43) comes from
southern Mesopotamia, where it was un-
derstood that the sun god could rise
from the sea as well as from the
mountains. The pinned-down dragon in
Fig. 43 may thus represent the sea.

The more or less domesticated Chaos
dragon was understood to be at work in
the raging of the tempest. In Fig. 44, the
storm god Adad, in a heavy, four-
wheeled chariot, travels thundering
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across the vault of heaven (Ps 77:18).
His whip is the lightning, which rends
the whirling dust clouds. His wagon is
drawn by the very monster that repre-
sents the sea in Fig. 43. It is half lion
(head, forequarters), half eagle (wings,
tail, hind legs).

The primeval Chaos appears, albeit in
tamed form, in the sea (43) and in the
raging of the storm (44) (cf. Job 7:12;
Gen 9:14). But the thought that Chaos
might break loose and re-establish its
dreadful dominion filled men with hor-
ror. We may still sense something of that
horror in the following evocative expres-
sion of hope: “Thou {Yahweh] didst seta
bound which they {[Chaos powers]
should not pass, so that they might not
again cover the earth” (Ps 104:9; cf.
93:3-4). (A goddess with streams of rain
in each hand stands over the Chaos
monster in Fig. 44. She embodies the
fruitful rain, the friendly aspect of the
storm.)

Until it was conquered by a god (Ps
104:7-8), the dynamic Chaos harnessed
in the sea and tempest was free (45, cf.
419) and ruled the earth (Ps 104:6). The
conquering god (45) is shown to be a
heavenly being by the stars which form
his bow. In these sharply dualistic con-
ceptions, creation is undergirded by the

44. “Your pealing thunder was in the dome
of heaven, your lightning bolts lit up the
world, the nether world quaked and shook”

(provisional) victory of the god, who
embodies light and order (cf. Ps 104:9;
Job 7:12; Jer 5:22). Pss 74:12-17 and
89:5-14 touch on this myth. The dragon
is variously named in the two passages,
and a number of completely different
descriptions of Leviathan indicate that
there was no exact conception of its ap-
pearance.” In Ps 74:13-14, for example,
it has several heads; in Isa 27:1 it is a
twisting serpent; in Job 41:1 it is a
crocodile {RSVm} which exhibits some
rather fantastic features, such as spitting
fire (Job 41:19).

Ancient Near Eastern pictures show a
similar variety in representation of the
Chaos monster. In Figs. 42-44 the
Chaos dragon is depicted as a composite
creature, half lion and half eagle; in Figs.
46-50 it appears in the form of a ser-
pent; and in Figs. 5] and 52 it is a
seven-headed monster. In inquiring after
the origin of these ideas, we must assume
an interaction between everyday experi-
ences and the dreamlike processing of
these experiences by the unconscious
mind. This processing, for its part, must
have further affected the experience. The
monsters take the form of particular
zoological species, or are at least com-
posed of elements of them. The inter-
dependence of zoological and mytho-

(Ps 77:19 MT [translation of M. Dahood,
Psalms, vol. 2, p. 224, cf. 232}; cf. Ps 77:18
RSV).




45. “Out of his [Leviathan’s] mouth go flam-
ing torches; sparks of fire leap forth” (Job
41:19).

“At thy rebuke they [the waters of Chaos}
fled; at the sound of thy thunder they took to
flight” (Ps 104:7).

46. . . . who . . . treads on the heights of
the earth . . .” (Amos 4:13).

“Thou didst crush Rahab like a carcass™ (Ps
89:10a).

Rahab, the oppressor, is here the name for
a Chaos monster. In Ps 87:4 it is a symbolic
name for Egypt. On the historical interpreta-
tion of Chaos, cf. Figs. 142, 144.

and sky is shown more clearly in Fig. 46.
There the tree of life is simultaneously
the tree of the world, supporting the
constellations. A female deity, related to
Ishtar by the eight-pointed star, holds
her hand protectively over the tree. The
Chaos serpent, who was apparently
about to attack the tree, is killed by
Baal-Hadad, who strides over the
mountains brandishing a mace (cf.
290-91). It is uncertain whether the grif-
fin (upper right) is supposed to be the
guardian of the tree of life, and whether
the three men (lower right), in the face
of the impending danger, have turned in
supplication to the goddess.

The dragon of Fig. 47 also has a ser-
pent’s body, but with a horned head (cf.
Ps 75:4-5; cf. 41). The figure at the left
attacks the monster with bow and arrow.
A little tree (tree of life?), which the
archer seems to be defending, stands be-
tween the two. The tree, as in Fig. 46,
may symbolize the fruitful land, the
“land of life” {RSV: “land of the living”}
(Pss 142:5; 116:9).
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logical elements is also evident in the
linguistic sphere. In Ugarit, Leviathan
(Itn) isdescribed as a malicious (4rh), coiled
(‘qltn) serpent-dragon (bin) with seven
heads (36’t r'sm) (cf. Isa 27:1).7* In Pss
58:4 and 91:13 the etymologically re-
lated ptn appears as a poisonous and
dangerous, but quite ordinary snake.

In Fig. 45, the tree of life, as a stylized
palm, rises beside the rampant Chaos
monster. The relation between the drag-
on, the tree of life, and the god of storm

The serpent is also driven out of the
plant realm in Fig. 48. It is difficult to say
what meaning is attached to the two
figures at the right of the battling hero.
The kneeling figure may be handing mis-
siles to the warrior, which the latter uses
in addition to the sword. The figure at
the extreme right may be celebrating the
victory on the tambourine (cf. 451).
These conjectures are questionable.

The serpent-dragon of Fig. 49 pos-
sesses not only horns, but also front
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47. “Thou didst set a bound which they {the
Chaos waters] should not pass, so that they
might not again cover the earth” (Ps 104:9;
cf. Jer 5:22).

paws. His conqueror, with a sheaf of
lightning in one hand and arrows in the
other, is clearly the thunder god (cf.
294 ). He has two crossed quivers on his
back. The second figure appears to be
bringing forward the scepter which, as a
symbol of mastery, befits the conqueror
of the dragon. We may gather that the
third figure is attempting to exorcize the
dragon. In Ps 74:12-13, the royal name
of Yahweh also appears to be connected
with the victory over the dragon.

In Fig. 50, the two personae seem to
represent the equivalent Hittite god of
storm, weather, and fertility. With the
assistance of the celestial rain gods, he

48. “As the mountains rose, they [the waters
of Chaos} went down the valleys to the place
you had fixed for them” (Ps 104:8 NAB).

52

assaults Illuyankas, the coiled, fiery drag-
on. In the later version of the myth, the
dragon is identified with the sea. His
body calls to mind the breaking of
mighty waves.

The monster of Fig. 51 has seven
heads. Flames rise from its back. Except
for its serpent-neck and thick tail, how-
ever, its heads and figure are quite
clearly those of a panther. The god ap-
pears to be waging his battle with a
throwing stick. At any rate, the lowest
head of the monster has been hit by
one.” The monster’s many heads may be
traced to the impression produced by the
extreme agility of the snake’s or pan-
ther’s head, which seemingly multiplies
itself, or to the impression created by the
ever-rolling, ever-swelling breakers (cf.
Ps 93:4; cf. 42:7; 88:7).

In Fig. 52, three of the dragon’s seven
heads already lie limp; the god with the
horned crown has just put his lance to
the fourth. The remaining three still hiss
dangerously. A second god, exactly the
same in appearance as the first, attacks
from the rear. As in Fig. 51, flames shoot
up from the monster’s back. The
serpent-dragon can simultaneously sym-
bolize searing heat and destructive mas-
ses of water. The remaining two figures
might be interpreted as onlookers, not
as helpers.” They are men, not gods, and
their presence makes it unlikely that the
picture is treating a creation event in the
strict sense: men were created only after
the conquest of Chaos. The contexts of
Pss 74 and 89 and Figs. 142 and 144




49. “Yet God my King is from of old, work-
ing salvation in the midst of the earth” (Ps
74:12).

“Thou dost rule the raging of the sea; when
its waves rise, thou stillest them” (Ps 89:9).

demonstrate, however, that the primeval
event is by no means separable from the
saving acts performed by the deity in the
battle against evil “in the midst of the
earth” (Ps 74:12).

There exists antagonism not only be-
tween the threatening, raging, bottom-
less sea and the fruited land, but also be-
tween the “light of life” (Ps 56:13) and
the darkness (Ps 88:12).

In Mesopotamia and Egypt, the dark-
ness is the domain of demons. Fig. 53
reproduces twice a figure identified as a
god of light by the beams which radiate
from his shoulders. The subject is appar-
ently Shamash, the sun god (9, 286). The

50. “The floods have lifted up, O LORD, the
floods have lifted up their voice, the floods
lift up their roaring. Mightier than the thun-
ders of many waters, mightier than the waves
of the sea, the LORD on high is mighty” (Ps
93:3-4).
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51. “. . . who dost still the roaring of the

seas, the roaring of their waves, the tumult of
the peoples” (Ps 65:7).

demon on the right has the paws and
mouth of an animal. Demons are popu-
larly embodied in the dangerous animals
who work their mischief at night and are
banished to their dark lairs by the rising
sun (Ps 104:20-22; cf. 902-99). The
sun disc of Fig. 54, identified by the
scarab and the ram-headed man (cf. 15)
as the morning or daytime sun, drives
away serpent, crocodile, and gazelle,
which are considered dangerous animals
and enemies of the sun (cf. Plate
XXVII). In Job 38:13, the sun drives
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52. “Thou didst divide the sea by thy might;
thou didst break the heads of the dragons on
the waters. Thou didst crush the heads of

away not demons, but (in accordance
with the OT demythologization of the
world) the wicked. The night and the
darkness are domains of danger and dis-
tress; the morning and the rising light
signify help and salvation (cf. Ps 143:3,
8). In the darkness, the earth begins to
falter; in the morning light it stabilizes
itself again (cf. Pss 46:5; 82:5; 88:12-13;
92:2).

In Egypt, the evening darkness is
above all the domain of the monstrous
serpent Apophis (3pp). Apophis is the
embodiment of the dark sea, the evening

53. “"Have you commanded the morning
since your days began, and caused the dawn
to know its place, that it might take hold of

Leviathan, thou didst give him as food for the
creatures of the wilderness” (Ps 74:13-14).

clouds, and the morning haze—in a
word, those forces which can endanger
the sun at its setting in the evening and
on its rising in the morning. Fig. 55 dra-
matically portrays the threat encoun-
tered by the sun god upon his entrance
into the ocean and the nether world. The
sun god, with his bark, is just at the point
of leaving the sky (hieroglyphic p.t; cf.
11, 15, 17-18). The serpent, whose
body is stylized as wild, sheer waves (cf.
50), pits himself against the attempt to
leave the sky. Seth, as helper of Re (the
sun god), renders the serpent harmless.

the skirts of the earth, and the wicked be
shaken out of it?” (Job 38:12-13).
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54. “When the sun rises, they [the dangerous
animals} get them away and lie down in their
dens {again}” (Ps 104:22).
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active there. The heavens are his domain
(Ps 115:16). The heavens are envisioned
as utterly secure. With their light, they
are an incomparable witness to the glori-
ous splendor of God. The earth, on the
one hand, receives the light of the
heavens, and is consequently a region of
life;’! it ends, on the other hand, in dark,
bottomless Chaos. One of Yahweh's
great deeds was his establishment of the
earth over the abyss of the floods of
Chaos. On occasion it is even said that he
established it over the void (Job 26:7).
He has set a bound which the waters of
Chaos (the void) may not pass (Ps
104:9). Should they succeed now and
again in shaking the foundations of the
earth, Yahweh immediately intervenes
and establishes it anew (cf. Pss 11:3;
46:3; 75:3; 82:5). Since he has estab-
lished it and maintains it, the earth, with
all that moves on it, belongs to Yahweh
(Pss 24:1; 78:69; 89:11; 93; 96:10;
104:5). )

The sea, the abyss, and the darkness
are the domain of the forces of Chaos.

55. “To you belongs the day and the night as
well; you have securely fixed the light of the
sun” (Ps 74:16 {author’s translation}).

N

)

Helpful jackal- and cobra-demons draw
the ship of the sun across the sluggish
floods of the nether world.

It is true that the nether world is not in
principle withdrawn from the scope of
Yahweh's power (cf. Ps 139:8). But
Yahweh does not dwell there and is not

Where the demythologization described
above (p. 49) is far advanced, the sea can
be viewed as an integral part of the cos-
mic whole. This process of demythologi-
zation had not reached conclusion even
in the latest books of the NT. In Lk
21:25, the intensified raging of the sea
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56. E,: Earth (Upper World); E,, E;: Second
and Third Earth (Underworld); H,_3: First-
Third Heaven; A: Evening (West, the two
Mountains of the Sunset); M: Morning (East,
the two Mountains of the Suarise); D: Dam
of the Heavens; P: Palace of the Realm of
the Dead.

announces the final battle; and the seer
of the Johannine Apocalypse foresees a
new heaven and a new earth after the
cosmic catastrophe. The author of the
Apocalypse expressly notes, however,
that there will be no sea in this new, im-
perishable world (Rev 21:1).

Concluding Note

It should have become evident, in the
course of this chapter, that within the
world view of the ancient Near East (in-
cluding that of the psalms), empirical-
technical and  speculative-mythical
statements and conceptions are not sus-
ceptible to consistent separation. To the

ancient Near East, the empirical world,
as manifestation and symbol, points be-
yond its superficial reality. A continuous
osmosis occurs between the actual and
the symbolic, and conversely, between
the symbolic and the actual. This open-
ness of the everyday, earthly world to
the spheres of divine-intensive life and
of bottomless, devastating lostness is
probably the chief difference between
ancient Near Eastern conception of the
world and our own, which views the
world as a virtually closed mechanical
system. The principal error of con-
ventional representations of the ancient
Near Eastern view of the world (cf. 56
and 57) lies in their profantiy, transpar-
ency, and lifelessness. In the biblical and
ancient Near Eastern conception, the
world is open and transparent to things
above and beneath the earth. It is not a
lifeless stage. “The universe is thor-
oughly alive, and, therefore, the more
capable of sympathy with man and of re-
sponse to the rule of its creator, on
whom both man and universe directly
depend. Certainly we have here more
than a poetical personification of the
cosmos, when it is invited to rejoice (Ps
96:11).”7

Yet another fundamental error of
these contemporary representations lies
in their failure to suggest the extent to
which the question of the foundations of
the universe—of the ultimate basis and
security of the sphere of existence—
remained a problem. The ancient Near
East was not conscious of any answer to
this question. Again and again, ciphers
and symbols were employed (cf. 28, 33),
expressing nothing other than awe in the
face of divine, magical power or divine
wisdom and grace.

4. THAT WHICH FILLS
HEAVEN AND EARTH

numerable things which inhabit and
adorn the expanses of the cosmos: “all
that is in them” (Pss 69:34; 96:11;

In addition to the great expanses such
as heaven and earth, sea and world of the
dead, the universe also includes the in-
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L ALS OF THE HEAVENS

57. Modern representations of the so-called
ancient Near Eastern picture of the world
overlook the fact that the ancient Near East
never regarded the world as a closed, profane
system. Rather, the world was an entity open
at every side. The powers which determine

146:6). In the postexilic period, the term
“all things” is occasionally used to denote
heaven and earth and all that is in them
(Ps 119:91). The ancient Sumerians,
with the aid of huge lists, attempted to
inventory and order the vast profusion of
phenomena.™

Similar lists, albeit far less extensive,
are also preserved from the period of the
New Kingdom in Egypt. Their origin
was apparently not without Sumerian-
Babylonian influence, but their further
development was independent. A. Alt
has suggested’” that Solomon was not

EARTH AND 3£A

the world are of more interest to the ancient
Near East than the structure of the cosmic
system. A wide variety of diverse, uncoordi-
nated notions regarding the cosmic structure
were advanced from various points of
departure.

ignorant of this science when he spoke
“of trees, from the cedar that is in Leba-
non to the hyssop that grows out of the
wall, . . . also of beasts, and of birds,
and of reptiles, and of fish” (I Kgs 4:33).
G. von Rad has shown™ that at least
some of the OT hymns which refer to
the above-mentioned phenomena show a
marked similarity to the well-known
Egyptian catalogue of Amen-em-Opet.
As in that list, so too in Ps 148 the

earthly phenomena (lightning, hail,
snow, mist, storm, mountains, hills,
plants, animals, men) follow the
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58. Section from the catalogue of plaats
which were brought from Syria by Thut-
mose 11I.

heavenly phenomena (the gods—
depotentized as servants of Yahweh—
sun, moon, stars, and heavenly ocean).
The twofold division into heavenly and
earthly phenomena is striking. Among
the earthly phenomena are included
even the sea monsters and deeps, which
stand before the various meteorological
manifestations. These in turn are fol-
lowed by mountains, plants, animals, and
men. A sequence similar to that in Ps
148 is found in Ps 104, and later in Sir
43 and in the Song of the Three Young
Men (insertions to Dan 3:29-68). In
these texts, empty inventories have be-
come hymns to Yahweh's creative
power. Even Amen-em-Opet’s inven-
tory contains in its superscription a
hymnic accent: “the beginning of the
teaching . . . concerning all that is,
which Prah {cf. 40] created and Thoth
recorded {287, 349-50, 478a1.”

This delight in cataloguing was also
reflected in iconography. Thut-mose I1I
had carved on the temple walls of Kar-

59. “The high mountains are for the wild
goats” (Ps 104:18a).

nak an entire catalog of plants (by no
means all unusual, exotic varieties)
which he brought with him from Syria.

S. Morenz has shown™ that the alloca-
tion of specific biotopor to individual
species of animals is an aspect of the
interest in the animal kingdom evi-
denced by wisdom literature as a whole.
We find traces of it in Ps 104:14, 17-18,
where there is reference to the mainte-
nance of men and animals, and to the
environments of small birds, storks, wild
goats, and badgers. An Akkadian cylin-
der seal with an especially lively impres-
sion shows how the high mountains serve
as a living space for the wild goats. There
they can find protection from the
clutches of man and lion (59). The entire
animal kingdom is subject to man (Ps
8:6-8), but this dominion is not for pur-
poses of willful destruction. Certainly
the “beasts of the field” are for man to
hunt, but Ps 8:7a shows that “dominion
over the beasts” means primarily domin-
ion over domestic animals. In their
case, man is as much protector as
usufructuary, a fact made very evident
by Figs. 60 and 61. The foot placed upon
the weaker animal expresses “dominion”
(cf. Ps 8:6). As in the case of the king,
however, this dominion consists not only
in holding subject, but also in defense of
the weaker animal against the attacking
lion. The double pair of wings in Fig. 61
exalts the man to the level of the mythi-
cal. In 1 Sam 17:34-36, the young David
appears in the role of the hero of Figs. 60
and 61 (cf. Judg 14:5-6).

58



60. “Thou has given him dominion over the
works of thy hands; . . . all sheep and oxen,
and also the beasts of the field, the birds of

In a vase (more than a meter in height)
from Uruk, plants, animals, men, and
the deity appear in a wonderful order
(62). In registers arranged one over
another there appear a river, plants
(stylized ears of grain and shoots of the
date palm), small livestock, oblation-
bearers. On the topmost register, the
prince of the city (almost completely de-
stroyed) stands before Inanna, the god-
dess of love and fertility, from whom life
proceeds and here, as it were, returns
(cf. 180, 187, 192, 442-43). In the
psalms, praise repeatedly takes the place
of sacrifice (Pss 40:6-10; 50; 51:15-17;
69:30-31). Consequently, in Ps 148:9-
12, the earth, trees, animals, rulers, and
common men do not appear in an offer-
tory procession, but are summoned in-
stead to praise.

The notion that the whole creation
praises the sun god was particularly vital
in Egypt in the Amarna Period. In a
great hymn to the sun god, Amenophis
1V {Akhenaton} sings: “When the earth
grows bright, you rise again in the
mountains of light . . . the birds fly up
from their nests, their wings sing your
praises”®" (289). The concept of praise
from all creatures is pictorially expressed
not only in the Amarna Period, but even
earlier on sarcophagi and later in papyri
from the Book of the Dead.

In Fig. 63, the heavenly falcon, sun
disc on its head, sits on the sign for
“west” (cf. 25, 33). He is worshipped

the air, and the fish of the sea, whatever pas-
ses along the paths of the seas” (Ps 8:6a-8).

(from bottom to top) by the dead (two
soul-birds), the gods (Isis on the right
and Nephthys on the left), the animals
(four baboons, whose morning chatter
was interpreted as praise), kings (four,
on the right), common Egyptians (four,
on the left), and (at the top) lower—lass
Egyptians or perhaps foreigners (left and
right, one rp;7.2)."" In the psalms, gods
(or angels; Pss 29:1-2; 148:2), Israelites
and non-Israelites (Ps 117:1), and ani-
mals (Ps 148:10) are summoned to
praise. Praise from the dead, however, is
characteristically Egyptian.®® In Israel,
the notion that the dead praise God is
consistently challenged (Ps 115:17 etc.).
Even Ps 22:29 is no exception.® Yahweh
is a God of life and of the living. All that
lives and moves praises him. Everything
that has breath praises the Lord who
gave that breath and daily gives it anew
(Ps 104:29-30).

61. “. . . thou hast put all things under his
feet” (Ps 8:6b).




62. “Praise the LORD. . ., fruit trees and all
cedars, beasts and all cattle, creeping things
and flying birds, kings of the earth and all
peoples, . . . old men and children. . .” (Ps 63. “Let everything that breathes praise the
148:7a, 9b, 10, 11a, 12b). LORD!” (Ps 150:6).
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CHAPTER I

DESTRUCTIVE
FORCES




1. SPHERES OF DEATH

Ps 107 calls upon four groups of the
redeemed to sing the praises of Yahweh.
In their distress, they had promised sac-
rifice to Yahweh in the event of deliver-
ance. Now they are expected to offer
that sacrifice in the temple, where they
have arrived for the great autumn festi-
val. They will sing of Yahweh's saving
act, or they will employ the Levites to do
$O.
Those summoned in the psalm cried
out to Yahweh from four regions: the
desert, where vitality was utterly sapped
by hunger and thirst; prison, where
strong gates and bars prevented access to
the light; sickness, which brought its vic-
tims close to the gates of death; and the
storm-tossed sea, which drained the
physical and mental vigor of those
caught in distress.

Fig. 33 showed that the gates to the
world of the dead lie in the region of the
desert and the sea. Ps 107 indicates very
clearly what these two regions have in
common with imprisonment and sick-
ness: in all four, man’s life is endangered.
Their commonality lies not in their ex-
ternal aspects, but in man’s experience.
All four destroy his life, his vital power
(npi [RSV: “soul”}; Ps 107:5, 18, 206),
and his reasoning ability (/4, “heart”;
bkmb, “wisdom”; Ps 107:12, 27). The
Hebrew word for “sickness” (bly) in fact
signifies simply a condition of exhaustion
and weakness (b/h, “to be weak”). Con-
sequently, it is sometimes difficult to de-
termine the extent to which the word
relates to sickness in the narrow sense.’

In the psalms, sickness is closely
linked with sin (Pss 41:4; 107:17-20).
The sick man is stricken because of the
divine wrath: he no longer has any appe-
tite (Ps 107:18a); he lies on his couch (Ps
41:8), waters his bed with his tears (Ps
6:6), and groans in entreaty to God (cf.
90a, 91, Plate 111) that he might forgive
and heal him. Severe sickness, misfor-
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tune, and need bring a man “to the gates
of death” (Ps 107:18; cf. 88:3). This ex-
pression corresponds quite closely to our
phrase, “to be on death’s doorstep.” To
the ancient Near East, however, pictures
are rarely “only” pictures. Instead, as
chapter 1 has shown, they are
“exemplary reality,” which, insofar as it
is “exemplary,” encompasses realms
larger than the realm of concrete appear-
ance. Inasmuch as it is “reality,” how-
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64. “1Tam . . . like one forsaken among the
dead, like the slain that lie in the grave” (Ps
88:4b, 5).
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65. “And when he came to the other side, to
the country of the Gadarenes, two demoniacs
met him, coming out of the tombs, so fierce
that no one could pass that way” (Mt 8:28
parr.).



ever, it can also be concretely
understood.

The suppliant of Ps 88, who is appar-
ently very ill, complains that he is al-
ready reckoned among the dead, in
whose midst he lives. Like death, certain
sicknesses made one unclean. We learn
from the NT that persons thus rendered
unclean were made to live outside the
villages among the tombs (Mark 5:1-5
parr.). The type of tomb most frequently
attested in Palestine of the first and sec-
ond centuries B.C. is the natural or
man-made cave-tomb, accessible either
diagonally or vertically from above
(64-68). When a natural cave was used
(64, 65}, it appeared very much like a
simple living space, particularly when it
was equipped with the appropriate fur-
niture. There are a number of well-
preserved examples of such tombs from
the Middle Bronze period at Jericho*
and a few from the Iron Age at Ein
Shem.* A tomb is occasionally described
as the home of the dead (Ps 49:11; Eccl
12:5). It differs from a house, however,
in its depth, its darkness, its accumulated
dust, and its decay; in the silence which
prevails within it; and in the impression
of forgetfulness. All these characteristics
are ascribed in the psalms to the realm of
the dead (F'w/, mwt). In Fig. 33, two
tombs comprise the entrance to the
world of the dead. In Ps 88:11, “grave”
stands parallel to “abyss” {RSV: “Abad-
don} in a context where “‘realm of the
dead” {“Sheol”} is to be found in other
passages (cf. Ps 6:5; Isa 38:18). Every
grave is a litcle “Sheol.”

a. The Grave

As a land from which no one has ever
yet returned (cf. Ps 88:10; Job 7:9-10;
10:21; Akkadian erser /7 tari, “land of no
return”), the actual realm of the dead isa
speculative entity. Its concrete features
are derived from empirical observatior
of the grave. Beyond that, very little can
be said about the world of the dead. For
that reason, it appears as a prototypical
grave raised to gigantic proportions. Is-
raelite  speculations, compared with
those of Mesopotamia and Egypt es-
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66. . . .1 call; my rock, be not deaf to me,
lest, if thou be silent to me, 1 become like
those who go down to the Pit [bér, “cistern”]”
(Ps 28:1).

In the Baal myth from Ugarit, Baal is ad-
dressed as follows: “Climb down into the
house of uncleanness (?), the earth! You shall
be reckoned among those who go down into

the earth” (UT 67.V.14f.).

67. “Hide not thy face from me, lest I be
like those who go down to the Pit [66r]" (Ps
143:7; cf. 88:4).

“Is thy steadfast love declared in the grave,
or thy faithfulness in Abaddon [the abyss}?”
(Ps 88:11; cf. Isa 38:18).

pecially, are rather temperate and stay
quite close to experience. In Mesopo-
tamia, one could give an account of the
city of the dead, with its walls, towers,
and gates (cf. 41) from which there
was no escape. This city was one of
unrelieved desolation and gloom. Egypt,
on the other hand, attempted to lighten
the darkness by means of magical pre-
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cautionary measures and an enormous
number of audacious myths and
speculations. Yet time and again, the
Egyptians too experienced death as the
extremity of powerlessness (Ps 88:4) and
weakness (684).

The sketch in Fig. 69 shows an Egyp-
tian tomb. Above it and to the right are
seen four mourners. At the left of the
entrance, a priest presents an offering of
incense and drink. The shaft of the tomb
descends vertically, as in Fig. 68. In the
shaft below are a man and a priest wear-
ing the mask of Anubis. The latter is re-
sponsible for the burial rites. Together,
the two men bring the mummy to its
resting place. Two mummies already lie
in the room at the right. A stairway leads
to a lower room, as shown also in Fig.
68.

Fig. 70 shows the full configuration of
an Egyptian tomb, not at the time of bur-
ial, but as it functions for the dead. The
above-ground porti